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A BUMP IN the road bounced Mother's chin off her chest and opened her eyes. She grimaced at the light thrown by my elderly Nissan station wagon.

"Good morning," I said.

"Umph," she replied. 

When she seemed alert enough, I said, "Tell me again. Why are we doing this?"

Mother sighed. "You know Sylvia planned Alfie's retirement party months ago. I couldn't very well let her down." 

"That part I understand." For an early start, ordinarily she would have stayed overnight with Rip and me. The party meant I had pick her up at 5 a.m., drive to Bryn Mawr and collect her friend Winifred "Iffy" Bigelow, then hurry along to the Pennsylvania Convention Center so Iffy could do an entry in the world-famous Philadelphia Flower Show. Apparently, competition went on all week.

I steered into a curve. "What I'd really like to know is why Iffy offered us maintenance passes."

"Because I don't drive, and I was sure you'd love to go."

I shook my head. "No, Mom..."

"I beg your pardon. You practically jumped at the chance."

"What I actually said was, `If you need me to drive, I'll take you.'"

Mother stiffened. "Well, I'm terribly sorry to put you out. I thought you'd be delighted to avoid the crowds."

I lifted my hand in surrender. "Yes. You're right. I hate seeing the flower show an inch at a time. What I'm trying to find out here is why we were offered not one but two maintenance passes. People who belong there have trouble getting them. Why did this `Iffy' person offer them to you?" 

"What do you mean, why?"

"Why? W-H-Y. Why?"

"Her car is in the shop."

I braked a little hard for a red light. "Let me put this another way. Who the hell is Iffy Bigelow?"

Mother blinked. "She came to your father’s funeral." 

"Mom, nobody said more than a sentence to us that day. Sometimes less."

"You'll remember," she insisted. In typical motherly fashion she viewed me as the new-improved product of Cynthia and Donald Struve, so of course I would retain everything she ever said. "Iffy Bigelow," she prompted. "We were in high school together."

Just to finish the conversation, I struggled to make some connection.

"Is her husband named Arthur, by any chance?" A few years back I took an investment course from a dry stick named Arthur Bigelow, until I caught on that you needed money to make money. Discerning my frustration, Arthur had invited me for coffee and suggested a couple ways to start a college fund for the kids. I thanked him, and we parted company. Nice enough guy, but stiff as starch.

"That's right." Mother gloated.

"Small world," I remarked, "but I still don't remember Iffy."

"You will," Mother assured me. "You will."

While my car coughed itself out in the driveway of the Bigelows' hulking brick Tudor, I squinted at the two women silhouetted by the front door light. Mother's friend had to be the short lump with the hat, but all I recognized was the set of her shoulders and the way her purse hung from her fist. She was loaded for bear.

"Oh, good," Mother remarked. "I thought we might have to pick up Julia."

"Julia who?"

"Iffy's niece. We'll be looking after the girl while Iffy's busy with her entries."

Before I could press for more, Mother began relocating to the back seat, leaving the amenities to me. I rolled my eyes and climbed out into the chilled March air.

Iffy Bigelow shouted, "You're late," with a voice that could singe paint.

I glanced at my watch. Five twenty-two. According to Mother's schedule, we were early. When I got close enough to speak normally, I tried to correct the injustice. 

"We're okay by me. Should we have synchronized watches?"  

"Don't get flip with me, young lady." Mrs. Bigelow ignored my outstretched hand, so I swung it toward the younger woman cowering behind her.

"Ginger Struve Barnes," I said, maintaining my friendly expression. Not really the "girl" mother described, like me Iffy's niece was at least thirty, yet her ingenuous expression spoke of a sheltered life. 

"Julia Stone," she mumbled, hesitantly accepting my handshake. Little puffs of breath condensed and dispersed around us. 

I willed a little extra kindness onto my own face; adults just don't look that uncomplicated without a reason. Lord knows there were complications and undertones written all over her aunt.

Winifred Bigelow tapped a foot, and the niece jumped to retrieve a cardboard box from the stoop.

"Julia, give that to her," Iffy snapped, efficiently insulting Julia and reducing me to a flunky.

I accepted the carton with a sympathetic smile.

Meanwhile, Iffy collected a bulky potted plant off the step. Its leaves were a fistful of splayed green belts. From the center rose a tall stalk sporting a pompon of orange trumpets.

"It's a clivia," Iffy announced protectively, adding, "in perfect condition," as she cringed away from her niece.

