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  Chapter 1

  
  




Violet Hartwell had survived thirty-eight years of high school talent shows, but nothing had prepared her for the theatrical chaos that was Sunset Manor’s annual talent extravaganza.

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN!” Buddy Castellano’s voice boomed through the activities room, enhanced by a microphone that was apparently set to “stadium announcer” volume. “WELCOME TO THE MOST SPECTACULAR DISPLAY OF SENIOR CITIZEN TALENT THIS SIDE OF VEGAS!”

“He’s certainly enthusiastic,” Violet observed, watching the former game show host gesture dramatically on the makeshift stage.

“ENTHUSIASTIC IS ONE WORD FOR IT!” Frank Morrison announced from his position near the emergency exit. “DEAFENING IS ANOTHER!”

Agnes Pemberton was frantically scribbling notes while watching the proceedings. “This is excellent newsletter material! ‘Buddy Castellano: Theatrical Tyrant or Misunderstood Maestro?’”

“Agnes, the man’s just doing his job,” Bradley Chen said, though he was wincing at Buddy’s volume level.

“And NOW!” Buddy continued, completely oblivious to the mixed reactions, “let me introduce our AMAZING contestants!”

What followed could generously be called eclectic. Mrs. Patterson performed what she claimed was interpretive dance but looked more like aggressive stretching. Dr. Franklin recited medical poetry that rhymed “stethoscope” with “hope.” And Herman Fischer attempted to juggle, which mostly involved dropping things dramatically.

“This is either art or a safety hazard,” Marcus Williams observed, ducking as one of Herman’s juggling balls flew past his head.

“Why can’t it be both?” Dolores Martinez asked, sipping from her bedazzled flask. “In Vegas, half the shows were both artistic and dangerous.”

“AT LEAST VEGAS ACTS WERE VOLUNTARY!” Frank pointed out. “NOBODY FORCED THEM TO PERFORM!”

“Nobody forced us either, Frank,” Agnes reminded him.

“PEER PRESSURE IS STILL PRESSURE!”

Buddy was now introducing the next act with the enthusiasm of a man who’d spent decades announcing prize giveaways on afternoon television.

“And here’s our next SPECTACULAR performer,” he announced, “the lovely Helen Cross with her MYSTIFYING magic show!”

Helen took the stage with visible nervousness, carrying a box of what appeared to be amateur magic supplies. She was a quiet woman who usually helped with activities behind the scenes, and the spotlight clearly made her uncomfortable.

“For my first trick,” she said in a voice barely audible over Buddy’s previous announcement, “I’ll make this flower disappear.”

She held up a silk flower and attempted what was obviously supposed to be a sleight-of-hand vanishing trick. Instead, the flower fell to the floor with a distinct thud.

The audience waited politely for the magic to happen.

“Um,” Helen said, looking panicked. “It was supposed to… the flower should have…”

“MAYBE TRY A BIGGER FLOWER!” Buddy called out from offstage, his voice carrying easily through the room. “SOMETHING THE AUDIENCE CAN ACTUALLY SEE!”

Helen’s face went red. She tried again with a different trick, attempting to pull a rabbit from a hat, but produced only a handful of lint.

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN!” Buddy announced, taking over the microphone. “Let’s give Helen a MAGNIFICENT round of applause for her COURAGEOUS attempt at MYSTIFICATION!”

The applause was polite but clearly felt like charity. Helen gathered her props and hurried offstage, looking mortified.

“That was painful to watch,” Violet murmured.

“Poor Helen,” Agnes said, making sympathetic notes. “Stage fright can be devastating.”

“BUDDY SHOULD HAVE BEEN MORE SUPPORTIVE!” Frank declared. “ENTERTAINMENT IS ABOUT ENCOURAGEMENT!”

“Since when are you an expert on entertainment?” Bradley asked.

“SINCE I STARTED FEELING THINGS! EMOTIONAL AWARENESS INCLUDES PERFORMANCE SENSITIVITY!”

Frank’s brief stint on estrogen supplements had left him with enhanced empathy that he was still navigating.

