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      The Opera’s Diva Is Dead! Before the fat lady sang.

      Assistant Stage Manager Jenny Caruthers survived the opera cast’s egos for four weeks of rehearsals, only to have the nightmare diva miss the final rehearsal curtain call. Why? She’s dead on the backstage floor. Very annoying.

      Did the fat lady die on Jenny’s watch from a heart attack, general nastiness, or was there more to the scene than hit the stage? She doesn’t lack for suspects.

      The diva’s moody tenor husband? The soprano who envied the diva’s fame? The well-built baritone with nefarious plans of his own?

      Jenny must unravel the mystery before the clown sings and the final curtain falls.
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      Jenny Caruthers had thought more than once about killing the diva Frau Helga Dempsey over the four weeks of rehearsal. It would make her life much easier, but murdering the lead soprano would truly screw up the production. Pagliacci was opening at Seattle’s Emerald City Opera tomorrow night, and the show must go on.

      But now Jenny had an even bigger mess on her hands than herding a couple dozen opera-sized egos around Seattle.

      For four weeks she’d seen to everyone’s demands no matter how ridiculous. That was her job as the assistant stage manager in charge of the cast.

      Chester Dempsey, the diva’s husband, couldn’t sing unless a glass of fresh-squeezed, room-temperature lemon juice was close to hand along with a spittoon so that he could gargle with it to clear his throat just before he stepped onstage. High strung and annoying like most tenors were, he spent more time worrying and fussing than actually onstage and singing. And now her hands were not only wrinkled, they would forever smell like furniture polish.

      Vicki Malone, the lead of the village chorus, and chief understudy to the diva was among the easiest of the lot. As long as she had the Wrestling Channel streaming to her hotel room twenty-four hours a day—it was in her contract—she complained very little.

      Trevor Jackson, like so many baritones, was the villain onstage but a surprisingly pleasant man offstage. His easygoing manner had won the surprised appreciation of the entire backstage crew. The challenge the costume department had to overcome in fitting his form into a tight pair of pants had certainly won those ladies’ appreciation and many speculative whispers, which Jenny did her best to ignore.

      After all, Jenny had found herself a beau with two huge advantages, in addition to being a great guy. First, Max’s schedule as a Seattle Police detective was at least as nuts as hers working at the opera, so they had a no-fault last-second-changes-are-fine agreement. Crisis calls in mid-date were accepted on either side with a shrug and a quick kiss. Second, he had absolutely nothing to do with the Emerald City Opera or even the theater, which was such a huge bonus she could barely stand it.

      For not killing the ultimate worst member of the cast, the diva Frau Helga Dempsey, Jenny had been granted two good things and one bad one.

      First, she hadn’t gone to jail for murder. It would probably put a serious crimp in her relationship with Max to be limited to conjugal visits.

      Second, the diva had almost been tolerable to her this week, after four weeks of true hell.

      Third, the bad one—which was really pissing her off—someone else had done in the diva the night before opening without even inviting her to participate.

      Now there was a dead soprano on her stage!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      In the final dress rehearsal, the massive woman had done her de rigueur soprano fat-lady song. Then, per the script, been stabbed onstage by her betrayed-tenor husband.

      Actually Pagliacci was a play within a play. Chester Dempsey was playing the actor Canio who was performing as the clown Pagliaccio in a play within the opera’s story itself.

      As if that wasn’t confusing enough.

      So, his wife in real life (the diva from the lowest levels of Dante’s Inferno), was also his wife in the opera (the fair Nedda), who was also his wife in the stage play, Colombina. It would have been fine if the diva hadn’t insisted on being called by the correct name to assist her in maintaining the necessary verisimilitudes of characterization despite the impinging reality.

      The challenge was telling when she was actually acting and which role, or often roles, she was playing at any one time. Was she Colombina, Nedda posing as Colombina, or the terribly annoying Frau Helga being the Diva.

      The other crew members teased Jenny about being a diva-savant, because even Director Kane wasn’t right as often as Jenny managed. Bets were taken, she pocketed good bar money by betting on herself.

      But, the curtain had come down on the dress rehearsal, and the diva was nowhere to be found for the post-performance curtain call. A gap of little more than thirty seconds and Frau Helga Dempsey had gone missing. Even for the whimsical soprano, this was quite surprising. The one thing she wasn’t whimsical about was receiving her fair portion and more of the adulation.

      So, after the heavy red drape had dropped for the last time, cutting off the awkward applause of the rehearsal audience, Director Kane had sent Jenny to track down the diva and find out what was wrong this time.

      She’d pulled her long blond hair through the hole in the back of her Emerald City Opera ball cap and set out upon her quest.

      Jenny had no success at first. She’d checked the catered backstage buffet. Nothing. The green room where ego-stroking fans were sometimes planted. Empty. The diva wasn’t even issuing demands from her dressing room like the mad captain from the The Flying Dutchman, pacing his quarterdeck for eternity.

