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Chapter 1
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I awoke with the terrifying sensation of floating above ground.

I knew I was alive, because my heart was beating like a jackhammer, so that was good.

Maybe I was just crazy.

Crazy I could live with. 

I arrived at that reassuring point just as the woman on the bottom bunk emitted a window-rattling snore, and everything came into focus.

Jan Fairchild, Ludwig, Pennsylvania’s one and only cinema success, had come back east to film a going-home movie. To celebrate our famous classmate’s return, last night my best friend, Didi, hosted an old-fashioned pajama party. Seven of our closest high school girlfriends fattened up on chips, onion dip, and pizza, imbibed previously forbidden beverages, danced barefoot to oldies, and reminisced. Sprawled all over Didi’s house, we were presently sleeping it off—exactly like the teenagers we once were.

Corky, an overachieving mother of two, didn’t miss a snore when I climbed down the ladder. Nor did she twitch as I blindly rummaged through my duffel for jeans and my favorite sweatshirt, the one that says, “whatever...” in lower case letters. It seemed especially appropriate this morning.

Why? you may ask.

Because sometime during the wee hours, one of us wanted to play that universally ill-advised game Truth or Dare. As if the obvious perils weren’t enough, a couple of former kittens chose to exhibit their very grownup claws.

In other words, the game turned out just like you might expect.

Didi never lost her smile. Naturally. Upbeat has always been my BFF’s default. She was determined to remain the good hostess no matter what was said. 

It was Jan Fairchild’s reaction to the verbal darts that worried me. In my experience, artistic types are especially vulnerable to criticism. Also easily bruised by it. 

After splashing my face with cold water, I wandered down to the kitchen. A peek out the window revealed a pale gray October sky that might or might not ease into blue. It was Columbus Day, and I promised to be home ASAP to let my husband, who heads a small private school, prepare for a board meeting. Our kids are old enough to leave alone, but they still need food, transportation, and sometimes a referee. Still, a few more hours catching up with my old girlfriends seemed a fair way to divide the day.

Engrossed in yesterday’s real estate section, Ti, our only emissary to the corporate world, sat at Didi’s glass-and-iron dining table tapping her coffee mug with a crimson fingernail. Looking up, she grunted something I took to be “Good morning.” She appeared just as overworked and worn as when she arrived, but maybe that was normal for an investment banker. 

Stationed behind her kitchen island, Didi was humming either “Edelweiss” or the theme from Doctor Zhivago, I couldn’t tell which. In keeping with the weekend’s nostalgic theme, she’d forsaken her usual French twist to scrunch her long blonde hair into a ponytail. It was the style she’d worn in high school, but I was probably the only one who appreciated that detail. We exchanged smiles. Then I poured myself orange juice, selected an almond pastry, and sat down. 

“What will you do today?” I asked Ti just to break the silence. Last night’s festivities had barely dusted off the yearbook.

“Back to D.C.,” Ti responded without losing her spot in the newspaper. “I’m just waiting for Jan.”

A minute later, Laura stumbled in looking swollen and surly. Still in her green sateen pajamas, a clump of dirty blonde hair covered half of one eye. 

“Ah, coffee,” she croaked. “Black.” After a steaming mug reached her hand, she muttered, “Morning,” to the rest of us and slumped onto a seat. 

For contrast, Ann bounced out of the hallway fresh-faced and chipper. Dressed as if she’d already relocated to the mountains (her family’s goal), she wore broken-in jeans with a buffalo-plaid shirt and hiking boots. 

She addressed Laura. “Sorry if I kept you out of the bathroom. Didn’t realize you were awake.”

Laura tilted her head, then plodded off with her mug of black coffee.

“Is Jan up yet?” Ann inquired. “I’ve got to get home.” A school bus driver with four boys of her own, days off probably meant housework.

“I haven’t heard her,” Didi remarked with a glance toward me.

“You want me to wake her?”

“Soon,” Didi confirmed with a nod. Since she was staying in town, Jan could always go back to bed after everyone left.

A half hour later our famous friend had not yet appeared. In silence, we listened to Corky humming in the nearby shower. Impatient to get back to her children, Ann fidgeted. Ti glanced at her watch for the umpteenth time, and I decided I needed a manicure.

Didi finally widened her eyes at me and jerked her chin toward the hall.

