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  Chapter 1

  
  




Violet Hartwell had experienced many inconveniences in her seventy-eight years, but being trapped in a retirement home with a broken elevator while investigating a crime was proving to be particularly challenging for her hip replacement recovery. She’d long since traded in her wheelchair for a sturdy, plum-handled walking stick—an upgrade she was rather proud of—but the stairs were still a nuisance.

“THIS IS WHY I HATE VERTICAL TRANSPORTATION!” Frank Morrison announced, attempting to maneuver “The Interceptor” toward the elevator shaft for what he called “investigative reconnaissance.”

“Frank, you can’t drive your scooter into an elevator shaft,” Bradley Chen said, positioning himself between Frank and certain doom.

“I’M NOT DRIVING INTO IT! I’M INVESTIGATING AROUND IT!”

“The difference being?”

“INTENT!”

The crisis had begun that morning when the elevator stopped responding between the second and third floors, trapping Mrs. Lee, Mr. Petrov, and their newest resident, Detective Ray Cromwell, a seventy-year-old retired police captain who’d moved in the previous week.

“Six hours they were stuck,” Agnes Pemberton reported dramatically, consulting her extensive notes. “Six hours of harrowing survival!”

“They played gin rummy,” Bradley corrected. “Marcus brought them snacks through the emergency hatch.”

“SURVIVAL GIN RUMMY!” Frank declared. “DESPERATE CARD GAMES!”

“It wasn’t desperate,” Marcus Williams said. “Mrs. Lee won forty-three dollars.”

The real crisis had emerged when maintenance chief Carl Rodriguez was found unconscious at the bottom of the elevator shaft, apparently having fallen while attempting repairs.

“Suspicious timing,” Violet observed, studying the scene while pointedly ignoring her hip’s protests about using the stairs. “Elevator fails, maintenance chief gets injured during repairs.”

“COINCIDENCE OR CONSPIRACY?” Frank asked, finally accepting that his scooter couldn’t actually investigate a vertical crime scene and opted for audio contact with the team.

“In our experience, usually conspiracy,” Agnes added, making notes for what she’d already titled “The Manor Murmur’s Special Elevator Emergency Edition.”

Detective Murray arrived with her usual expression of resigned anticipation. “Let me guess,” she said, surveying the scene. “Mechanical failure turns into suspicious circumstances involving elderly residents and complicated motives.”

“BASICALLY!” Frank confirmed. “EXCEPT THIS TIME IT’S VERTICAL!”

“I can see that.” Detective Murray examined the elevator shaft and the unconscious Carl Rodriguez, who’d been moved to the medical wing. “Any theories about what happened?”

“Carl was checking the elevator mechanics when something went wrong,” Bradley reported. “Could be accidental.”

“Or could be deliberate,” added an authoritative voice from the stairwell.

Everyone turned to see Detective Ray Cromwell, still wearing his elevator-survivor clothes and carrying what appeared to be professional investigation equipment.

“Detective Cromwell,” Violet said carefully. “How are you feeling after your ordeal?”

“Six hours in an elevator isn’t an ordeal,” Ray replied briskly. “It’s an inconvenience. But sabotaged elevator equipment followed by injured maintenance staff? That’s a pattern.”

“ANOTHER DETECTIVE!” Frank announced. “PROFESSIONAL COMPETITION!”

“I’m retired,” Ray corrected. “But thirty years of police work doesn’t just switch off.”

Detective Murray looked like she was calculating whether having two detective agencies in one retirement home would double her workload or her solve rate.

“What makes you think the elevator was sabotaged?” she asked.

“I examined the mechanism during our six-hour wait,” Ray explained, producing a small notebook remarkably similar to Violet’s. “Several safety cables were deliberately frayed, and the emergency communication system was disabled.”

“You investigated while trapped?” Agnes asked with admiration.

“Professional habit. Also, Mrs. Lee cheats at gin rummy, so I needed something else to focus on.”

“MRS. LEE CHEATS?” Frank asked with delight. “CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR!”

“Only at cards,” Ray clarified. “Though card cheating does indicate a willingness to bend rules.”

Violet was studying Ray with interest. Another retired professional with investigative instincts could be either helpful or problematic.

“Ray,” she said diplomatically, “we’ve developed some experience with mysterious incidents here at Sunset Manor.”

“So I’ve heard. Nine solved cases in eight months, according to the local police reports.”

“You’ve been researching us?” Agnes asked, thrilled.

“I research any environment with unusual criminal activity. Sunset Manor has a statistically alarming rate.”

“WE’RE STATISTICALLY DANGEROUS!” Frank announced proudly.

