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  Chapter 1

  
  




Violet Hartwell had survived thirty-seven years of high school dances, but nothing had prepared her for the chaos that was ballroom dancing at Sunset Manor.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we begin with the basic foxtrot!” Ricardo Suave announced from the center of the activities room, his voice carrying the kind of theatrical flair that suggested his name was probably not what appeared on his birth certificate. “Remember—slow, slow, quick-quick!”

Ricardo was exactly what central casting would order if someone requested “handsome ballroom instructor with a mysterious past.” Tall, dark-haired, with the kind of smile that made elderly women giggle like teenagers and the kind of accent that could have been either genuine European or carefully cultivated dramatic effect.

“UNNATURAL FOOT MOVEMENTS!” Frank Morrison announced from his position behind “The Interceptor,” which he’d parked strategically near the refreshment table. “THE HUMAN BODY WASN’T DESIGNED FOR COORDINATED STEPPING!”

“Frank, dear,” Agnes Pemberton said, adjusting her dance shoes (which appeared to be her regular orthopedic shoes with small bells attached), “dancing is an art form!”

“ART FORMS DON’T USUALLY RESULT IN HIP REPLACEMENTS!”

Agnes was documenting the dance lessons in her notebook with the dedication of someone recording historic events. “This is perfect material for the newsletter! ‘Romance Blooms in the Activities Room: A Study in Senior Courtship Rituals.’”

“It’s a dance class, not a mating ritual,” Bradley Chen said, though he was watching the proceedings with the fascination of someone whose job had become significantly more interesting since the residents had formed their detective agency.

“Honey,” Dolores Martinez said, executing what appeared to be a professional-level foxtrot with Mrs. Patterson as her partner, “all dancing is mating ritual. That’s why it was invented.”

She was wearing what could only be described as ballroom competition attire, if ballroom competition attire typically included sequins, feathers, and a skirt that sparkled under the activities room’s fluorescent lights.

“Where did you learn to dance like that?” Marcus Williams asked, pausing in his afternoon medication rounds to watch Dolores guide Mrs. Patterson through steps that would have impressed professional instructors.

“Vegas, honey. You can’t be a showgirl without learning every dance style known to mankind. Plus a few that probably aren’t legal in most states.”

Ricardo clapped his hands for attention. “Excellent, Mrs. Martinez! You clearly have experience!”

“Experience with my fifth husband,” Dolores replied. “Or was it my sixth? Either way, he was a professional dancer in Atlantic City before he got involved with that unfortunate business about the casino money.”

“What unfortunate business?” Agnes asked, immediately taking notes.

“The kind where money goes missing and people start asking uncomfortable questions.”

Before anyone could pursue this intriguing revelation, Ricardo had moved on to demonstrating the waltz with Mrs. Henderson, who was giggling like a schoolgirl despite being eighty-three years old.

“One-two-three, one-two-three,” Ricardo counted, spinning Mrs. Henderson with practiced ease. “Feel the music, let your body move naturally!”

Violet watched from her wheelchair with the analytical eye she’d once used to monitor high school dances for inappropriate behavior. Something about Ricardo’s performance felt slightly off—too polished, too practiced, like someone playing a role rather than simply teaching dance steps.

“He’s very good,” Marcus observed.

“Maybe too good,” Violet murmured.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean most ballroom instructors don’t come to senior centers. They teach at dance studios, country clubs, places where people pay premium prices for lessons.”

Agnes looked up from her notes. “Maybe he likes working with seniors?”

“OR MAYBE HE’S RUNNING SOME KIND OF SCAM,” Frank announced, having apparently been eavesdropping despite his claims of hearing problems.

“Frank,” Bradley said wearily, “not everything is a criminal conspiracy.”

“IN MY EXPERIENCE, EVERYTHING IS A CRIMINAL CONSPIRACY UNTIL PROVEN OTHERWISE!”

“That’s not how the legal system works.”

“THE LEGAL SYSTEM DOESN’T HAVE TO LIVE AT SUNSET MANOR!”