I excused myself and slipped out of the room.

A delicate tap on Jan’s closed door netted me nothing.

“Jan,” I whispered, softly, then louder. “Hey, Jan. It’s Ginger Barnes. You awake?”

I folded my arms and huffed. Add jet lag to the night we’d just had, and sleeping later than the rest of us was understandable. 

Still, waking up to say goodbye to her high school buddies wouldn’t take long, so I felt certain Jan would want to do it. At the very least it was good PR, not to mention good manners.

I knocked louder and called her name in a normal voice. “Jan, may I come in?” 

No response.

I banged the door with my fist and shouted. “Jan! Jan, can you hear me?” 

Silence.

Perspiration suddenly chilled my skin. I procrastinated for one fortifying breath, then turned the doorknob and let myself into the room. 

A stuffy, soiled-linen smell greeted me. Drapes on all but the hexagonal window over the bed bathed the area in a false twilight. 

Jan was nowhere in sight, but she had to be here—somewhere. 

Now that my eyes were adjusted, I noticed the bedcovers shifted off to the left. I inched across the room to see why. 

Jan lay face down on the floor. No motion disturbed the folds on her nightshirt, but she would not be breathing.

Not with her mouth and nose pressed into a pillow. 

Not with blood matting the hair on the back of her head.

The world seemed to wobble, and I was huffing like a runner who’d just finished a 5K. Grappling for control, I fixated on a crooked lampshade.

“Do the right thing,” my subconscious lectured. “Do the right thing, or you could be accused of murder. Rip, the school, the kids. It could all go sour.” Not that long ago it almost had. 

“Okay,” I agreed, as if reason had spoken. “Okay! Don’t touch anything you don’t have to.” One quick look around, and I’d be out of there. 

But first make sure ...

I crouched down alongside Jan and fingered her neck for an artery. Her skin remained warm, but it was nowhere near ninety-eight point six.

As expected, no pulse, yet it was the stiffness of Jan’s skin that prompted a shudder. The vibrant, magnificently talented Jan Fairchild was no more. 

I took a deep breath and considered what to do next. Upon arrival, outside forces automatically blanket everyone in the house with distrust. Me especially, perhaps, since I’ve been exposed to violent crime before. Coincidence happens, but—understandably—the pros won’t like the odds. Knowing this, I would be well advised to avoid even the slightest of mistakes. 

Not protecting myself with the information right in front of me fell under the mistake umbrella. 

Wiping my tears with the cuff of my sweatshirt, I braced for a repulsive experience, touching the back of Jan’s head where the blood had dried. 

Bile instantly soured my mouth. Beneath her cool flesh her skull had given way like a broken bowl. I had to drop both hands to the floor to steady myself.

Gulping in air, this time I used my shoulder to wipe my cheek and mouth. 

Glancing around for an abandoned weapon, I noted a few pebbles on the floor across from the end of the bed. Meaningless maybe, but maybe not. They were too little to have harmed Jan in any way. 

My crouched position put my chest level with the bed’s dust ruffle. I lifted the fabric with my clean hand and peeked underneath. 

Lying in the dust was a red tube about half an inch in diameter and four inches long. A two-inch needle protruded from one end, making whatever it was look like a firecracker complete with its fuse. I knew better than to touch it.

Looking upward, a small dash of brown on the sharp corner of the adjacent night table made Jan’s last moments clearer.

Something—someone—had hit her on the back of her head at an angle that caused her to twist sideways and fall to the floor along with the bedclothes. Her injured head hit the corner of the night table on the way down. The pillow finished her off, either by itself or with help. 

Murder. There was no escaping the conclusion. 

I thought of the women waiting for Jan to emerge, and I thought of the simmering rancor of the night before. 

Tread carefully, my subconscious warned. I smoothed down my clothes and hurried from the room. 

After a quick stop in Didi’s steamy bathroom to wash my face and hands, I rejoined the others, settled now in the living room.

Everyone swiveled to look my way. No one appeared especially anxious or alarmed. To be fair, I’d only been gone five or six minutes.

“She getting up?” Laura inquired.

“No.”

“She blowing us off or what?”

I allowed Ann’s chuckle to die away before I spoke again.  

