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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever sat through bingo night with three cards, one lucky dauber, and the absolute certainty that something suspicious was happening at Table Four. 
For the grandmothers who notice everything, the grandchildren who learn to listen, and the communities that understand fairness matters, even when the prize is only twenty dollars and bragging rights.
And for anyone who has ever said, “Nobody is that lucky,” then stayed to prove it.






  
  Epigraph


“Chance favors the prepared mind.” 

 — Louis Pasteur
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  Previously in Maple Grove…


Before the bingo cards came under suspicion, Maple Grove had already survived more than its share of cozy chaos. 
First, there was Sherry Winestein’s missing sourdough starter. Oscar, her beloved four-year-old starter, vanished from her kitchen after a flour-covered disaster that left Boone, her black-and-tan chihuahua, looking guilty and Sherry convinced that carbohydrate crime had officially reached her doorstep.
With help from her husband Stan, her dramatic mother-in-law Kiki, her conspiracy-loving neighbor Wendy Brittle, Maggie and Ted Drive, and a reluctant but important young neighbor named Riley Martinez, Sherry discovered that Oscar had been taken by Riley, who was trying to build a secret bread business to help their overworked mother. Oscar survived, Riley entered Bread Probation, and Sherry accidentally became Maple Grove’s unofficial detective.
Then came Wendy’s haunted kombucha jar.
Wendy’s prized batch, Elderflower Enlightenment, disappeared after a string of ominous notes, public fizz-related embarrassment, and neighborhood panic. What looked like supernatural fermentation turned out to be a tangle of fear, copycat behavior, fake posts, and well-meaning interference. The mystery ended with apologies, safer brewing practices, and Wendy’s kombucha restored to its rightful place in Maple Grove’s ongoing list of things that should probably be supervised.
Next, Kiki took center stage when her rugelach vanished from the Senior Center bake sale table. What began as pastry theft became the beginning of the Maple Grove Heritage Kitchen Project, a community effort to preserve family recipes with respect, consent, and proper credit. Kiki learned that recipes are more than instructions, Carmen Vasquez helped reshape the project with ethical safeguards, and Maple Grove discovered that heritage is worth protecting even when it arrives covered in powdered sugar and righteous indignation.
Most recently, Molly Kemp’s pine needle masterpiece disappeared from the Harvest Craft Fair. Her basket, Autumn Memory, represented months of work and generations of traditional craft knowledge. Sherry, Riley, Stan, Boone, and the rest of the Maple Grove crew uncovered a scheme involving fake entry cards, a hidden basket, a counterfeit museum donation, and one very misguided attempt to turn heritage preservation into personal branding. Molly recovered her masterpiece, the truth came out, and Maple Grove remembered that handmade work carries memory in every stitch, coil, and careful choice.
Now the Senior Center is quiet again.
Mostly.
Oscar is bubbling. Wendy’s jars are behaving. Kiki’s recipes are protected. Molly’s basket is home. Riley has earned a place as one of Maple Grove’s most dependable young investigators, though certain adults still insist on saying things like “supervised” and “with boundaries.”
Sherry would like to believe the neighborhood has finally learned how to enjoy ordinary community events without turning them into investigations.
Unfortunately, Riley’s grandmother plays bingo.
And Grandma Martinez has been keeping notes.






  
  Introduction


There are people who play bingo casually. 
They buy one card, chat with friends, half-listen to the caller, and treat the whole thing as a pleasant way to spend an evening at the Senior Center.
Grandma Martinez was not one of those people.
Grandma Martinez played bingo the way some people played championship chess, defended family recipes, or negotiated used-car prices. She arrived early. She brought her own daubers. She knew the good tables, the distracting tables, the squeaky chairs, the caller’s habits, and exactly which regulars pretended not to care while secretly caring more than anyone.
She believed in luck.
She believed in concentration.
She believed in snacks that did not leave powder on one’s cards.
Most of all, she believed that bingo should be fair.
So when the same handful of people started winning game after game, week after week, Grandma Martinez did not shrug and call it coincidence. She watched. She listened. She wrote things down.
Because one lucky night was possible.
Two lucky nights were irritating.
But the same people winning over and over again?
That was a pattern.
And in Maple Grove, patterns had a habit of turning into mysteries.
When Grandma Martinez asks her granddaughter Riley to help prove that something is wrong with the weekly Senior Center bingo game, Riley knows better than to dismiss her. Grandma may be dramatic about bingo, but she is not careless. She has names, dates, tables, card sellers, and a look in her eye that says someone has underestimated the wrong woman.
Of course, Riley cannot investigate alone.
Sherry Winestein will say she is not getting involved.
Stan will pretend he is only making a small spreadsheet.
Kiki will declare bingo fraud an insult to civilized society.
Wendy will suspect an underground senior gambling syndicate.
Maggie and Ted will somehow end up mapping the room.
Darla Anders at Bake & Banter will hear more than she probably should.
Jan Airy will bring baked goods no one asked for.
And Boone, as usual, will provide moral support, suspicious sniffing, and highly selective judgment.
Welcome back to Maple Grove, where weekly bingo is supposed to be harmless, senior citizens are not as easy to fool as certain people believe, and one grandmother’s notebook may be the only thing standing between justice and a very rigged game.
Because nobody is that lucky.
Not even in bingo.






