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About This Book


When Eden and her best friend, Debbie, embarked on a three-day retreat for some much-needed relaxation, Eden never anticipated the whirlwind romance that would ignite between Debbie and Richard, the leader of the retreat. Nor did Eden foresee her best friend’s sudden personality change and subsequent betrayal, shattering a fifteen-year bond in mere hours.

Even more shocking was the discovery that, before the weekend concluded, Debbie would be found dead under mysterious circumstances.

Detective Eric Kent, a man with a keen intuition and a knack for unraveling the unseen, was assigned to the case. While waiting for the autopsy results, he dove in and quickly found himself entangled in a web of questions. Eden’s account of events was riddled with emotional pain and confusion, yet something deeper seemed to pulse beneath the surface—something much darker…

This was no ordinary case; it required a perspective that transcended the obvious, a journey into the unknown, where love and danger intertwined.

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Chapter 1
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“Good riddance,” Debbie called out, as Eden stormed from the hotel.

It was the final straw as far as Eden was concerned. She threw her bag into the front of her car, determined to leave the retreat.

She snorted. Retreat. A three-day meditation retreat, supposedly to get you back to normal, to break up the stress in your life, to just take a breather, to find time for yourself. She and Debbie had both come with the intention of taking time for that little bit of self-care that they needed, but then something went wrong right off the bat. Somehow Debbie’s gaze had landed on the leader of the retreat—somebody who had organized it, somebody who had a decent name in the meditation industry.

And his gaze had fallen on Debbie.

Eden wasn’t the jealous type, wasn’t the kind to begrudge her friends getting good things in life. However, her bestie was already a little too loose and fancy-free with her affections, at least as far as Eden was concerned. Anyone looking from the outside in might call it jealousy, but it was not. Eden just preferred to actually know the name of the person she was sleeping with, whereas Debbie had a life is for the living attitude. Thus, while you were living, you should enjoy everything about it.

Eden turned and took one final look at the hotel and prepped for the two-hour drive back. Her friend stood just inside the front door of the lobby, staring at her. Debbie’s expression, almost a mocking look, left Eden unsure of who the hell Debbie had become or how quickly her friend had switched into this other person who Eden didn’t recognize.

Eden was about to lift a hand and wave, then thought, Screw it. Absolutely no reason to. Besides, Debbie would probably give her the finger in return, so Eden steeled herself and tried to avoid one last glance back.

Without success.

She looked up, and there was her supposed friend, literally giving her the finger. Shaking her head, and mad at herself for looking back against her better judgment, Eden got in her car, started the engine, and pulled away. It had been one of the craziest situations, and she still didn’t quite understand how it had happened.

Friday night had been awkward, since Eden was unexpectedly alone, but they were both on their best behavior at that point. Then somehow the next day, it had all become about Debbie and him. He still conducted the planned meditations and everything else as scheduled, but Debbie had been right by his side, for every damn moment.

He flaunted Debbie right in front of everybody, and it had been unbelievable, but Eden couldn’t do anything about it. At first, it had been fine, whatever—do whatever you want to do. She believed in free will and all. Her friend was apparently just having one of those lovely little moments with the meditation guru, but then Debbie quickly changed. A point came when she no longer appeared to be the Debbie who Eden knew.

Instead of joining Eden for a meal or just laughing and giggling about the relationship in the ladies’ room, Debbie had been all in.

“I’m his favorite girl, and I’m going to stay here and be with him forever.”

Eden was surprised, but she really started to worry when Debbie added, “I already quit my job via text, and I gave notice on my lease as well. I’ll be out of my apartment by the end of the month.”

Eden had stared at Debbie in shock. The end of the month was in four days. “You did what? Debbie, this is way too fast. No, no, no, you can’t just up and do that. Think about this before you go jumping into a relationship on a whim.”

“I can do anything I want,” Debbie declared, with a smirk in Eden’s direction. “You’re just jealous.”

Eden hadn’t been jealous. She had been stunned, never having seen her friend make such a snap decision, not liking the way she had gone about it. Eden had been without a clue as to how to make Debbie see the folly of her actions, see things with clear eyes and common sense.

Debbie had been adamant about Eden taking a hike, while Debbie declared she would spend the whole weekend with him anyway. Debbie added how their boss had insisted that she come back in for the standard two weeks’ notice, or there would be issues.

Eden wasn’t sure what those issues were, but they both worked at the same place. Eden worried this would affect her own work relationships.

Debbie was being so ridiculous about the whole thing. In addition to resolving things at work to their boss’s satisfaction, Debbie also had to get rid of her stuff in her apartment, pack it all and move it. Debbie needed to take care of these things. Surely she couldn’t get it all done in the next four days.

Eden didn’t know what to think, she really didn’t. But, as she drove away, fuming mad, she wasn’t sure she cared anymore.

Fifteen years of a friendship down the tube, all because of some man. A man Debbie had barely just met. Like, what the hell?

