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  Chapter 1

  
  




Violet Hartwell had been at Sunset Manor for exactly six weeks when she discovered that the new memory care unit was either haunted or hiding something much worse than ghosts.

“THERE’S BEEN A CRIME!” Frank Morrison’s voice boomed across the dining room at precisely 7:23 AM, causing Mrs. Rockwell to drop her oatmeal spoon and Agnes Pemberton to knock over her orange juice in excitement.

“Frank, dear,” Violet said, not looking up from her morning crossword, “it’s too early for crimes. Can’t it wait until after coffee?”

“NO! MARCUS IS UNCONSCIOUS IN THE SUPPLY CLOSET!”

That got Violet’s attention. Marcus Williams was the night-shift aide for the new memory care unit—a sweet twenty-four-year-old nursing student who treated the confused residents with infinite patience and always remembered to bring extra pudding cups for the ones who forgot to eat dinner.

“What happened?” Nurse Bradley Chen appeared as if summoned, his scrubs already wrinkled despite the early hour, suggesting this was not his first crisis of the day.

“I WAS CONDUCTING MY MORNING SECURITY PATROL,” Frank announced, gesturing proudly to “The Interceptor,” which now sported what appeared to be a small spotlight duct-taped to the handlebars, “WHEN I HEARD GROANING FROM THE MEMORY CARE SUPPLY CLOSET!”

“You heard groaning,” Bradley repeated flatly.

“SUSPICIOUS GROANING! SO I INVESTIGATED!”

Agnes materialized beside them with her notebook already open. “This is perfect timing! I just finished my article about the shuffleboard scandal, and now we have a new mystery!”

“We don’t know it’s a mystery yet,” Bradley said, though he was already heading toward the memory care unit. “Marcus probably just had an accident.”

Dolores Martinez swept into the dining room wearing a sequined bathrobe that caught the morning light like a disco ball. “Honey, I’ve been telling everyone for weeks that something’s not right about that new wing. The energy is all wrong.”

“What kind of wrong?” Violet asked, wheeling her chair alongside the impromptu parade heading toward the scene of the alleged crime.

“The kind of wrong that comes with secrets, sugar. Bad secrets.”

They found Marcus sitting on the floor of the supply closet, holding an ice pack to his head and looking thoroughly confused. Dr. Patricia Vance, the medical director, was crouched beside him, shining a penlight in his eyes with the practiced efficiency of someone who’d dealt with plenty of head injuries.

“Mild concussion,” she announced as they approached. “Marcus slipped and fell, hit his head on the shelving unit.”

“I didn’t slip,” Marcus said weakly. “Someone hit me.”

Dr. Vance’s expression tightened slightly. “Marcus, you have a head injury. Memory confusion is completely normal.”

“But I remember—”

“What you remember,” Dr. Vance interrupted with the kind of firm authority that came with medical degrees and administrative power, “is trauma-related disorientation. Very common with concussions.”

Violet studied the supply closet with the sharp eye she’d once used to catch students attempting to hide contraband in their lockers. The shelving unit Marcus had allegedly fallen into showed no signs of being disturbed. The floor was clean except for a small scatter of medication bottles that had apparently spilled during the incident.

“SUSPICIOUS!” Frank announced. “THE EVIDENCE DOESN’T ADD UP!”

“Frank,” Bradley said wearily, “what evidence?”

“THE LACK OF EVIDENCE! IF MARCUS HIT THE SHELVES, WHY AREN’T THEY DISTURBED? IF HE SLIPPED, WHERE’S THE SPILL? AND WHY ARE THERE MEDICATION BOTTLES ON THE FLOOR WHEN THE MEDICATION CABINET IS LOCKED?”

Dr. Vance was gathering up the scattered bottles with quick, efficient movements. “The bottles fell when Marcus grabbed the shelving for support. And Frank, I appreciate your concern, but medical evaluations should be left to medical professionals.”

Something in her tone made Violet’s investigative instincts tingle. “Dr. Vance, what kind of medications are those?”

“Standard memory care prescriptions. Nothing unusual.” Dr. Vance had finished collecting the bottles and was already closing the supply closet door. “Marcus needs rest, and this area needs to be cleaned. Perhaps you could all return to your breakfast?”

It was definitely a dismissal, but it was also definitely too quick and too smooth for Violet’s liking.

Agnes was scribbling furiously in her notebook. “This is chapter one material! ‘The Mystery of the Memory Care Attack!’”

“It wasn’t an attack,” Dr. Vance said sharply. “It was an accident.”

“THAT’S WHAT THEY WANT US TO THINK!” Frank declared.

“Who’s ‘they,’ Frank?” Bradley asked.

“THE PERPETRATORS!”

Dr. Vance was helping Marcus to his feet with the kind of brisk efficiency that suggested she wanted this situation resolved quickly. “Marcus, I’m sending you home for the day. Concussion protocol.”

“But I need to tell someone about what I saw—” Marcus began.

“What you think you saw,” Dr. Vance corrected. “Head injuries can cause hallucinations.”

Violet and Dolores exchanged glances. In Violet’s experience, when authority figures worked that hard to control a narrative, there was usually something worth investigating hidden underneath.

“Marcus,” she called out as Dr. Vance led him away, “if you remember anything else, you can find us in the activities room.”

Dr. Vance shot her a look that could have frozen coffee, but didn’t respond.

After they’d gone, Frank immediately began examining the supply closet with his new spotlight, Agnes started documenting everything for her newsletter, and Dolores engaged the memory care residents who’d gathered to watch the excitement.

“Excuse me, dear,” she said to Mrs. Kowalski, a sweet woman in her eighties who’d been diagnosed with early dementia six months earlier. “Did you see anything unusual last night?”

