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I

DEATH BY BINGO

A Sunset Manor Mystery

Book #1




All books are standalone books and can be read in any order.







  
  
  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.”








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




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.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




The next morning found Violet wheeling herself toward the activities room with purpose. Her investigation kit now contained a magnifying glass (borrowed from the manor’s library), a notebook (liberated from the front desk), and emergency chocolate chip cookies (stolen from her physical therapy reward stash).

The activities room had been cleaned and reorganized overnight, but Harold’s presence still lingered like a bad smell. The bingo equipment sat stacked in the corner, the cage looking innocent despite its alleged role in the previous night’s drama.

“SURVEILLANCE REPORT!” Frank announced, scooting up beside her. His mobility scooter now sported the promised binoculars, plus what appeared to be a cup holder modified to hold evidence bags (which were actually sandwich baggies from the kitchen).

“What did you find?” Violet asked.

“THE SCENE WAS TAMPERED WITH!”

“Frank, dear,” Agnes appeared as if summoned, “you need to provide details. This is going in the newsletter.”

Frank fumbled with his hearing aids. “RIGHT! I STAYED UP ALL NIGHT WATCHING THE ACTIVITIES ROOM FROM THE HALLWAY!”

“And?”

“SOMEONE CAME BACK AROUND MIDNIGHT. CLEANED SOMETHING OFF THE FLOOR WHERE HAROLD FELL!”

Violet felt that familiar tingle again. “Did you see who?”

“TOO DARK. BUT THEY HAD A KEY TO THE SUPPLY CLOSET!”

Agnes scribbled frantically in her notebook. “This is perfect! ‘Mysterious midnight figure tampering with evidence!’ The newsletter is practically writing itself!”

Dolores appeared from behind the bingo equipment, having apparently been conducting her own investigation. “Ladies and gentleman,” she announced in her theatrical Las Vegas voice, “I present evidence.”

She held up Harold’s bedazzled bingo dabber, now sealed in one of Frank’s sandwich bags.

“Where did you find that?” Violet asked.

“Trash can in the supply closet. Someone tried to throw it away, but they didn’t count on Dolores Martinez’s eagle eyes. This baby’s been tampered with.”

Violet examined the dabber through the plastic bag. The bedazzled purple surface was definitely sticky, just as Bradley had mentioned. But more interesting was what looked like small crystals embedded in the rhinestones—crystals that didn’t match the rest of the decoration.

“We need to test this,” she said.

“ON IT!” Frank announced. “I’VE GOT A CHEMISTRY SET!”

Everyone stared at him.

“WHAT? I GET BORED! ORDERED IT FROM THE INTERNET!”

Agnes clapped her hands together. “This is better than my stories! We’re like a real detective agency!”

“Speaking of which,” Dolores said, settling onto one of the folding chairs, “we need to talk about means, motive, and opportunity. Those are the big three in any good murder.”

Violet nodded approvingly. “All right. Let’s start with opportunity. Who had access to Harold’s bingo dabber?”

“Everyone,” Agnes said immediately. “Harold left his equipment on the table during dinner. Anyone could have messed with it.”

“But,” Frank added, “NOT EVERYONE WANTED TO KILL HIM!”

“That’s where you’re wrong, sweetheart,” Dolores laughed. “Everyone wanted to kill Harold. The question is who actually did it.”

They were interrupted by Nurse Bradley appearing in the doorway, looking harried. “What are you all doing in here? The activities room is supposed to be closed until further notice.”

“INVESTIGATING!” Frank announced proudly.

Bradley’s eyes widened as he took in Frank’s modified scooter, Agnes’s notebook, and Dolores holding what was clearly evidence in a sandwich bag.

“Please tell me you didn’t steal Harold’s bingo dabber.”

“We liberated it,” Violet corrected. “Someone threw it away. Why would they do that if Harold died accidentally?”

Bradley looked around the group, clearly torn between his professional responsibility and his obvious curiosity about their investigation.

“You found something, didn’t you?” Violet pressed. “Last night, you said the dabber was sticky. You’ve been thinking about it.”

Bradley sighed and closed the door behind him. “The sticky substance wasn’t bingo ink. I did a quick test in the medical supplies room.”

