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The Curtain Rises


“I can’t understand what they’re singing,” George Fayne whispered to her friend Nancy Drew, nodding toward the performers on the stage.


George’s cousin, Bess Marvin, leaned over across Nancy. “That’s because they’re singing in Italian, silly.”


“Italian?” George frowned. “But I thought this opera was by Mozart. Wasn’t he German?”


Bess settled back in her seat, eager to show off her knowledge. “Austrian, actually. But back in the eighteenth century, when Mozart wrote The Marriage of Figaro, all operas were sung in Italian. It was the fashion of the age.”


Nancy grinned. “You sure have learned a lot in just a few days, Bess. Just think, last week you were as ignorant about opera as the rest of us.”


Bess smirked. “That was before I found out I was going to be in an opera.”


George and Bess had been Nancy’s best friends since they were all kids. They were as close as sisters, which was important to Nancy, an only child whose mother had died when she was three. Her father, respected River Heights attorney Carson Drew, was devoted to his daughter, of course. But in many ways Bess and George were Nancy’s family.


In the orchestra pit the frazzled young director rapped his white baton on the music stand before him. “Rosa?” he called out. No answer. He whirled around. “Where is she? This is her cue!” The director’s anger echoed throughout the auditorium of the River Heights Theater, bouncing off the ornate gilded plaster decorating it’s ceiling, balconies, and the proscenium framing the stage.


“Yeesh!” George muttered, shrinking down into her red-plush seat. “Remember not to make that guy angry, Bess.”


“Steven Reynolds?” Bess asked, nodding toward the director. “Oh, he’s okay, really. He’s just under a lot of pressure. The company has to do six shows in River Heights—three different operas, two performances each. Every opera lover in town has been looking forward to this for months. It’s not often that the world-famous American Grand Opera comes here.”


“I still can’t believe they hired you, Bess,” George said, as the rehearsing singers, dressed in ordinary jeans and sweats, milled around the front of the stage. “No offense, but when Mrs. Nissen called to suggest you should audition, I thought she was kidding. She taught you in high school chorus class—she should know you’re not that great a singer.”


Bess pretended to pout, though she was used to her cousin George’s teasing. “Shows what you know. I have a lovely coloratura soprano.” Then she giggled. “Besides, Mr. Reynolds said they needed a blonde who could fit into the costumes.”


“Now I get it,” Nancy said. “It’s all about the clothes, isn’t it, Bess?”


Bess nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve got the most darling peasant dress for this opera—peach-colored with pink roses—and for Aida, which is set in Egypt, I wear a white sheath with loads of fake jewelry.”


“And in Tosca, you’re a nun,” George reminded her. “In a black habit buttoned up to your chin.”


Bess smiled. “With a beautiful starched white headdress. It’s divine!”


At that moment, the singer the director had been waiting for—a slim young woman with long raven-black hair and huge dark eyes—strolled languidly onto the stage. Reynolds could hardly contain his anger. “Rosacrucia! You’ve played this part two dozen times already. How could you miss your entrance?”


Rosa gazed at him from underneath thick dark lashes. “Steven, mio caro, you know how I am with directions,” she purred in a thick accent. “Every new theater, I always get hopelessly lost.” She leaned over to cup a hand under his chin. “You will forgive me, won’t you?”


Reynolds blew out a long breath. “Well, now that Signora Alba has bothered to join us”—he tapped his baton on the music stand—“let’s take it from the last three bars of your song, Marcel.”


The stocky baritone playing the title role—Figaro, servant to Count Almaviva—launched into the end of his opening aria. Nancy relaxed in her seat and closed her eyes, letting his rich voice wash over her. Though she didn’t usually listen to opera music, Figaro’s aria seemed familiar. Maybe she’d only heard it once before, but it was the sort of song that was unforgettable.


Nancy opened her eyes as the baritone reached the final measures of his aria. She then saw the beautiful soprano sashay next to him and curl her arms around his neck. Her full lips parted and her voice poured out—high, clear, and full of passion. Nancy felt a shiver run up her spine.


