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      “The ant, who has toiled and dragged a crumb to his nest, will furiously defend the fruit of his labor, against whatever robber assails him.”
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      Quinn Abernathy leaned back on the pillow and breathed in the cool night air, flowing through the open patio door. It was the end of day two of a weeklong stay at The Soul Awakens, a retreat known for its classes on mindfulness, wellness, and the overall care of one’s soul. The Pismo Beach, California retreat was so popular it had a wait list, and given they only accepted a handful of people at a time, Quinn felt privileged she’d made it at long last.

      At fifty-five years old, Quinn had been through her fair share of experiences in life.

      Two divorces.

      One child.

      One failed business.

      One successful one.

      A nasty bout of breast cancer.

      And a heart-wrenching memory she wanted to forget.

      So many hopes and dreams.

      So many of them shattered.

      Life had been chockful of choices, both good and bad.

      But the days of living in the past were over.

      At present, Quinn was a cancer-free, empty nester in need of direction—something she hoped to find before the week was over. The time had come to shed her past turmoil, to learn to forgive herself, forgive those she felt had wronged her, and to rise above the painful memories that had plagued her for decades.

      Tonight’s self-discovery assignment was to reminisce on positive memories, and to ponder on what had brought her joy over the years. Quinn recalled the day she’d started college, and the first boy she’d met there. They’d been friends at first, then they became inseparable, always by each other’s side. It wasn’t until two years later that she realized she loved him. But by then, he’d moved on, becoming engaged to someone else, and it was too late.

      Think positive memories, Quinn.

      Happy times.

      Not sad.

      The gentle reminder led her to the happiest of all memories—the day her daughter was born. Nothing compared to being a mother. Well, almost nothing.

      One week earlier she’d received a call from her daughter and was given some exciting news. Her daughter was pregnant. In seven months, Quinn would become a grandmother for the first time.

      Life was looking up.

      And Quinn was looking up with it.

      A light knock at the door brought her out of her thoughts and into the present moment. She looked out the peephole, smiling when she saw Clara, one of the retreat’s attendants, standing on the other side.

      Quinn unlocked the door and opened it.

      “Here’s the chamomile tea you requested,” Clara said. “Is there anything else I can bring you?”

      “Is it still possible to sit in the hot tub? I’m trying to do tonight’s assignment, but it’s been a hard day. I’m a bit all over the place with my thoughts.”

      Clara glanced at her watch and frowned. “I’m sorry. The pool facilities are closed for the evening, though I may have another solution. Karl offers late-night mindfulness consultations from time to time. Would you like me to see if he’s available?”

      “Oh, no. It’s all right. I should get to bed soon anyway.”

      “Are you sure? It’s no problem.”

      Quinn hesitated a moment, then relented. “Sure. Why not?”

      Clara made a quick call, nodded, then another frown.

      “He’s occupied at the moment,” she said. “If you can wait, he can see you as soon as he’s free. Will that work for you?”

      Given how restless Quinn had been since she arrived at the retreat, she was sure she’d still be awake even if she retired for the night. Plus, she’d had a rough evening. It would be nice to talk to someone about it. “All right. I’ll see him.”

      “Perfect. I’ll return to let you know when he’s ready for you, and you can meet him in bungalow three.”

      Quinn offered a quick nod and went to the kitchen. She remained there for a time, sipping on her tea and thinking about what she’d say to Karl. Then she headed to the dresser in her bedroom to change out of her pajamas and into something more appropriate. The curtain over the sliding glass door fluttered in the breeze, catching her eye. The door was a lot more ajar than it had been when she’d first opened it—a lot more. Given the weight of the glass, it didn’t seem possible for it to move so much on its own.

      She approached the door and peered outside, seeing nothing but an array of twinkling lights around the circular roofs of the bungalows in the distance.

      Ah well.

      Maybe I opened it more than I thought.

      Quinn closed the door and pulled the dresser drawer open. A flicker of movement danced along the wall, a shadow cast by the bedside lamp. She pressed a hand to her chest and gasped.

      She was no longer alone.

      “Faith, is that you?” she asked.

      No response.

      “Hello? Who’s there?”

      In a panic, Quinn scanned the area around the dresser, looking for anything she could use to defend herself if the need arose.

      Finding nothing, she swallowed back the fear rising within her and turned around. The intruder had retreated into the bathroom, veiling themselves in the darkness inside.

