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Chapter One:  Saturday Afternoon

You’d think she was Mother Teresa and Julia Roberts all rolled into one tall, blonde,

Botoxed babe.   I sighed and turned the page, eyeing the headline.  No doubt about it, Erica

Delaney, Oak Park River Forest High School class of 1990, was back in town.   Big deal.  So

what if after our graduation, Erica moved to LA, got a job on a soap opera, new teeth, several B

movies, new boobs, and a successful situation comedy?  She played the pretty wife-slash-mom

against a pudgy standup comedian (a surprisingly good actor, actually).  A big line for her was

“Oh, Bill!” or “C’mere, you big idiot.”  Still, she was famous.

The local paper was full of the news:  the local-girl-made-good was headlining a

fundraiser, starring as Sandy in an eight-day run of Grease to save the Little Village Players. The

center spread was a pictorial homage to the teenage Erica.  And there I was: Paula Berger

(Matthews, back then), one of the fuzzy teenage faces in the crowd surrounding Erica as Marian

the librarian in the 1989 OPRFHS production of The Music Man.  The spotlight was shining on

her and hunky Bobby Krall as Harold Hill.  A helpful circle was drawn around her head and the

caption read Comedy star Erica Delaney in an early role.  The accompanying article read like a

PR agent’s dream.  I threw the paper down, disgusted.

To make it worse, I could hear her.  She was across the lobby, through the heavy double

doors, going through a last-ditch run-through with Neill Bishop, local heart-throb and one of the

few certifiably heterosexual directors in the small world of Chicago community theater.  I sat,

glum in my humble office at the Little Village Players, where I am part-time box office manager,

drinking lukewarm coffee.  I was waiting for the Board to call me in.  I looked good – my honey

blonde hair was newly precision cut, I was wearing makeup, my arms were toned.  I was wearing
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some fairly new high-heeled black leather boots.  And I was totally irritated.  Erica sounded

great.

I crossed the empty lobby, noticing that the threadbare carpet was recently vacuumed,

undoubtedly by one of our junior workshop students, always eager to pitch in.  I cracked the door

and there she was, belting out Summer Nights.  At 36 – the same age as me – I thought Erica was

a little long in the tooth for the role of a high school senior.  I pulled the door open soundlessly

and slipped through into the theater.

It was dark. I slid into a seat on the far right, the velvety bristles cushioning my back.

The set looked good and the lights were just right.  We’d upgraded our sound system and while

nobody would think we had the CSO in our orchestra pit, the prerecorded music that would back

up the singers was on cue, on beat, and in tune.  Erica had her long strawberry blonde hair pulled

back in a ponytail and was wearing denim capris, a white sweater and a pair of saddle shoes

Gwen had dug out of the bottom of the cupboard.  From where I was sitting, she looked 16 at the

most.  Crap.

By her side was the boy who was playing Danny Zuko, in skinny jeans and a white t-

shirt.  With a smooth, creamy complexion, big dark eyes, and perfect John Travolta hair, Terry

was typecast as an Italian tough boy – never mind that he was the cherished baby dark-haired

boy in a family of redheaded Irish girls.  Neither Neill nor Gwen – my good friend and the Little

Theater manager – had expected to cast a real teenager against Erica’s Sandy.  But when he

sang!  As Gwen said, “I creamed.”  That was that.

“Looks good for tonight, huh?”  Gwen’s voice whispered moistly into my ear from

behind.  I swatted at her to get even but didn’t bother to reply.  “Come on, the Board’s ready for

you.”
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It was all smiles around the long narrow table.  The back hallway – just big enough for

the table, a dozen chairs, and the dozen bodies they contained – was ten degrees hotter than the

lobby.  The bodies were made up of board members and theater folk.  It was easy to tell the

difference; the board members were nicely coiffed and had better shoes.  All except for the

treasurer, Jim Barnett, a local accountant who does the books for half the dentists in town.  He

has dandruff.  His shoes were nice, though.  I came in on the tail end of his report, and he waved

at me in solidarity.

