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  Chapter 1

  
  




Violet Hartwell had endured many tortures in her seventy-eight years—teenagers learning to play the recorder, parent-teacher conferences that lasted until midnight, and her late sister’s experimental cooking phase—but nothing had prepared her for Vernon Walsh’s rendition of “My Way.”

“AND NOW… THE END IS NEARRRR…” Vernon bellowed into the microphone, his voice cracking on notes that Frank Sinatra had never intended to exist.

“THE END CAN’T COME SOON ENOUGH!” Frank Morrison shouted from his position near the exit, where he’d strategically parked “The Interceptor” for what he called “rapid audio escape capability.”

The activities room had been transformed into what the staff optimistically called “Sunset Manor’s Karaoke Lounge,” complete with a small stage, disco lights, and a sound system that was currently being tested to its limits by Vernon’s enthusiastic performance.

“This is wonderful material for the newsletter,” Agnes Pemberton whispered loudly enough for three rows to hear. “Vernon Walsh: A Study in Acoustic Terrorism.”

“Agnes, that’s not nice,” Bradley Chen said, though he was wincing with each note Vernon attempted.

“Neither is his singing,” Dolores Martinez observed, sipping from her bedazzled flask. “I’ve heard dying cats with more musical ability.”

Marcus Williams was adjusting the sound board, trying desperately to find a setting that would make Vernon’s voice bearable. Each adjustment only seemed to make things worse.

“Maybe if I add more reverb?” he muttered.

“TRY ADDING SILENCE!” Frank suggested.

Vernon, oblivious to his audience’s suffering, was building to his big finish. He gripped the microphone with both hands, threw his head back, and prepared for the final line.

“I DID IT MYYYY—”

The word hung in the air as Vernon suddenly went rigid. His eyes widened, his mouth opened in a silent scream, and blue sparks danced around the microphone.

Then he collapsed, still clutching the microphone, smoke rising from his polyester shirt.

For a moment, the room was completely silent.

“DEATH BY KARAOKE!” Frank announced, breaking the spell. “I KNEW THIS WOULD HAPPEN!”

Bradley immediately rushed to Vernon’s side, with Marcus close behind. Violet noticed that neither of them touched the microphone, which was still sparking occasionally.

“Someone cut the power!” Bradley shouted.

Jake Rivers, the fifty something sound technician who’d been hired to run karaoke nights, scrambled to unplug the equipment. The sparking stopped, but Vernon remained motionless.

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

Bradley checked for a pulse, then shook his head grimly. “He’s gone. Electrical shock.”

“From a microphone?” Dolores asked. “That seems like poor equipment maintenance.”

Jake looked offended. “I checked everything before the show! The equipment was fine!”

“OBVIOUSLY NOT!” Frank pointed out. “UNLESS ELECTROCUTION IS A STANDARD KARAOKE FEATURE!”

Marcus was examining the microphone without touching it. “The casing’s been tampered with. Look—someone’s removed the grounding wire and crossed the live connections.”

“You mean…?” Agnes’s eyes widened with excitement.

“SABOTAGE!” Frank confirmed. “MUSICAL MURDER!”

“Everyone stay calm,” Bradley said, though he looked anything but calm himself. “Marcus, call the police. Nobody touch anything.”

“Can we at least move away from the corpse?” Mrs. Henderson asked from the front row. “It’s very distracting.”

As residents began filing toward the edges of the room, Violet studied the scene with her practiced investigator’s eye. Vernon lay center stage, still gripping the deadly microphone, his face frozen in what might have been either his singing expression or electrocution—it was hard to tell the difference.

“Who had access to the equipment?” she asked Jake, who was standing near the sound board looking shell-shocked.

“Just me! I set everything up this afternoon!”

“And where was the equipment stored before that?”

“In the storage closet. But it’s locked!”

“LOCKS MEAN NOTHING TO CRIMINALS!” Frank announced. “OR TO DOLORES!”

“I haven’t picked any locks this week,” Dolores protested. “That we know of.”

Agnes was documenting the crime scene with her usual enthusiasm. “Death during a performance of ‘My Way’—the irony is delicious!”

“A man is dead, Agnes,” Bradley reminded her.