“And?”

“It was corn syrup. Mixed with something that made it extremely slippery.”

Agnes gasped. “Sabotage!”

“But why?” Violet asked. “How does making Harold’s dabber slippery help kill him?”

Dolores stood up suddenly. “It doesn’t. But it helps make sure he can’t hold onto other things. Like, say, a heavy bingo cage.”

The room fell silent as the implications sank in.

“Someone wanted Harold to drop that cage,” Violet said slowly.

“BUT WHO?” Frank demanded.

Agnes consulted her notebook. “I’ve been making a list of everyone who argued with Harold recently. It’s… extensive.”

“Read it,” Violet instructed.

“Well, there was Frank, obviously—”

“I DIDN’T KILL HIM! I JUST WANTED HIM TO SHUT UP!”

“—and Mrs. Peterson from the craft room, because Harold said her macramé looked like something a drunk spider would make. And Bob from maintenance, because Harold kept complaining about the room temperature. And Susan from activities, because Harold said her event planning was worse than a middle school dance committee. And—”

“That’s half the manor,” Bradley interrupted.

“Actually, it’s about three-quarters,” Agnes corrected. “Harold wasn’t well-liked.”

Violet thought about this. “But last night was different. Last night, Harold was specifically angry about one thing.”

“Ethel winning!” Dolores said immediately.

“Exactly. Harold was furious that Ethel won, and he made a big show of it. The dramatic gesture with the bingo cage was pure Harold—except Harold had been handling that equipment for fifteen years without dropping it.”

Bradley nodded slowly. “So someone knew Harold would get dramatic if Ethel won.”

“But that’s impossible,” Agnes protested. “No one could guarantee Ethel would win. She never wins!”

Violet felt all the pieces clicking into place. “Unless someone made sure she would win this time.”

They all turned to look at her.

“Think about it. Harold calls the numbers randomly, right? But what if someone knew what numbers were going to be called?”

“HOW?” Frank demanded.

Violet smiled grimly. “Frank, how do you modify a bingo cage to make sure specific numbers come up?”

Frank’s eyes lit up with understanding. “WEIGHT THE BALLS! ADD SOMETHING HEAVY TO THE ONES YOU DON’T WANT, SOMETHING LIGHT TO THE ONES YOU DO!”

“Exactly. And what did you say about the cage being heavier than usual?”

Bradley’s face went pale. “Oh my god. Someone modified the bingo balls, gave Ethel a card that would win with the numbers they’d rigged, then sabotaged Harold’s dabber so he’d drop the cage when he got dramatic about losing.”

“But who could do all that?” Agnes asked.

Violet was already reaching for her purse. “Someone with access to the bingo equipment before the game. Someone who could have printed a winning card for Ethel. Someone who had a key to come back at midnight and clean up the evidence.”

Dolores grinned. “Someone who’s been putting up with Harold’s commentary for years and finally snapped.”

They all looked at each other as the answer became obvious.

“Ethel,” Violet said.
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Finding Ethel proved surprisingly easy. She was in the library, naturally, reorganizing the mystery section with the methodical precision of a woman who’d spent forty years maintaining the Dewey Decimal System.

“Oh, hello everyone,” Ethel said pleasantly as Violet’s investigation team filed into the library. “I heard you were playing detective. How exciting!”

Violet wheeled her chair directly in front of Ethel’s desk. “We need to talk.”

“Of course, dear. What about?”

“About Harold. About bingo. About murder.”

Ethel’s smile didn’t waver, but her hands stilled on the books she’d been sorting. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

Frank had positioned his scooter to block the library exit. Agnes sat poised with her notebook, and Dolores had somehow acquired a magnifying glass and was examining Ethel like she was evidence.

“You modified the bingo balls,” Violet said calmly. “Added weight to most of them, left a few light. Then you printed yourself a card that would win with those specific numbers.”

“That’s quite an accusation,” Ethel said, her voice still pleasant.

“You also sabotaged Harold’s bingo dabber with corn syrup and something slippery, knowing that when you won—when you finally won after three years of losing—Harold would get dramatic and gesture with the bingo cage.”