      “Who are you?” Quinn demanded. “What are you doing in my room?”

      Silence.

      “Whoever you are, you need to get out of here,” Quinn said.

      Silence.

      What do I do now?

      Think, Quinn!

      Her cell phone was in the living room, a mere five feet away.

      Perhaps she could get to it.

      Perhaps she could get out.

      She bolted into the next room, jerking to a stop when a hand gripped her arm, and she felt cold, hard steel pressed against the back of her head.

      “Please,” she said. “I don’t know who you are or what you want. I haven’t seen your face. Let me go, please. Just leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” the intruder said. “Not until you pay for your sins.”
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      The clamorous thud of someone or something smacking into the wall adjoining my bungalow to my neighbor’s ripped me out of my dream. Prior to it, I swore I heard a noise, a pop, like gunfire. I removed the sleep mask from my eyes and sat up. The book I’d been reading before I’d fallen asleep slid off my chest and folded closed. I grabbed it and set it on the nightstand, eyeing the alarm clock. It was just after nine o’clock, and I was surprised I’d dozed off so early.

      For a moment, I did nothing except listen.

      Had the thud been part of my dream?

      And what about the sound I’d heard?

      As much as I wanted to believe it was just a dream, I didn’t. My mind was wired to consider the worst possible outcome.

      I walked to the door, opened it, and looked in both directions. I saw no one, heard nothing. The last thing I wanted to do was wake my neighbor if she was asleep, but I couldn’t help myself. My curiosity got the better of me.

      I knocked on 2B’s door and waited for the woman occupying the room to answer. I felt something on the bottom of my slipper, and I glanced down, noticing a playing card was stuck to it. I bent down, finding another and another. I wondered where the rest of the deck was hiding.

      As I stood there waiting for the door to open, I tried to recall the woman’s name. Truth was, I’d always been terrible with names, which is why I carried a notebook in my handbag whenever I was investigating a murder case.

      Is it Lynn?

      No.

      Wynn?

      Doesn’t seem right either.

      When 2B didn’t come to the door, I knocked again. Still nothing. I jiggled the handle. It was locked. An alternative idea sprung to mind, and I returned to my room. I pulled the sliding glass door open and stepped onto the back porch.

      The crisp February air raised a smattering of goosebumps on my skin, but I pressed on. I looked to my right and noticed 2B’s patio door was wide open, which seemed odd given the cool temperature at this time of night. Then again, I was always cold. The woman in 2B had a lot more padding.

      I leaned over the railing, cupped a hand to the side of my mouth, and said, “Hey, neighbor, is everything okay in there? I heard a loud noise coming from your room a few minutes ago. Are you all right?”

      There was no reply.

      I considered minding my own business and retreating to the warmth of my bed, but who was I kidding? Until I had an answer to my burning question, the sound I’d heard would nag me for the rest of the night.

      Had she fallen?

      Tripped over something?

      Worse?

      Or perhaps she’d had a bit too much “zen” in her day and had decided to hit the booze. This place was a bit too “tranquility of the mind” for my liking, so the notion made sense.

      I needed to know what was up with 2B, and it was easy enough to find out. I swung my leg over the wood railing, hopped onto the grass, and slid over the railing onto 2B’s patio.

      I pushed the curtain over the door aside and poked my head in. “Excuse me, hello? Sorry to bother you so late. I’m Georgiana Germaine, your next-door neighbor. Just wondering if you’re okay?”

      When I still didn’t receive a response, I started second-guessing myself, knowing if I entered the bedroom and woke the woman from a sound sleep, I’d scare the wits out of her. And yet … I wasn’t resolved to leave.

      I stepped inside, pulled the door closed behind me, and ran my hand against the wall, feeling for the light switch. I found it, flicked it on, and the bedroom illuminated. I looked around and noticed 2B’s bed was unmade, and the top dresser drawer was halfway open. A robe was bunched up on the ground next to a pair of fuzzy pink slippers.

      Nothing too out of the ordinary.

      In the bathroom every item was in its place, all of her products lined up in a row from shortest to tallest. It seemed strange, given the bedroom hadn’t been as tidy. I headed into the living room and noticed the television was on. In the glow of the screen, I saw 2B. She was resting on the couch with her back to me.

      “Hey, there,” I said. “Didn’t you hear me calling out to you just now? I’m your neighbor in 2A.”

