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Violet Hartwell had survived thirty-seven years of cafeteria food as a high school principal, but nothing had prepared her for the carnage of Sunrise Manor’s annual Jell-O sculpture contest.

“I think my lime creation is having structural issues,” announced Mrs. Henderson, poking at what appeared to be a collapsed green tower that bore a disturbing resemblance to the Leaning Tower of Pisa, if the Leaning Tower of Pisa had been made of gelatin and decorated with mandarin orange slices.

“ENGINEERING FAILURE!” Frank Morrison declared from his position at the judging table, where “The Interceptor” was parked strategically for optimal viewing of the Jell-O catastrophe. “INSUFFICIENT FOUNDATION SUPPORT!”

Agnes Pemberton fluttered over with her notebook, documenting what she’d dramatically titled “The Great Jell-O Exhibition: A Study in Edible Architecture.” Her own entry—a purple masterpiece that was supposed to be a rose garden but looked more like a crime scene—wobbled ominously nearby.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” called out Chef Raoul Martinez from behind the serving station, “judging will begin in five minutes! Please step back from your creations!”

Raoul had been head chef at Sunset Manor for three years, ever since the unfortunate incident with his predecessor and what Agnes still referred to as “The Great Meatloaf Rebellion.” He was a thin, nervous man who treated cooking like a military operation and Jell-O contests like matters of national security.

“This is exciting!” Dolores Martinez appeared beside Violet’s wheelchair, wearing what could only be described as a judge’s outfit if judges typically wore sequined blazers and feathered headbands. “I haven’t seen this much gelatin in one place since that unfortunate incident in Reno involving a bachelor party and a very confused caterer.”

Violet studied the assembled entries with the critical eye she’d once used to evaluate science fair projects. There were approximately fifteen Jell-O sculptures of varying degrees of structural integrity and artistic merit, ranging from Mrs. Patterson’s sweet attempt at recreating the Statue of Liberty (currently listing to port) to what appeared to be Bob from maintenance’s interpretation of abstract art, which looked suspiciously like he’d just dumped three boxes of Jell-O mix into a bowl and hoped for the best.

“The competition is fierce this year,” Bradley Chen observed, appearing with a clipboard and the slightly harried expression that had become his permanent look since joining what Agnes called “The Sunset Manor Detective Agency.” As head nurse, Bradley had drawn the short straw for contest coordination, which meant managing both the logistics and the inevitable drama that accompanied any competitive event involving senior citizens.

“FIERCE?” Frank scoffed. “HALF OF THESE SCULPTURES LOOK LIKE THEY WERE MADE BY BLINDFOLDED KINDERGARTENERS!”

“Frank, dear,” Agnes said reproachfully, “art is subjective.”

“SO IS STRUCTURAL ENGINEERING, BUT THAT DOESN’T MEAN YOU BUILD A BRIDGE OUT OF PUDDING!”

Marcus Williams appeared carrying a tray of disposable plates and plastic spoons for the judging. Since the memory care incident three weeks ago, Marcus had been officially transferred to day shift and unofficially inducted into what he called “the most interesting job hazard in healthcare”—being part of a geriatric detective team.

“Everyone ready for the judging?” he asked cheerfully.

“AS READY AS ONE CAN BE FOR CULINARY WARFARE!” Frank announced.

Chef Raoul clapped his hands for attention. “Ladies and gentlemen, let the judging begin! Our esteemed panel will sample each entry and score based on taste, presentation, and creativity!”

The esteemed judging panel consisted of Violet, Frank, Agnes, Dolores, and—somewhat reluctantly—Bradley, who kept muttering about food safety regulations and his professional liability insurance.

They began with Mrs. Patterson’s Statue of Liberty, which tasted like lime Jell-O should taste and had the added patriotic touch of red and blue fruit embedded in the torch.

“Excellent use of color coordination,” Agnes noted, taking official judging notes.

“STRUCTURALLY UNSOUND!” Frank declared, but he was smiling as he said it.

They moved on to Mrs. Henderson’s architectural disaster, which turned out to taste significantly better than it looked, then to Bob’s abstract creation, which tasted exactly like someone had dumped three boxes of Jell-O mix into a bowl without reading the directions.

“Interesting texture choices,” Bradley said diplomatically.

“It tastes like regret,” Dolores observed.

By the time they’d sampled ten entries, Violet was beginning to feel slightly queasy. Jell-O, she was discovering, was not meant to be consumed in large quantities in rapid succession.

“Are you feeling all right?” Marcus asked, noticing her expression.

“Just a bit too much gelatin,” Violet replied, but even as she said it, she noticed that Frank was looking slightly green around the gills, and Agnes had stopped taking notes and was fanning herself with her notebook.

Bradley was checking his watch. “We should probably take a break before finishing the judging.”

“EXCELLENT IDEA!” Frank announced, but his usual volume was noticeably reduced. “TACTICAL RETREAT!”

That’s when Mrs. Patterson suddenly clutched her stomach and made a sound that was somewhere between a groan and a whimper.

“Oh dear,” she said weakly. “I don’t feel well at all.”

Agnes started to respond, then abruptly turned pale and rushed toward the nearest restroom with a speed that defied both her age and the laws of physics.

“Uh oh,” Bradley said, his nurturing instincts kicking in. “This might be food poisoning.”

As if his words were a signal, chaos erupted in the activities room. Mrs. Henderson doubled over, Bob from maintenance made an undignified dash for the exit, and even Dolores—who claimed to have an iron stomach forged in the cocktail lounges of Las Vegas—was looking decidedly unwell.