“And statistically effective at solving crimes,” Detective Murray added. “Their success rate is actually quite impressive.”

“Impressive enough to warrant professional consultation,” Ray said, looking directly at Violet. “I’d like to offer my assistance.”

The room fell silent except for the sound of Agnes’s pencil scratching eagerly across paper.

“PROFESSIONAL BACKUP!” Frank declared. “DETECTIVE REINFORCEMENTS!”

“We usually work as a team,” Violet said carefully. “Collaboration rather than hierarchy.”

“I’m familiar with collaborative investigation,” Ray assured her. “Spent five years working with FBI task forces.”

“Impressive credentials,” Detective Murray observed. “Though I should mention that Sunset Manor investigations tend to be… unconventional.”

“How unconventional?”

“Last month they solved a talent show rigging sabotage,” Detective Murray explained.

“And the month before that a murder using karaoke equipment analysis and gossip network intelligence,” Agnes added proudly.

Ray considered this information. “Unconventional methods can be effective if properly applied.”

“IF PROPERLY APPLIED!” Frank repeated. “WE’RE PROPERLY APPLIED!”

“Let’s focus on the current case,” Violet suggested diplomatically. “Ray, what did you observe about the elevator sabotage?”

Ray consulted his notebook with professional efficiency. “The safety cables were cut approximately 70% through—enough to hold normal weight but fail under stress. The emergency phone was disconnected at the junction box. And the emergency stop mechanism was jammed with what appears to be chewing gum.”

“CHEWING GUM SABOTAGE!” Frank announced. “DENTAL TERRORISM!”

“Very thorough,” Detective Murray said approvingly. “Did you notice anything else during your six hours of observation?”

“The elevator car itself showed signs of recent tampering. Scratches around the control panel, loose screws in the access hatch, and residue suggesting someone had been working inside recently.”

“More recently than routine maintenance?” Violet asked.

“Much more recently. This was amateur work, not professional maintenance.”

“So someone without proper training was tampering with elevator equipment,” Agnes observed, writing rapidly.

“Someone with access but not expertise,” Ray confirmed.

“DANGEROUS COMBINATION!” Frank declared. “INCOMPETENT SABOTAGE!”

“Which might explain why Carl Rodriguez was injured,” Marcus suggested. “If he discovered the tampering…”

“He could have been silenced before he could report it,” Detective Murray finished grimly.

As they discussed the technical aspects of elevator sabotage, Violet noticed Dolores Martinez approaching with her characteristic bedazzled flask and an unusually pale complexion.

“Dolores,” she called. “You look distressed.”

“Elevators and I have a complicated history,” Dolores said, taking a sip from her flask. “There was an incident in Atlantic City involving a very small elevator and a very large man with questionable business associations.”

“CLAUSTROPHOBIA BY CRIMINAL ASSOCIATION!” Frank announced.

“More like claustrophobia by emergency escape procedures,” Dolores corrected. “Some situations require quick exits, and elevators are not conducive to quick anything.”

“Were you in the building when our elevator failed?” Ray asked with professional interest.

“Honey, I avoid elevators whenever possible. I take the stairs or use the service elevator near the kitchen.”

“There’s a service elevator?” Detective Murray asked.

“For deliveries and maintenance,” Bradley explained. “Staff access only.”

“SECONDARY ELEVATOR!” Frank declared. “BACKUP TRANSPORTATION!”

“Or alternative access for sabotage,” Ray observed. “Who has keys to the service elevator?”

“Maintenance staff, kitchen personnel, and administrative access,” Bradley said.

“So Carl Rodriguez, definitely,” Agnes noted.

“And anyone else with maintenance responsibilities,” Marcus added.

“Like Danny Foster,” Bradley said. “He’s the assistant maintenance worker.”

“Where’s Danny today?” Violet asked.

“Called in sick,” Marcus replied. “Said he had food poisoning.”

“CONVENIENT ILLNESS!” Frank announced. “SUSPICIOUS TIMING!”

“Or genuine food poisoning,” Detective Murray said. “We’ll need to verify his whereabouts during the incident.”

As they prepared to investigate further, Ray produced a small digital device that looked considerably more sophisticated than their usual investigation equipment.

“What’s that?” Agnes asked with curiosity.

“Digital crime scene recorder,” Ray explained. “Documents evidence electronically.”

“WE USE NOTEBOOKS!” Frank announced. “ANALOG INVESTIGATION!”

“Both methods have merit,” Ray said diplomatically. “Technology supplements observation, it doesn’t replace it.”

Violet was warming to Ray’s collaborative approach, though she suspected Frank might need time to adjust to professional-level equipment.