Julia clutched her coat closed at the throat. We all paraded toward Mother, who wiggled her fingers hello through the rear window.

"Julia! Open that back door," Iffy barked. 

I practiced projecting saintly patience as I slid the open carton of arrangement equipment and carefully wrapped plant materials into the rear of the car. 

Julia leaned close. "I'm just out of the hospital," she confided with pride. "My psychiatrist said I was ready for an outing." 

My eyes widened, and my smile became rigid. Clinical depression? Paranoia? Schizophrenia? You can't help wondering, but you don't dare ask.

"Congratulations," I said, hanging onto that smile. 

We each climbed into the Nissan thinking our own thoughts.

"No expressways," commanded Winifred Bigelow. A clue perhaps to why she felt we were late.

I risked a questioning glance. No wink, no joke. She actually wanted a whistle-stop tour of the Main Line. This was developing into quite a morning.

"You're the boss," I said. 

I heard a rustling in the back seat as I backed the car into the street. Since Julia was quietly staring out the window, I surmised that Mother sensed the tension between Iffy and me and was itching to diffuse it. 

"All set, are we?" she asked, sounding ominously like a kindergarten teacher.

Iffy's mind was elsewhere. "Cynthia. Have you seen a paper yet?" she asked my mother. "Ours didn't come."

"Sorry, dear." 

A raised eyebrow queried me.

I turned onto Lancaster aiming for the city fifteen miles away. "Not yet," I answered. At 4:30 when my alarm went off, not even the birds were up.

"Coverage has been deplorable," Iffy complained. "They had a few photos last Saturday, a minimal spread for Sunday's official opening, and then scarcely anything the rest of the week. The largest, most prestigious show in the world–and they treat it like, like it was nothing."

"Well, it's Friday, dear. Maybe they ran out of things to say," Mother suggested. 

I might have added "years ago." The spreads I'd seen on the annual nine-day event reminded me of the desperate human-interest pieces they did for a recent Olympics. 

I steered around a van that was turning left into Dunkin' Donuts. "Did they ever interview you?" I asked Iffy.

Iffy bristled, so apparently not.

"Now that would be a good article," Mother enthused. "Did I tell you Iffy won the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society's Grand Sweepstakes trophy last year? She earned more points in more categories than anybody else. Isn't that right, dear?" Iffy didn't respond, so Mother just kept talking. "She's making a run at it again this year, too." 

Under her breath Iffy muttered, "Watch out for that pothole." 

"Tell Ginger about that day when what's-his-name approved your container," Mother urged.

Iffy pressed her lips tight. "She doesn't want to hear that." 

"Oh yes she does." Mother punched my sleeve.

"What happened?" I asked on cue. Julia seemed to be asleep.

"It was years ago," Iffy said.

"Yes?" I prompted. Much more of this and I'd be asleep, too.

Winifred Bigelow gazed through the windshield as if viewing a film she'd seen once too often. "My garden club was doing a table arrangement that year–do you know anything about them?" 

I did, from a friend involved with the show. They are simulated dining rooms, perhaps five or six spaced side by side on either side of an aisle. Different decors, but always with a floral arrangement as the focal point. Because of the expense, I was under the impression they were mostly prepared by garden clubs with about sixty members. 

Iffy accepted my nod. "Well, I found a container that reflected the lines of a chair in the painting we had for our back wall. Miriam Snelling insisted that we use an atrocious antique vase. We argued–that is the five of us on the committee–until I noticed the chairman of the show walking by..."

"Gin," Mother interrupted. "You have to understand the power this guy had. His endorsement could make or break a career."

"...so I invited him over to give us his opinion." Never mind that the information enhanced her story, Iffy didn't like being interrupted.

"What a chance you took!" Mother exclaimed.

"Yes."

"He picked your container?" I asked.

"Yes."

"He raved about it, Gin." Mother again. "`Look how it reflects the lines of that chair,' he said. `It's perfect.' Made Iffy's reputation right on the spot. Isn't that right?"

"Yes. That's true."

"Really?"

Iffy still seemed disinclined to speak, so Mother elaborated. "That's right, Gin. One minute she's the token newcomer on the committee and the next minute she's an authority." 

"Your club win?" I inquired, expecting a yes.

Iffy snorted. "Miriam's gladiolus overpowered the design. I told them how to fix it for Wednesday–tables are judged Saturday and again Wednesday–but they botched it."

I found the container, but they botched it. Yay, team.

