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  Floating in the Water

  
  




The Tuesday morning sun, usually a benevolent spotlight on Sunset Manor’s therapeutic pool, now cast an eerie, almost theatrical glow on a scene that was anything but therapeutic. A small crowd of residents, clad in various shades of floral and sensible swimwear, stood frozen at the pool’s edge, their faces a tableau of mild shock and burgeoning curiosity. Floating serenely in the shallow end, face-up and utterly motionless, was Coral Waters – the aqua aerobics instructor. Yes, Coral Waters. Violet Hartwell had already duly noted the poetic irony twice in her vintage leather notebook, neatly tucked into her ‘investigation kit’ purse.

Coral was unconscious but, mercifully, breathing. Her signature waterproof mascara, a testament to its marketing claims, was flawlessly intact, framing eyes now closed in what looked like an over-committed meditation pose. The water, however, was the primary cause for hushed gasps. It wasn’t the usual sparkling azure. Instead, it shimmered with a faintly wrong, almost iridescent, chartreuse hue, like a forgotten science experiment or a particularly aggressive pond algae bloom. And it smelled… sharp.

Violet arrived late, her hip giving a familiar twinge with every step, a constant reminder that even former high school principals weren’t immune to the indignities of gravity. She took in the scene with a single, sweeping glance, a skill honed over decades of spotting truants and illicit snack bar trades. The residents parted for her like the Red Sea, a testament to the primal fear she could still inspire. “In my day,” she muttered, more to herself than anyone, “one simply fell into a pool, one didn’t turn it into a chemical vat.”

Her gaze immediately fell upon Coral, then to the water’s uncanny tint, and finally to the distinct, almost aggressive, absence of any pool staff. “Chemicals,” she pronounced, the word cutting through the murmurings. “And not the pleasant, chlorine-y kind.” She leaned closer, her eyes narrowing. “And her makeup. Perfectly preserved. How… dedicated.”

Just then, the distinctive whir of an over-modified electric motor announced the arrival of Frank Morrison. He zipped onto the scene aboard “The Interceptor,” his mobility scooter tricked out with flashing lights and a small, surprisingly loud air horn. His lucky fishing hat was, as usual, askew, perched precariously over ears that often feigned deafness. 

“WHAT’S ALL THE HULLABALOO?” he boomed, his voice echoing off the tiled walls. His hearing aids, Violet noted with a sigh, were clearly enjoying a well-deserved sabbatical. “LOOKS LIKE A REAL PICKLE! SAW SOMETHING SIMILAR ONCE IN THE NAVY, BUT THAT INVOLVED A TORPEDO AND CONSIDERABLY MORE PAPERWORK!”

Agnes Pemberton, perched on a deck chair like a bird of prey, was already scribbling furiously into a small pad. Her lips moved silently, forming words. 

”Aqua Instructor’s Aquatic Agony! Pool of Peril Poisons Pilates Pro!” She paused, then hummed thoughtfully. ”No, ‘Dead in the Water’ is punchier. A bit on the nose, perhaps, but effective.”

Nurse Bradley Chen, a beacon of youthful exasperation, arrived, pushing through the gawkers with practiced ease. He immediately recognized the chaos that only Sunset Manor residents could conjure. 

“Everyone, please step back!” he commanded, his voice strained. He spotted Violet, magnifying glass in hand, peering dangerously close to the water’s surface, as if Coral’s mascara held the secrets of the universe. 

“Mrs. Hartwell! Not so close! And my apologies, but I’ll have to confiscate that.” He gently, but firmly, relieved her of the magnifying glass. Violet shot him a look that had once rendered a burly gym teacher speechless for an entire week. “Evidence, Bradley,” she stated, as if that explained everything. “One must examine the evidence.”

Before Detective Murry could even be called – a formality, really, as she was practically on speed dial – a figure detached himself from the subtle shade of a potted palm near the pool exit. 

Detective Ray Cromwell, retired police captain, moved with the quiet efficiency of a predator. His sensible shoes squeaked softly on the wet tiles, a sound only Violet seemed to notice. He wasn’t gawking; he was already working. From his professional-grade camera bag, he produced a camera with a lens the size of a small melon and began meticulously photographing the pool’s chemical dispenser, a rather innocuous-looking plastic box that now seemed vaguely menacing. Most of the residents just assumed he was a particularly enthusiastic new resident, documenting the Manor’s facilities. 

“Always with the photography, isn’t he?” whispered Mrs. Henderson to Mrs. Rodriguez. “Such a shame he’s not doing landscapes.”

Then, like a shimmering mirage, Dolores Martinez appeared. She wasn’t just in swimwear; she was in vintage swimwear. A one-piece that sparkled with sequins, topped by a feathered swim cap that seemed to defy the laws of aquatic aerodynamics. 

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” she exclaimed, surveying the scene with a theatrical flourish. “I was just about to get in for my morning dip! This sort of thing happened twice in Monte Carlo, you know. Though there, it was usually a disgruntled ex-husband and a very bad batch of absinthe.”

Bradley, who had just finished checking Coral’s pulse (weak but present), pinched the bridge of his nose. “Dolores, now is not the time for Monte Carlo anecdotes.”

“Nonsense, darling!” Dolores chirped. “These things always have a precedent. And frankly, the water looks dreadful. Much too green. A clear sign of… well, something untoward.”

The faint wail of a siren grew closer, then abruptly stopped, replaced by an increasingly agitated horn. The paramedics had arrived. But their progress was immediately hampered by a particularly robust obstacle.

“Oh, for crying out loud, Frank!” Bradley groaned, already moving towards the commotion.