Buddy returned to the microphone with renewed enthusiasm. “And NOW, for our FINAL act of the evening, the SPECTACULAR Dolores Martinez will perform… actually, what are you performing, Dolores?”

Dolores had appeared on stage wearing what could only be described as a sequined costume of indeterminate purpose.

“Honey,” she said into the microphone, “I’m still deciding. I’ve got so many talents from my Vegas days. Give me a minute to choose.”

“WHILE SHE DECIDES,” Buddy announced, “let’s take a brief INTERMISSION! Everyone stretch your legs, get some refreshments, and prepare for MORE AMAZING TALENT!”

As the audience dispersed for intermission, Violet noticed Helen Cross standing near the stage equipment looking upset and frustrated.

“Helen,” Violet approached gently, “are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Helen said quickly, but her voice was shaky. “Just… that didn’t go as planned.”

“Stage fright happens to everyone,” Agnes offered sympathetically.

“It wasn’t stage fright,” Helen said bitterly. “I practiced for weeks. But when Buddy started making jokes…”

“He was just trying to lighten the mood,” Bradley suggested.

“He was making fun of me! Just like…” She stopped herself.

“Just like what?” Violet asked gently.

“Nothing. Forget it.” Helen turned back to the stage equipment, adjusting ropes and pulleys with perhaps more force than necessary.

“HELEN’S HAVING FEELINGS!” Frank announced, wheeling up on “The Interceptor.” “I’M EXPERT AT FEELINGS NOW!”

“Frank, please,” Violet warned.

“WHAT? SHE’S OBVIOUSLY UPSET! BUDDY WAS INSENSITIVE TO HER ARTISTIC VULNERABILITY!”

“Frank’s right,” Agnes said. “Buddy’s commentary was rather harsh.”

Helen was now working on the backdrop rigging with intense concentration, checking the weights and pulleys that held the painted scenic panels.

“These need to be secured properly,” she muttered. “Safety first.”

“Good thinking,” Marcus agreed. “Stage equipment can be dangerous if not maintained correctly.”

“Tell me about it,” Helen said grimly. “One loose rope and the whole thing comes down.”

After intermission, Buddy returned to the stage with even more enthusiasm than before.

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! Are you ready for MORE SPECTACULAR TALENT?”

The answer was mixed at best.

“I’ll take that as a RESOUNDING YES! Now, let’s continue with our AMAZING show!”

What followed included Frank’s one-man show about Navy life (heavily censored by Bradley whenever he used colorful language), Agnes’s dramatic monologue about manor life (which was accidentally hilarious), and finally Dolores’s performance, which turned out to be a medley of show tunes with increasingly elaborate dance moves.

“I used to perform this number in Reno,” Dolores announced, executing a kick that was impressive for a woman her age. “Or was it Atlantic City? The casinos all blur together.”

“MAGNIFICENT!” Buddy declared. “ABSOLUTELY MAGNIFICENT!”

As Dolores took her bow, the backdrop behind her shuddered slightly. Several audience members noticed the movement, but before anyone could say anything, Buddy was launching into his closing remarks.

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! What a SPECTACULAR evening of SENIOR CITIZEN TALENT! Let’s give everyone one MORE round of applause!”

As the audience clapped, the backdrop shuddered again, more noticeably this time.

“Buddy,” Helen called from offstage, “you should move away from—”

Her warning was cut short as the heavy painted backdrop suddenly crashed down, landing directly on top of Buddy Castellano with a thunderous crash.

The audience screamed. Bradley and Marcus immediately rushed to the stage, while Agnes began documenting the chaos.

“STAGE ACCIDENT!” Frank announced. “TRAGIC THEATRICAL MISHAP!”

“Everyone stay back!” Bradley commanded, trying to lift the heavy backdrop. “Marcus, help me!”

It took four people to lift the backdrop off Buddy, and when they did, it was clear that the former game show host had performed his final act.

“Is he…?” Agnes asked, her pencil poised over her notebook.

Bradley checked for a pulse and shook his head gravely. “I’m sorry. He’s gone.”

“DEATH BY BACKDROP!” Frank declared. “THEATRICAL JUSTICE!”

“Frank, that’s inappropriate,” Violet said, though she was already studying the fallen backdrop with her practiced investigator’s eye.