"You still in a club?" The question was out of my mouth before I realized it might not be tactful.

Winifred Bigelow looked at me hard. Not only had she caught the implied criticism of her people skills, my name was now in her permanent ledger. "Not at the present," she replied, quickly adding, "Watch the road."

I gave her a glance. She returned a scowl, and I realized this whole conversation had been meant to humor my mother. I was still in the doghouse for being late. 

I spoke to Mother over my shoulder. "I had no idea what the show means that much to the entrants." Naively, I thought the perfection viewed by the public was of the whimsical, "Oh, your azalea is lovely–why don't you enter it?" variety. Apparently Iffy and her ilk were not the dabblers I’d imagined. They were deadly serious competitors clawing their way up a social lattice I never knew existed. 

Leaning enthusiastically toward my ear, Mother confided that one year Iffy’s husband wanted to take a short vacation six months before the show. “...but Iffy refused to leave her plants. Isn't that right, dear?"

Poor Arthur. 

Iffy snorted. "Lots of people stay home to get ready."

"And spend any amount it takes to win," Mother added.

Iffy sighed impatiently. "Of course. There aren't any limits. You can hire an army of professionals, or you can do it yourself. The judges only care about the final result."

Mother was really into it now. "Once they drove some special flowers four hundred miles across Africa on top of a bus at night just to fly them to Philadelphia for an exhibit. They've hand-carried specimens down from the volcanoes of Hawaii, too. I saw it in the paper."

"Not this year," Iffy muttered.

Minutes later, with dawn's early light defining the hotels and apartment buildings, we arrived at the western border of the city. Mostly for the sake of the clivia, I bumped across City Line Avenue on yellow rather than stopping short. Julia woke up, and Mrs. Bigelow responded with a tight-lipped glower. 

Noticing her opened eyes, Mother addressed Julia. "You're probably wondering why Ginger is driving instead of me," she remarked. "The simple truth is I lost my license." 

"Can't find it anywhere."

The young woman's self-conscious giggle was just what I needed to hear. Mother, too, because I glimpsed her smug grin in my mirror.

The street soon ducked under an overpass and set us onto the tree-lined West River Drive. To our left across a brief swath of dead grass lay the Schuylkill River, black and swollen from last night's heavy rain. 

While we waited for a traffic light, a trash truck lumbered across a deep brick gutter to turn in front of us. For a moment the top-heavy vehicle wobbled precariously over my tiny car.

"Why did you stop so far into the intersection?" Iffy snapped. "Honestly, if I wanted to ride with someone this reckless, I could have taken a cab."

Determined to keep my composure, I inquired whether coffee would be available at the Convention Center so early or whether we'd have to wait.

Iffy snorted and showed me the back of her head.

Mother leaned forward to whisper, "Stage nerves," into my ear.

The light changed. I shifted from first to second. My muffler blew. A scraping, dragging noise suggested a broken clamp. 

Iffy Bigelow grumbled under her breath.

I parked under the nearest street lamp on a grassy spot between two gnarled trees. When I turned off the ignition, the silence was extreme.

Instinctively, Mother filled the vacuum. "Need any help, dear?" 

I declined politely and scrambled out of the car, but not quite fast enough to miss hearing her next line. "Ginger's so capable. She can fix anything."

With the aid of a flashlight and the duct tape I carry in the car, I did manage to wrap a crack in the burning hot pipe just in front of the muffler. After a censorious stare, Iffy consented to the use of her wire cutters and one of the two extension cords from her box of flower arranging equipment (I'd already borrowed some gloves without asking), and in about fifteen minutes I had the muffler tied off the ground. Nothing could be done about the roar, but at least we wouldn't be throwing off sparks.

Wet grass stuck to my hair, my lined raincoat needed dry cleaning, and sometime in the very near future I would have to pay for the privilege of waiting an hour on a plastic chair next to a stinky ash tray reading old magazines and car repair jokes Scotch-taped to a plywood counter. I didn't care if Iffy Bigelow was defending her title as Big Shot of the Big Shots of the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society or the world. I'd heard enough out of her. I turned on my radio–loud. To an oldies station.

Dumbstruck, Iffy stared at the horizon–presently pigeon-colored office buildings backlighted in pearl gray. On the opposite riverbank, dawn dimmed the white lights that outline Philadelphia’s iconic Boathouse Row.