“RETREAT!” Frank announced, abandoning his judging duties to make a hasty retreat on “The Interceptor.” “EVERY PERSON FOR THEMSELVES!”

Within fifteen minutes, the activities room was empty except for the abandoned Jell-O sculptures, Violet (who’d limited her tasting to tiny samples), Marcus, and Bradley, who was frantically calling for medical backup.

“This is definitely food poisoning,” Bradley said, checking his phone for the third time. “Half the residents are sick.”

Marcus was examining the remaining Jell-O entries with the careful attention of someone who’d recently learned to spot evidence. “Do you think it’s something specific, or just general contamination?”

“Good question,” Violet said, wheeling her chair closer to the judging table. “Which entries did the sick residents eat?”

Bradley consulted his notes. “Everyone who got sick sampled Mrs. Rodriguez’s entry, Mr. Thompson’s creation, and the collaborative piece from the book club.”

“And everyone who stayed healthy?”

“Only sampled the first few entries on this end of the table.”

Violet studied the layout with the analytical mind that had once helped her catch cheating students. “So it’s not general food poisoning. It’s specific contamination.”

“QUARANTINE THE EVIDENCE!” Frank’s voice boomed from the doorway, where he’d apparently returned despite his earlier retreat. He was carrying what appeared to be a small hazmat suit that looked suspiciously like it had been assembled from kitchen supplies.

“Frank, where did you get that outfit?” Marcus asked.

“EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS! ORDERED IT FROM AMAZON AFTER THE ANTHRAX SCARES!”

“We don’t have anthrax scares,” Bradley said.

“BETTER SAFE THAN SORRY!”

Agnes reappeared, looking wan but determined, clutching her notebook and wearing what appeared to be surgical gloves.

“I’ve interviewed twelve residents about their symptoms,” she announced dramatically. “This is definitely sabotage!”

“Agnes,” Violet said gently, “food poisoning doesn’t necessarily mean sabotage.”

“But twelve people with identical symptoms after eating identical food? That seems suspicious!”

“IT SEEMS LIKE BIOLOGICAL WARFARE!” Frank added helpfully.

Before anyone could respond, Chef Raoul burst through the kitchen doors looking frantic.

“What happened?” he demanded. “I heard people got sick!”

“Food poisoning,” Bradley replied. “From the Jell-O contest entries.”

Chef Raoul went white. “That’s impossible. I supervised all the gelatin preparation myself. Everything was fresh, properly refrigerated, handled according to health department standards!”

“Could there have been contamination during the making process?” Violet asked.

“No! I mean, I don’t think so. I…” Chef Raoul trailed off, looking increasingly panicked. “This is a disaster. My reputation, my career, the health department investigation…”

He was spiraling into what Violet recognized as professional panic—the same kind she’d seen in teachers facing their first parent conference after a classroom incident.

“Raoul,” she said firmly, “we need to figure out what happened. Can you walk us through the preparation process?”

But Chef Raoul was already backing toward the kitchen doors. “I can’t… I need to… there are procedures for this kind of thing…”

And with that, he disappeared into the kitchen, leaving the investigation team staring after him.

“SUSPICIOUS BEHAVIOR!” Frank announced.

“Very suspicious,” Agnes agreed, making notes. “Why would an innocent chef flee the scene of a food poisoning incident?”

Marcus was studying the remaining Jell-O entries. “Maybe he knows something we don’t.”

They were interrupted by Dolores, who appeared looking remarkably recovered for someone who’d been violently ill fifteen minutes earlier.

“Honey,” she said, “we need to talk. I’ve got some experience with food poisoning, and this doesn’t feel accidental.”

“What kind of experience?” Bradley asked.

“The kind that comes from dating men who occasionally needed to make people sick for… business reasons.”

Everyone stared at her.

“Legal business reasons,” she added quickly. “Mostly legal. The point is, I know the difference between accidental food poisoning and intentional contamination.”

“And this is intentional?” Violet asked.

“This is someone who wanted to make people sick without killing them. Very specific knowledge of dosage and timing.”

Agnes was scribbling frantically. “A poisoner in our midst!”

“Not a poisoner,” Dolores corrected. “Someone with access to the food preparation who knew exactly how to contaminate specific entries without affecting others.”

Frank revved “The Interceptor” ominously. “INSIDE JOB!”

“But why?” Marcus asked. “What’s the motive for making residents sick during a Jell-O contest?”

That, Violet realized, was the crucial question. And finding the answer was going to require some investigation.

“Bradley,” she said, reaching for her investigation kit, “I think we need to examine the kitchen.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Bradley said nervously. “Health department, liability issues, contaminated crime scene…”

“It’s not a crime scene,” Agnes protested. “It’s an investigation scene!”

“SAME THING!” Frank declared.

Before Bradley could object further, they were interrupted by Maria Santos, the sous chef, bursting through the kitchen doors looking distraught.

“Chef Raoul just quit!” she announced. “Packed up his knives and left! Said something about not taking the blame for kitchen contamination!”

The silence that followed this announcement was broken only by Frank’s satisfied grunt.

“GUILT!” he announced. “CLEAR SIGN OF GUILT!”

But Violet wasn’t so sure. In her experience, people who fled crime scenes were often guilty of something, but not necessarily the crime everyone thought they’d committed.

“Maria,” she said, “we need to talk.”
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