“Who’s the soprano?” she whispered to Bess.


“Rosacrucia Alba,” Bess said. “She’s from Slovenia. She just joined the company last year. Apparently Rosa’s taken the opera world by storm.”


Nancy nodded. “She has a gorgeous voice.”


“Not only that,” Bess said, “but she’s so pretty—and so young—that she’s constantly in demand for ingenue roles.”


“Ingenue?” George asked.


“Young girl parts,” Bess explained. “Like in this opera, she plays Susanna, the maid who’s engaged to marry Figaro.”


Nancy thought a moment. “But, Bess, I thought looking young and pretty didn’t matter so much in opera. A lot of opera singers are . . . well, hefty, aren’t they? Look at that Italian tenor, Luciano Pavarotti—he’s pretty big. And he still plays young lover parts.”


“Having a great voice is the most important requirement,” Bess said. “Singers don’t go crazy trying to be skinny, like movie stars do. But if you’ve got a great voice and you look the part, you’ve got an advantage.”


“Thank you, Rosa,” Reynolds called out. Her voice broke off in midtrill, and the handful of musicians in the orchestra pit lowered their instruments. “I know you know the music. No use straining your voice,” he explained. “Let’s just walk through the rest of this scene and adapt to this space.” He peered uneasily up at the River Heights Theater’s curlicued proscenium arch. “This stage is much smaller than the ones we usually play on. I only hope the sets will fit.”


“They’ll fit, they’ll fit,” barked a middle-aged man in grubby work clothes. He was standing at the right-hand edge of the stage, sticking a hammer in his back pocket. “We’ll make ’em fit.”


“Have you figured out how to use this antique scenery-changing equipment, Mike?” Reynolds called out to the stagehand.


“Piece of cake, Steve,” the stagehand called back. “I’ve seen this stuff before. It may be old, but it works.” He clomped back into the wings.


Reynolds talked the cast through the rest of the first act. A bewildering number of characters made countless entrances and exits. “I can’t keep all this straight,” George muttered to Bess. “Who’s matched up with whom?”


“Everybody’s matched up with at least two other characters,” Bess said. “Figaro is engaged to Susanna, but the count is interested in her too, and so is the pageboy, Cherubino.”


George squinted. “Which one is he?”


“That brown-haired woman in the black T-shirt,” Bess said. “Cherubino is always played by a woman. It’s what they call a ‘trouser role’; it’s written for a soprano voice, so a woman has to put on trousers to play it.”


George shook her head. “No wonder I’m confused.”


Bess laughed quietly. “Don’t worry, I still get all these characters mixed up, and I’ve read the story outline ten times.” She pointed to someone onstage. “That older woman, Marcellina, wants to marry Figaro; the guy she’s plotting with wants revenge on the count for marrying the countess. Cherubino has a major crush on the countess, too, but Cherubino has a crush on every woman he sees.”


“Which one is the countess?” Nancy asked, scanning the people onstage.


“She’s not in this act,” Bess explained. “You’ll see her in a few minutes. She’s played by Marta Willentz.”


Both Nancy and George sat up, impressed. “Marta Willentz?” Nancy echoed. “The Marta Willentz?”


“Even I’ve heard of Marta Willentz,” George said. “She sang the national anthem at the World Series last year. She’s amazing.”


“And she performed at the White House last year. They showed it on TV,” Nancy recalled.


Bess tossed her head. “Well, once you start singing at the White House and the World Series, it’s a sure sign your career is over. Willentz is nearly fifty years old now. Her voice isn’t what it used to be.” Spotting a look of doubt on Nancy’s face, Bess quickly added, “At least, that’s what opera buffs say. Rosacrucia Alba, on the other hand—everybody wants to hear her.”


“All right, people.” Reynolds called for his cast’s attention. “That takes care of Act One. Let’s move on to Act Two. Is Marta—”


“Here, Steven,” a throaty voice rang out from the back of the auditorium. Nancy pivoted in her seat. No matter what Bess said, she was eager to catch sight of the great Marta Willentz.