      I walked around to the other side, switched on the lamp, and stared at the wall to my adjoining room. There was a long red smudge that looked like blood. Whatever it was, it was still wet. Resting on the carpet was another playing card.

      I turned to face 2B and smacked a hand over my mouth. Her eyes were closed, and she was still, as if frozen in place. Blood seeped from a wound at the back of her head, pooling onto a sofa pillow that had a hole in its center.

      I placed two fingers over her carotid artery.

      It was then I realized 2B wasn’t ignoring me.

      She was dead.
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      Before I had the chance to figure out my next move, there was a knock at 2B’s door. I stood there a moment, frozen, wondering who it was and why they were stopping by so late. The retreat had a lights-out policy beginning each night at 9 p.m. All guests needed to retire to their rooms by that time unless special permission had been granted.

      In my opinion, the policy was ridiculous.

      I didn’t care if we were at a retreat.

      We were grown women.

      The day before I’d voiced my thoughts to Grace Ellison, the retreat’s founder. She explained a dose of quiet time in the evening, followed by a good night’s sleep was the best way to declutter one’s mind. Maybe the method worked for her, but my mind was a lot different. Shutting it down was no easy feat.

      When someone knocked again, I opened the door and saw Clara, one of the staff members. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five and was a tiny slip of a thing. Her long blond hair was twisted into a braid, which cascaded over her shoulder.

      Her eyes widened like she was shocked to see me standing in the doorway.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. “Why are you in Quinn’s room?”

      Unsure of what to say next, I muttered, “I, uhh … I was sleeping and I heard a noise. I came to check on her.”

      “I just spoke with her here in this room about twenty minutes ago. Where is she?”

      “Why are you here past curfew? I thought it was lights-out for everyone at nine o’clock, including staff members.”

      “Quinn needed something, and she has an appointment.”

      “With whom?”

      “It’s not for me to say.”

      Quinn was alive twenty minutes earlier and now she was dead?

      I needed more information.

      Before I could query further, Clara poked her head inside and scanned the room, her eyes coming to rest on the deceased.

      “Quinn, it’s time for your appointment,” she said.

      “She’s, ahh …”

      Clara raised a brow. “What's going on with her? Why isn't she answering me?”

      I shrugged, and Clara pushed past me, rushing to Quinn’s side.

      “Wait!” I said. “Don’t touch her.”

      Clara glared at me, confused, and bent down next to Quinn, shaking her like she could jar her awake. “Quinn, it’s me, Clara. I came to get you just like I said I would.”

      In that moment, Clara noticed the hole in the couch pillow and the blood on the wall. She turned back toward Quinn, her eyes coming to rest on the back of her head. “Is that a … is that what it looks like?”

      “Depends. What do you think it looks like?”

      “A bullet hole.”

      “I’d say so.”

      Clara stood, staggering backward. Her eyes bored into mine like I was to blame for Quinn’s tragic end. She jerked a cell phone out of her pocket and said, “Stay back! Stay away. Don't you dare come near me.”

      “You've got this all wrong,” I said. “I didn't do anything. I'm telling you the truth. If you could give me a moment to explain, I—”

      “You didn't do anything? Save your lies for the cops. I’m not interested.”

      She was in shock, and why wouldn't she be?

      Clara was as suspicious of me as I was of her, and I didn’t blame her.

      “Before you make a call, give me a second to explain,” I said. “I was asleep in my room, and I heard a noise.”

      “You said that already. What time?”

      I glanced at my watch. “About ten minutes ago.”

      “What kind of noise?”

      “A pop, and then it sounded like something slamming into the wall. After a couple of minutes, I decided to come over and make sure she was all right. I knocked on her door, but she didn’t answer.”

      Clara was shaking, her eyes fixated on the wound at the back of Quinn’s head. “How did you get in here if she didn't let you in?”

      “It wasn't hard. The sliding glass door was open, and I showed myself in.”

      “What you mean to say is you trespassed. Right?”

      I'd only been at the retreat for two days, and in that time, I'd had a few interactions with Clara. Until now, I’d found her to be an accommodating woman who seemed to have found a job that suited her personality. Now, I was seeing a different side of her, one that was much more aggressive. It gave me pause, leading me to wonder whether her actions were out of concern for Quinn or something more … like a woman with a secret.