Their discussion was interrupted by Ricardo announcing that it was time for individual instruction. He began working his way around the room, partnering with different residents and providing personalized attention that made each woman blush and giggle like teenagers at their first school dance.

“This is fascinating from a sociological perspective,” Agnes whispered, scribbling furiously. “Look at how he’s affecting the social dynamics!”

She was right. The activities room had transformed from its usual calm afternoon atmosphere into something resembling a high school cafeteria where the popular boy had just walked in. Residents who normally sat quietly were suddenly chattering excitedly, comparing dance experiences and speculating about Ricardo’s background.

“Mrs. Hartwell,” Ricardo said, appearing beside Violet’s wheelchair with the kind of dazzling smile that probably worked on women sixty years younger, “would you like to try some chair dancing? I can adapt the movements for seated positions.”

“Chair dancing?”

“The upper body movements, arm positioning, feeling the rhythm even without the footwork.”

Against her better judgment, Violet found herself intrigued. “I suppose I could try.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Ricardo guided her through modified dance movements that actually felt natural and surprisingly enjoyable. He was, she had to admit, an excellent instructor—patient, encouraging, and genuinely skilled at adapting techniques for elderly students with various physical limitations.

“You have natural rhythm,” he told her, which was probably nonsense but was still nice to hear.

“In my day, I taught high school. We had to supervise dances, so I picked up a few things.”

“Ah, a fellow educator! I have great respect for teachers.”

Something in his tone made her look at him more carefully. “What did you do before teaching dance?”

For just a moment, Ricardo’s polished smile flickered. “Various things. I’ve had an interesting career.”

It was a non-answer delivered with professional charm, but Violet’s decades of dealing with evasive teenagers had given her excellent radar for people avoiding direct questions.

“What kind of various things?”

“Entertainment industry, mostly. Performance, instruction, event coordination.”

Another non-answer. Violet was becoming more convinced that Ricardo Suave was definitely not his real name and probably not his first career.

Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of “The Interceptor” backfiring, which meant Frank was either having mechanical problems or expressing his opinion about the proceedings.

“MECHANICAL DIFFICULTIES!” Frank announced. “NEED TO PERFORM EMERGENCY REPAIRS!”

“Frank,” Bradley said, “we’re in the middle of dance class.”

“DANCING IS DANGEROUS! SOMEONE SHOULD PROVIDE MECHANICAL SUPPORT!”

“What kind of mechanical support does dancing require?” Marcus asked.

Frank gestured toward the ceiling, where a large disco ball had been installed for the dance lessons. “OVERHEAD LIGHTING SYSTEMS! VERY COMPLEX! REQUIRE CONSTANT MONITORING!”

“The disco ball is fine, Frank,” Bradley said.

“HOW DO YOU KNOW? WHEN WAS THE LAST STRUCTURAL INSPECTION?”

“It’s a disco ball, not a bridge.”

“SAME ENGINEERING PRINCIPLES!”

Before the argument could escalate, Ricardo called for everyone’s attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I have wonderful news! Sunset Manor has been selected to participate in the regional ‘Dancing with the Staff’ competition next month!”

The announcement created immediate excitement. Agnes dropped her pencil, Mrs. Henderson clapped her hands, and even Frank looked intrigued despite his stated opposition to coordinated foot movements.

“What kind of competition?” Dolores asked.

“Senior living facilities throughout the tri-state area compete in ballroom dancing. Residents partner with staff members for choreographed performances. The winning facility receives a trophy and a five-thousand-dollar prize for their activities fund.”

“Five thousand dollars?” Bradley repeated. “That’s a significant amount.”

“Indeed! And I believe Sunset Manor has excellent potential to win. With proper preparation and dedicated practice, we could create truly impressive routines.”

Agnes was already making notes. “This is perfect newsletter material! ‘Sunset Manor Prepares for Dance Competition Glory!’”

“WHO’S GOING TO PARTNER WITH THE STAFF?” Frank demanded.

“Well,” Ricardo said, consulting a clipboard that had appeared from somewhere, “I’ve already spoken with the administration. Bradley will partner with Mrs. Hartwell, Marcus will dance with Mrs. Martinez, and I’ll perform with Agnes for the demonstration routine.”

