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  Chapter 1

  
  




Violet Hartwell had been at Sunset Manor for exactly four weeks and two days when she learned that shuffleboard could be a blood sport.

“THAT’S CHEATING!” Frank Morrison’s voice boomed across the shuffleboard courts, his modified mobility scooter parked at an aggressive angle near the scoring zone. He’d added what appeared to be a small horn to “The Interceptor” since the bingo incident, and the temptation to use it was clearly overwhelming him.

“Frank, dear,” called Betty Wu from the opposite end of the court, “moving your opponent’s puck with your cue is against the rules.”

“I DIDN’T MOVE ANYTHING! WIND MOVED IT!”

Agnes Pemberton materialized beside Violet’s wheelchair with her usual theatrical flair. “There’s no wind today,” she whispered at her normal volume, which could be heard in the next county. “Frank’s just losing to Betty again, and you know how he gets about losing.”

Violet did indeed know how Frank got about losing. Last week’s domino tournament had resulted in accusations of marked tiles, conspiracy theories involving the kitchen staff, and Frank barricading himself in the activities room until Nurse Bradley promised to investigate the “domino cartel.”

“How long has Betty been undefeated?” Violet asked, watching the tiny seventy-five-year-old woman line up her next shot with the precision of a pool shark.

“Three months,” Agnes said, consulting her ever-present notebook. “She joined the league in January and hasn’t lost a single match. Frank thinks she’s using performance-enhancing drugs.”

“What kind of performance-enhancing drugs help with shuffleboard?”

“Frank’s theories change daily. Yesterday it was caffeine pills. Today he’s convinced she’s using some sort of special wax on her cue.”

Dolores Martinez appeared on Violet’s other side, resplendent in a tracksuit that seemed to be made entirely of sequins and determination. “Honey, Frank’s not wrong about Betty being suspicious. That woman’s got more technique than a Vegas card counter.”

“You think she’s cheating?”

“I think she’s got secrets. Trust me, I know secrets when I see them.”

They watched as Betty executed a perfect bank shot that knocked Frank’s puck clear off the court and into the decorative flower bed.

“THAT’S IT!” Frank announced. “I’M FILING A FORMAL COMPLAINT!”

“With who?” Betty asked calmly, retrieving her puck.

“THE SHUFFLEBOARD AUTHORITIES!”

“Frank,” Nurse Bradley appeared as if summoned by the promise of resident drama, “there are no shuffleboard authorities.”

“THEN I’LL CREATE SOME!”

Betty Wu smiled serenely and lined up her final shot. The puck glided across the court with mathematical precision, settling perfectly in the 10-point zone.

“That’s game,” she announced. “Good match, Frank.”

Frank stared at the scoreboard in disbelief. “HOW DO YOU DO THAT?”

“Practice,” Betty said, cleaning her lucky cue with a soft cloth. “Forty years of practice.”

“NOBODY’S THAT GOOD AT SHUFFLEBOARD!”

Betty’s smile faltered slightly. “Some people are good at things, Frank. It’s not always a conspiracy.”

She gathered her equipment and headed toward the manor, her small figure moving with the quiet dignity of someone who’d spent decades perfecting the art of not engaging with loud men.

“MARK MY WORDS!” Frank called after her. “SOMETHING’S NOT RIGHT ABOUT THAT WOMAN!”

Agnes scribbled frantically in her notebook. “This is perfect material for the newsletter. ‘Shuffleboard Scandal Rocks Sunset Manor!’ I can see the headlines now.”

Violet watched Betty disappear through the manor’s back entrance. Something about the woman’s reaction to Frank’s accusations had seemed… off. Not guilty, exactly, but defensive in a way that suggested Frank’s paranoid theories might have accidentally stumbled near something real.

“Dolores,” she said, “what kind of secrets do you think Betty has?”

Dolores adjusted her bedazzled sunglasses. “The kind that make a sweet old lady unbeatable at shuffleboard, sugar. And in my experience, when someone’s that good at something they claim to do for fun, they’re usually doing it for money.”




The next morning brought chaos to Sunset Manor in the form of Agnes Pemberton running through the hallways at a speed that defied both her age and the facility’s safety regulations.

“EMERGENCY!” she announced, bursting into the dining room where Violet was attempting to enjoy her oatmeal in peace. “BETTY’S DISAPPEARED!”

Conversations stopped mid-sentence. Forks paused halfway to mouths. Even the kitchen staff poked their heads out to hear Agnes’s dramatic announcement.

“What do you mean, disappeared?” Nurse Bradley asked, appearing with the lightning reflexes he’d developed after weeks of Agnes-related emergencies.

“Gone! Vanished! Missing!” Agnes clutched her notebook to her chest like a shield. “I went to interview her for my shuffleboard scandal article, and her room is empty! Bed not slept in! Suitcase missing!”

Frank, who had been attempting to modify his scrambled eggs with what appeared to be hot sauce and determination, looked up with interest. “I TOLD YOU SOMETHING WAS WRONG WITH HER!”

“Now hold on,” Bradley said, pulling out his phone. “Let me check with the front desk. Maybe she had a family emergency.”

While he made his call, Violet found herself studying the faces around the dining room. Most residents looked concerned or curious, but she noticed that two of the kitchen staff—Maria and Carlos—exchanged a quick glance that seemed more worried than surprised.

Dolores slid into the seat next to Violet. “Breakfast drama. My favorite kind.”

“You think something happened to Betty?”

“Honey, I think Betty Wu is exactly where she wants to be. Question is, why did she want to leave so suddenly?”