“Jan’s dead,” I related with a catch in my voice. “We need to call the police.”
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Chapter 2
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Corky fainted. Just outright fainted. Her head lolled back into the sofa and her plump body slid halfway to the floor.

Laura gulped and stared. 

Hands fisted over her eyes, Ann backed into the wall shrieking like an injured animal.

Didi dropped a stainless-steel bowl into the kitchen sink, we all jumped, and her dog started barking.

“Ammonia, for Corky?” I inquired through the din.

“Under the sink,” Didi answered as she swiped her yapping pup by the collar and deposited her in the laundry room—her “dog house,” judging by the bed and water awaiting her.

When the barking faded to a whimper, we all seemed to relax a notch.

The ammonia bottle was empty, but—fortunately­­­—Corky was already moaning herself back to consciousness.

Just then, Ti emerged from the bedroom hallway carrying yesterday’s suit on a hanger. Seeing our faces, she demanded to know what was going on. 

“Somebody killed Jan,” Laura announced bluntly. Her folded arms suggested satisfaction, but her eyes told the truth. The woman was in shock. 

I interrupted Ti’s gasp of dismay. “We don’t know that for sure!” I believed it to be murder. Knew it for certain, to be honest. But it didn’t seem prudent to plant that in everybody’s head just yet. 

My precaution was wasted breath.

“Murder, ohmigod, murder!” Ann wailed anew.

I rounded the kitchen peninsula and lifted the receiver of Didi’s landline.

Ti announced she had to leave.

“No!” I paused my dialing to shout. I didn’t care to share my past experiences, but I could—and should—use what I knew. “Nobody can leave,” I emphasized. “In fact, we all need to go outside and wait in the driveway.” 

“Who put you in charge?” Ti harped just as my 911 call was answered. Preoccupied by the dispatcher’s questions, I only half heard Didi rush to my defense.

“Yes, Jan Fairchild ... was ... the Hollywood actress originally from Ludwig,” I related into the phone. “No, her death did not appear to be natural.” 

Hearing someone gasp, I turned my head in time to catch everyone’s reaction to my statement. Horror pretty much summed it up. Hoping to spare them, I’d waffled before, but they’d jumped to their own dramatic conclusion anyway.

Hearing the person who actually discovered the murder admit that was the case hit them all like a ninety-eight-mile-an-hour fastball. 

“Jan. Killed. I think I’m going to be sick,” Ann babbled.

After finishing my call, I stepped toward the front door to underscore my suggestion. Corky had hoisted herself back into a sitting position, so I believed she could walk. 

Didi, bless her, worked the room like a sheep dog, finally hooking her arm around Corky’s elbow and hefting the oversized woman off the sofa “Out, out, out,” she shooed everybody. 

Laura tossed me a sneer on her way by. Ann covered her mouth and ran. Ti dumped her suit onto the nearest chair, then ambled along.

“Please stay on the macadam,” I called after them. At this hour the dew would be gone from the driveway so no footprints would show, something that might not be true of the grass.

I lingered only long enough to take in what was where. 

The living room and kitchen were in the open-plan style, allowing me to notice a cell phone charging next to Didi’s toaster. Thinking the owner might need it to reassure her family, I picked it up with the cuff of my sweatshirt and stashed it in my pocket. 

The police chief and a partner actually arrived first. Bulky, thin-haired, and essentially benign, the chief reminded me of a bull mastiff unaware of his formidable size. Wearing a crisp, white, short-sleeved uniform shirt even this far into fall, he took about two minutes to view Jan’s body, then emerged from the house to use the squad car’s communication thing to call in everyone short of God. 

Unfortunately, Ludwig’s crime reporter must have listened in on the emergency radio band, then mentioned the hot news to a boss, or an assistant, or his wife, because in short order a mob of reporters—and neighbors—clogged the semirural road. The chief had to summon his partner to deal with the crush.

Finally ready to address us, he said, “Hello, ladies,” almost bashfully. “I’m Chief Elias A. Snook.” 

I sympathized with the man. By itself, any murder in his small jurisdiction would be trying enough, but throw in a mob of spectators and a dead movie star? The man had to feel out of his depth. 

“Mind telling me what all you gals are doing here?” he inquired of our small group.

Didi stepped forward. “It was a sleepover. Like in high school,” she explained with a flip of her hand. “We were all friends back then, and Jan wanted to see everybody while she was here. So ...” 