“What about Frank?” Violet asked.

“I was hoping Mr. Morrison might serve as our DJ. Musical coordination is crucial for successful performances.”

Frank’s eyes lit up with the enthusiasm he usually reserved for new Amazon purchases. “DJ FRANK! I LIKE IT!”

“Do you have DJ equipment?” Bradley asked nervously.

“I HAVE AMAZON!”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“IT’S BETTER!”

Over the next hour, Ricardo worked with different resident-staff pairs, developing basic routines and assessing skill levels. Violet had to admit he was genuinely talented—patient with beginners, creative in adapting movements for physical limitations, and encouraging without being condescending.

But she also noticed that he seemed particularly interested in residents who mentioned family money, expensive jewelry, or valuable possessions. When Mrs. Patterson casually mentioned her late husband’s coin collection, Ricardo’s attention became noticeably more focused. When Mr. Phelps talked about his vintage car collection, Ricardo asked detailed questions about storage locations and security systems.

“Agnes,” Violet whispered during a break, “are you noticing anything unusual about our dance instructor?”

Agnes looked up from her notes. “You mean besides the fact that he’s clearly using a stage name and probably has a more interesting background than he’s admitting?”

“Exactly that.”

“Oh yes. I’ve been documenting all his questions about residents’ personal assets. Very thorough interest in everyone’s valuables.”

“Could be innocent curiosity.”

“Could be. Or could be someone casing the joint.”

“CASING THE JOINT!” Frank announced, having apparently overheard, again. “CLASSIC CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR!”

“Frank, please use your inside voice,” Bradley said.

“THIS IS MY INSIDE VOICE!”

Ricardo chose that moment to demonstrate a dramatic dip with Mrs. Rodriguez, who giggled like a teenager as he spun her across the activities room floor.

“He’s very charming,” Marcus observed.

“Too charming,” Violet replied. “In my experience, people who are that charming usually want something.”

“What could he want from senior citizens at a nursing home?”

“Money, valuables, personal information, access to family members with money…” Dolores said, appearing beside them with the stealth skills that continued to impress everyone. “Honey, I’ve seen this act before. Charming man shows up, sweeps the lonely ladies off their feet, gains their trust, then disappears with their jewelry and life savings.”

“You really think Ricardo is running a con?” Bradley asked.

“I think Ricardo is definitely not who he claims to be, and he’s asking too many questions about things that aren’t related to dancing.”

Agnes was taking notes at lightning speed. “This could be our next investigation!”

“We don’t know there’s anything to investigate yet,” Marcus pointed out.

“BUT THERE WILL BE!” Frank announced confidently. “THERE’S ALWAYS SOMETHING TO INVESTIGATE!”

Their discussion was interrupted by Ricardo announcing the end of the lesson and scheduling individual practice sessions for the rest of the week.

“I’ll be working with each resident-staff pair privately to develop personalized routines,” he explained. “By next week, we’ll be ready to start putting together our competition performance.”

As residents began filing out of the activities room, chattering excitedly about their upcoming dance competition debut, Violet noticed that Ricardo lingered, making notes in a small black notebook while surveying the room with the kind of attention that seemed more professional than artistic.

“What do you think he’s writing?” Agnes asked.

“Probably choreography notes,” Bradley said hopefully.

“OR ROBBERY PLANS,” Frank added helpfully.

“Frank!”

“JUST SAYING! VERY SUSPICIOUS NOTE-TAKING BEHAVIOR!”

As they prepared to leave, Violet took one last look at Ricardo, who was now examining the disco ball installation with what seemed like unusual interest for a dance instructor.

“Tomorrow should be interesting,” she said to her team.

“Why?” Marcus asked.

“Because tomorrow we start individual lessons. And individual lessons mean individual opportunities to gather information.”

Agnes perked up immediately. “Investigation disguised as dance instruction!”

“We’re not investigating,” Bradley said firmly. “We’re learning to dance for a competition.”

“WE’RE INVESTIGATING!” Frank declared. “DANCING IS JUST THE COVER!”

“Please don’t let this
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