Debbie had done this before, but that was minor compared to whatever this was. Usually she would get a boyfriend, and you wouldn’t see her for the first month, and everything was him, him, him, and him. She had never been a moderate personality type. It was all or nothing, and she dove in headfirst, usually to come right back out again, bawling her eyes out because her most recent Prince Charming had turned out to be a frog, not that Mr. Right she was looking for.

When Eden had tried to talk to her friend this time, Debbie had been beyond insulting about the whole damn thing, something that, for Eden, would never fly.

She shook her head, tears in her eyes, as she drove home, wondering what the hell had just happened. She was mad the whole time she drove, but, by the time she got home, she was just sad and more or less disgusted to realize how quickly her friend had morphed into this new personality and had ditched their long-term friendship they had shared up to this time. It was heartbreaking and absolutely devastating.

Eden pulled into her garage, parked, grabbed her gear, then headed into her home. She had bought her small bungalow a couple years ago, when the owners, an older couple, had decided it was time for them to move into a senior facility. The house had to be updated, inside and out, but she was happy to do all that, since she’d gotten it dirt cheap, and, for that, she would be forever grateful to them.

There was just something about having your own space, knowing you didn’t ever have to leave or to deal with something unexpected, like a problem with a landlord, roommates, whatever. She walked into the main part of her house, dropped her bag at the foot of the stairs to take whenever she went up, then opened some windows to get some fresh air in—maybe to soothe her own soul too. She felt very much like she’d taken a beating, which was shocking, since she hadn’t even realized she was on the docket to get one.

Shaking her head, she went to her kitchen, put on the teakettle, and prepared to wait for the water to boil, stepping out into the backyard, taking several deep, calming breaths.

Here was the one place she had put a lot of time into. Most of the inside was done, so she was finishing up the backyard. The old pergola had a couple rotten beams, which she had replaced, then finally refinished the whole thing, as it had weathered badly.

She had gone whole hog on digging up the grass and learning to level off a mixture of sand and gravel to put down patio blocks, something that she had done slowly, over time. Now she had this beautiful pergola patio area, with great big garden terraces all around that were still pretty new, but they were growing beautifully. In the not-too-distant future, these garden beds would give her an even better oasis out here.

It was the one place of hers that Debbie absolutely loved, and she and Eden used to sit out here all the time, just relaxing. It was exactly what Eden needed for herself on a daily basis. Most people didn’t understand the need for a peaceful space, or maybe everyone just didn’t need it the way she did.

Every day when she came home from work, it was all about finding that Zen space, a chance to just sit back and relax. Their work had been even more frustrating and stressful than usual, with a new manager who was making everybody’s life miserable. Plus, Eden had to get a grip on her never-ending thoughts running wild in her brain. The plan for a weekend away had seemed perfect to her. She intended to go alone and to focus on herself, but Debbie decided she would go too. She was a force to be reckoned with at times. The retreat had been for Friday, all day Saturday, and the better part of Sunday, ending around 2:00 p.m. However, the problems with Debbie had literally started on Friday night, when they had attended the initial meet-and-greet event.

Eden found it unbelievable to watch Debbie and him. While Eden was all for love at first sight, she was not one for becoming a different person who nobody could even recognize within hours of a relationship beginning. Even now, Eden was completely struck by how disastrous that whole event had been. To add to the insult, Eden had actually paid good money for the weekend that resulted in an early boot in the ass.

Groaning, she returned to the kitchen to pick up her tea, which had now steeped, then wandered around the garden for a little bit, trying to shake off the horrible feeling in her gut. She worried about returning to work tomorrow, knowing everybody would pester her with questions—questions she couldn’t even begin to answer. If Debbie quit, would she show up or not show up for her required notice period? Eden didn’t know.

And, if Debbie didn’t show, it would put even more pressure on the rest of them to get the job done, until Debbie was replaced. That was just one more thing Eden was having a hard time coming to terms with about this whole mess. Was Debbie this selfish? Would she care, when she came out of the trance of it all?

Maybe.

How far would she take it?

That’s debatable.

Until right now, Eden hadn’t realized just how little Debbie would care, how she was completely willing to let everybody else pay the piper, just so she could do whatever in this new relationship.

Eden shook her head. It had all just been too much, too damn fast.

She cried out, “Why? Why so fast? Why not take a moment and savor the growing relationship? Why jump like a crazy woman into this chaotic mess?”

Eden didn’t know.

There just didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to it, and that, as much as anything, scared her. She wanted to pull out her phone to see if Debbie had texted her, but no way she would, not after all that craziness. Debbie was dug in and good.

Honest to God, Eden wouldn’t even know what to say to Debbie now anyway. What her friend had done seemed to be such a foreign concept, including the way she had treated Eden. She wasn’t entirely sure that she could ever go back to the way they were.

So many things had been said—awful things, nasty things, insulting to the core. How did one move past all that? I mean, it was easy for people to say, Oh, she wasn’t in her right mind, but, if Debbie wasn’t in her right mind, whose mind was she in? Because it was an unbelievable display of meanness. Some of the stuff Debbie had said was downright cruel. Sipping her tea, Eden felt the tears collecting in the corner of her eyes.