Ethel’s hands had started to shake slightly.

“You knew Harold,” Violet continued. “You knew he’d make a big show of your win, because you never win. You knew he’d grab that cage and wave it around, and you knew the slippery dabber would make his hands unreliable.”

“This is ridiculous,” Ethel said, but her voice had lost its warmth.

Agnes looked up from her frantic note-taking. “The midnight cleaning makes sense too. You had to get rid of the evidence—the modified bingo balls, Harold’s dabber, anything that might show it wasn’t an accident.”

“You have keys to everything,” Bradley added quietly. “You’ve been here longer than almost anyone. You’re trusted.”

Dolores nodded approvingly. “It’s actually a pretty good plan, honey. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you learned from a professional.”

For a long moment, the library was silent except for the ticking of the wall clock and the distant sound of someone’s television playing a soap opera.

Then Ethel Kowalski, sweet librarian and three-time widow, looked up at them with eyes that were suddenly as sharp as razor blades.

“Harold Finch,” she said quietly, “ruined bingo night for three years. Three years of ‘B as in boring’ and ‘O as in obviously I’m hilarious’ and commentary that made root canal seem pleasant by comparison.”

“So you killed him,” Violet said.

“I solved a problem,” Ethel corrected. “Harold was a problem that complained about everything, made fun of everyone, and turned what should have been a pleasant evening activity into his personal comedy show. A bad comedy show.”

Agnes had stopped writing and was staring at Ethel with fascination.

“The bingo balls weren’t hard to modify,” Ethel continued, her voice taking on the calm, educational tone of a librarian explaining research techniques. “A little fishing weight super-glued inside most of them, nothing on the five I needed. The card was easy to print—I have access to the activities office.”

“And the dabber?” Frank asked.

“Corn syrup mixed with hair conditioner. I tested it on my own first to make sure it would work. Harold always gestured dramatically when he was upset, and he was going to be very upset when I won.”

Violet studied Ethel’s face. “You didn’t mean for him to die, did you?”

Ethel’s composure cracked slightly. “I thought he’d drop the cage, maybe get embarrassed, perhaps quit calling bingo. I didn’t think… when he fell backward and hit his head on the chair leg…”

“But you didn’t call for help immediately,” Bradley said.

“No,” Ethel admitted. “I didn’t. By the time I realized how badly he was hurt, it was too late. And then I thought… well, problem solved.”

The silence stretched out until Dolores spoke up: “Honey, I’ve got to ask—why now? After three years, why kill him last night?”

Ethel’s laugh was bitter. “Because yesterday afternoon, Harold came to the library to tell me he’d gotten approval to start calling bingo at the Methodist church on Wednesdays too. He said maybe his ‘comedic talents’ deserved a bigger audience.”

She looked around at their faces. “I couldn’t let Harold inflict himself on innocent Methodists. I had to draw the line somewhere.”

Agnes finally found her voice: “This is the best story I’ve ever heard.”

“Agnes,” Violet said sharply, “this isn’t a story. This is a confession to murder.”

“Manslaughter,” Ethel corrected automatically. “Murder requires premeditation to kill. I premeditated humiliation and possible resignation. The death was… an unintended consequence.”

Frank had been unusually quiet during this exchange. Now he spoke up: “ETHEL, YOU KILLED HAROLD BECAUSE HE WAS ANNOYING AT BINGO?”

“Yes, Frank. I killed Harold because he was annoying at bingo.”

“THAT’S THE MOST REASONABLE MOTIVE I’VE HEARD ALL WEEK!”

“Frank!” Violet scolded.

“WHAT? YOU ALL HATED HIM TOO!”

Ethel smiled sadly. “I know you did. That’s why I thought I could get away with it. Who was going to investigate the death of a man everyone wanted to strangle?”

She looked directly at Violet. “I didn’t count on a real detective moving into Sunset Manor.”

“I’m not a detective,” Violet protested. “I’m a retired principal.”

“Same skill set,” Dolores observed. “Dealing with troublemakers, investigating suspicious behavior, maintaining order in chaos.”

Bradley cleared his throat. “So what do we do now?”

They all looked at each other. Ethel sat calmly at her desk, hands folded, waiting for their decision like she was waiting for a library patron to choose a book.