Checking in my mirror, I noticed Julia twisting a strand of hair around her finger. She looked bewildered and frail, and the thought of such a seemingly sweet person incapacitated by a mental illness made me count my blessings, one of whom was petting Julia's hand while beaming motherly trust into the back of my head.

Figuring I had no Brownie points to lose, I turned up the radio. Julia added another notch to her forehead, Iffy squeezed another wrinkle into her collection, and Mother tapped in time with a free finger.

For us and all the passing parts of West Philadelphia, Jerry Lee Lewis belted out "Whole Lotta Shakin' Goin' On." Courageous programming for six o'clock on a Friday morning.

I probably should have listened to the words.
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SPANNING MORE than a city block, the Pennsylvania Convention Center looked like a raised office building with nowhere left to grow. I found the adjacent D Hall where exhibitors were allowed to park and unload until nine-thirty. Enclosed by cement, my muffler roared like all the souls of hell; we could scarcely hear the radio.

"I think this is the Beatles," I shouted as if conversation were possible. Yes, it seemed to be their version of "Twist and Shout," done in one take to spare John's tortured vocal cords. Easing down an aisle of parked cars, I wondered once again how the British managed to sound so American the minute they opened their mouths to sing.

Abruptly, Iffy punched off the music and threatened me with her face. I turned back to my driving just in time to brake for an obstruction. A creamy beige BMW containing a white-haired, wild-eyed driver squatted sideways across our path.

"You idiot!" Iffy shouted. "You went the wrong way. You almost got us killed! You are the worst driver I have ever encountered." She hugged her houseplant and huffed.

Judging by insurance rates, my driving was about average for Philadelphia. Plus, I was almost positive there had been no directional sign. Maintenance passes or no, next time the old grouch could take that cab.

"Just pull over there," she commanded.

There happened to be thirty yards ahead in front of a large, guarded elevator door. Iffy jammed a "HORT" tag on my rear-view mirror, then we all climbed out. Iffy also flashed her exhibitor button, and before she knew what was happening, the guard had lifted the hatch of my car, extracted her cardboard box, and delivered it into Julia's tentative arms.

The young woman shot a desperate look toward her aunt, who hesitated before grumbling, "Oh, all right, but for heaven's sake be careful."

"Shall we leave our coats in the car?" Mother suggested, and we all agreed. A juggling of clivia and box, and pocketbook ensued while overcoats were removed, revealing that the two older women were dressed like a pair of pink throwbacks in tweed suits and awful hats. Julia had become one with the carton, a disheveled palette of brown hair, clay-colored dress, and matching flat shoes.

Mother squeezed Julia's shoulder with a gloved hand, then rummaged in her purse for the maintenance passes Iffy must have entrusted to her earlier. She also crushed a dollar bill into the guard's palm because I saw his jaw drop and his face redden.

––––––––
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AFTER PARKING and surrendering my own pass, I intended to catch up with the other women. Yet when I exited the elevator inside the ten-acre exhibit area, I had to stop and stare. 

To my left lay a living-room sized chunk of rain forest dripping with multi-colored orchids. Across the aisle a footbridge led to a pink-and-white carousel centered on a flower-bordered green. To the right twisted, twenty-foot tall pines sheltered an idyllic log cabin nestled near a fern-lined stream complete with gurgling water. From previous shows I knew these were major exhibits designed by commercial enterprises. Most took a year to plan and represented the entire year's advertising budget. Probably money well spent, particularly if the display took a prize.

Through the greenery I glimpsed Julia tripping along at a brisk pace. Some exhibitors were working on their displays, but other than a group of visitors in wheelchairs, Julia and I were the only people in the aisles, a privilege that made me even more skeptical of Iffy's generosity. This was a favor you bestowed upon your nearest and dearest. At best, she and Mother were on-again/off-again friends.

Smaller exhibits lay just past the entrance escalators, so I dawdled past some exquisite miniature scenes scarcely larger than microwave ovens before locating the roped off "Sew What?" competition. It consisted of a dark gray wall with six recessed, eye-level boxes about a foot square. In front of them six exhibitors worked from two lengthy tables. 

Iffy Bigelow frowned at the wire cutters in her hand. To streamline movement, she had removed her lumpy magenta-and-blue tweed suit jacket, leaving a pale blue crepe blouse with a blue flowered scarf bowed at the throat. A silver hat pin shaped like a feather secured her blue felt hat. Shoes: black orthopedic. Either Iffy preferred to spend Arthur darling's considerable earnings on plant food or this was the getup she wore when she won her first blue ribbon way back when. 