      It was only as Jenny was going about the backstage areas to gather the partially drunk-and-gargled lemon juice glasses from the various places they’d been hidden, that Jenny discovered what had gone wrong.

      What was wrong was where the last and mostly empty glass of lemon juice was kept in a dark corner behind the wagon used as a stage by the troupe of players within the opera’s plot.

      Right there, hidden in the shadows, as large as, well, an opera singer, the diva was lying dead.

      Flat on her back: no blood, no knife wound, and no pulse.
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      Jenny speed-dialed her boyfriend Max by instinct. He arrived so fast that she knew he’d been hanging about outside the loading dock hoping to take her out for a late-night dinner and early-morning sex.

      He called in the medical team and finally the coroner, who had declared it a probable heart attack, pending autopsy.

      Chester Dempsey, clearly deep in his role as fussy tenor-husband, suggested that really wasn’t necessary, but Director Kane had pulled him aside and convinced him that they had to be sure.

      Trevor, the baritone of the famous endowment, who had been so little trouble these last weeks, stepped up to the mark and became Chester’s comforter for the evening. Which meant he took him out with the stated plan to get good and drunk together.

      Jenny and Max’s late-night dinner had turned into a sandwich from the stage-left buffet, kept well stocked as mandated in the dead diva’s contract. Early-morning sex had been abandoned in exchange for a dozen meetings and much rapid phone work. And in trying not to watch in horror as four particularly robust stagehands were needed to assist the two ambulance drivers struggling to lift the dead diva onto a stretcher.

      Vicki Malone had, unusually for a soprano, actually prepared for the understudy role. No problem there. She even knew most of the stage blocking and moved about the stage with a smooth agility—she was only about a quarter of the diva’s size—into the proper places with only minimal hints from the other singers.

      To replace her previous role as the lead soprano of the villager audience, had taken some quick negotiations with the New York agent of a local Seattle artist. The emergency would ultimately pay her triple what she’d have gotten if she’d landed the role in the first place.

      During the quickly arranged afternoon rehearsal, Vicki and an only slightly hung-over Chester went through their paces without a hitch.

      Their Canio and Nedda sparked and flared, fiery energy between them fueled brilliant arias.

      Their roles for the play within the opera, Pagliaccio and Colombina, wooed and fought and sang—and ultimately stabbed. What Vicki’s voice lacked in the sheer power commanded by the diva was counter-balanced by her smoother, gentler nuances on the vocal flourishes.

      The Emerald City Opera had a hit on their hands.
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      Max came around after the rehearsal but before everyone left for dinner. He began the interviews. Those went so fast that Jenny and Max were at McMenamin’s bar across from the opera house with plenty of time for dinner before the first-call to the stage.

      They found a quiet booth toward the back. The tall-backed dark wood benches, generous cushions, and dim lighting was half Seattle bistro and half collapsing Scottish pub. It felt like a cozy date even if it wasn’t only four hours to an opening night curtain.

      “What do you know?” Jenny ordered a steamed-clams appetizer and a mushroom-Swiss burger with fries. Max ordered spaghetti and meatballs, a pint of Guinness, and helped her with the clams when they arrived. She hadn’t slept in over thirty-six hours, which was about normal for an opening, let alone a diva replacement. So she opted for a strawberry lemonade instead of a beer. Her body had already stopped reacting to caffeine, so she’d give sugar a try.

      “Not much, I’m afraid.” Max started a game of footsie under the table.

      One of many reasons why Jenny liked him.

      “Heart failure, which shouldn’t be a surprise. We didn’t think anything much of it until the coroner’s autopsy.”

      That was another reason why they were so compatible. He could discuss anything about a case over a meal and she didn’t lose her appetite. She’d seen too many staged, tragic, sung-at-length deaths to be shocked by any of the merely gruesome details of a real one.

      “What did the coroner find?” She piled the lettuce, tomato, and red onion onto her burger and bit in. Her moan of near-ecstasy elicited that great baritone laugh that Max brought along as part of the package.

      He cut into a meatball.

      “The lividity is greater than would be expected from a simple collapse or fall. Especially based on the known time of death.”

      “Lividity?”

      He stole a French fry, she kicked him under the table. Not too hard.

      “When you die, the blood settles to the lowest point. She had more lividity than normal, as if she’d fallen from a height of seven to ten feet. At least the coroner thinks so, if she’d been a normal-sized woman. He’s less sure about a woman built on the diva’s scale. The only problem is, there’s nothing that high anywhere near the body site.”

      She took a swallow of his beer. In fair exchange, Jenny didn’t kick him when he took the next French fry.

      “I talked to the rest of the cast and crew, but no one saw or heard anything unusual. It’s now officially just a heart attack. We’ll hold the file open for a day or so, but I don’t expect any change.”

      The conversation turned to more pleasant topics, like their plans for a weekend hike with camping and making love out-of-doors as soon as
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