      “I guess you can say I trespassed, but it was with the best of intentions,” I said. “I just wanted to see if she was okay. I had no idea I’d find her like this, and I had no idea she was dead.”

      “Someone was here tonight, in this room, with Quinn. Look at her. It's obvious she didn’t do this to herself.”

      “I didn’t do it to her either.”

      “I bet that’s what all killers say when they’re caught.”

      I was growing weary of the insinuations. “Look, I'm a private investigator who specializes in homicide cases. I came to the retreat with my friends and family because I struggle to unwind. Not that it’s any of your business, but it’s the truth. Now I’m thinking it was all a mistake. I don’t belong here.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “I don’t care whether you believe me or not. You want to call the police? I’ll get Rex Foley on the phone right now.”

      She moved a hand to her hip. “Who’s he?”

      “The new chief of police in San Luis Obispo. We’ve worked a couple of cases together in the past. He’ll vouch for me.”

      “Even if he does, it doesn’t mean you’re not capable of murder.”

      If she didn’t stop squawking, I would be capable of murder.

      Hers.

      I spread my arms, taking my time as I spun around. “Take a good look at me, Clara. I’m dressed in white. I have no blood on me. No bruises. No defensive wounds. No markings of any kind.”

      She narrowed her eyes, eyeballing me from top to bottom. “Yeah, well, this kind of thing doesn’t happen here. And I don’t need your help making a call. I can do it myself.”
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      What had started out as a brilliant idea several months earlier was now turning into a nightmare to the millionth degree. To celebrate the one-year anniversary of opening the Case Closed Detective Agency with my sister-in-law, Simone Bonet, and my friend, Lilia Hunter, both former detectives, I’d booked us in for a week-long retreat. I convinced myself it would be nice to get away from it all. I thought I’d be able to let loose, take a break from the hustle and bustle of life, from our recent homicide cases, and go to a place where we could shut out the world in general.

      Given what had just happened to Quinn, I was certain nothing about the remainder of our week was going to be relaxing. And not just because a murder had taken place, but because aside from Simone and Hunter, I’d also invited my mother, sister, and Aunt Laura to join us.

      The guest accommodations at the retreat were spread out over several acres of rich, tree-lined property. Each bungalow in the guest quarters was a duplex, with one guest staying on the left and one on the right. When I made the bookings, I put my mother in a duplex next to my sister. Hunter was next to Simone. I planned to be next to my Aunt Laura, but when I tried to book it, I was told there were only two shared duplexes left, and I’d just given those to friends and family.

      At present, I was standing in Quinn’s kitchen, under the surveillance of Clara and a male employee she’d summoned. She’d also called Grace to enlighten her on the night’s events. It turned out Grace lived an hour away in Solvang. It would be some time before she arrived back at the resort.

      As I braced myself for what was about to come next, I heard a familiar voice on the opposite side of Quinn’s door. Chief Foley stepped inside along with Officers Higgins and Decker.

      As soon as he saw me, he shook his head, threw his hands in the air, and said, “Of course, you’re here. Why wouldn't you be?”

      Foley breezed past me and hunched down, inspecting Quinn and the surrounding area. He turned toward me and said, “Nice, ehh, nightgown.”

      Tonight, I was dressed in a floor-length, 1930s-style negligee with short flutter sleeves and a matching robe. Because Clara was so nervous about my presence in Quinn’s room, I’d decided not to return to my room to change.

      “Hello to you too Chief Foley,” I said.

      Calling him chief instead of detective was something I was still getting used to given Foley had been a detective for the San Luis Obispo Police Department for the past two years. Six months ago, when former police chief Ivan Blackwell was arrested for murder, Foley was named the new chief. Blackwell died in prison a few months later, and I was glad he was dead. The man was one of the worst people I’d ever known.

      Foley’s eyes darted around the room before coming to rest on Clara and Tyler. As soon as he made eye contact, Clara stepped in front of him and stuck out a hand.

      Foley crossed his arms. “What can I do for you, Miss …?”

      “My name is Clara.”

      “Last name?”

      “Foster.”

      “All right, Clara Foster. What can I do for you?”

      “I was here tonight, right before Quinn died.”

      “And?”

      “I brought her the tea she’d requested. We talked for a minute, and then I left, but I wasn’t gone long.”

      “Why did you come back so soon?”

      I leaned in, anxious for answers myself.

