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  Chapter 1

  
  




Violet Hartwell had survived thirty-seven years of teenage hooligans as a high school principal, but nothing had prepared her for the savagery of senior citizen bingo night at Sunset Manor.

“B-7!” Harold Finch’s nasal voice cut through the activities room like fingernails on a chalkboard. “That’s B as in ‘Boring,’ 7 as in ‘Seven more numbers until this torture ends!’”

Harold thought he was hilarious. Harold was wrong about most things.

Violet adjusted her reading glasses and surveyed the battlefield from her temporary wheelchair—hip replacement surgery had landed her at Sunset Manor for what she’d firmly told everyone would be exactly six weeks of rehabilitation. Three weeks in, she was beginning to understand why some residents never left. The drama was better than cable television.

“Death to Harold!” whispered Agnes Pemberton from the next table, her theatrical whisper somehow audible three tables away. At eighty-five, Agnes treated every conversation like a performance of Shakespeare, complete with dramatic gestures that knocked over her water glass twice per evening.

“Now, Agnes,” Violet said, though she privately agreed that Harold’s commentary made root canal seem pleasant.

“G-55!” Harold announced. “G as in ‘Gosh, I’m handsome,’ 55 as in—”

“SHUT UP AND CALL THE NUMBERS!” Frank Morrison’s voice boomed from his mobility scooter, which he’d parked strategically near the bingo cage. At eighty-two, Frank had the volume control of a man whose hearing aids came with an off switch he used liberally during conversations about feelings or vegetables.

Harold’s face flushed purple. “Mr. Morrison, there’s no need to—”

“I’M WINNING THIS JACKPOT!” Frank declared, waving his dabber like a tiny purple sword. “ETHEL’S BEEN HOGGING THE GOOD CARDS FOR WEEKS!”

Ethel Kowalski, the manor’s sweet librarian, looked up from her neat row of bingo cards with the expression of a woman who’d spent forty years dealing with overdue book returns. “Frank, dear, there’s no such thing as good cards. It’s random.”

“RANDOM MY FOOT! YOU’VE GOT A SYSTEM!”

“O-69,” Harold continued smugly. “O as in ‘Obviously, I’m the best bingo caller in the tri-state area,’ 69 as in—”

A collective groan rose from the assembled residents. Even Dolores Martinez, resplendent in a sequined tracksuit that had seen better decades, looked up from bedazzling her bingo dabber.

“Honey,” Dolores called out in her smoky Las Vegas drawl, “I’ve heard better material from drunk tourists at 3 AM in Reno. And trust me, that’s saying something.”

Harold’s smile faltered. “Well, I never—”

“That’s the problem,” Frank shouted, apparently having turned his hearing aids back on. “YOU NEVER SHUT UP!”

Violet found herself leaning forward. In her principaling days, she’d developed a sixth sense for when teenage tension was about to explode into actual violence. The same electric feeling was crackling through the activities room now, except instead of hormonal seventeen-year-olds, it was octogenarians armed with bingo dabbers.

“N-32!” Harold’s voice had gone up an octave. “N as in ‘Nobody appreciates good entertainment,’ 32 as in—”

“BINGO!” Ethel’s voice cut through Harold’s routine like a knife through butter.

The room fell silent. Ethel never won. Ethel was legendarily unlucky at bingo, cards, and life in general. She’d been coming to bingo night for three years and had never won so much as a consolation prize.

Harold’s face went from purple to gray. “That’s… that’s impossible.”

“B-7, I-16, N-32, G-46, O-69,” Ethel recited calmly, holding up her card. “Diagonal line.”

Agnes gasped so dramatically she nearly fell off her chair. “The sweet little librarian wins the jackpot! It’s like David and Goliath, but with dabbers!”

“Let me check that card,” Harold demanded, abandoning his microphone and marching toward Ethel’s table.

“Harold,” Nurse Bradley Chancy appeared as if from nowhere, his scrubs somehow still crisp despite managing thirty-seven residents through dinner and evening activities. “Maybe we should just—”

“NO!” Harold snatched Ethel’s card, studying it with the intensity of a man whose entire worldview was crumbling. “This can’t be right. She never wins. She’s cursed!”

Violet watched Harold’s hands shake as he examined the card. For a man who’d been calling bingo for fifteen years, he looked genuinely shocked that someone had actually achieved the basic objective of the game.

“The numbers match,” Ethel said quietly. “I won fair and square.”

“There must be a mistake,” Harold muttered, then louder: “THERE MUST BE A MISTAKE!”

“The only mistake,” Frank announced, “WAS LETTING YOU CALL BINGO IN THE FIRST PLACE!”

The crowd murmured agreement. Harold had never been popular, but tonight felt different. Tonight felt like a revolution brewing in the activities room of Sunset Manor.