Violet thought about Harold Finch, annoying but probably harmless. She thought about Ethel Kowalski, sweet librarian who’d snapped after three years of terrible bingo commentary. She thought about justice, and punishment, and whether Harold’s death was really worth destroying Ethel’s life over.

Then she thought about what would happen if word got out that residents of Sunset Manor could murder each other over bingo disputes.

“We call the police,” she said finally.

Ethel nodded. “I thought you might. It’s the right thing to do.”

Agnes looked up from her notebook. “Can I interview you for the newsletter before they arrest you?”

“Agnes!” Bradley protested.

“What? This is front-page material! ‘Sweet Librarian Confesses to Bingo Murder!’ It’ll be my best issue ever!”

Frank was studying Ethel with something approaching admiration. “ETHEL, FOR WHAT IT’S WORTH, I THINK HAROLD HAD IT COMING.”

“Thank you, Frank. That means a lot.”

Dolores stood up and patted Ethel’s shoulder. “Honey, you need a good lawyer. I know a guy in Vegas who specializes in… unusual circumstances.”

“I think I’ll stick with the public defender,” Ethel said. “But thank you.”

Violet reached for her phone, then paused. “Ethel, one more question. Do you regret it?”

Ethel considered this seriously. “I regret that Harold died. I don’t regret that Harold won’t be calling bingo anymore.”

She looked around the library, her domain for the past fifteen years, then back at Violet. “I suppose I won’t be calling this home anymore.”
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Two hours later, Violet sat in her room watching through her window as police cars left the Sunset Manor parking lot with Ethel Kowalski in the back of one of them. The sweet librarian had gone quietly, after insisting on finishing the reorganization of the mystery section and leaving detailed notes for her replacement.

Agnes had gotten her interview and was already working on what she claimed would be “the greatest newsletter in Sunset Manor history.” Frank was modifying his scooter with what he called “crime scene investigation equipment.” Dolores was on the phone with someone in Las Vegas about legal representation for elderly first-time offenders.

Nurse Bradley knocked on her door.

“Come in,” Violet called.

He entered looking exhausted. “The police wanted me to thank you for solving the case. They said without your investigation, they never would have looked deeper into Harold’s death.”

“I’m not sure that’s something to be proud of,” Violet said. “Ethel’s life is ruined.”

“Ethel killed someone.”

“Ethel killed someone who made bingo night miserable for three years.”

Bradley sat down heavily. “Are you having second thoughts about calling the police?”

Violet considered this. “No. But I am having thoughts about justice, and punishment, and whether three years of bad bingo commentary justifies manslaughter charges.”

“The law doesn’t recognize ‘annoying bingo caller’ as a defense.”

“Maybe it should.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment before Bradley spoke again. “The residents are calling you ‘Detective Violet’ now.”

“Oh, good lord.”

“Agnes wants to start a consulting detective business. ‘Sunset Manor Investigations.’ She’s designed business cards.”

Despite everything, Violet felt herself smile. “What does Frank want to do?”

“Buy a police scanner for his scooter. And possibly a siren.”

“And Dolores?”

“Claims this whole experience reminds her of the time she helped solve a murder in Reno in 1989. She may or may not have been married to the detective at the time.”

Violet shook her head. “What have I gotten myself into?”

“I think,” Bradley said carefully, “you’ve gotten yourself into a new career. Whether you want it or not.”

He stood to leave, then paused at the door. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re here. Sunset Manor is a lot of things, but it’s never boring.”

After he left, Violet sat looking out her window at the parking lot where Harold Finch had complained about everything and Ethel Kowalski had finally snapped. Three weeks ago, she’d planned to be here for exactly six weeks of physical therapy.

Now she was wondering if six weeks would be nearly enough time to solve all the mysteries that seemed to follow her around.

Her phone rang. Agnes’s voice chirped through the speaker: “Violet! Emergency! Someone’s stolen all the pudding cups from the kitchen, and I think it might be connected to organized crime! Can you meet us in the activities room?”

Violet looked at her purse—her investigation kit—sitting on the bedside table. Then she looked out the window at Sunset Manor’s peaceful grounds, where nothing was ever quite as peaceful as it seemed.