When her phone rang, she looked at it and snorted because, of course, it was Debbie. Eden shook her head at that and didn’t answer. She was still too hurt, still in far-too-much pain from all Debbie had said. At this point, the call seemed like adding salt to the wound. It was impossible for Eden to even imagine exposing herself to such an irrational and unpredictable person right now.

Debbie phoned one more time a few hours later, but Eden didn’t answer. She’d done her laundry and got ready for work the next day but hadn’t done anything related to this horrid weekend or to her misguided friend. Eden was still very, very upset. She crawled into bed and, after a very difficult time, eventually crashed.

She woke up early in the morning to a phone call. Groggy, she answered it without thinking. “Hello?” A crackle came first on the phone, followed by a man who said, “Hello, is this Eden Landon?”

“Yes,” she said, shifting into a more upright position, trying to wipe the sleep out of her eyes as she gazed at her phone, not understanding the time, even as it glared right back at her.

“My name is Detective Eric Kent. We have your number from a friend of yours, a Debbie Kingston.”

“Yes,” Eden replied, her tone hardening. “What about her?”

Then came an odd silence, before he said, “Are you two friends?”

“Well, we were until this weekend,” she stated, “but yes.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Why? What’s the matter?”

“I need some information before I can say anything.”

She stared down at the phone, not comprehending. Who was this person, and why was he asking questions about Debbie?

“I need to know what happened this weekend.”

“Well, that’s nice,” she said. “I would like to know what happened too.”

After a moment’s hesitation, he added, “I need to come speak with you.”

She groaned. “It’s six o’clock in the morning.”

“I know. My apologies.”

“You want to tell me what this is about?”

He read off her address over the phone, and she confirmed, “Yes, that’s me.”

“I’ll be there in ten minutes,” he noted and hung up.

She stared down at her phone in shock. Would this mess ever be over with? She had to be at work all too soon, without an unexpected visitor to tend with.

She didn’t even want to think about work, but she got up and managed a very quick shower, as much to wake herself up as anything, and had just got the coffee on when her doorbell rang.

Glaring, she walked over and opened the door to the detective standing in front of her. He held up his badge, and she looked at it and said, “Eric Kent? Police?”

“Yes. I’m a detective,” he clarified, with a nod.

She frowned, not sure what this was all about. “What can I do for you, Detective Kent?”

He motioned at the door. “May I come in?”

She hesitated and then shrugged. “I guess.” She let him in and added, “I just made some coffee. Would you like some?”

“I would love a cup,” he said quietly.

She tossed a glance back in his direction, not exactly sure if he was being facetious or not. Such an odd tone filled his voice. He followed her into the kitchen, but his gaze was searching, looking around constantly. “Look. I’m not sure why you’re here,” she said. “Maybe you could explain that first.”

He hesitated, looked over at her, and asked, “How long have you known Deborah?”

She frowned, thinking it over. “Known her? Probably close to twenty years. Been friends with her for fifteen, and that just ended.”

He was in the process of lifting his cup, when he looked at her in surprise. “Can you tell me what happened yesterday?”

Eden shrugged. “I mean, for a lot of people, it would probably be very normal,” she said, “but, for me, it wasn’t normal at all.”

He stared at her and just waited.

She sighed. “We went to this retreat to take a break from all the chaos. Work has been extremely stressful lately, and I was feeling overwhelmed and just needed to get away.”

“So, this retreat, what was it about?”

“A pretty standard off-grid kind of thing. Not unplugged but limited slots. The leader was a well-known meditation expert, a kind of self-help guru,” she said, trying hard to hide her distaste. “I just needed a break.”

He remained silent, letting her vent.

“I was going alone. Then Debbie decided to come with me, and now I wish to God she hadn’t.”

He stared at her, one eyebrow raised.

She shrugged, frowned, and added, “She fell for him… really badly.”

“Him, being—”

“The meditation guru and, from one minute to the next, he was her whole life. He was everything to her. Nothing else would be in her world but him—way over the top. I couldn’t believe it. She gave notice on her lease and quit her job via text, without proper notice apparently,” she shared, raising her hands, “even though she knows we’re completely swamped.”

“Are you saying you two work together?”

“Yes, different jobs but at the same place,” she said, groaning. “Anyway, yesterday, when I heard all that, I was trying to get her to slow down a bit, but she completely went off on me, saying a lot of horrible things. I ended up leaving early.”

“Alone?”

“Yes, I left her there, even though we drove together, and it was…” She frowned as she stared down at her coffee. Then she sniffled. She looked up at him in horror because the threat of tears was coming again. “I will not cry. Just… gimme a minute.”

He nodded but again his gaze was odd.

Rubbing the tears from her eyes, she continued. “Anyway, she was being so ugly and so mean that I just came home. And I don’t really know what happened to make her act that way, but apparently we’re no longer friends,” she said. “There it is, the whole story. Does that answer your questions?”

He frowned.