Indeed, Frank Morrison, in his zeal to get the best view of the torpedo-less drama, had parked “The Interceptor” squarely across the only wide-access corridor leading to the pool, effectively gridlocking emergency services. For four minutes, the paramedics, looking bewildered by the sheer audacity of a mobility scooter blocking an entire hallway, attempted to negotiate with Frank.

“Move it, grandpa!” one paramedic, a burly man with a red face, finally yelled.

Frank, hearing aids still off, simply beamed. “WHAT’S THAT, SONNY? SOMETHING ABOUT GRANDPA? I’M NO GRANDPA, I’M AN INVESTIGATOR!” He then pointed to Coral. “SHE’S THE ONE WHO NEEDS THE HELP, NOT ME!”

Violet watched the farcical scene unfold, a small, grim smile playing on her lips. She turned back to the pool, the peculiar chemical scent now more pronounced. Coral Waters, still floating, a testament to her meticulously applied cosmetics and someone’s questionable motives. The absence of pool staff, the strange color, the intact makeup.

She pulled out her notebook. Her pen scratched across the page, firm and decisive.

Coral Waters. Pool. Chemicals. Makeup still on. Someone did this on purpose — and they underestimated Tuesday morning.








  
  
  Chlorine and Circumstance

  
  




Coral Waters, though stable, was unable to be questioned. She was resting comfortably, or as comfortably as one could rest after a near-dunking in what was now being referred to by the paramedics as “an unfortunate chemical cocktail.” 

Detective Murry, already looking like she’d had a very long morning, set up shop in the sunroom, interviewing residents with the weary patience of a seasoned kindergarten teacher. Her notepad, usually a bastion of concise facts, quickly became a tapestry of the theatrically outlandish.

Agnes Pemberton, perched on the edge of a wicker chair, spoke in urgent, stage-whispered tones that echoed through the room like a megaphone. “And I saw him, Detective! Rick Stevens! Just last week, lurking by the chemical shed, muttering about ‘pH imbalances’ and ‘punishing the ungrateful filter.’ It was a villainous soliloquy, I tell you, straight out of a classic noir film! I noted it in my diary, right after Tuesday’s Bingo tally.” Murry scribbled, underlining ‘villainous soliloquy’ with a sigh.

Frank Morrison, still wearing his lucky fishing hat and now nursing a lukewarm cup of tea, leaned in conspiratorially. “REMINDS ME OF ’78, OFF THE COAST OF GUAM. HAD A ROGUE TORPEDO, YOU SEE, A REAL MAVERICK. CAPTAIN SAID IT WAS ‘MALFUNCTIONING,’ BUT I KNEW BETTER. SOMEONE HAD TAMPERED WITH THE PROPELLANT, PURE AND SIMPLE. ALWAYS GOES BACK TO THE PROPELLANT, DOESN’T IT? OR THE CHLORINE, IN THIS CASE. SAME PRINCIPLE, DIFFERENT LIQUID.” Murry nodded slowly, writing down ‘rogue torpedo’ next to Agnes’s ‘noir film.’

Dolores Martinez, ever the picture of glamorous nonchalance, contributed her own perspective. “Oh, darling, this is nothing. Back in Nice, ’63, I was at the Hotel du Cap. Simply divine, but the aperitifs! One evening, a countess, bless her heart, drank a Bellini. And then… poof! Gone. Just like that. Turns out her husband, a very charming man who owned three casinos, had swapped her peach nectar for a rather potent cleaning solution. Said it was ‘a misunderstanding with the bar staff.’ Men and their little secrets, eh?” Murry’s pen hovered over the page, then simply drew a large, exasperated circle around the last entry.

By the time Murry packed away her notepad, it was less a document of evidence and more a testament to the residents’ imaginative prowess. She gave a curt nod, a practiced, almost robotic movement, and strode out with the resigned efficiency of someone who had long ago accepted that Sunset Manor’s criminal investigations rarely followed standard procedure. She paused only to give Bradley a look that clearly said, ‘You’re on your own, kid.’

Meanwhile, in Violet Hartwell’s impeccably tidy room, the core team had already begun to assemble. Violet, perched regally on her floral armchair, was polishing her magnifying glass with a handkerchief. Frank, having successfully navigated “The Interceptor” without further incident, had parked it strategically near the door, its flashing lights adding a certain disco ambiance. Agnes was meticulously sharpening a pencil, poised for note-taking. Dolores was reapplying lipstick, using the reflection in her bedazzled flask.

Just as Violet cleared her throat to begin, the door creaked open. Detective Ray Cromwell, looking as serious as a tax audit, strode in. Without a word, he sat down at Violet’s small writing desk, placed a sleek digital voice recorder on the polished wood, and pressed record.

“Thirty years of police work doesn’t just switch off,” he stated, his voice calm and authoritative, cutting through the anticipatory silence like a surgeon’s scalpel.

He tapped the recorder. “I’ve already made some preliminary observations at the scene. The chemical dispenser for the pool was manually adjusted. Not a malfunction, but a deliberate override. Furthermore, the pool’s safety alarm system, which should have detected the pH imbalance, was inactive. Someone had not only tampered with the chemicals but also disabled a crucial safety feature.” He paused, then clicked through a series of high-resolution photographs on a tablet, displaying close-ups of the dispenser’s settings and the disconnected alarm wires. “And the water test confirms a dangerously low pH. Highly acidic. Enough to cause chemical burns, even respiratory distress.”

Frank whistled. “DELIBERATE SABOTAGE! PREMEDITATED POOL PLOTTING!”

Agnes whispered, “A criminal mastermind, operating right under our very noses!”

Dolores, for once, looked genuinely impressed. “Honey, even in Vegas, they usually just mess with the slot machines, not the entire aquatic system.”

A rare murmur of grudging respect rippled through the room. Ray Cromwell, despite their initial skepticism of his “modern methods,” clearly knew
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