“I see. Anybody see or hear anything out of the ordinary last night?”

Our heads wagged no in unison.

“Any sort of altercation occur?”

Vehement dissent.

“Ms. Fairchild seem distressed about anything? A phone call, maybe?”

The phone in my pocket suddenly felt heavier, as all around me heads wagged and faces went blank. 

Again, Didi broke the silence. “Jan was up for a Robert Redford film, but she hadn’t heard one way or the other.” 

The police chief didn’t much care about that. He wanted to know who called in the report.

I raised my hand.

Snook nodded, then crooked his finger to invite me back into the house for a chat.

We settled on two low living-room sofas and turned our knees toward each other. 

“And you are?”

“Ginger Struve Barnes,” I answered. “Gin usually.”

“Last time you saw the deceased alive?” he inquired in a lumbering, perplexed way.  

“You call Frank?” interrupted a barrel-chested officer from the edge of the hall. In contrast to the chief’s distinguishing white shirt, he wore the usual light blue.

“Yes, I called Frank,” Snook answered, his tone dark with annoyance. 

“You gonna wait for him?”

“Does it look like I’m gonna wait for him?” The chief swiveled to show off his scowl.

“I was just thinking about last time.” The subordinate’s demeanor confirmed a longstanding friendship, so close that he was permitted to protect the chief from repeating a past mistake. 

I didn’t blame either of them. The media would be serving the public Ludwig’s police procedure for dinner—with relish. 

Deciding against giving his employee one last dig, the chief pinched his chin and regarded me.

“Last time you saw the deceased alive?” Snook inquired again.

Before I could reply, the interfering officer shook his head and made a humming noise in his throat.

“Dammit, George,” Snook snapped, twisting once again to glare at his smaller, rounder friend. “What do you think Frank will say if he gets here and we haven’t done a damn thing? You ever think of that?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the one called George muttered back.

I presumed Frank was the District Attorney, or maybe the coroner; otherwise I couldn’t imagine why the local police chief would have any need to wait.

“Ma’am?” Now impatient and annoyed, Snook prodded me for my answer. 

“Didi Martin’s beagle is in heat,” I said.

“The pup in the laundry room?” 

“Yes. And last night a German shepherd came around ... um ...”

“Yes, I understand.”

“So most of us wanted to go out to watch the animal-control officer handle him.”

“You can call Trudy a dogcatcher. Most of us do.” I heard a snicker from the other room, and the chief allowed a corner of his lips to lift. 

Which told me he was at least as tuned into George as he was to me. A little ADHD perhaps? I was familiar because of my husband’s school.

“You want to hear this?” I asked in my pay-attention voice.

Snook finally met my eyes. “Yes, ma’am.” 

I braced myself with a breath before beginning. “Laura came outside with Didi, me, and Ann. Laura and Ann were talking about how Jan wouldn’t come out because she didn’t want a reporter concocting a story about her hating dogs.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Jan was an up-and-coming movie star ...”

“Yes ...”

“You knew that, right?”

“I’m not a movie buff but, sure, I knew that.” He appeared thoughtful for a long moment.

Long enough for me to realize my eyes were beginning to tear. “Can we please get this done?” I nudged, wiping my eye with the back of my hand. 

Snook had the grace to look contrite. “Yes, ma’am. Please continue.”

“I saw Jan going toward her room just as I came outside with Didi to meet the animal-control officer.”

“Trudy.”

“Yes, if that’s her name.”

“It is.”

“So you say your friend, Jan Fairchild, the actress, didn’t want the press to know she had anything to do with a dog.”

I sighed, “No. I mean, not exactly. She just had to be super careful about what kind of publicity she got. It’s very important in her business.”

“Okay. So Ms. Fairchild skipped the commotion, and what? Went to bed?”

“That’s how it seemed ...”

“And that’s the last you saw of her?”

“Until this morning. Yes.”

“Approximately what time would you say the dog thing happened?”

“About one-thirty.”

“Anyone else stay in the house?”

Corky came to mind first. “Ms. Kreske. Corky. She was asleep.”

“Asleep,” Snook repeated, pinching his chin and squinting. “Any chance she woke up?”

“When I went to bed, she was in the same position she was in before the German shepherd started barking. In the morning, too, come to think of it.”

“Sound sleeper.”