“I’ll be right there,” she said.

After all, she thought as she reached for her magnifying glass, someone had to keep these people from killing each other over dessert.

And secretly, Violet Hartwell was starting to think she might actually be good at this detective business.

Even if her first case had ended with a sweet librarian going to jail for murdering the world’s most annoying bingo caller.
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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 smiled ruefully. “Anywhere there’s a game to be played and money to be won. Last time it was a senior center in Florida. Before that, a country club in Arizona. She’s got a whole circuit.”

Agnes looked up from her notes. “Like a traveling performer!”

“More like a traveling con artist,” Linda corrected. “But yes.”

Frank had been unusually quiet during this exchange. Now he spoke up: “IF BETTY’S SO GOOD AT RUNNING CONS, WHY DID SOMEONE CALL YOU? WHY BLOW HER COVER?”

Linda frowned. “I don’t know. The caller said they were concerned about the other residents being taken advantage of.”

“OR,” Frank continued with growing excitement, “MAYBE SOMEONE WANTED TO GET RID OF BETTY FOR THEIR OWN REASONS!”

Violet felt that tingle again. Frank’s paranoid theories had a way of accidentally stumbling onto important points.

“What kind of reasons?” she asked.

“MAYBE BETTY WASN’T JUST HUSTLING SHUFFLEBOARD! MAYBE SHE FOUND OUT ABOUT SOMETHING ELSE!”

Dolores nodded approvingly. “Frank’s got a point. Professional gamblers notice things. They have to, to stay alive.”

Agnes bounced on her toes with excitement. “A cover-up! She discovered something and had to be silenced!”

“She wasn’t silenced,” Bradley protested. “She just left.”

“Or was forced to leave,” Violet said quietly. “The question is, by whom?”

* * *

The breakthrough came two hours later, when Frank returned from what he called a “reconnaissance mission” on his newly modified scooter. He’d added a small trailer to “The Interceptor” and equipped it with what appeared to be surveillance equipment that looked suspiciously like kitchen implements.

“FOUND HER!” he announced, scooting into the activities room at a speed that violated several traffic laws.

“Where?” Violet asked.

“COUNTY FAIR! THREE TOWNS OVER! SHE’S RUNNING A SHUFFLEBOARD DEMONSTRATION!”

Agnes dropped her pen. “She’s performing at a county fair?”

“NOT PERFORMING! HUSTLING! SHE’S GOT A WHOLE SETUP! ‘BEAT THE GRANDMA, WIN A PRIZE!’ PEOPLE ARE LINING UP TO LOSE MONEY!”

Dolores laughed. “That’s brilliant. Nobody expects a sweet old lady to be a shark.”

“HOW DO WE GET THERE?” Frank demanded.

“We don’t,” Bradley said firmly. “You can’t all just leave the manor to chase after Betty.”

“WATCH US!” Frank declared.

“Frank, you can’t drive your scooter to the county fair. It’s fifteen miles away.”

Frank’s grin was slightly terrifying. “WHO SAID ANYTHING ABOUT DRIVING?”
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Thirty minutes later, Violet found herself questioning every life choice that had led to this moment. She was sitting in Frank’s scooter trailer, which he’d somehow convinced the maintenance staff to help him attach to the manor’s transport van. Agnes and Dolores were crammed in beside her, and Frank was riding “The Interceptor” inside the van like some sort of geriatric cavalry charge.

Nurse Bradley was driving, muttering under his breath about insurance liability and his questionable judgment.

“THIS IS THE BEST DAY EVER!” Frank announced.

“I’m documenting everything for the newsletter,” Agnes said, scribbling away. “This is front-page material!”

“Honey,” Dolores said, adjusting her sequined seatbelt, “this reminds me of the time I helped repo a car in Reno. Long story.”

Violet gripped the sides of the trailer as Bradley took a turn slightly too fast. “Remind me why we’re doing this instead of just calling the police?”

“Because,” Agnes said dramatically, “Betty might be innocent! What if she’s running from the real criminal?”

“AND WHAT IF SHE’S IN DANGER?” Frank added.