  
  Chapter 1

Grandma Martinez Calls Bingo Foul


Riley Martinez had always believed there were three kinds of silence. 
The first was library silence, which was full of people pretending they weren’t chewing gum or reading the last page of a mystery novel before starting the book properly.
The second was church silence, which carried the weight of old wood, polished pews, and grandmothers who could correct your posture with one look.
The third was bingo silence.
Bingo silence was different.
Bingo silence happened at the Maple Grove Senior Center every Thursday night at exactly 6:58, when the regulars settled into their seats, straightened their cards, uncapped their daubers, and prepared to treat a game involving numbered balls like a matter of national security.
Riley had seen tension before. They had survived Sherry Winestein’s kitchen after the sourdough incident. They had watched Wendy Brittle whisper encouragement to a jar of kombucha. They had been present when Kiki Winestein discovered someone had eaten her rugelach and briefly considered whether pastry theft qualified as a federal offense.
But nothing compared to the focused intensity of seventy-two seniors waiting for bingo to begin.
“Sit up straight,” Grandma Martinez said beside them.
Riley straightened automatically. “I’m not playing in the Olympics.”
“You are playing bingo,” Grandma said, arranging five cards in front of her with the precision of someone setting surgical instruments on a tray. “Respect the table.”
“I thought I was here to keep you company.”
“You are here to learn discipline, community awareness, and the importance of listening carefully when numbers are called.” Grandma gave Riley a sideways look. “Also, you owe me one evening after canceling Sunday dinner because you had ‘research.’”
“It was homework.”
“It was a video about bread scoring.”
“For a science project.”
“For forty-seven minutes.”
Riley opened their mouth, then closed it again. There were battles worth fighting, and there were battles against Grandma Martinez in a room full of witnesses. Riley was not foolish enough to confuse the two.
The Maple Grove Senior Center’s main activity room had never looked more alive. Long folding tables filled the space in orderly rows. The floor was scuffed from decades of community dinners, exercise classes, craft workshops, dance nights, bake sales, emergency town meetings, and at least one unforgettable incident involving Wendy’s kombucha and a punch dispenser that still made people lower their voices when they mentioned it.
Tonight, the room smelled like coffee, lemon cleaner, powdered donuts, and the faintly metallic scent of old folding chairs. A whiteboard near the front listed the evening’s schedule in Dorothy Chen’s neat handwriting.
REGULAR BINGO – 7:00
FOUR CORNERS
POSTAGE STAMP
SNACK BREAK
COVERALL JACKPOT
Underneath, someone had added in blue marker:
PLEASE DO NOT ARGUE WITH THE CALLER. HE CANNOT UN-CALL A NUMBER.
At the front of the room, a large wire bingo cage sat on a table beside a microphone, a stack of prize envelopes, and a plastic container filled with numbered balls. Behind it, the evening’s caller, Mr. Lou Bellamy, adjusted his glasses and tapped the microphone.
The microphone squealed.
Half the room groaned.
“Every week,” Grandma muttered. “Every single week, he acts surprised by the microphone.”
Riley leaned closer. “You have opinions about everything here, don’t you?”
“I have experience.”
“That sounds like opinions with seniority.”
Grandma’s mouth twitched, but she did not look away from her cards.
Carmen Martinez was not technically short, but she gave the impression of being impossible to move. She wore a navy cardigan, small gold hoop earrings, and reading glasses on a chain around her neck. Her silver hair was pinned neatly at the back of her head, and she had brought her own bingo bag, a zippered canvas tote embroidered with flowers and the words LUCK IS NICE, BUT STRATEGY HELPS.
Inside the tote were six daubers, sorted by color and use.
“Blue for regular games,” she had explained when Riley picked her up. “Green for special rounds. Purple for jackpot. Red is backup.”
“What’s yellow for?”
“People who touch my cards.”
Riley had stopped asking questions after that.
Across the room, Kiki Winestein sat with two other Senior Center regulars, wearing a coral blouse, silver earrings, and an expression that suggested she was only one bad call away from forming a committee. She spotted Riley and Grandma Martinez and waved with theatrical enthusiasm.
Grandma Martinez gave a polite nod.
Kiki rose halfway from her chair. “Carmen! Riley! Over here! We saved two seats!”
Grandma did not move.
Riley looked between them. “Should we?”
“No,” Grandma said.
“Is there a reason?”
“Kiki talks during play.”
From across the room, Kiki cupped her hands around her mouth. “I do not talk during play! I provide commentary!”
Grandma looked at Riley.
Riley nodded slowly. “Understood.”