“I would say so.”

Before I got to mention that Ti had also remained inside, the expected stranger wandered in. In his thirties, he resembled a cowhand more than a cop. Denim everything. Patterned boots. I almost checked for straw stuck in his wavy brown hair. He was cute in a homely sort of way.

Neither man bothered with “hello.” The newcomer just dragged a dining chair over, turned it around, straddled it, and offered me his hand. “I’m Frank,” he said, so I gave him my name. 

Snook wasn’t into rapport. He preferred to hit me with a real question.

“Any of your friends have a reason to wish Jan Fairchild harm?”

I took another deep breath, then exhaled. “New reason or old?”

The police chief and the newcomer exchanged a look. Then the new guy offered me a crooked smile that was partly apologetic, partly encouraging.

He asked the question I knew was coming. The one that invited me to rat out my friends. 

He said, “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

My mouth had gone dry, so I just nodded.
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Chapter 3
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Opening a hand to invite Chief Snook and his homicide expert to stick with me, I said, “We’re renovating a bathroom.” 

The men’s faces instantly went blank, so I quickly added, “That’s why Jan stayed here with Didi.” Mightn’t that detail apply to a murder investigation?

The men sighed and squirmed.

“Over the years,” I continued, “I kept our famous friend in the loop—whenever one of us had a baby, lost a parent, got a divorce, or what have you. Jan always responded, but three weeks ago was the first time she phoned me first.”

The cops still looked vapid, but they had asked for everything.  

“Starting tomorrow, Jan’s new film was supposed to start shooting in Philadelphia. She called me about coming in early for a visit and asked me to suggest a discreet place to stay.”

Why? I’d teased over the phone. You bringing a boyfriend?

Snook’s eyes appeared to be wondering that, too, so he mentioned the blockbuster Jan starred in last summer. The film’s popularity made her so recognizable that privacy had become a huge issue.

The men couldn’t scrape up a speck of sympathy. Now that I thought about it, last night neither could a couple of the girls.

“So she got here when?” Snook inquired.

“Thursday just before noon.”

“Let’s hear about that.”

I glanced over at Frank Whatsizname. Thumbs hooked on his belt. Somewhat interested smile. He threw in two wide-eyed nods for encouragement. I was getting the message that they wanted the whole weekend—except for the stuff women care about.

Oooh boy. What to say? What to say? There were other interviewees waiting out in the driveway, and Rip was waiting for his uninterrupted work time. 

I decided to run through every last detail in my head, then select what Chief Snook and Frank Whatsizname needed, leaving out such dreck as bathroom renovation dust and why Jan Fairchild never made her bed.

However, these were my final memories of a longtime and much-admired friend, and I intended to savor every minute. I would edit it down for the professionals, but this was my story and I was sticking to it.

***
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THURSDAY AFTEROON: THE AIRPORT

Streaked with contrails, the powder blue sky was rapidly filling with thick cumulus clouds. Bumpy landings most likely. Possibility of thunderstorms later.

After stashing my Subaru hatchback in one of the exorbitant short-term lots, Didi and I hustled across five divided lanes riddled with traffic. The draft from all the vehicles vying for slots at the pickup curb flapped our skirts and mussed our hair. We were relieved to escape the exhaust and step into the baggage claim area’s air conditioning. 

Luggage carousels to the left, airline desks to the right, we eased our way to the center where escalators delivered arriving passengers. Due to today’s security measures, this was the only logical place to greet our famous friend.

“You said you were wearing a dress,” Didi remarked, while around us foot traffic came and went. “Why didn’t you wear a dress?”

“What’s the difference?”

“You said you were going to wear a dress.”

“So I wore a skirt and blouse. So what?” The skirt navy, the blouse a navy and green pattern. I had to iron the skirt and sew a button on the blouse, but my morale required that skirt and that blouse.

“It’s just that you said you were wearing a dress, so I wore a dress. You look more casual than me.”

“I thought we were after—and I quote—‘understated glamour.’” 

No matter the occasion, my best and most longstanding friend always managed to make dressing appropriately look easy. Slender and lithe as a dancer, naturally blonde hair up in her usual French twist. That day, only the thinnest of gold hoop earrings. Next to Didi, I’m sure I looked like a housewife on her way to the dentist.

“Ooh, look! TV camera. Over there,” she said.