She came striding at a stately pace down the aisle, her chin held regally high. Marta was tall, with a pile of frosted hair making her look even taller. Her shoulders were broad, her posture erect. Nancy caught her breath. The famous soprano had the commanding presence of a queen.


Willentz emerged from the shadows into the glare of the light by the stage. “Darling!” Reynolds greeted her. He sprang off his podium and held out a hand to guide her up the temporary steps onto the stage. “If you don’t mind—”


“How could I mind a rehearsal?” the diva chided him gently. “This is what we do. Perfection is our goal, but we cannot reach it without hard work. Discipline.”


As she brushed past Rosa, Marta Willentz dropped a cool glance over her shoulder. Nancy saw Rosa glare back at her costar.


“Ouch,” George whispered. “I guess that puts Rosa in her place for being late.”


“There’s no love lost between those two, that’s for sure,” Nancy murmured.


“I’ve noticed that already,” Bess added. “In this opera, they’re supposed to be jealous of each other—but from what I see, they’re not acting.”


Marta pivoted grandly as she reached her place onstage. “Act Two, Scene Two,” she enunciated in rounded tones. “Shall I begin?”


And without waiting for the musicians to strike up, Marta began to sing. Nancy felt another spinal shiver. It wasn’t just that Marta’s voice was strong and clear, although it was. There was something more to it—vibration, emotion, and almost some color. Nancy couldn’t describe it.


The soprano finished her aria and the room burst into spontaneous applause. Marta lowered her head, graciously accepting the praise.


Right behind Marta, Nancy saw one person who wasn’t clapping—Rosacrucia Alba. The young singer pulled her shoulders back, as if gearing up for a fight. She clasped her hands in front of her waist, shook her dark tresses, and stepped forward. Approaching her costar, she opened her mouth to sing.


Just then Nancy’s quick eyes caught sight of a pale blur descending from the proscenium arch. It looked like a large canvas sandbag: the sort of thing used to counterweight hanging scenery. . . . And it was plummeting to the stage.


Nancy leaped to her feet, though she was too far from stage to do anything other than interrupt Rosa’s first note with a warning: “Duck!”
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Duelling Divas


Everyone onstage heeded Nancy’s warning and ducked. The heavy sandbag fell right where Rosa and Marta had been standing, and landed on the stage with a thud.


Nancy had already vaulted over the open seats in front of her and scooted to the aisle. As she raced toward the stage, cast members crowded around the two sopranos. Nancy could see that both of them were shaking from their close call.


Nancy took the steps to the stage in two strides and elbowed her way into the buzzing cluster of singers. A handsome singer had just run in from the wings to comfort Marta. On the other side of the sandbag, Rosa stood alone. Her arms were wrapped around her waist.


The sandbag lay on the floor, and sand trickled out of a split seam. Nancy glanced upward toward the rickety steel catwalk that stretched over the stage. Several similar sandbags hung from ropes near the ceiling. On the catwalk stagehands were gathered in an angry knot, gesticulating and arguing.


Reassured that the singers were safe and unhurt, Nancy ran over to a spiral set of stairs in a back corner of the wings. Pounding up the steps, she soon reached the catwalk.


“What was it doing lying loose on the catwalk?” demanded a man with a clipboard and headphones—the stage manager, Nancy guessed.


A female stagehand, about twenty years old, cringed under the stage manager’s fierce gaze. “I-I don’t know,” she stammered. “I didn’t leave it there.”


“Well, who did?” the stage manager demanded. “Those bags should only be used to stabilize a flying set piece. If it’s not attached to a rope, it shouldn’t be lying around anywhere. Certainly not up here.”


The stagehand Nancy had seen before—Mike, the director had called him—leaned on the catwalk railing. “Cut the kid some slack, Doug,” he said softly. “She’s new. She’s probably never seen a sandbag in her life. Most theaters have switched to automatic pulleys.”


The young stagehand’s large gray eyes were swimming with tears. Nancy felt sorry for her. It was hard for a young woman to hold her own in a male-dominated trade. Nancy knew this all too well. Working as an amateur detective, she’d run into plenty of sexist guys like the stage manager. They could drive a girl to tears, Nancy thought, and then make fun of her for crying.