      “Quinn was having a difficult night,” Clara said. “She asked if she could use the hot tub, but it’s closed for the night. She seemed distressed, so I suggested she meet with Karl.”

      “Who’s Karl?”

      “He’s in charge of our mind, body, and spirit sessions. Yoga, meditation, spiritual guidance … that type of thing. I thought it might help Quinn sleep if she talked to him. Point is, when I returned to tell Quinn he was ready to speak with her, she was dead.” Clara turned, aiming a finger in my direction. “And she was here.”

      “Georgiana was here when you arrived?”

      Clara nodded. “Yep.”

      “I see. And why are you still here?”

      “I’ve been keeping an eye on her. She tried to tell me she had nothing to do with Quinn’s death, but how could she not? We’re a gated community with security out front. I already spoke with the guard. Aside from the police, no one has entered, and no one has left during the last hour.”

      Foley smirked, glancing at me like he found this half-pint’s guard-dog efforts amusing.

      He may have.

      I did not.

      “How do you know no one else entered the room? Were you standing outside the deceased’s door the entire time between visits?”

      Clara crossed her arms in front of her. “I mean, no. I wasn’t. I wasn't gone for long though. Fifteen, twenty minutes at most.”

      “Still, you weren’t here the entire time, so you don't know what happened here tonight. Do you?”

      “All I’m saying is—”

      Foley raised a hand, stopping her. “That will be all for now, Miss Foster. I have an investigation to focus on. I’ll have one of my officers escort you out. I’ll follow up with you when time permits. For now, you keep what happened here tonight to yourself. No sense riling everyone up until we know what happened.”

      Clara tipped her head in my direction and huffed an irritated, “Why aren’t you arresting her? Don’t you care about what I just told you?”

      This, Foley did not find amusing.

      “I don’t,” he said. “You have no proof. You’re making baseless accusations, which, if I’m being honest, makes me wonder why.”

      “I wonder the same thing,” I said. “How long have you known the deceased?”

      “Same as you,” Clara said. “A couple of days.”

      “And yet you seem protective of her, almost like there’s a personal relationship between the two of you.”

      “There isn’t one.”

      “Then why do you seem so determined to point the finger before the investigation has even started?” Foley asked. “Seems to me like you know something you’re not saying.”

      Clara went quiet for a moment and then said, “When Quinn first arrived, I could tell she was troubled, looking for answers, a way to restart her life. She didn’t deserve to die. Not like this, and not here.”

      “Is there something you’re not telling us?” Foley asked.

      “No, why? You don’t think I’m involved in this, do you?”

      “Never said you were. I don’t know what to think yet. What happened to the deceased and why has yet to be discovered.”

      “I don’t know how you could consider me a suspect after everything I just told you.”

      “You’re no different than anyone else,” Foley said.

      Now that the spotlight was on her and not on me, I bit my lip, trying not to grin when I saw the shocked look on her face. I failed, and she shot me an icy glare.

      “How does it feel to be accused of something you didn’t do?” I asked. “Doesn’t feel good, does it?”

      Clara muttered something I couldn’t make out before storming out of the room, Officer Decker in tow.

      Foley shook his head at me, and then turned to Clara’s partner in surveillance crime. The young man sported a man bun and loose, all-white clothing that made him look like he was about to compete in a karate tournament.

      “And you, why are you here?” Foley asked.

      Man bun shrugged. “I’m here because Clara asked me to be.”

      It wasn’t the full truth. I’d seen him around since I’d arrived. He wasn’t just here because Clara asked him to be. He was here because he liked her. It was obvious. Earlier, while we waited for the police to arrive, he kept stealing glances at her when she wasn’t looking. I wondered if she was aware of it and if there was something between them.

      “What’s your name?” Foley asked.

      “Tyler O’Dell.”

      “What’s your position here?”

      He cleared his throat and said, “I’m the chef.”

      “Do you have anything to add about what happened here tonight?”

      “No, sir. Nothing. I was in bed when it happened.”

      Foley’s eyes shifted from Tyler’s face to the red-and-black bead bracelet on his wrist. Over the last several minutes, he hadn’t stopped touching it.

      “Nice bracelet,” Foley said.

      Tyler glanced at the bracelet and then covered it with a hand, as if he were embarrassed. “Oh, thanks.”

      “All right. Well, Tyler, you can go. I’ll speak to you again later.”