“Fine!” Harold snapped. “Fine! Give her the jackpot! Give her the whole fifty-seven dollars! But don’t come crying to me when bingo night becomes boring without my entertainment!”

He stomped back to his table, snatched up the bingo cage, and held it over his head like some sort of geometric crown. “This is what happens when people don’t appreciate showmanship!”

That’s when things went sideways.

Harold, in his dramatic fury, apparently forgot that bingo cages were heavier than they looked and that seventy-three-year-old arms weren’t designed for theatrical gestures. The cage slipped from his hands, bonked him squarely on the head, and sent him tumbling backward into his chair, which promptly tipped over.

The crash echoed through the suddenly silent room.

Harold Finch lay motionless on the floor, the bingo cage rolling in a slow circle beside him, spilling numbered balls across the linoleum like oversized tears.

“Oh my,” Ethel whispered.

Agnes stood up so fast her chair fell over. “Is he…?”

Nurse Bradley was already running, his sneakers squeaking against the floor. He dropped to his knees beside Harold, checking for a pulse, breathing, signs of life.

After what felt like an eternity, Bradley looked up at the room full of expectant faces. “I’m sorry. He’s gone.”

The silence stretched on until Frank’s voice cut through it: “WELL, THAT’S ONE WAY TO END BINGO NIGHT.”
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Three hours later, Violet sat in her temporary room, staring at the ceiling and trying to process what she’d witnessed. The paramedics had arrived, followed by the police, followed by Harold’s nephew who’d seemed more interested in Harold’s car than Harold’s demise.

A knock at her door interrupted her brooding.

“Come in,” she called.

Nurse Bradley peeked around the door frame. “Mrs. Hartwell? I hope you don’t mind, but I wanted to check on you. Tonight was… intense.”

“Please, call me Violet. And yes, it was certainly that.” She gestured to the visitor’s chair. “How are the others handling it?”

Bradley sank into the chair with the exhausted posture of a man who’d spent three hours giving statements to police officers who kept asking him to repeat everything because they couldn’t believe senior citizens could be so dramatic.

“Agnes is writing a special edition of her newsletter. She’s calling it ‘Death Comes to Bingo Night: A Tragedy in Five Acts.’”

“Of course she is.”

“Frank is convinced Harold was murdered and wants to start an investigation. He’s already modified his scooter with what he calls ‘surveillance equipment,’ which appears to be a pair of binoculars duct-taped to the handlebars.”

Violet felt a smile tugging at her lips despite the circumstances. “And Dolores?”

“Claims this reminds her of a suspicious death at a casino in Atlantic City in 1987. She may or may not have been married to the victim at the time. Her stories change.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment before Bradley spoke again. “The police think it was an accident. Harold got dramatic, dropped the cage, bonked himself unconscious, and hit his head wrong when he fell.”

“But?”

Bradley looked at her sharply. “But what?”

“You said ‘but’ in your voice. In my experience, there’s always a ‘but’ when something doesn’t sit right.”

Bradley was quiet for a long moment. “The bingo cage was heavier than usual tonight. I noticed when I was setting up. And Harold… Harold was an ass, but he’d been calling bingo for fifteen years. He knew how to handle that equipment.”

Violet nodded slowly. “What else?”

“His bingo dabber was on the floor next to him. The bedazzled purple one.”

“The one Dolores was working on earlier?”

“No, that was hers. Harold’s was different. Custom made. He was proud of it—kept going on about how it was ‘professional grade’ and ‘perfectly weighted.’”

“And?”

“It was covered in something sticky. Not ink from the dabber. Something else.”

Violet felt the familiar tingle she used to get when she was about to catch a student in a particularly creative lie. “Did you tell the police?”

“They weren’t interested. Accidental death, case closed.”

A louder knock interrupted them. Frank’s voice boomed through the door: “VIOLET! EMERGENCY MEETING! SOMEONE MURDERED HAROLD!”

Bradley winced. “I should probably—”

“Let him in,” Violet said. “And anyone else who wants to join this conversation.”

Bradley opened the door to reveal Frank on his scooter, Agnes clutching a notebook, and Dolores wearing what appeared to be a detective costume she’d assembled from the manor’s lost-and-found box.

“FINALLY!” Frank announced. “A PROPER INVESTIGATION!”

Agnes fluttered into the room. “This is so exciting! Just like Murder, She Wrote, but with better snacks!”

“Honey,” Dolores added, settling into the remaining chair, “I may have mentioned this reminds me of Atlantic City, 1987. What I didn’t mention is that I helped solve that case. Unofficially, of course.”

Violet looked around her suddenly crowded room at these unlikely conspirators. Three weeks ago, she’d been a respectable retired principal looking forward to six weeks of physical therapy and a return to her quiet house. Now she was apparently leading a geriatric investigation team.

“All right,” she said, reaching for her purse—her investigation kit, as she’d started thinking of it. “Let’s solve a murder.”
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