She frowned back at him and nodded. “Clearly it doesn’t, but that’s okay because none of this makes any sense to me either.”

“You mean, her relationship with the new man?”

“Yeah, her relationship with him for one thing,” she said, taking a sip. “Honestly, she’s always tended to go crazy over men, especially whenever her relationship is new, but not like this. Usually when she meets a new guy, she gets overly excited about it, but she’s never been like this, never turned… mean,” she added.

“So, she plays it kind of loose?”

“Always, as long as I have known her. She meets a guy and is immediately smitten, over the moon, but usually, within a short time, like one month to six weeks, she’s back to herself, acting as if nothing ever happened, except that her heart has been broken all over again,” she explained. “So, I don’t know what to tell you, and I really don’t know why you care.”

When he looked directly at her, something churned in her gut.

“Because she’s dead.”


Chapter 2
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Eden stared at the detective, her bottom lip trembling, then sat down on the kitchen chair hard. “You have to be wrong,” she cried out in disbelief. This wasn’t possible. Couldn’t be possible. She tried to pick up her coffee, only her hands were trembling, and some coffee spilled. She set her cup down, her gaze focused on it. “When I left the retreat, left Chattanooga, she was totally fine.”

“We have a confirmed ID.”

How? The question reached her mind before she could finally get it out. “How did she die?” Did her new lover kill her? What if Debbie had ended up dead because Eden had left her behind? She couldn’t breathe as all these thoughts went through her head, her gaze now locked on to the detective’s face. At least now she understood why he was here.

She shook her head and looked away. “No, it just can’t be.” She glanced back, as she picked up her coffee cup, then put it down right away since her hand trembled even worse than before. She spun to look at him. “You didn’t answer my question. How did she die?”

“That’s unknown at this point. Potentially suicide. Pill bottles were close by, but we’ll have to wait for the findings from the medical examiner. We are still waiting for an official cause of death. Her records do point to a long-standing heart condition though.”

She stared at the spot of coffee she had spilled, fascinated by the puddle still morphing. It was something for her mind to focus on, rather than thinking about Debbie. Eden turned her gaze to the detective and said, “The heart condition started as a childhood thing. As for suicide? That’s not Debbie. I told you what our fight was about. No way she would commit suicide—especially not right after finally meeting her perfect partner.”

She said it again, but this time there was more sorrow than shock in her tone, more bewilderment than anything. She bit down hard on her lip and said, “Please, I need to know more.”

He nodded quietly and said, “She was found at her own home here in Nashville. In her own bed. Alone. The house was locked, and we found no sign of forced entry.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Well, I guess she got home somehow then.” He frowned. “But who called it in? How did you know? Someone must have—”

“A wellness check was called in for her by—” Eric looked down at the notebook in his hand, a small compact pad, and he read off, “Richard Santino.”

“He’s the guru guy. He led the meditation retreat,” she said. “Him and his brother, Richard and Rinaldo Santino. They ran the program we signed up for.” She frowned again. “So, Richard wasn’t with her?”

“No. He said that she was supposed to call in as soon as she got home, but she never did.” He reached out a hand and then slowly withdrew it when Eden instinctively pulled hers away.

She stared at him and shook her head. “I need information, more information… please.”

He sat still for a moment and sighed. “We don’t have a whole lot of information at this time, but I can tell you that we found no easily definable cause of death. We’re waiting for the final report.”

She blinked. “What does that mean?” she cried out, staring at him in shock. “I thought you said she took pills.”

He frowned. “We found pill bottles near her body, but, without the autopsy, we don’t know if that was a factor at all,” he said. “We saw no obvious indication of a cause of death otherwise.”

“So, she wasn’t hit over the head?”

“Not obviously, no.”

“She didn’t fall down the stairs?” He shook his head. Yet Eden’s mind couldn’t make sense of the lack of information and couldn’t stop thinking of probable scenarios, even if impossible.

“As I told you, she was found in her own bed. The wellness check was called in by Richard.”

Eric kept his voice calm, even as she stupidly continued to question him. “How did he know?” Another stupid question. God, she needed to just shut up. Yet couldn’t.

Eric replied, “That’s the point of a wellness check. He didn’t know. He just said that he hadn’t heard from her as planned, and, as far as we know, he was very concerned. She was supposed to contact him as soon as she got in, and there was no reason why she wouldn’t have.”

Eden sat back in her chair and said, “No, there wasn’t. She was absolutely head-over-heels bonkers about him. I can’t even believe she left him and came home. She told me that she wasn’t going to.”

“What do you mean, she wasn’t going to?” he asked.

“Well, her story changed a few times, but, at one point, she told me that she had quit her job via text with no notice. However, the boss was making her come back in, something about needing to give proper notice or to give time to finish up jobs or something. But then Debbie said she wasn’t going to.”

“That’s two different things you are telling me.”