“How does something like this happen?” Mrs. Patterson asked, still in her interpretive dance costume.

“Stage equipment failure,” Helen said quickly. “These old rigs aren’t designed for heavy backdrops. I warned about safety issues.”

But Violet was examining the rigging system, and something didn’t look right. The ropes weren’t frayed or worn—they looked like they’d been deliberately loosened.

“Agnes,” she said quietly, “start taking notes. I think we have another case.”

“Murder by theatrical equipment?” Agnes asked excitedly.

“Possibly. And if so, our killer is probably still in the room.”

As Detective Murray was called and the activities room transformed from talent show venue to crime scene, Violet couldn’t help but think that their new case was going to be their most dramatic yet.

After all, what could be more theatrical than murder during a talent show?
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Twenty minutes later, the activities room had been cleared of audience members, leaving only the performers, stage crew, and the inevitable arrival of Detective Murray, who looked like she’d been expecting this call.

“Let me guess,” she said, surveying the scene. “Another mysterious death at Sunset Manor involving elaborate circumstances and a room full of suspects with complicated motives.”

“PRETTY MUCH!” Frank confirmed. “EXCEPT THIS TIME IT’S THEATRICAL!”

“I can see that.” Detective Murray examined the fallen backdrop and the rigging system. “Any witnesses to the actual collapse?”

“Everyone saw it fall,” Bradley said. “But we were all watching from the audience.”

“Except Helen,” Agnes added helpfully. “She was working backstage.”

“Helen Cross,” Detective Murray noted, pulling out her notebook. “You were managing the stage equipment?”

Helen nodded nervously. “I’ve been helping with activities for three years. I know the rigging system.”

“And in your opinion, was this equipment failure accidental?”

Helen hesitated. “The rigging is old, but I check it regularly. This shouldn’t have happened.”

Violet cleared her throat. “Detective, you might want to examine the rope attachments more closely.”

Detective Murray looked at Violet with the resigned expression of someone who’d learned to trust the Sunset Manor Detective Agency’s observations. “What did you notice?”

“The ropes weren’t frayed or broken. They appear to have been deliberately loosened.”

“SABOTAGE!” Frank announced dramatically. “MURDER BY STAGE CRAFT!”

Detective Murray examined the rigging more closely and frowned. “Mrs. Hartwell’s right. These knots were untied and retied loosely. This wasn’t an accident.”

The room fell silent except for the sound of Agnes’s pencil frantically scratching across paper.

“So someone wanted that backdrop to fall on Buddy,” Marcus said quietly.

“PREMEDITATED THEATRICAL MURDER!” Frank declared. “THE SHOW MUST NOT GO ON!”

“Who had access to the rigging?” Detective Murray asked.

“Anyone involved in the show,” Helen said. “Performers, volunteers, even audience members during intermission.”

“That’s basically everyone,” Bradley observed.

“MAXIMUM SUSPECTS!” Frank announced. “CLASSIC MYSTERY SETUP!”

Detective Murray began questioning witnesses systematically, starting with those who’d been backstage.

“Helen, you discovered the body with the others, but you were backstage when it happened. See anyone near the rigging?”

“I was focused on the sound equipment,” Helen said. “But… I did notice people moving around during intermission.”

“Anyone specific?”

Helen looked uncomfortable. “Well, Dr. Franklin was checking the stage for safety hazards. Said he was concerned about liability issues.”

Dr. Franklin looked indignant. “I was being responsible! Someone could have been hurt!”

“Someone was hurt,” Agnes pointed out. “Fatally.”

“IRONIC SAFETY INSPECTION!” Frank observed.

“Who else?” Detective Murray continued.

“Mrs. Patterson was stretching backstage,” Helen said. “Claimed she needed more room for her warm-up routine.”

“I have to maintain my flexibility,” Mrs. Patterson protested. “Interpretive dance requires proper preparation.”

“SUSPICIOUS STRETCHING!” Frank announced.

“And Dolores was… actually, I’m not sure what Dolores was doing,” Helen admitted.

“Costume change, honey,” Dolores said. “I have multiple talents to showcase. Each requires different outfits.”
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