Standing near her in the midst of everything was my mother. Fake cherries dangling from a black pillbox hat pelted her forehead. Her gray tweeds exuded an aura of camphor.

"Why don't you come out of there," I suggested. "You look as if you're in the way."

"Oh no, dear," she said without removing her gaze from her high school friend. "I'm helping Iffy." 

"How's that?" I asked.

"The clivia, dear. I'm guarding it."

Sure enough, Iffy's precious clivia remained under the work table, Mother's short legs protecting it like iron bars cemented into sensible shoes. "Later deadline?" I guessed.

Mother nodded without tearing her eyes from the work in progress.

I found myself a place to stand and watch, a slot against the opposite wall between a red-smocked woman with hair like yellow fur and a man who bit his thumb when he concentrated. 

To Iffy's right worked an anxious woman wearing a camel hair blazer with a ribbon badge. Parked beside her was an odd yellow scooter with a tall, T-shaped handle for driving standing up. I assumed the woman was a highly ranked official of the show taking time out for a personal entry. 

The big-boned competitor to Iffy's left had breasts the size of throw pillows. To accommodate them, she habitually spread her elbows like the front of an old locomotive. Mother stiffened and scowled every time the woman switched direction. 

I expected the cowcatcher's design to be equally disproportionate and blunt, but in keeping with the sewing theme it featured a graceful spiral of safety pins stuck into a wooden spool sprouting pink blossoms.

Then there was an earthy type in a hand-woven skirt and sandals working with a pincushion set on a blue draped cloth; a male executive playing hooky from some downtown office (rock, scissors, paper, and leaves); a grimly serious Asian woman (rough woven fabric, needle and thread with sunflower); and finally a cherub-faced man with thin curly hair wearing khakis and canvas shoes. His miniature, hot pink orchids gracefully spilled out of a small sewing basket.

As I watched, he dropped a flower stem into a cup, the better to wring his hands. "Oh damn damn damn," he said. Then he had the courtesy to blush. "Sorry, ladies," he amended, although the person nearest, the intense Asian woman, appeared to hear neither the curse nor the apology. "My best blossom just dropped a petal," he explained, lifting his chin in an effort to look brave.

The aide with the furry hair shook her head over the wasted gentility. "Like petting a school of sharks," she remarked.

"Gin-ger!" Mother was on tiptoe scanning the crowd.

"Duty calls," I told my fellow observer.

"Me, too," she said, for a voice had also trilled, "Aide. Oh, aide..." 

"The scooter lady?" I asked as we nudged our way toward the table. I was still trying to figure out what all the smocks and ribbon badges meant. 

"Nah." My acquaintance jerked her head to indicate the padded cowcatcher. She lowered her voice. "The Grande Dame of Niches."

"Aide! Oh, yoo-hoo..."

She shot me a look. "Probably needs water. Sooner or later they all do."

"Listen, darling," I heard the Grande Dame confide as she splayed her elbows and lowered her chest. "Do you know where there's any electrical tape?" 

So now I knew that aides wearing red smocks were essentially gophers—privileged gophers who got to see the show before the crowds arrived. 

"Ginger!"

I rounded the thumb-biter and a twelve-year-old girl to meet my mother at the end of the table.

"Julia's wandered off, dear, and Iffy's quite concerned." 

The back of Iffy's head didn't express much, but Mother's worried face certainly did.

"Please be a sweetheart and go find her?"
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"SHE'S NOT a girl, Mom. She's thirty if she's a day."

"She's gone is the point, dear." Mother's panic suggested enough horrible possibilities to get me moving.

Although it was only seven-thirty and the Convention Center's population a scant hundred people, catching up with Julia was still quite a chore. Searching the immediate area was like scanning the aisles of a grocery store. Most of the section consisted of freestanding walls supporting rows of black display boxes. Next were individual plants grouped by class in low, lengthy boxes full of pebbles. Then came a row of free-standing windows adorned with houseplants. 

No Julia.

Along the back wall were two large doorways labeled "FOOD." The concession booths were closed, but I smelled coffee in the vicinity of the Tastee Freeze booth and decided to investigate.

Protected by a forbidding sign, the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society MEMBERS LOUNGE was enclosed by flimsy lattice fencing backed by white drapes. Inside were rickety little patio tables and chairs and two women sipping coffee. Neither one was Julia. Neither one invited me in. 