“Yes, but dramatically! This will make an excellent newsletter feature: ‘The Show Must Go On: Death Takes Center Stage at Sunset Manor.’”

Detective Murray arrived fifteen minutes later, looking resigned to another bizarre crime scene at Sunset Manor. She took one look at the setup—dead singer, sabotaged microphone, room full of potential suspects in sequined karaoke outfits—and sighed.

“Let me guess,” she said. “Everyone hated the victim and had access to the murder weapon?”

“HOW DID YOU KNOW?” Frank asked.

“Experience,” Detective Murray replied dryly. “All right, walk me through what happened.”

Bradley provided the medical details while Marcus explained the technical aspects of the sabotage. Violet noticed Jake growing increasingly nervous as they discussed the equipment tampering.

“This would require some electrical knowledge,” Detective Murray observed. “Mr. Rivers, you said you set up the equipment?”

“Yes, but I didn’t sabotage it! Why would I kill Vernon?”

“WHY WOULD ANYONE NOT KILL VERNON?” Frank asked. “HIS SINGING WAS A CRIME AGAINST HUMANITY!”

“Frank,” Bradley warned.

“WHAT? IT’S TRUE! LAST WEEK HE SANG ‘ENDLESS LOVE’ FOR FORTY-FIVE MINUTES!”

“He kept forgetting the words and starting over,” Agnes explained. “It was torture.”

Detective Murray made notes. “So the victim was unpopular?”

“Unpopular is generous,” Dolores said. “The man thought volume equaled talent. He monopolized every karaoke night, scared away other performers, and once caused Mrs. Patterson’s hearing aid to explode.”

“Not literally explode,” Mrs. Patterson clarified from across the room. “Just a small fire.”

“ASSAULT BY AUDIO!” Frank added helpfully.

Jake shifted uncomfortably. “Look, Vernon was annoying, but that’s not a reason to murder someone.”

“You’d be surprised,” Detective Murray said. “I once investigated a homicide caused by someone humming too much.”

“Did Vernon have any specific conflicts with anyone?” Violet asked.

The room erupted in responses:

“He ruined my granddaughter’s birthday party!”

“He sang over my husband’s memorial service!” 

“He caused three noise complaints from the apartments next door!”

“He made my cat deaf!”

Detective Murray held up a hand for silence. “Okay, so everyone had motive. Let’s focus on means and opportunity. Who had access to the storage closet?”

“Staff members with keys,” Bradley said. “That’s me, Marcus, Jake, maintenance, and the activities director.”

“Plus anyone who can pick locks,” Agnes added, looking meaningfully at Dolores.

“Which I didn’t do,” Dolores insisted. “This week.”

“What about during the setup?” Violet asked. “Jake, was anyone else around when you prepared the equipment?”

Jake hesitated. “Well… a few people stopped by to request songs, check the schedule…”

“WHO?” Frank demanded.

“Um… Mrs. Chen wanted to make sure I had the Chinese language tracks. Mr. Rodriguez asked about Spanish songs. Betty from the kitchen brought cookies…”

“Betty makes terrible cookies,” Agnes noted. “Very suspicious.”

“And…” Jake paused, looking even more uncomfortable.

“And?” Detective Murray prompted.

“And my ex-girlfriend stopped by. Lisa. She wanted to talk.”

Everyone leaned forward with interest.

“Talk about what?” Violet asked.

“About… Vernon, actually. She said he’d been bothering her. Singing love songs outside her apartment.”

“STALKING BY SERENADE!” Frank announced.

“She dumped me because she said Vernon was more romantic,” Jake continued miserably. “Can you believe that? Vernon Walsh? Romantic?”

Agnes was writing furiously. “Crime of passion! Jealousy! Love triangle with tragic ending!”

“It wasn’t a love triangle,” Jake protested. “Lisa’s just confused. Vernon’s singing hypnotized her or something.”

“So you had motive,” Detective Murray observed.

“Everyone had motive! You just heard them!”

“But not everyone had electrical knowledge and access to the equipment,” Marcus pointed out.

Jake looked around desperately. “This is crazy! I didn’t kill anyone!”

“THAT’S WHAT THEY ALL SAY!” Frank noted.