      Tyler exited the room, and Foley looked at me, a giant smirk on his face as he said, “I see you’re still making new friends wherever you go.”

      I shrugged. “What can I say? I can’t help myself.”

      “No, I don’t believe you can.” He crossed the room, returning to the sofa. Gazing down at Quinn, he said, “You know, for all the things Blackwell was wrong about when he was alive—and the list is endless—there was one thing he got right.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Remember all those times he said murder had a way of finding you? I’m inclined to believe it does.”
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      Silas, the county coroner, bent over Quinn, his long, dirty-blond hair falling over his eyes as he scanned her up and down. He tucked the loose strands of hair behind one ear, pulled a rubber band out of his pocket, and tied his hair back. Then he slipped on a pair of gloves, belting out a loud whistle as he leaned in for a closer look at the gaping wound on the back of her head.

      “One and done, from the looks of it,” he said. “Bullet entered the back of her head and exited through her right ear. I’d say she died on impact.”

      “Guessing he used the couch pillow there to muffle the sound,” Foley said.

      Foley glanced at the pillow and turned toward Officer Higgins. “You find the bullet yet or the casing?”

      “Nope. Not so far.”

      “You might never find them,” I said. “If the killer has any sense, he took it all with him.”

      Silas looked at Quinn, at the red spatter on the wall across the room, and back again. “Guessin’ that’s blood on the wall. Assuming she died the moment she was shot, she was moved to the sofa afterward. Based on the trajectory of the blood spatter, she was shot closer to the wall.”

      “I thought the same thing,” I said. “Why would the killer bother moving her?”

      “Who knows? People do strange things in the heat of the moment.” Silas grabbed a gauze pad out of his tool kit and crossed the room. He lifted the camera dangling around his neck and snapped a series of photos. Then he swabbed a bit of the spatter off the wall, placed it in a container, and crouched down. “There’s a pool of something here, and it’s wet. Carpet’s too dark to confirm if it’s blood though. Pass me the luminol out of my kit, would ya, Gigi?”

      I nodded and took it over.

      He sprayed it around. Seconds later, a familiar glow emerged.

      We had blood.

      Silas took more photos, adding, “Luminol is great, but it would be nice if the glow lasted longer. Thirty seconds isn’t long enough.”

      While Silas continued spraying, Foley pulled me to the side, his pen and notepad in hand. Round two of questioning was about to commence.

      “I’m surprised you chose this place for some downtime,” he said. “Never took you for a woman who would enjoy spending time at this kind of retreat.”

      “I’m not. This place is a lot different than I thought it would be.”

      “In what way?”

      “Too many rules, for starters. I didn’t know when I booked it.”

      “You didn’t check it out first? You’re always so thorough.”

      “I know. The last case I had, the Ellis family—”

      “You mean the last case we had,” he corrected.

      “Right. I checked in with the family to see how they were doing a few months ago. Heidi Ellis had just returned from a weeklong stay at this place. She said it was the most relaxed she’d been in years. She made it sound so amazing, I decided to be spontaneous for a change, and I booked it.”

      “Sounds like it isn’t as described.”

      “Let’s just say the picture I formed in my mind is a lot different than the reality. I thought it would be a fun place to celebrate the anniversary of the detective agency. Now I’m thinking I should have taken us somewhere else—anywhere else.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Your sister seems to be enjoying herself.”

      “Does Phoebe know you’re here?” I asked.

      “Not yet. Spoke to her on the phone earlier, and she said she was headed to bed. Got Officer Decker keeping an eye on things, and I’ll stop in to see her once I finish here.”

      Foley had been dating my sister for almost a year now, something I wasn’t too keen on at first. I thought their relationship would get in the way of my work, but so far, it hadn’t. As the months passed and their relationship progressed, I saw how happy she was with him, and I eased up on the idea.

      And Foley was right about Phoebe enjoying herself here. In the past two years, Phoebe had focused more on self-care. She was a lot more into talking about her feelings than I’d ever be. I thought our days at the retreat would be spent indulging in good food, good wine, and a series of hot stone massages. Instead, activities included sitting together with other retreat guests in a circle where we were prompted to get in touch with ourselves by sharing personal feelings. It was all so … eww.

      My past was complicated. Not all of it, but enough of it. For me, some things needed to stay where they were, closed behind compartmentalized doors. This approach allowed me to function instead of focusing on things I’d rather forget.