Indeed, a tall African-American gent with a bulky video camera towered over a perky female reporter in a yellow cap sleeve dress.  The woman was yakking at the airline personnel behind the nearest desk. 

Almost immediately people began spilling toward us from the nearby luggage bays. The cameraman’s light went on, the reporter waited on tiptoe, and soon Jan Fairchild glided downward, literally from the sky.

“Told ya,” Didi complained, referring to Jan’s jeans and white T-shirt. “We look like dorks.”

This time, I’m afraid she was right.

Jan’s jeans were designer perfect, molding to the now famous figure like shrink film. Southwestern style silver earrings and a collection of silver bracelets completed a look that said, I’m regular people, but I’m also a star.  

“Didi! Ginger! Come over here and say hello.” The public had backed off when the camera went on, so Jan and her media greeting committee easily flowed toward Didi and me. The camera was still on as Jan simultaneously hugged us both. 

“Oof,” I said, then “Hi, Jan,” as she tugged my arms around to expose my face to the camera. Didi, too, blinked into the light. Her smile looked more genuine than mine. 

“Doris,” said the actress, for that was the network reporter’s name, “I’d like you to meet two of my dearest friends, Didi Martin and Ginger Struve Barnes. We’re looking forward to a good long weekend of girl talk.”

Doris’s smile encompassed us—and the entire Delaware Valley viewing area.

“Is that what your new picture, Going Home Again, is about?” she inquired, giving Jan the perfect opening.

“Not exactly,” the main character waffled. “Much more angst. Probably not as many laughs. It’s an intriguing story about a rape victim estranged from her parents.”

“Heavy,” the reporter observed with a furrowed brow. 

“Yes. It’s all about family relationships, something anyone can relate to, and the ending is especially moving.” She gave the title twice before fixing her eyes on the camera for the final takeaway. “It’s well worth watching, folks. Check out the trailer on YouTube.”

“Will do,” Doris responded, suggesting that Jan had tempted at least one person.

Doris turned to wrap it up for the evening news. The cameraman backed up a step and concentrated on his viewfinder. 

And Jan finally released our arms.

Ouch, I thought as the blood rushed back into my biceps.

***
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WHAT I SAID ALOUD:

“A TV camera was there,” I told Snook and Snookie, aka Frank. “...so Jan essentially told the whole tri-state area where to find her.” 

Chief Snook glanced at Frank Whatsizname out of the corner of his eye. “Um humm,” he said, rubbing his lips with an index finger while the denim cowboy noted my information with the tilt of his head. 

I closed my eyes and returned to my memories.

***
[image: image]


Jan had just apologized for hurting my arm. “Can we please hightail it out of here before somebody gets up the nerve to ask for an autograph?”

“Righty ho,” Didi agreed, this time hooking our famous friend by the arm and propelling her toward the correct baggage carousel. I had to trot to keep up.

We collected Jan’s three suitcases without much fan interference, then hauled them over to my hatchback.

Jan sprawled in the back seat and tugged off a pair of cowgirl boots. She wiggled her stockinged toes in the air. Even her toes were pretty.

“Jeez, that feels good,” she said.

Didi beamed back at the actress from the shotgun seat. “Where to, pardner?” 

“Lunch!” Jan announced. “Please, a bona fide cheesesteak? I haven’t had one in years.”

True Philadelphians maintained that authentic cheesesteaks are unavailable anywhere else in the world. On the other hand, hoagies in their various guises can be edible if you specify oil (never mayo) and remove any foreign junk (such as pickles); but ordering a cheesesteak outside of eastern Pennsylvania (or an adjacent part of New Jersey) constitutes far too great a risk. In Philadelphia, the choices are vast.

“So where?” I inquired as I pulled into the exit lane of the parking garage. 

“Has to be authentic and visual,” Jan declared. “Colorful. You know, photogenic.” 

Pat’s Steaks in South Philadelphia was still owned and operated by a descendant of Pat Olivieri, the man credited with inventing the sandwich. Unfortunately, to anyone who couldn’t walk over for lunch, South Philly could feel a bit more colorful “eccentric” than colorful “photogenic.”

“So, where are we going?” Jan quizzed me, flipping open a cell phone.

“Rick’s,” I said. “Reading Terminal Market.”