“That’s what I am telling you. Debbie was off her rocker, smitten with the guy, and wasn’t making any sense. You’ll have to check her phone. By the end for her ranting, I wasn’t exactly listening,” she said. “I was too livid, and I assumed she would come home and move at some point because she also said that she ended her lease on her rental and that she was moving in with him. I don’t even know where he lives,” she cried out, staring at him. “I mean, he was there for the weekend retreat. For all I know, he could live in a whole other country.”

“He has a home in Seattle but is always traveling. He has regular seminars across the country including Nashville,” Detective Eric confirmed, “and he was supposed to see her today, but he was off doing something else for a different business trip.”

“So how did she get home last night?” she asked, her gaze narrowing. “Maybe he killed her and then waited a few hours to call in for a welfare check.”

His lips twitched, and he said, “Until we get a detailed autopsy report, we won’t know much more.”

“You better check him out.”

“We already did. He has an alibi for the night. He was back home, and apparently his brother was with him.”

“Yeah, but then they just alibied each other,” she pointed out immediately.

He stared at her and said, “You really don’t like them.”

She groaned, closed her eyes, and said, “Look. I don’t have any reason to like or dislike either one of them. I’m just telling you that the whole thing was beyond odd, and this just continues that reality. And, other than her heart murmur or whatever that seemed to be controlled with her prescription, she was otherwise very fit and healthy. So I can’t believe her death would be from natural causes.”

He nodded. “All I can tell you is that she was dead in her bed, and, for all intents and purposes, she went peacefully. It appears she passed in her sleep.”

Eden just stared at him.

“Hey, it happens. Not very often, but it does happen.”

She shook her head. “I don’t believe it.”

“And that may be the case,” he said, “but I was hoping you could give me information about any trouble she may have had at the retreat.”

“Yay, me,” she said bluntly. Eric looked at her, his eyebrows shooting up. “Like I said, it was a pretty wild case of love-at-first sight, followed by I’m completely flipping my life around, and, by the way, I hate you for ruining my moment of true love.”

“So, you said you two had words?”

“Don’t get me started on that,” she said, then sobered, her flare of anger immediately draining away to be replaced by sadness. “I was trying to talk her out of leaving her job and giving up her apartment, you know, to give the relationship some time. But she blew up and basically told me that she hated everything about me. You’re not my friend, and Everything about me is wrong. That’s what she said to me.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah, plenty more where that came from. She told me that she was just with me because she was lonely and needed somebody, but now that she found her soulmate, blah, blah, blah, I was no longer needed. That was pretty much my weekend.” She took a deep breath and said, “It was godawful. She didn’t hold back a bit and made some raw, ugly comments.”

She turned to stare off in space, her mind still blanking on the concept that Debbie was dead. She turned and looked at him and asked, “You’re sure it’s her, right?” She grabbed her phone and pulled up one of the most recent pictures of her former best friend. She held it up. “This is Debbie. Is it her?”

He nodded. “Yes, that’s her.” And he gave the address for her apartment, and Eden’s mind buzzed with shock again.

“Yeah, that’s—that’s her apartment.”

“How long has she lived there?”

She grimaced. “Only two months now, I think.”

“And was she month to month?”

“I think so.” Then she frowned and added, “I’m still in shock over the weekend as it is. I hardly got any sleep. I was so upset, and I don’t really understand what happened to her. However, I believe whatever happened to her happened to her much earlier.”

He frowned at her. “What do you mean by that?”

“She wasn’t herself. She was not in any way, shape, or form the person who I drove there with. And I know that it sounds like jealousy.”

“It does,” he agreed, with a nod.

“Yeah, that’s what she told me all weekend long too,” she confirmed, trying hard to calm down. “Yet I’m telling you that whoever was there was not Debbie. She didn’t look like her. She didn’t act like her—not at all.”

His gaze intensely drilled into hers. “And you do know—”

“I know,” she interrupted. “It sounds as if I’m absolutely nuts. I get it. And I’ll probably never say it again because obviously nobody’ll believe me, but I’m telling you. It’s like she went through a personality change, just as soon as she met him.”

“Was it reciprocated?” he asked.

She thought about it and shrugged. “I don’t know this Richard guy anywhere near as well as I know Debbie. I’d not met him before the weekend, so I don’t know if he went through the same kind of change or not. He did appear to be just as smitten with her as she was with him. That much I’m sure of.” She sighed.

“At the beginning, I was thrilled for her. It seemed as if she’d really made a connection, but then this demon child inside her emerged, as if it had been waiting for the right circumstance to finally get out and to be the absolute worst person she could be.”

Eric studied her closely.

Eden shook her head. “Yeah, I know. I sound as if I’m the worst person ever, saying something bad about Debbie, now that she’s dead. God help me, that’ll be brutal when I go into work. I just won’t say anything. That’s probably the best way to handle it.”

“Not say anything about what?”

“About the personality change,” she replied. “Although my boss is likely to ask a million questions as to why Debbie quit on him, and then he’ll be looking for more of an explanation. I don’t know what I’ll tell him.”

“Since she is now deceased, I don’t think there’ll be very much in the way of explanations for anybody.”