      Foley tapped me on the shoulder. “Hey, you hear what I just said?”

      “No, sorry. I was thinking about something else. What were you saying?”

      “The victim, Quinn Abernathy … you talk to her at all since you've been here?” Foley asked.

      “We never had a one-on-one conversation, but I did learn a little about her life.”

      He crossed his arms. “Care to share?”

      “I got the impression she’d been through plenty of hardships over the years.”

      “How do you know?”

      “In the evenings, everyone at the retreat attends a group session before dinner. We were told it isn’t mandatory, but I get the feeling they’d try and round us up if we ditched out on it. After tonight’s session, I decided I was done going to them. What are they going to do … ask me to leave if I don’t attend?”

      He laughed. “They might. Tell me more about the sessions.”

      “Each of us has ten minutes to talk about ourselves, our past, what brought us here, things like that. And there’s always a theme. Yesterday’s theme was learning how to forgive those who have wronged us, and tonight it was learning how to free ourselves from past regret. Karl, the guy who leads the sessions, is always saying things like: ‘Every step you’ve taken in life whether perceived as good or bad, has brought you to where you are today. Embrace it,’ and other stuff. He’s a piece of work, that guy.”

      “Do you believe the sessions are helpful to those who attend?”

      I raised a brow. “I thought this conversation was about Quinn and figuring out why she was murdered.”

      “It is. Guess I was just curious to hear your take on it.”

      “What’s your take?”

      “I happen to believe Karl’s right.”

      Part of me did too, though admitting it seemed harder than it should have been. It was almost like I was going against my nature, even though I’d started leaning into it—to a small degree, at least.

      “I’ve always felt when life is easiest, when it’s smooth and calm, we float along with the current,” I said. “We don’t push ourselves to grow or evolve in those times because life is easy. Change isn’t at the forefront of our minds. When trials come and life gets messy, we go into survival mode. In that moment, we have a choice. We can dig our own grave and wallow in our despair, or we rise up and claw our way out.”

      “I’d imagine you claw your way out.”

      “I do.”

      “I think this place suits you more than you realize.”

      “And I think we should keep discussing Quinn,” I said with a wink.

      “Speaking of Quinn, are there any men at this place?”

      “Aside from a few of the employees, no. It’s an all-women retreat.”

      “Seems kinda sexist if you ask me. I wouldn’t mind checking into a place like this myself sometime.” His face went red, like he’d made the comment before thinking it through first. “Anyway, back to our conversation about the group sessions. What else did Quinn have to say?”

      “She talked a little about her life, but every time she got a few sentences in, she’d burst into tears. The first time, she ran out of the session, and I didn’t see her for the rest of the night. She didn’t even come to dinner.”

      “And tonight’s session?”

      “Quinn started to break down again, but this time she stayed. A younger woman sitting next to her put her arm around her, which seemed to help.”

      “What is the young woman’s name?”

      “Faith.”

      “Last name?”

      “I don’t know. They ask us not to use last names here.”

      “Makes sense, I guess, based on the personal nature of the conversations y’all are having. Before the floodgates opened, what did Quinn share with the group?”

      “She’d been divorced a couple of times. Her second husband took his own life, right after the divorce.”

      He tapped the pen to his notepad. “Interesting. What else?”

      “She had cancer a couple of years ago. Went through chemotherapy. She’d been wearing a long blond wig, but it looked great on her.”

      “Did she talk about why she was at the retreat?”

      “She did. She said she came here to start over and to find a way to forgive the people who had wronged her in the past.”

      “Did she mention anyone by name?”

      I shook my head. “That’s another no-no here. We're encouraged to talk about our past, but with some boundaries. In the booklet we’re given upon arrival, it states we’re not supposed to use names, except for our own first name. It’s meant to help respect and preserve the privacy of everyone who comes here.”

      “Seems like a good idea.”

      “I guess. I mean, they're fine with us bearing our inner soul so they know everything about us, but mention your last name, and you get a slap on the wrist.”

      From the other side of the room, Officer Higgins said, “Over here.”

      Silas got to him first, squinting as he looked at what appeared to be a bullet. He patted Higgins on the shoulder and said, “Good find. Bag and tag, my friend.”

      “Not to change the subject, but now that you’re the chief of police, how’s the search for your replacement going?” I asked.
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