“As Paula will confirm, the opening weekend shows are totally sold out.  The weekday

shows are three-quarters sold.  And the Patrons’ Party tickets on closing night are completely

gone.  That’s 160 tickets at $200 a head.”

 “We should have made it $500,” Rick Sorvino, our development chair, grumped under

his breath.

I shot him a look as I stepped forward and he grinned, totally unapologetic.  “Our

advance ticket sales have been good,” I confirmed, “and I’m hopeful that the weekday shows

will sell out, too.”

“Tomorrow’s Trib should ensure that,” Janet Newman, our president, offered.  Knowing

nods all around – we expected a photo and cutline in the Sunday Arts and Entertainment section.

The photographer had been out earlier in the week.

“And our volunteer lineup?” Janet went on.

“No problem getting volunteers for the box office, concession stand, and ushers this

week, Jan.  I’ve doubled the usual number for every show.  You’ll see all our regulars, plus some

new faces.”
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“Good, good.”  She nodded thoughtfully while she crossed something off on her notepad.

Jan was an inveterate note-taker and list-maker.  “Okay, let’s talk about the arrangements for the

Patrons’ Party.”

They moved on.  I half-listened to the catering menu, the number of bartenders and what

they’d be wearing, the decision to go with stand-up rounds instead of renting chairs, and the

donations for the silent auction.  The other half of my brain was reflecting that this was the one

week of the year I’d had no problem getting volunteers.  It was easier than getting Christmas

carolers at the old folks’ home.  I’d given our stalwart volunteers their pick first, though, then let

the high school drama club fill in the gaps.  Call me cruel.

I glanced at my watch.  Almost 4:00!   Our schedule was all out of kilter thanks to the

celebrity in our midst.   I was suddenly nervous.  I’d put my most reliable volunteers on tonight –

or did I?  I slid out and headed for my office phone. The theater was quiet.  Everyone must have

headed for the green room, home for a last-minute rest or quiet dinner before heading back by

6:00.   The curtain would go up at 7:30.

A half a dozen phone calls later, I was chiding myself for borrowing trouble.  But as my

mother says, worry early and worry often. I’d run through my list of volunteers for this evening.

Every single person had been home, looking forward to tonight, and most of them pondering

what to wear.  I made one more call.

“Hi, Mom!” came the alto voice of my 12-year-old-son Danny.  “I thought you’d be

home by now.”

“I’m about to leave.  I thought I’d stop and pick up pizza, okay?”

This was always okay with Danny.  I had my coat on, my purse over my shoulder, and I

was locking the door behind me when I decided I’d better double check the concession stand
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provisions.  I crossed the half-lit lobby, hearing nothing but the hum of the pop machine.  The

long wooden countertop gleamed and the shelves underneath were stuffed with everything from

Tootsie Rolls to Reese’s Pieces.  The old-fashioned soda machine was a bargain at a buck a

bottle and we’d rented a popcorn machine for the duration, thinking that we could make a

fortune even if we did have to get the carpets cleaned.   Stacks of old-fashioned red and white

striped boxes stood at the ready, as well as a 10-pound bag of popcorn and a couple of gallons of

canola oil.  I checked the cash box.  It was full of singles and coins.  I relocked the case, then

glanced around one last time, noticing that the door to the basement storeroom stood open about

six inches.  It’s never been open for more than 90 seconds at a time since Gwen had seen a rat

slither around the corner and down the steps.  Sure, we set traps.  But, better safe than sorry.

Who could be down there?

I flicked the light switch on and pulled the door open, calling out, “Hey there!  Anybody

home?”  I took one step down and clutched the handrail in disbelief.

Somebody was there, all right, but from the glaze on her open eyes, nobody was home.

She was lying face-down on the dingy concrete floor, one knee up as if she were running in

place.  Her left arm was above her head and her right arm was scrunched beside her, the wrist

turned unnaturally. I noticed that her saddle shoes were neatly tied and her hair was still in a

ponytail.  Blood was seeping from her head, anchoring the ponytail in a bright red halo, and

staining her white sweater. It was Erica Delaney and she was undeniably dead.