She stared at him, and it suddenly hit her. This person she had spent so much time with, this best friend who she had had a huge falling out with, was dead—even though Eden still now hoped they could get beyond it.

Not just ill, or missing, but dead. Debbie was gone.

Eden sat back, tears welling in her eyes. “I know that you don’t believe me and that you have absolutely no reason to, but I’m telling you something is very wrong here.”

He tapped his finger on the table, but it was more of a thoughtful I’m-thinking-about-this kind of thing.

She couldn’t even be sure that he was thinking as much as he was figuring out how to exit the house of this crazy woman. “I don’t have any answers for you. I haven’t a clue what happened to her,” she added.

“But you do know that I have to ask.”

“Ask what?” she said, bewildered. “Go ahead and ask.”

He nodded. “Where were you last night? Up until I called you?”

She stared at him blankly for a moment and then flushed, knowing exactly what he was asking her. “Meaning, did I kill her?” she asked baldly.

“Meaning that, if foul play were involved and if what you’re saying is correct, you’re the one with the motive.”

“What?” she asked, shocked at how quickly that had turned around on her. “Because she chose a man over me? Good God.” She laughed, sounding a bit hysterical. “Women have been doing that since the beginning of time.” She took a deep breath. “And, just to let you know, if I would kill anybody, it probably would have been him.”

“You don’t like him?”

She wasn’t even sure how to explain the reaction she had to Richard. “I don’t know if I don’t like him because I don’t even know him. I don’t have any idea who he was as a person, but I had an off feeling about him. The way Debbie responded to him was alien to me, even for her, and it was just compounded by the strange way that it escalated.”

“And yet you told me that initially you were thrilled for her.”

“Yes. Because she was so happy, and it looked as if she had met somebody who thought well of her, the same as she thought of him. But soon enough it seemed that it was going way too fast, and she needed to slow down and to take a step back.”

Then she stopped, took a deep breath, and continued. “As I told you earlier, she has done this before. Fallen fast, I mean. To the point that she’s given up her previous spaces and has moved in with various boyfriends, only to have them beat the crap out of her, dump her outright, or bring another girlfriend home and throw Debbie out on the street. I just wanted her to slow down and to confirm this wouldn’t be a repeat of those relationships.”

“How many times would you say that’s happened?”

“Three recent breakups. I know at least two of her other friends would back me up on that because we’ve all pitched in to get her moved on from bad situations.” Eden took a deep breath to calm herself. “I don’t know how to explain that part of her life. It’s as if she vibrated at a level where she attracted a certain type of men.” She frowned. “Sounds stupid, right?”

“Are you trying to say that she attracted men who mistreated her?”

“Is that even possible?” she asked, staring at him.

“You tell me.”

“What’s that saying about water? Something about water finds its own level. I was hoping, because she’s been free and clear for the last few months—as in not dating—that she saw things more clearly now,” she explained. “We just thought that maybe she was working on herself and looking for men who were a little more stable, a little more normal. Not the kind who would put her in the hospital again.”

“Did she ever press charges on the ones who put her in the hospital?”

“Oh God no.” Eden rolled her eyes. “She never wanted to be the kind of person who would do that, and I think the men knew it too.”

Eden continued. “Debbie’s also never had kids, for which I am grateful. I was always there for her,” she whispered, her tears welling up again. “But I feel like this time I failed her somehow, though I don’t know what I was supposed to do. I tried to get her to slow the hell down, to give them some time to get to know each other before she quit her job and moved in with him.”

Eric nodded in apparent sympathy.

“I couldn’t believe it when she told me she’d already texted her boss and quit. Who does that?” she asked, staring at him. “She hadn’t even known Richard a whole weekend.”

“When did this relationship start?”

“Right after the meet and greet. Debbie and I spoke a couple times, and she was already making life-changing decisions. Considering her history, I couldn’t trust him or her. I was never invited to share coffee, a drink, or a meal with them or anything. In fact, she used my warnings to point out that I was bitter and jealous instead.”

He pulled out a notebook and wrote down something as she continued.

“I was really concerned for her. She seemed hypnotized or something.” Eden raised her hands, her palms showing. “I was hoping that this Richard guy—who was promoting self-care, wellness, and all these good things—might be a different sort than the men who Debbie normally hangs out with. But I couldn’t possibly tell you if he is a good man or not. This all happened over the course of a weekend. That’s all it took for Debbie.”

Realizing that she was starting to babble, she shook her head. “Look. I was here last night. I was alone. I don’t have an alibi. I talked to my mom at—” She pulled out her phone and showed him her call history. “There, it was like nine o’clock last night. She laughed at me and told me it would all blow over. To give Debbie six weeks and she would come back, crying again, like she does every time. Debbie did call me twice…” She again checked her call history. “I didn’t answer,” she admitted. “I was too upset and didn’t want to hear any more ugliness.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Eric replied, putting down his notebook. “I’m also sorry for the fact that she won’t be coming back after six weeks. This time her disappearing act is permanent.” With that, he stood and walked to the front door.