Out in the main room I hurried past the splashy entrance spread (a floral rainbow), scarcely glanced at the corner of a stone mill complete with turning waterwheel, zipped past a yard of some sort–I was following Julia's earlier path now–glanced left across the heaps of beautified earth and strips of cement and tried to cancel out the color in search of Julia's bland brown. 

A young woman with a long fuzzy braid gently planted a purple flower in the curved border around the carousel.

"Has a woman come by here?" I asked. "Brown dress. Brown shoes. Brown everything?"

"Sorry," she apologized with a shrug. "Didn't notice anybody."

I hurried on.

High above a simulated inner-city vegetable garden, a photographer was perched in one of those cherry-pickers trucks use to fix things up on telephone poles. I shouted up to him, surprised by the anxiety in my voice.

"Did a woman in a brown dress go by?"

"What?"

"A woman. Brown dress. You see her?"

"Nope."

In short order I was at the far edge of the main attractions where four wide openings enticed you into a market area at least the size of the exhibits, if not larger. Its narrow aisles were crammed with about a hundred and forty stores offering thick leafy merchandise, and I had to cover the entire grid before I could be certain Julia was elsewhere. By then I was short on breath and patience, but I still had to check the side of the commercial exhibits where we had come in. 

Passing that entrance reminded me there was a whole city out there. I doubted Julia would have ventured outdoors without her coat, but if she was still inside–where? Thirty-three acres, the total size of the main exhibit hall, was a lot of space, with plenty of plant material blocking my view, plenty of enclosures if Julia wanted to hide.

My last hope was some competitors waiting around a table for their entries to be "passed," meaning they were insect-free and identified with the proper nomenclature. No one had seen Julia, but I wasn't surprised. She simply wasn't noticeable. 

Rounding the final section of the tall, floral rainbow at a weary walk, I encountered a welcome sight–a coffee cart. 

"Good morning," I said to the grandmother guarding the pot.

"If you say so," she replied.

"Is it possible for me to get a cup of coffee?"

The woman grimaced, took a cup off the stack and filled it.

"And one for my mother?"

Her eyes squinting disapproval, she relinquished a second cup. 

I strolled back toward the "Sew What?" niches feeling pleased and optimistic. Julia would be there. Iffy would thank me for my effort, Mother would thank me for the coffee...

Even at a distance I noticed a change in the crowd. Instead of casually interested individuals milling around, as one, the clutch of spectators craned to focus on something toward the right end. Iffy's end.

My pulse picked up as I hurried to join the wide swath of gawkers.

"Yes, you did," said an all-too-familiar voice.

"I did not, and I wish you'd mind your own business." 

I threw the coffee into the nearest trash can.

"And, furthermore, you did it on purpose."

"Of all the..."

I wriggled myself through the crowd and under the end rope until I was able to tap my mother on the arm. She shrugged me off belligerently.

"Mom," I whispered discreetly. "What's going on here?" 

She refocused her attention onto me. We might as well have been alone in a closed room. 

"Iffy put me in charge, darling. And that vile woman over there bumped the wall and made Iffy's arrangement wiggle. They do that, you know, some of them. Cause accidents to happen to their opponents and pretend they didn't. Iffy told me all about it. That's why she wanted me to guard her niche while she..."

I interrupted to steer her in a more productive direction. "Where is Iffy, Mom?" 

"I was just saying. Iffy took that plant she brought, that clivia thing, where it was supposed to go, and then she probably went looking for Julia, too, because she's been gone awfully long. So then this woman..."

Suddenly the spectators cringed away from the far end of the rope. Two people were approaching, one speaking in a loud, agitated voice. Even Mother paused to listen.

The crowd parted far enough to reveal a woman leading a brown-uniformed guard by the arm. He had tucked a thumb behind his belt, possibly in an attempt to appear confident.

The woman pointed toward Mother. "There she is. The one with the cherries." 

That awful, unforgettable hat! The murmuring around us hushed.

"Are you a friend of Mrs. Winifred Bigelow?" the guard inquired. 

"Yes." I felt my mother’s arms tremble and realized I’d surrounded her elbows with my hands. 

"And you are...?" he asked me. 

I told him our names.

"May I see you both a moment?"

The pointer stood back, crossed her arms, and bit her lip.

Meanwhile, the guard guided Mother and me around the corner to relative privacy.

I can't remember his face at all, but his exact words were: "Something's happened to Mrs. Bigelow."