Before Detective Murray could respond, there was a commotion at the door. Lisa Burton—no relation to Bradley—burst in, mascara running down her cheeks.

“Is it true?” she cried. “Is Vernon really dead?”

“Very dead,” Dolores confirmed. “Electrocuted mid-song.”

Lisa let out a wail that rivaled Vernon’s singing for unpleasantness. “This is all my fault!”

Everyone perked up at this potential confession.

“Your fault how?” Detective Murray asked carefully.

“I encouraged him! I said his singing was passionate! I thought it would make Jake jealous!”

Jake stared at her. “You mean you didn’t actually like Vernon’s singing?”

“Of course not! It was horrible! But you were taking me for granted, always working, never romantic anymore…”

“SO YOU PRETENDED TO LIKE TONE-DEAF SERENADING?” Frank asked incredulously.

“It seemed like a good idea at the time!”

Agnes was practically vibrating with excitement. “Plot twist! Fake romance leads to real murder!”

“Nobody’s proven Jake murdered anyone,” Bradley said.

“Yet,” Detective Murray added ominously.

As Lisa continued sobbing and Jake protested his innocence, Violet noticed something interesting. Several residents who’d been complaining about Vernon’s singing were wearing brand new karaoke costumes—sequined jackets, feather boas, sparkly accessories.

“When did everyone get so dressed up for karaoke?” she asked Agnes quietly.

“Oh, that started last week! Vernon announced he was forming a karaoke group called ‘Vernon’s Crooners.’ Everyone else formed competing groups out of self-defense.”

“Competing groups?”

“The Sunset Singers, The Manor Melodists, and Frank’s group.”

“What’s Frank’s group called?”

“The Silencers. Their motto is ‘Make Karaoke Great Again by Not Doing It.’”

“BEST MUSICAL GROUP EVER!” Frank confirmed. “WE PERFORM THROUGH NOT PERFORMING!”

Violet filed this information away. Competing karaoke groups meant more people with access to the stage area, more opportunities for sabotage, and more suspects to investigate.

“This is going to be complicated,” she murmured.

“All our cases are complicated,” Agnes replied cheerfully. “But this one has musical numbers!”

As Detective Murray began processing the scene and interviewing witnesses, Violet couldn’t shake the feeling that they were missing something obvious. The murder weapon was too crude, too traceable. Anyone with basic electrical knowledge could have rigged it, but that same person would know they’d be caught.

Unless, of course, they wanted Jake to be blamed.

Or unless the real killer was counting on there being too many suspects to narrow down.

Either way, the Sunset Manor Detective Agency had another case to solve.

And this time, it came with a soundtrack.
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The next morning brought what Agnes called “the aftermath of acoustic assassination,” which mostly meant everyone was treating karaoke equipment like potential weapons of mass destruction.

“NO MORE SINGING!” Frank announced at breakfast, posting handmade signs around the dining room. “SILENCE SAVES LIVES!”

“Frank, we can’t ban singing forever,” Bradley said, removing the signs as fast as Frank posted them.

“WHY NOT? WORKED GREAT FOR LIBRARIES!”

“Libraries allow singing in designated areas,” Agnes pointed out. “I saw a musical performed at the main branch last month.”

“LIBRARIES HAVE GONE SOFT!”

The investigation team had assembled at their usual table, where Violet was creating what she called a “suspect matrix” on a napkin.

“So we have Jake with jealousy motive and technical knowledge,” she began.

“Don’t forget the competing karaoke groups,” Marcus added. “The Sunset Singers were furious when Vernon announced his group would get priority booking.”

“Who leads the Sunset Singers?” Dolores asked.

“Gladys Murphy. She’s been trying to organize group performances for years, but Vernon always insisted on solo acts.”

“GLADYS COULDN’T WIRE A DOORBELL!” Frank protested. “I’VE SEEN HER TRY TO OPERATE THE TV REMOTE!”

“Maybe she had help,” Agnes suggested. “A conspiracy of musically oppressed residents!”

“Or maybe,” a sharp voice interrupted, “you should let the police handle the investigation instead of treating murder like a group hobby.”

They turned to find Gladys Murphy herself, dressed in what could only be described as aggressive sequins. Her jacket caught the light like a
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