Eden trailed behind him, not even sure what to say in response to that last comment of his, which struck home in a way that she hadn’t really expected it to. And of course it was true, but Eden didn’t have anything to do with her friend’s death. All she could think about now was the fact that, if she had been more overjoyed about the new relationship, Debbie would be alive today. She looked over at Eric and asked, “Will you let me know the autopsy results?”

He frowned and asked, “Does she have any family?”

“No.” Then she winced. “Debbie told me that she had named me as the executor of her estate. This was years ago. I presume it remains the same.”

“In that case,” Eric noted, “I will see that you get a copy of the autopsy, if and when we get to the bottom of this. Did she have anything worth giving away?”

“I don’t think so. I never saw any signs of wealth.”

“There might be something in her bank account. She’s been working for a few years, hasn’t she?”

“Yes, but it won’t be very much. She had a spur-of-the-moment boyfriend who thoroughly cleaned out her bank account. The last one actually,” she clarified, “and we all lent her enough money to get into another apartment, away from him.”

“And she never paid you back?”

“We didn’t ask for it back. At least I didn’t. I assumed she didn’t have it.” She took a deep breath. “So, when I go to work today, am I to tell my boss, or will you contact him?”

“I will be contacting him as a matter of course,” Eric shared, “but you can tell him the news. I’m here because you’re about the only name in her address book.”

She stared at him, shook her head, and muttered, “We got her a new one after she got a new phone. After the last boyfriend, it was necessary because he was a… Let’s just say that it was pretty ugly.”

“So that’s another question. If this is foul play—and I don’t know that it is, so keep that in mind—but would this last boyfriend have done anything if he found out Debbie was head over heels with this new guy?”

She stared at him in shock, then sank down into the nearest armchair. Nodding slowly, she said, “Honestly, he might. I just… don’t know how he would have known about her new apartment.”

“People do strange things when they’re in love, when they think they’re finally safe and happy. Would Debbie have texted him, taunting him with I’m finally free of you. I’ve got a man who’s decent and who treats me wonderfully?”

“Oh God.” Eden closed her eyes. “Yeah, Debbie absolutely would do that. A part of her can be,… let me just say, a little vindictive. And, if she felt she was doing really well and someone like him who had done her so wrong was still out there, Debbie might very well have let him know.”

“You mentioned a phone, but no phone was with her. At least we couldn’t find one.”

Eden stared at him, pulled out her phone, and quickly called Debbie’s number to see if anybody would answer. Together, they listened as it rang and finally went to voice mail.

He wrote down the number and asked, “Do you know what kind of phone it is?”

“An iPhone but I don’t know the model. It’s fairly new, as we just got it for her.”

He nodded. “We’ll look into it.” As he stepped through the door, he turned back to her, then handed her his card and added, “If you think of anything else, give me a call.”

“Sure, but I don’t know what you’re expecting.”

“You’re the one who seems to know her the best.”

“Debbie had a few other friends, but, yes, I would probably be the closest one to her.”

“I will need to get their names,” he stated with conviction.

Eden brought up her contact list and showed him the contact info on Debbie’s other girlfriends. “Shirley hasn’t known her all that long, but Mary and Dolores have known her for years.”

He nodded. “I’ll contact them.”

“So,” Eden began, as he wrote down the information, “you’ll tell them about her death then? I also need to get to work.” She checked her phone and noted how late it was. “I need to go like now.”

He nodded. “I will tell them about Debbie’s passing. I suspect these three friends will call you immediately after I speak to them.”

“I’ll send them a text once I get to work.” She quickly walked back to the kitchen, grabbed her purse, and headed out the door, locking it, turning to find him still standing there.

He studied her for a moment. “I can let you know when the body is ready to be released.”

And, with that parting statement, he turned and walked away.

[image: *]*

Detective Eric Kent waited until Eden pulled away, then he drove off behind her. He would need to go to her office and talk to her boss and a few of her coworkers anyway. Suspicious deaths required a certain amount of investigation.

And since there hadn’t been any particular evidence of foul play, he wasn’t sure if this was a waste of time or not, but Eden had certainly brought up some interesting points about her best friend’s personality changes and about Debbie’s impulse to constantly go overboard in a relationship. He drove to her office and waited until Eden got inside. Then he checked the time.

It was almost 8:00 a.m. He sent her a text, asking what time her boss would be in.

She responded within minutes. Not until nine usually.

It was a long time to wait idly, so he turned around and headed back to his office. As he walked in, his partner, Cody, looked up and greeted him with a smile.

“How’d you make out?” Cody asked.

Eric shook his head. “It’s a weird one, but, until we get the autopsy, we don’t really have anything to go on.”

“Nothing means that it could literally be nothing, right?”

“It could be a natural death, but, according to her best friend—or her ex-best friend,” he clarified, the emphasis making Cody’s eyebrows rise, “our victim went through a complete personality change during this weekend retreat and fell head over heels in love with the leader of the retreat, who just so happens to be the guy who asked us to do the welfare check.”