"What?" I prompted. The guard stared at me and blinked.

"I'm afraid she's...dead."

I gawped at him. 

He nodded to confirm his words. "Strangled," he added.

Mother gathered his lapels in her fists and screamed.
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Chapter 4
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I SAW NOW that the guard had narrow shoulders and a broad bottom, possibly from too many doughnuts in front of the old security monitor. He said, "Please come with me," steadily enough, but it seemed an effort.

As we walked, he muttered almost to himself, "I'm sorry, I really didn't mean to blurt that way. Will your mother...Is your mother...?"

"She'll be all right. It was going to be a shock any way you said it." The guard nodded gratefully. 

He gestured toward the concession area. Six other brown-uniformed security men stood sentinel across the three openings, sealing off the area until the Philadelphia police and their specialists could arrive. 

We came to a halt back among the red-and-white striped concession booths. My mother's breathing was deep and ragged and her face highly colored. Yet she was under control. I was proud of her.

"Where is she?" she asked. 

Our man's eyes strayed past the PHS Lounge to a white curtain at the left rear of the Tastee Freeze booth where two more private cops succeeded in looking stern.

"You'll need me to identify the body," Mother said, taking a step toward the curtain.

Our escort put a gentle hand on her arm and said, “No.” 

"But I want..."

"No," he insisted. "Mrs. Bigelow has already been identified." 

It made sense. Iffy would have been known by most of the exhibitors, if only because she won last year's Grand Sweepstakes. 

"How was she found so quickly?" I asked.

The guard turned toward me. "Guy runs the booth needed something in back." He shrugged and opened his mouth to say more. However, Mother left him gaping. She bustled past us and through the curtain guarded by the brown bookends before anyone could stop her.

When I got there, she was wobbling with her knuckles against her teeth.

Iffy Bigelow lay with her feet toward us. The soles of her orthopedic shoes looked superfluously thick and new. Her tweed suit skirt was rucked up around her knees revealing a white slip edged with Chantilly. 

I saw those details mainly trying to avoid Iffy's protruding purple-black tongue and the disproportionate narrowness of her throat where the scarf was knotted around it. Even when I took that in I focused instead on the whiteness of her nostrils and how they looked like a pair of keyholes. There was a foul odor, too, the unmentionable one that comes naturally with death. 

My stomach clenched and my mouth tasted sour. My head felt light and my feet very, very heavy. 

Irrationally, it crossed my mind that if Iffy were alive she probably would have been mortified. Judging by her house and her consuming interest in flower arrangements, appearances meant a lot to her. But then none of the physical certainties are especially dignified. Not childbirth or death or much of anything in between.

I thought back over Iffy's last two hours and regretted giving her such a hard time. She'd had a lot on her mind, maybe more than just the competition, and I'd treated her...come to think of it, better than she had treated me. 

So she was difficult to like, particularly under stress. I still couldn't imagine why someone had wanted her dead. But dead she was, and violently so. I had seen her and I knew, but my mind wanted to pretend that Iffy's passing was natural. Assimilating the concept of murder could wait. My mother needed me right now.

The three guards had given her a moment to deal with the shock of Iffy's appearance, but that grace period was up. I could feel their authority closing in, intending to secure the physical evidence range and confine us to the merely restricted area. 

As I began to back Mother through the curtain, I remembered a certain problem of hers.

"I've got to take her to a rest room," I told our guard.

"I don't know..."

"Believe me, she really needs to go." I checked that the women's room was in the corner I remembered then hastened to point out that we couldn't go anywhere else without passing another guard.

"Well, I guess..." 

"Thanks."

Mother's face was blank; she was unaware of her surroundings, even of her own propulsion. Inside the rest room I guided her into a stall and closed the door between us. The latch snicked and other familiar noises assured me that I'd done the right thing. "Lord, I just made it. Thank you, dear."

Washing my face with cold water, I paused to smile. My childhood memories consisted of unmade beds, burned peas and gummy candy apples, purple box kites that wouldn't fly, and quilts draped over the dining room table to make a rainy-day playhouse. On my tenth birthday du Maurier's pirate book Frenchman's Creek was handed to me along with a flashlight. "Only way it should be read," Mother insisted, and she was right. I loved that daffy woman fiercely, and it infuriated me to think that one of the foundations of my life could be kicked from under me without warning. One minute I might be running around on a fool's errand or drinking a cup of coffee, and the next minute my world might be irrevocably changed. 