The young woman raised her chin and met the stage manager’s eyes. With her short sandy hair and thin freckled face, she looked like a defiant boy. “I’m sorry, Doug. I saw the bag lying there, but I didn’t think. I was too busy trying to hang this side fly. I’ll know better next time. But I swear, I had nothing to do with it falling.”


The other members of the stage crew dropped their eyes and shuffled their feet awkwardly, mumbling things like, “Me neither, Doug” or “I was down on the floor when it happened.”


The stage manager scratched his neck. “Well, what’s done is done,” he said. “Luckily no one got hurt. But let’s be more careful from now on.” With murmurs of agreement, the crew disbanded.


Nancy sidled to the end of the catwalk, waiting for the young stagehand. “Accidents do happen,” Nancy said as the girl passed.


Startled, the young woman stopped to stare at Nancy. “I didn’t touch that sandbag!” she protested again.


Nancy smiled. “Of course not. I’m Nancy Drew, by the way. I’ve got a friend who’s an extra. We were watching the stage when the bag fell.”


The girl shyly shook Nancy’s hand. “Jackie Ahern.”


“You didn’t happen to see anybody else moving up here before the accident, did you?” Nancy asked.


Jackie shook her head. “No. But I admit, I don’t really know the rest of the crew, and I’m not really tuned in to knowing where and when everyone should be just yet. I was hired as a temp, filling in for one of the regular hands. He got hurt last week—some kind of scenery collapse.”


Nancy raised her eyebrows. “Another accident?”


Mike, the older stagehand, came up behind Jackie. “Yeah, this tour has been lousy with accidents so far. And it’s almost always something to do with those two hoity-toity divas.” He jerked a thumb toward the stage, where Alba and Willentz were rehearsing again.


Jackie Ahern stared down at them, narrowing her eyes. “Yeah, the big stars,” she said with a tinge of sarcasm. “Well, come on, Mike, let’s finish hanging that fly. Nice to meet you, Mandy.”


“Nancy,” Nancy corrected Jackie, but the stagehands were already back out on the catwalk.


Nancy brooded as she descended the spiral stairs. She’d been involved in enough mysteries to know when something didn’t smell right. And a rash of suspicious incidents on a road tour with two major stars—that definitely didn’t smell right to her.


At the base of the stairs she found the director, Steven Reynolds. He was waiting for her. Nancy looked apologetic. “I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have gone up there without permission,” she said. “I’m sure you don’t need members of the public poking around. Please don’t blame my friend Bess Marvin. She said we could watch if we didn’t interfere—”


“I’ve already spoken to Miss Marvin,” Steven Reynolds said crisply. “And Miss Fayne. They think you may be able to help us.”


Nancy shifted uneasily. “Help?”


He glanced furtively over his shoulder and lowered his voice. “They tell me that you are an accomplished detective.”


“Amateur,” Nancy corrected him reluctantly. She didn’t like people to know what she did.


“All the better.” Reynolds pushed his hornrimmed glasses up his nose. He reminded Nancy of a college professor, with his glasses, unruly thatch of brown hair, and pale skin. “I don’t want professionals nosing around. It might create bad publicity. But you,” he said, sweeping a glance up and down, taking in Nancy’s jeans and red-blond hair, “you could pass among the company unobtrusively. No one must know there is a detective nosing around. This is a very delicate matter. Any whiff of scandal could ruin this tour.”


Nancy hesitated. “Someone’s bound to wonder who I am.”


Reynolds took Nancy by the arm and led her toward a side door. “Then we’ll say you’re another supernumerary,” he murmured as they strolled into a narrow hall. “That means you’re an extra. Just like Miss Marvin. You can mingle with the cast and crew, have access to the dressing rooms, costume area, and scenery shop.” He gestured at these backstage areas as they passed them. “You can climb up and down the catwalk all you like, and no one will pay you any attention. No one ever does notice the extras. They’re like human furniture.”
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