Dolores nodded. “Plus, I want to see her shuffleboard hustle in action. Professional curiosity.”

Twenty minutes later, they arrived at the Millerville County Fair, a collection of rides, games, and food stands that looked like it had been assembled by enthusiastic amateurs with questionable engineering degrees.

Frank unloaded “The Interceptor” with the efficiency of someone who’d clearly planned this maneuver. His scooter now sported what appeared to be racing stripes and a small flag that read “SUNSET MANOR INVESTIGATIONS.”

“There!” Agnes pointed toward a corner of the fairgrounds where a small crowd had gathered around what was clearly a shuffleboard setup.

They made their way through the fair, drawing curious looks from families who weren’t used to seeing elderly people on surveillance missions. Frank’s scooter, in particular, attracted attention from several teenage boys who seemed impressed by his modifications.

“THERE SHE IS!” Frank announced as they approached the shuffleboard area.

Betty Wu stood behind a regulation shuffleboard court, wearing a simple dress and cardigan that made her look like everyone’s sweet grandmother. A hand-painted sign read: “BEAT GRANNY BETTY - WIN A PRIZE! $5 TO PLAY!”

A line of confident-looking men waited their turn to take on the little old lady who was obviously an easy mark.

They were wrong.

Violet watched in fascination as Betty systematically demolished each challenger with shots that defied physics. The men left shaking their heads, lighter by five dollars, while Betty smiled sweetly and asked who was next.

“She’s good,” Dolores said admiringly.

“SHE’S A SHARK!” Frank declared.

Agnes was taking notes. “Look at her technique! It’s like poetry in motion!”

“More like robbery in motion,” Bradley muttered.

They watched for another ten minutes as Betty continued her demonstration of precision shuffleboard. She was clearly in her element, relaxed and confident in a way she’d never seemed at Sunset Manor.

“Okay,” Violet said finally. “Let’s go talk to her.”

They approached Betty’s booth just as she was finishing with another challenger. She looked up to see the Sunset Manor investigation team bearing down on her and froze like a deer in headlights.

“Oh,” she said quietly. “Hello.”

“BETTY WU!” Frank announced. “YOU’RE UNDER CITIZEN’S ARREST!”

“Frank, you can’t arrest people,” Bradley said wearily.

“For what?” Betty asked, looking genuinely confused.

Agnes stepped forward dramatically. “For running an illegal gambling operation at Sunset Manor!”

Betty blinked. “What gambling operation?”

Dolores studied Betty’s face with the practiced eye of someone who’d spent decades reading people. “Honey, you want to tell us what’s really going on? Because your daughter’s worried sick, and we’ve got some questions about why you really left.”

Betty looked around at the crowd of fairgoers, then at the assembled residents of Sunset Manor. Her shoulders sagged.

“Can we talk somewhere private?”
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Ten minutes later, they were sitting at a picnic table behind the cotton candy stand, Betty clutching a cup of coffee like it was a lifeline.

“I didn’t run a gambling operation,” she said quietly. “I just played shuffleboard.”

“And won every game for three months,” Violet said.

“I’m good at shuffleboard.”

“YOU’RE TOO GOOD!” Frank declared.

Betty smiled sadly. “My late husband always said the same thing. ‘Betty, you’re too good at games. People get suspicious when you’re too good.’”

“So you are a professional hustler,” Agnes said, consulting her notes.

“Was. I was a professional hustler. For forty years, I traveled around, played games, made money. It was a good life, until it wasn’t.”

“What changed?” Violet asked gently.

“I got old. And tired. And lonely.” Betty stared into her coffee. “When you spend your whole life moving from place to place, never staying long enough to make real friends, you wake up one day and realize you don’t have anyone.”

“So you moved to Sunset Manor to retire,” Dolores said.

“I tried. I really tried. But when I saw that shuffleboard court…” Betty shrugged. “Old habits, you know? I started playing, and I was good, and before I knew it, I was winning every game.”

“But you weren’t betting on yourself?” Violet asked.

“No! I just played for fun. Well, mostly for fun.”

Agnes leaned forward. “Mostly?”

Betty looked embarrassed. “Sometimes people wanted to make little side bets. Five
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