Suddenly it occurred to me that Iffy Bigelow had a husband, a man who had been kind and considerate to me.

"Be right outside," I told Mother as I dug out my cell phone.

Information gave me the number of Bigelow and Associates' Ardmore office, but no one answered after ten rings. Arthur Bigelow would probably have to hear it from a stranger after all. My impulse had been a foolish one anyway, since I wasn't much more than a stranger myself. 

Then I remembered Julia. What would her reaction be to Iffy's death? Horrible loss? Fear? Relief? Nothing at all? Was she tuned in enough to assimilate the information? For that matter, was she insane enough to have done it? Whatever the case, Mother and I were responsible for her, at least until someone more appropriate could be summoned. Probably Arthur Bigelow, but I didn't know where he was.

For that matter–where was Julia?

Five uniformed cops bustled about stringing yellow plastic tape across the wide center entrance arch and the two smaller doorways right and left. Enough flower show people had caught onto the commotion to form a row of spectators three deep beyond the barrier. Convention Center guards attempted to bully them away.

Mother and I returned to our monitor-watching escort. 

"Friends of the deceased," he said, waving us toward a perplexed cop with wire-rimmed glasses.

The cop interrupted his hand-rubbing to indicate a row of five sculpted plastic chairs joined at the hip. "Please...have a seat over here," he said. Once white, the chairs were now somewhere between yellow and gray. Mother sunk onto the nearest end with an exhausted sigh. Joining her, I took her hand in my lap. 

Wire Rims remarked, "Homicide will be here shortly. They'll need to speak with you." 

A woman on the other end of the seats addressed the Convention Center cop. "What about the public?" She had a stranglehold on the handle of a yellow scooter–the show official who arranged the niche next to Iffy's. "Will they be allowed in on time?" Minutes from now.

"Not my decision, ma'am," the cop replied. 

Scooter Lady whimpered with frustration. Her now interlocked hands levitated off her lap and dropped, lifted and dropped. 

Suddenly I realized the staggering scope of the problems caused by Iffy's murder. Already thousands of people would be outside clamoring to get into the Convention Center to see the biggest event of the year. If recent statistics held up, thirty-two thousand would demand entrance today alone. I pictured each one of them trampling on a clue.

I was curious, so I asked the cop whether the public would be admitted at all.

"Not my decision," he repeated, but I could tell the question intrigued him, too.

I shrugged. "It's not as if you have to search for a weapon." 

The cop raised an eyebrow, so I mentioned that we’d seen the body. 

It occurred to me how lucky it was for the authorities that Iffy hadn't been stabbed with clippers or any of the other tools in plentiful supply. Something like that could have been hidden anywhere for later disposal–in someone's toolbox, buried in a mound of dirt...then the show would have been closed for sure.

Scooter Lady was rubbing her earlobe, crossing and uncrossing her legs. Swishy, medium brown hair enclosed her cheeks. To distract her from her worries, I asked if she'd had time to finish her niche.

"What? Oh, that. Penny asked me to do one at the last minute because one of the entrants had to drop out."

"You mean you got that together overnight?" I was remembering a bunch of blue bachelor buttons on a tuxedo lapel and a needle and thread poked through the coat button.

"Well, yes, sort of. I mean I had ideas, materials...it won't be judged, of course. We just needed to fill the niche." 

The scooter at her side reminded me of her larger responsibilities. "It must be hectic running an event of this magnitude."

She slid back on her chair and rolled her head. "Unbelievable. So much work. And now this..." Her eyes strayed over my shoulder toward the guarded curtain.

I wagged my head, thinking how high-stakes competition always seemed to expose the underside of human nature. "The problems must be staggering," I sympathized.

She threw up her hands. "It's the little things that get to me. Like a judge calling from California to ask if it's cold enough for her fur coat. Then worrying whether there's any security in the coat check room. We do get some theft. Cameras, wallets, stuff like that.

"One time we had a banner up high you could see when you first came in? Just a greeting with that year's theme written on it. Some con artist said she was reading it and twisted her ankle at the bottom of the escalator. Sued us, sued the Convention Center, sued everybody."

"She win?"

Scooter suddenly looked suspicious. "Why? You think you've got a case here?" 

"Oh no. No. Mrs. Bigelow was just...I just drove her here as a favor." That didn't begin to cover the situation, but Scooter seemed satisfied.

Mother suddenly jerked to attention. "Julia!" she said
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