They remained where they were, at the second table from the front, slightly left of center. According to Grandma, it was the best position in the room. Close enough to hear clearly, far enough from the snack table to avoid traffic, and angled away from the air-conditioning vent that had once blown someone’s score sheet into Mr. Feldman’s coffee.
“You’ve mapped this place like a crime scene,” Riley said.
Grandma uncapped her blue dauber. “Every serious player knows the room.”
“That sounds like something Sherry would say.”
“Sherry is a sensible woman when she is not letting her dog judge people.”
As if summoned by mention, the side door opened and Sherry Winestein stepped in carrying a covered dish and wearing the cautious expression of someone who had not intended to attend bingo but had been pulled in by neighborhood gravity. Stan followed with a notebook tucked under his arm, because Stan did not enter public spaces without a place to write down what was wrong with them. Boone, mercifully, was not with them, likely because Dorothy had finally enforced the “no pets except service animals” rule after Boone tried to investigate a crumb trail during the rugelach incident.
Riley raised a hand.
Sherry smiled and came over. “There you are. Your grandmother said she was bringing you for cultural enrichment.”
“She said discipline.”
Grandma sniffed. “Both are lacking in modern youth.”
Stan greeted them warmly, then looked around the room with unmistakable interest. “I’ve never actually observed bingo from an operational standpoint.”
Sherry touched his arm. “We are not observing bingo from an operational standpoint.”
“I only said the words.”
“You meant them.”
Grandma pointed to the empty chairs at the end of the table. “Sit if you like. But if you talk during number calls, I will relocate you.”
Stan sat immediately and opened his notebook. “Understood.”
Sherry hesitated. “We’re just dropping off brownies for the refreshment table.”
Riley looked toward the covered dish. “You made brownies?”
“No,” Sherry said. “Jan did.”
Grandma, who had been rearranging her cards, stopped.
At the next table, Mrs. Parsons crossed herself.
Riley lowered their voice. “Jan Airy Jan?”
Sherry’s smile became strained. “She’s trying.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“Darla tasted one earlier at Bake & Banter and suggested they be served in very small pieces.”
“Because they’re rich?”
“Because she said people deserve choices.”
Grandma made a soft sound that could have been sympathy or warning. “Put them near the decaf. Fewer people go there.”
Sherry did not argue. She carried the dish to the refreshment table, where Dorothy Chen accepted it with the brave expression of a woman who had coordinated enough community events to know not every donation could be stopped at the door.
Stan remained seated. He had already written BINGO ROOM LAYOUT at the top of his page.
Riley glanced at the notebook. “You’re not investigating.”
“No,” Stan said. “I’m appreciating structure.”
Grandma narrowed her eyes at him. “Do you play?”
“Not regularly.”
“Then use one card.”
“I was thinking three.”
Grandma looked him over. “One.”
Stan quietly accepted the single card Riley slid toward him.
At 7:00 sharp, Lou Bellamy tapped the microphone again. This time it only squeaked slightly, which seemed to count as success.
“All right, everyone,” Lou said. “Welcome to Thursday night bingo here at Maple Grove Senior Center. We’ve got a nice crowd tonight, so thank you all for coming out. Remember, cards must be purchased before the start of each game, no switching after numbers are called, and please keep your daubers capped during snack break unless you want another incident like last month.”
From the back of the room, someone said, “That was not my fault.”
Grandma whispered, “It was Mildred’s fault.”
Riley whispered back, “What happened?”
“Orange dauber. White pants. Denial.”
Lou continued, “First game is regular bingo. Straight line, any direction. Prize is twenty dollars and a coupon from Bake & Banter, donated by Darla Anders. Thank you, Darla.”
A little cheer went up. Darla’s coupons were almost as good as cash in Maple Grove, especially since she had recently added cinnamon pecan coffee cake to the case and half the neighborhood was pretending not to be addicted.
Riley scanned the room. Most people were focused on their cards. Some had lucky charms arranged near their daubers. Mrs. Parsons had a tiny porcelain angel. Mr. Feldman had a red plastic troll doll with green hair. Kiki had a small coin purse, a lipstick, and what looked like an emergency rugelach in a napkin.
At the card sales table near the door, two volunteers finished stacking leftover cards into neat piles. One of them, a woman with short gray hair and a cardigan covered in embroidered birds, slipped a smaller stack behind a plastic sign that read EXTRA CARDS $1 EACH.
Grandma’s eyes followed the movement.
Riley noticed.
The first number rolled.
“B-11,” Lou called.
Daubers began tapping.
Bingo silence was not truly silent. It was full of tiny sounds. Plastic caps clicking. Paper shifting. Pens scratching. Someone’s bracelet clinking against the table. The soft thump of dauber tips marking squares. A whispered “come on” from a man two tables over who apparently believed B-11 had personal responsibilities.