The barefooted movie star speed-dialed a number and reported our destination, closing with, “No, you better do it.” By Friday afternoon, Jan’s brief conversations with her agent wouldn’t twitch an eyebrow, but this time Didi and I glanced at each other and shrugged.

A little deeper into center-city traffic, Jan aired another thought. “You know, Gin, I turned down the lead in a Grease revival because of you.”

“Me! Why?” Without my occasional phone calls, I doubted she would have given me a thought in the last ten years.

“Don’t you remember how you used to take off on the plot?”

I did. When the cigarette-smoking, leather-jacketed fifties male lead tried to morph into a jock to keep the girl, he failed. However, when the girl-next-door vamped herself up to please him, everyone but me seemed to ignore the double standard and cheer the result. Evidently, my indignation made an impression on Jan.

“Sorry,” I said, regretting the acting opportunity she’d turned down.

She dismissed my apology with a wave of her hand. “You used to drive me nuts picking apart my favorite stuff, but you were right—Gilbert and Sullivan did screw up the ages of the leads at the end of HMS Pinafore. The timing was off at the end of Agatha Christie’s Mousetrap, too.”

“Ludwig is very proud of Gin’s logical brain,” my best friend bragged. Her naughty smile hinted that she would gladly tell more, whether it embarrassed me or not. 

Mercifully, Jan chose to focus on Didi.

“What are you doing these days?” she asked. “Still pushing beer?” Didi owns a distributorship called Beverage Barn, but hires other people to sit there.

“Yup.” 

“Making any money at it?”

“Yup.” More in the stock market, but Didi is pretty close-mouthed about that. Married to a stockbroker just long enough to catch on, she invested her divorce settlement rather astutely, I gather; we don’t exchange balance sheets. Her Modus Operandi is to amuse herself with an occasional parttime job, then quit when it becomes old. That is also her policy with men.

While I sought out a parking lot near the convention center, Didi got the awkward, “What’s Bradley Cooper really like?” questions out of the way. “How about Taylor Swift? Isn’t she wonderful?” 

“You doing any theater?” Jan interjected when her questioner finally took a breath.

Didi shook her head. “Not since Oklahoma!,” which the two had done together in high school. Didi had desperately wanted the lead role of Laurey but got to be Ado Annie Carnes instead. Jan, whose talents included voice, played the lead.

“Didi is always acting,” I remarked. “I never know who she’s going to be.” I checked her reaction with a tight-lipped smile.

She crossed her eyes at me and, as if I hadn’t spoken, boasted, “I still sing a little. My community group is doing a joint concert with Gin’s daughter’s chorus tomorrow night. I hope you won’t mind tagging along. It’s the one thing I couldn’t cancel.”

“Not a bit. Sounds like fun.”

Since I was eager to go myself, Jan’s enthusiasm was encouraging. Maybe this won’t be so awkward after all, I thought. Maybe Jan didn’t leave Ludwig that far behind.

It was a short-lived hope.

I parked at 12th and Filbert, and we crossed over to a strip of entrances shielded by red “Market” canopies, all within view of Philadelphia’s huge Convention Center. The lower half of one window read “Rick’s Philly Steaks” in white block letters on a solid red background. 

Inside, the eighty stores of the Reading Terminal Market assaulted the senses with startling colors and the seductive smells of spices, flowers, and cooking food. The John Yi Fish Market, Salumeria Italian Specialties, Thai Food Market, Tokyo Sushi Bar, and Philly Hoagie stands mixed company with The Basic Vegetarian Snack Bar and Braverman’s Bakery. Interesting and unusual clothing vied for attention among the hanging mobiles and “Back to the Farmer” banners. 

To the left of the doorway, a thirty-something guy with dark hair and a roundish face creased by dimples began to address a dozen tourists. Wearing a red apron and a showman’s smile, Rick Olivieri punctuated his story with a spatula.

“My grandfather, Pat Olivieri, used to have a hot dog stand in South Philly,” Rick told the gathering. “One day he decided he was tired of hot dogs for lunch, so he sent my great uncle Harry around the corner for some sliced beef, which he grilled with some onions and put in a hot dog roll. 

“Right away a cabbie comes by and says, ’I’ll have one of them.’ 

“‘It’s not for sale,’ says my grandfather. 

“The guy says, ‘If
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