“Detective Murry, should we begin the social investigation?”

“Social investigation?” Ray asked.

“Gossip, relationships, personal histories,” Agnes explained. “The human elements that create motive.”

“I’M EXPERT AT HUMAN ELEMENTS!” Frank declared. “PEOPLE ARE WEIRD!”

“Frank’s surprisingly good at spotting behavioral inconsistencies,” Detective Murray confirmed.

“Because everything seems inconsistent to Frank,” Bradley muttered.

“CONSISTENCY IS OVERRATED!”

As they divided investigative responsibilities, Violet couldn’t help but think that their tenth case was bringing new complications along with new expertise.

A professional detective could be extremely helpful.

Or extremely disruptive to their established methods.

Either way, someone had sabotaged an elevator and injured a maintenance worker, and the Sunset Manor Detective Agency—now apparently expanded to include Detective Ray Cromwell—had another mystery to solve.

Preferably before anyone else got trapped in vertical transportation.
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The investigation’s second phase involved what Agnes called “methodical interrogation of elevator survivors and suspicious maintenance personnel,” which actually meant interviewing people while Violet’s hip complained about climbing stairs.

“THIS IS WHY CRIMINALS SHOULD COMMIT CRIMES ON GROUND LEVEL!” Frank announced, watching Violet navigate the stairwell with determination. “VERTICAL CRIME IS INCONSIDERATE!”

“Crime is generally inconsiderate, Frank,” Bradley observed, helping carry investigation supplies.

“SOME CRIMES ARE MORE CONSIDERATE THAN OTHERS!”

“Name one considerate crime,” Agnes challenged.

“WELL-PLANNED EMBEZZLEMENT! VICTIMS DON’T EVEN KNOW THEY’RE VICTIMS!”

“That’s not considerate, that’s deceptive.”

“WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?”

They’d established their temporary investigation headquarters in the second-floor common room, where Ray Cromwell was setting up his digital equipment with professional efficiency.

“Impressive setup,” Detective Murray observed. “Though I have to ask—why did you bring crime scene equipment to a retirement home?”

“Thirty years of police work teaches you to be prepared for anything,” Ray replied. “Plus, I researched Sunset Manor’s incident history before moving in.”

“You knew about our murder rate and moved in anyway?” Violet asked.

“I found it intriguing. A retirement community with active criminal investigations? That’s more interesting than traditional retirement activities.”

“BETTER THAN BINGO!” Frank agreed as he made his way up to the second floor using the service elevator. “THOUGH BINGO CAN BE COMPETITIVE!”

Their first interview was with Mrs. Lee, the elevator survivor who’d apparently dominated gin rummy during their six-hour confinement.

“Mrs. Lee,” Violet began gently, “how did you end up in the elevator when it failed?”

“Going to visit my friend on the third floor,” Mrs. Lee replied. “Elevator stopped between floors and wouldn’t move.”

“Did you notice anything unusual before it stopped?” Detective Murray asked.

“Grinding noise. Jerky movement. Not normal elevator behavior.”

“Any unusual vibrations or sounds?” Detective Murray added.

“Everything was unusual. Elevator sounded sick.”

“SICK ELEVATOR!” Frank announced. “MECHANICAL ILLNESS!”

“Did you see anyone near the elevator earlier that day?” Violet continued.

Mrs. Lee considered this carefully. “Danny Foster was working on something near the elevator shaft around lunchtime. Had tools, looked busy.”

“What kind of tools?” Ray asked.

“Screwdrivers, wire cutters, small toolbox. Normal maintenance tools.”

“SUSPICIOUS NORMAL TOOLS!” Frank declared.

“Or actually normal tools for actual maintenance,” Bradley suggested.

“LESS EXCITING!”

Agnes was documenting everything while simultaneously conducting her own investigation. “Mrs. Lee, did Danny seem nervous or hurried?”

“Danny always seems nervous. Sweaty boy. Jumpy personality.”

“Any interaction with Carl Rodriguez?” Detective Murray asked.

“Carl came by later, looked at Danny’s work, frowned a lot. They talked quietly.”

“Could you hear what they discussed?” Ray pressed.

“Something about missing parts. Carl didn’t look happy.”

“MISSING PARTS!” Frank exclaimed. “THEFT AND SABOTAGE!”

“Or routine parts ordering,” Detective Murray said. “We’ll need to check maintenance records.”

Their next interview was with Mr. Petrov, who’d apparently spent the six-hour elevator confinement reading and avoiding Mrs. Lee’s card games.

“Mr. Petrov,” Violet began, “what did you observe
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