“G-52.”
Grandma marked one card.
Stan studied his single card with the seriousness of a man preparing tax documentation. “I don’t have that.”
“That is normal,” Grandma said without looking at him.
“Just reporting.”
“Do not.”
Riley pressed their lips together to keep from laughing.
The game continued. The numbers came steadily. Grandma marked here and there, never too much, never too little. Riley played two cards and quickly learned that their eyes did not move as fast as Grandma’s. Twice, Grandma reached over and tapped a square Riley had missed.
“I had it,” Riley whispered.
“You did not.”
“I was getting there.”
“Eventually is not a strategy.”
Across the room, Kiki muttered something about needing O-70. Wendy Brittle, who had apparently arrived without Riley noticing, sat beside Kiki with five cards, a glitter dauber, and a look of intense suspicion directed at the bingo cage. Wendy did not usually attend bingo unless there was either a theme night or the possibility of unusual patterns. Tonight, apparently, the promise of community snacks had been enough.
“B-4,” Lou called.
A woman near the back gasped softly and leaned over her card.
Grandma’s hand paused.
Riley looked at her. “What?”
Grandma shook her head once. Not now.
Three numbers later, the woman near the back shot to her feet.
“Bingo!”
A mix of applause, groans, and resigned sighs filled the room.
Lou checked her card with Dorothy’s help. “We have a winner. Congratulations, Mrs. Parsons.”
Mrs. Parsons pressed a hand to her chest as if surprised by her own good fortune, though Grandma’s mouth tightened in a way that suggested this surprise had worn thin several weeks ago.
“Isn’t that nice,” Sherry said quietly, returning to the table and sitting beside Stan.
Grandma did not answer.
Riley watched Mrs. Parsons walk up to collect her twenty dollars and Darla’s coupon. She was smiling, but not smugly. If anything, she looked embarrassed by the attention.
Game two began after fresh cards were sold.
This time, Riley paid attention to the sales table.
Most players bought from the larger stacks arranged in front. A few were handed cards from the smaller stack behind the sign. Riley could not see why. Maybe they had asked for extra cards. Maybe the volunteer was rotating stock. Maybe it was nothing.
Grandma noticed too.
She wrote something in the margin of her bingo program.
Riley leaned slightly. “Are you taking notes?”
Grandma covered the paper with her hand. “Play your cards.”
“That means yes.”
“It means mind your business.”
“You made me your business when you invited me.”
“I invited you to learn.”
“Learning involves questions.”
Grandma gave Riley a look over her glasses. “You argue like your mother.”
“Thank you.”
“It was not a compliment.”
The second game was four corners. Riley lost track almost immediately because four corners sounded simple but somehow required more emotional investment than expected. Stan did not understand why the center square was free if the object was to play the game. Sherry told him not to start.
The winner was Mr. Feldman.
Grandma’s dauber stilled again.
Mr. Feldman looked pleased but not shocked. He accepted the small prize envelope, adjusted his belt, and said loudly, “About time luck remembered my address.”
There was laughter.
Grandma did not laugh.
Riley’s attention sharpened.
Game three went to Eleanor Pike, who sat near the windows and wore a pink sweater with pearl buttons. She won the postage stamp pattern with a card that Grandma stared at so long Riley thought she might burn a hole through it.
Game four, just before snack break, went to Frank Petrosky.
By then, even Riley was noticing.
It was not only that the same people were winning. It was that Grandma was not reacting to each win as a fresh annoyance. She was reacting as if each one confirmed something she had already feared.
During snack break, the room broke apart into clusters. Chairs scraped. People stretched their legs. Someone complained about the coffee. Someone else defended the coffee because free coffee deserved respect.
The refreshment table became a battlefield of cautious optimism. Darla’s donated cookies vanished quickly. A plate of cheese crackers made steady progress. Jan’s brownies sat in their covered dish with only one corner missing.
Wendy stood near them, holding a napkin with a brownie crumb on it and studying it the way someone might study an unidentified mineral.
Sherry approached. “Please don’t say anything dramatic.”
“I would never.”
“You absolutely would.”
Wendy lowered her voice. “I think Jan has invented a dessert that resists moisture.”
“That is dramatic.”
“It’s also true. I dropped a crumb in my coffee and it floated.”
Kiki joined them with her arms crossed. “I tried a piece.”
Sherry braced herself. “And?”
“I am not saying it was bad.”
“That means it was bad.”
“I am saying texture is a journey, and not
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