“Are we sure it was love?”

“No, it sounds more like obsession to me—to the point that Debbie quit her job and terminated her lease via text over the weekend, and blew up at Eden, saying all kinds of mean things to what appears to be her best friend of many years.”

“Oh, that’s something,” Cody noted. “Any leads?”

“Yeah, but we need to find Debbie’s phone. Then we might see if she had sent a text or had any contact with her most recent ex-boyfriend, who apparently was violent, the kind of person to take away her phone and to leave her without it, just so she couldn’t contact anybody.”

“Is that information credible?”

“That still needs vetting. According to Eden, he could be a person of interest if we have foul play in Debbie’s death, just because he appears to lack character and has been violent before. Debbie’s friends pitched in to get her away from him and helped with her first month’s rent because she had no place to go. Debbie had been staying with them while they found a place and got her settled. Then she moved into her new place, got her act together for the past couple months, and everything seemed to be fine.”

Cody frowned. “Until this retreat?”

“Yeah, apparently—though it’s not the first time Debbie has done something like this. The girlfriend—Eden Landon—was upset that Debbie was doing it again, and so Eden was trying to get her best friend to slow things down. That’s when the victim blew up and got ugly enough that her best friend left and came home early from the retreat without her.”

“So Eden could be a suspect.”

“Yeah, if foul play is involved, Eden would be the logical prime suspect. However, I don’t have a clue what her motive would be.”

Cody shrugged and shook his head. “It could just be the fight. People do all kinds of things in a moment of passion. Besides, it could be anything from, Hey, we’re done picking up the pieces behind you to If you go with him, we’re done with you. Then again, jealousy could be a motive. Maybe Eden liked the guru guy herself, which may have come into play in the argument.”

“Could be.”

“While we are tossing ideas around, Debbie could have realized that Eden was not happy for her.”

“You just want them all for yourself,” Eric mimicked.

Cody asked him, “What do you make of all this?”

“Although Eden and their other friends had helped Debbie in the past and had acknowledged that Debbie had a history of whirlwind romances, she had never used that kind of language with Eden nor accused her of interfering in Debbie’s life and in Debbie’s decisions. As far as Eden’s concerned, it isn’t a natural death, and she doesn’t know what the hell went on because Debbie just wasn’t herself, like she had been hypnotized or possessed or whatever. The whole jealousy angle is something to check out, but I don’t really have anything to substantiate it, other than it came up in the argument, according to Eden,” Eric explained.

“So, what’s the next step?”

“I need to talk with Eden’s boss—who is also Debbie’s boss—and get an idea of the character of both women. Then I need to talk to Richard, the meditation guru.”

“That’s the guy who called in the wellness check?”

“Yeah, and hopefully he is still at the retreat center.”

“It’s worth mentioning that, if he had anything to do with this, calling in a wellness check and not being in the area would be a great way to have an alibi and to keep himself out of this.”

“Why would he do that though?” Eric countered, loving sparring with Cody regarding various theories on a daily basis.

“Maybe this Debbie chick just flung herself all over him and was making all kinds of plans that he didn’t know how to get out of, and he just wanted to shut down the whole thing. Like,… remember Kathy?” Cody whistled and gave Eric a wolfish grin. “I have had my own share of psycho girlfriends but—”

“I would rather not think about my psycho ex and would prefer to focus on the victim here instead. I can understand the urge to kill, but killing seems extreme in this case.”

“Maybe.” Cody rolled his eyes. “But we also don’t know what kind of guy this Richard is. If he has a name in this industry, he probably has a lot of women throwing themselves at his feet. Maybe it wasn’t as mutual as it appeared, and he just really needed to get out of it. For all we know, he has a wife somewhere, and she was already making waves, having found out about it after your prime suspect came home.”

Eric nodded. “I hadn’t considered that.”

“What about the body?”

“No visible marks on her. Thirty-two, visibly healthy, yet with pill bottles near her body. So, to think she would have been involved in any drugs is hard to believe. She sure didn’t look to be a regular user.”

“It might be hard to believe, but we also know that it happens.”

Eric nodded. “I know this is a strange one, but, until we get the autopsy results, we don’t know if we even have a case or not.”

“And we could also end up with no results,” Cody reminded him. “Cause of death unknown.” Cody gazed at his partner with a sigh.

Eric knew what his partner was thinking. Cody was goofy, intuitive, and extremely observant. And Eric had the feeling himself that this case would be a mystery to unravel. “Yeah, well,… we’ll do the investigation and, if it goes somewhere, great. If it doesn’t, you and I both know it ends there, which would really suck if something criminal went on here.”

“Absolutely,” Cody muttered and shook his head. “But we also have to remember that we have God-only-knows-how-many other cases to work on, plus more that just came in last night.”

“Like what?” Eric asked.

“Got a couple actually. One looks to be a gang shooting, and we have another rape and murder. It could be connected to that other case we still have open.”

“About six months ago,” Eric added ruefully. “And we never found him. And then likely connected to another one we haven’t
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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