“Oh yes,” Mrs. Kowalski said immediately. “Al Capone was here.”

Agnes dropped her pencil. “Al Capone?”

“He was arguing with the nurse about money. Very loud argument.”

Frank lowered his spotlight. “MRS. KOWALSKI, AL CAPONE’S BEEN DEAD FOR DECADES!”

“Has he? That’s a shame. He seemed very concerned about the medication.”

Violet felt that familiar tingle again. “What did Al Capone look like, Mrs. Kowalski?”

“Tall. White coat. Very serious about the pills.”

Agnes was writing frantically. “A tall person in a white coat arguing about medication and pills!”

“That could be anyone,” Bradley protested. “Doctor, nurse, medical student—”

“Or,” Violet interrupted, “it could be exactly what Mrs. Kowalski saw, just filtered through her memory issues. Someone in medical attire, arguing about medication.”

Dolores nodded approvingly. “The details might be confused, but the core event could be real.”

“WITNESSES!” Frank announced. “WE NEED MORE WITNESSES!”

Over the next hour, they interviewed six memory care residents and got six completely different versions of the previous night’s events. According to various testimonies, the disturbance had been caused by Elvis, the Pope, a giant purple elephant, Mrs. Robinson’s deceased husband Harold, aliens, and a very rude delivery man who’d forgotten to bring the pizza.

But underneath all the confusion, certain details kept recurring: someone in white, arguing voices, medication being moved around, and something happening in the supply closet around 2 AM.

“PATTERN RECOGNIZED!” Frank announced after Agnes had compiled all their notes. “SOMEONE WAS DEFINITELY HERE LAST NIGHT!”

“The question is,” Violet said, “what were they doing?”

Agnes looked up from her notebook. “And why did Marcus get hurt trying to stop them?”

Before anyone could answer, they were interrupted by a commotion from the memory care common area. Mrs. Patterson was standing in the middle of the room, looking confused and upset.

“My pills are wrong,” she was saying to anyone who would listen. “These aren’t my pills.”

Bradley hurried over. “What do you mean, Mrs. Patterson?”

“My heart medication. It’s the wrong color. My pills are blue, but these are white.”

A memory care aide—Violet didn’t recognize her, must be someone new—appeared with a clipboard. “Mrs. Patterson, sometimes pharmaceutical companies change the color of medications. Same medicine, different appearance.”

“But my doctor said—”

“Your doctor approved the change,” the aide said smoothly. “It’s all documented in your chart.”

Mrs. Patterson looked uncertain but didn’t argue further. The aide guided her back to her room, chatting soothingly about lunch plans and bingo games.

“SUSPICIOUS!” Frank whispered loudly.

“Everything’s suspicious to you,” Bradley pointed out.

“THAT’S HOW WE CATCH CRIMINALS!”

Agnes was making notes. “Changed medication colors, confused residents, mysterious supply closet incidents… this is definitely bigger than an accidental fall.”

Dolores had been unusually quiet during this exchange. Now she spoke up with the voice of someone who’d spent decades detecting lies in smoky casino back rooms.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I think we’re looking at a medical scam.”

“What kind of medical scam?” Violet asked.

“The kind where someone switches expensive medications with cheaper ones, pockets the difference, and hopes nobody notices because the patients have memory issues.”

The weight of this possibility settled over the group like a cold fog.

“But that would mean…” Agnes began.

“Someone’s stealing from people who can’t defend themselves,” Violet finished grimly.

Frank revved “The Interceptor” with ominous intent. “THEN WE DEFEND THEM!”

“How?” Bradley asked.

Violet reached for her investigation kit—her purse had grown to include a magnifying glass, multiple notebooks, emergency cookies, reading glasses, a small flashlight, and what Agnes called “evidence bags” but were actually sandwich baggies from the kitchen.

“We do what we always do,” she said. “We investigate.”
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The investigation began with what Agnes grandly termed “intelligence gathering,” which mostly involved Frank driving “The Interceptor” around the memory care unit at maximum stealth (still audible in the next county) while the rest of the team attempted more subtle surveillance.

“RECONNAISSANCE COMPLETE!” Frank announced upon his return to their makeshift headquarters in the activities room. “THAT WING IS DEFINITELY HAUNTED!”

“Frank,” Violet said patiently, “we’ve established that it’s not actually haunted.”

“THEN WHY DO THE LIGHTS KEEP FLICKERING?”

Agnes looked up from her notes. “The lights are flickering?”

“SPECIFICALLY IN THE MEDICATION ROOM! VERY SUSPICIOUS FLICKERING!”

Dolores adjusted her bedazzled reading glasses. “Honey, flickering lights usually mean either electrical problems or someone trying to work in the dark without turning on the main lights.”

“Why would someone work in the dark?” Bradley asked.

“Because they don’t want to be seen,” Violet said immediately.

Agnes started scribbling. “Midnight medication manipulation! This is perfect!”

“We don’t know that’s what’s happening,” Bradley protested, though he looked increasingly troubled.

“Only one way to find out,” Dolores said. “We need to get inside that medication room.”

Frank’s eyes lit up with entrepreneurial spirit. “I’VE GOT LOCK-PICKING TOOLS!”

“Where did you get lock-picking tools?”

“AMAZON!”

“What can’t you buy from Amazon?”

“COMMON SENSE!” Frank announced cheerfully. “BUT FELONY BURGLARY EQUIPMENT IS READILY AVAILABLE!”

“Frank, we’re not committing burglary,” Violet said firmly. “We’re conducting a welfare check on vulnerable residents.”

“Is there a legal difference
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