Bradley returned, looking puzzled. “Front desk says she checked out at 3 AM. Left a note saying she had a family emergency and would be in touch about her belongings.”

“3 AM?” Agnes gasped. “That’s highly suspicious! Nobody leaves at 3 AM for legitimate reasons!”

“UNLESS THEY’RE RUNNING FROM SOMETHING!” Frank added helpfully.

Violet felt that familiar tingle, the same one she’d gotten during the bingo investigation. “Bradley, did she leave any other belongings behind?”

“Just her shuffleboard equipment. It’s still in the activities room.”

“That’s strange,” Violet said. “If Betty was really leaving for a family emergency, wouldn’t she take her lucky cue? She never went anywhere without it.”

Agnes started scribbling. “Abandoned shuffleboard equipment! This is getting better by the minute!”

“MAYBE SHE WAS KIDNAPPED!” Frank suggested.

“Or maybe,” Dolores said thoughtfully, “she left in a hurry because someone was about to figure out what she was really up to.”

They all looked at her.

“What do you mean?” Violet asked.

Dolores glanced around the dining room, then leaned in conspiratorially. “Ladies and gentleman, I think Betty Wu was running a gambling operation.”
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Twenty minutes later, Violet’s unofficial investigation team had assembled in the activities room, staring at Betty’s abandoned shuffleboard cue like it might confess.

“GAMBLING!” Frank announced. “I KNEW IT! NOBODY’S THAT GOOD WITHOUT CHEATING!”

“It’s not cheating if you’re taking bets on yourself,” Dolores corrected. “It’s just smart business.”

Agnes held up her notebook. “I’ve been doing research. Betty Wu moved here three months ago from Las Vegas.”

“That’s not suspicious,” Bradley protested. “Lots of people move here from other places.”

“From Las Vegas,” Dolores repeated meaningfully. “Honey, nobody leaves Vegas to move to a retirement home in the middle of nowhere unless they’re running from something or someone.”

Violet examined Betty’s cue more closely. It was obviously well-maintained and expensive, but there was something else—small marks on the handle that looked like they might be some sort of scoring system.

“Frank, you said Betty was too good. What exactly did you mean?”

“SHE NEVER MISSED! THREE MONTHS, NEVER LOST A GAME! SHE COULD PUT HER PUCK EXACTLY WHERE SHE WANTED, EVERY TIME!”

“That does sound unlikely,” Bradley admitted.

“And,” Agnes added dramatically, “I noticed that Maria from the kitchen always found excuses to be near the shuffleboard courts during tournaments.”

Dolores snapped her fingers. “The kitchen staff! They’d be perfect for running book on the games. They see everyone, they know everyone’s schedules, and they handle money for meal accounts.”

Violet felt the pieces starting to come together. “So Betty was hustling shuffleboard, the kitchen staff were taking bets, and something happened that made Betty run.”

“BUT WHAT?” Frank demanded.

Before anyone could answer, they heard shouting from outside. Bradley ran to the window.

“Oh no,” he said. “Betty’s daughter is here. And she looks angry.”

They crowded around the window to see a woman in her fifties marching toward the front entrance, her face set in the expression of someone who’d driven a long way to have an unpleasant conversation.

“FAMILY EMERGENCY!” Frank announced. “SHE CAME TO DRAG BETTY HOME!”

“Or,” Violet said quietly, “Betty saw her coming and ran.”

Agnes gasped. “A family dispute! This is better than my soap operas!”

Ten minutes later, they were lurking in the lobby, pretending to be engaged in various innocent activities while eavesdropping on the conversation between Betty’s daughter Linda and the front desk staff.

“—haven’t spoken in six months!” Linda was saying. “She was supposed to be living quietly, staying out of trouble! Instead I find out she’s been—” She lowered her voice, and Agnes crept closer with her notebook.

“—gambling again! The woman promised me she was done with that life!”

Dolores nudged Violet. “Told you so.”

Linda turned toward the assembled residents, who all suddenly became very interested in the lobby’s decorative plants.

“Has anyone seen my mother? Betty Wu? Small woman, probably carrying a shuffleboard cue?”

“SHE LEFT AT 3 AM!” Frank announced helpfully.

Linda’s shoulders sagged. “Of course she did. She always runs when she gets caught.”

Agnes couldn’t contain herself any longer. “Caught doing what?”

Linda looked around the group of elderly faces staring at her with unabashed curiosity. “My mother is a professional hustler. Was a professional hustler. She promised me she’d retired.”

“Hustler?” Bradley asked.

“Pool, shuffleboard, bowling, you name it. If there’s money to be made on a game of skill, my mother will find a way to make it. She’s been doing it for forty years.”

Violet stepped forward. “And you think she was doing it here?”

“I know she was doing it here. Someone called me yesterday and told me she’d been taking money from the other residents. Said people were starting to get suspicious.”

Agnes scribbled frantically. “Who called you?”

“They didn’t give their name. Just said I should come get my mother before she got into real trouble.”

Dolores and Violet exchanged glances. This was getting more complicated.

“DID YOU CHECK THE SHUFFLEBOARD COURTS?” Frank suggested. “MAYBE SHE’S HIDING THERE!”

“She’s not hiding,” Linda said sadly. “She’s running. Probably halfway to another state by now.”

But Violet wasn’t so sure. Something about this whole situation felt wrong. If Betty was really a professional hustler, why would she run from family drama? And why leave her lucky cue behind?

“Linda,” she said, “can I ask you something? When your mother gets in trouble, where does she usually go?”

Linda
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