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  Dedication


For everyone who’s ever walked into a wellness class thinking it would be relaxing…and discovered chaos, comedy, and questionable life choices instead. 
And for the readers who love a good mystery with heart, humor, and just a few suspicious water bottles —this book is for you.
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  Chapter 1: Perfect Class, Perfect Chaos


The reformer spring snapped back with a sound like a gunshot, and I didn't even flinch anymore. 
That probably said something about my life.
"Sorry!" Hunter's voice cracked across the studio floor. His face had gone the color of a ripe tomato, which clashed spectacularly with his neon yellow instructor tank. "I was just trying to demonstrate the—"
"Don't." I held up one hand, clipboard clutched in the other like a shield. "Don't explain. Don't demonstrate. Don't even look at the equipment until Lisa gets here."
He backed away from the reformer with his hands raised, and I added replace reformer spring, reformer three to my already impossible Saturday to-do list. Right below finalize Fall Flex Week schedule and above figure out why the steam room smells like burnt popcorn.
Four years ago, I'd imagined myself running operations for a tech startup. Something sleek and innovative where problems were solved with data and strategy. Instead, I managed a boutique Pilates studio where the biggest crisis of the week was usually someone's emotional support water bottle going missing.
I'd been betrayed, pushed out, and publicly humiliated at my last job. My former business partner had made sure everyone knew it was my fault when the company folded, even though he'd been the one cooking the books.
So now I color-coded class schedules and mediated disputes over reformer placement. It wasn't the career I'd planned, but at least here, I knew exactly what I was dealing with.
Chaos. Controlled chaos.
"Is it bad?" Hunter peered at the broken spring like it might reassemble itself through sheer force of optimism.
"It's fixable." Everything was fixable if you had enough patience and the number for a good Pilates equipment supplier. "Just go set up for your ten-thirty class. The beginner-friendly one. The one where nobody dies."
"Nobody's died yet," he corrected, which wasn't nearly as reassuring as he seemed to think.
I watched him retreat toward the storage closet—carefully, like the equipment might attack him if he moved too fast—and allowed myself exactly three seconds of deep breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth, just like Lisa always said.
Saturdays at Bend & Breathe were supposed to run like clockwork. Clients arrived between eight-thirty and nine, checked in with Tara at the front desk, grabbed their overpriced grippy socks from the retail wall, and filtered into whichever class they'd booked. Lisa handled the beginners at nine-thirty with her trademark enthusiasm. Hunter took intermediate at ten-thirty, assuming he didn't accidentally catapult anyone through a window. I kept everything running from my office tucked behind the smoothie bar.
That was the plan, anyway.
The reality involved more crisis management than I'd ever done in corporate, and I'd once talked a CEO down from firing half the company over a typo in a press release.
My phone buzzed. A text from Lisa: Running 5 min late. Coffee emergency. Don't let Hunter touch anything.
Too late for that, but I wasn't about to tell her. She worried enough about the studio without adding Hunter's Spring-Breaking Adventures to the list.
The morning light filtered through the floor-to-ceiling windows, turning the studio into something close to beautiful. Soft gray walls. Blonde wood floors. Fifteen reformers arranged in three perfect rows, each one positioned exactly forty-two inches from its neighbor because someone on Yelp once complained about feeling "spatially compressed."
Inspirational quotes dotted the walls in that trendy minimalist font everyone used now. Breathe. Stretch. Believe. I'd stopped reading them around month two, right around the time I realized they were printed on vinyl and cost twelve dollars each.
"Jenny?" Tara's voice crackled through the intercom, heavy with drama. "We have a situation."
I closed my eyes and counted to five this time. Tara's situations ranged from genuine emergencies to someone tracking mud on the sacred floors. She'd once used the intercom to report that a client's car was "parked aggressively."
"Define situation," I said, pressing the response button.
Static crackled. Then: "Serena Vale just walked in."
My eyes snapped open.
Serena Vale. Two million Instagram followers. The face of at least six supplement brands, a juice cleanse program, and something called "mindful movement meditation" that cost three hundred dollars for a digital download. The kind of person who used "journey" as a verb and "wellness" as a personality trait.
She'd been messaging the studio for three weeks about filming content here. Professional lighting. Release forms. Her assistant had sent a seventeen-page PDF outlining requirements, including specific reformer placement and "optimal natural glow windows."
I'd been strategically ignoring every message.
"Tell her we're fully booked," I said into the intercom.
"She says you personally confirmed her for the nine-thirty slot."
Absolutely not. I would've remembered approving someone whose rider included specific pH levels for drinking water and a requirement that no one in the studio wear "energetically disruptive colors."
"I'll be right there."
I found my water bottle—stainless steel, the tenth in my collection, because I had a problem and I knew it—and headed for the front desk. Behind me, Hunter was still staring at the broken reformer like it held the secrets of the universe.
"Should I—" he started.
"No," I said without turning around. "Whatever you're about to suggest, the answer is no."
The main studio opened before me in its Saturday morning glory. Sunlight everywhere, turning the space warm and almost peaceful. The kind of peaceful that never lasted.
And right in the middle of it all, surrounded by ring lights, a portable backdrop, and what appeared to be a small fog machine, stood Serena Vale.
She looked exactly like her photos, which probably meant professional help. Honey-blonde hair pulled into a ponytail so perfect it defied physics. Matching athleisure set in millennial pink. Smile bright and sharp as a blade.
Two young guys hovered nearby with equipment—camera, boom mic, some kind of reflector panel. They looked bored and overpaid.
"You must be Jenny!" Serena extended one hand, nails manicured in that expensive shade of nude that somehow cost twice as much as actual colors. "I'm so excited about our collaboration."
I didn't take her hand. Partly because I wasn't a collaborator, partly because something about her grip looked like it might activate a contract clause.
"We don't have a collaboration," I said. "We don't have a booking. We don't have any agreement whatsoever."
Her smile never wavered. Not even a flicker. "That's funny, because someone named Lisa confirmed my slot last week. I have the email."
Of course she did. Lisa had a pathological inability to say no to anyone, which was both her greatest strength as an instructor and my biggest operational headache. I handled all studio bookings specifically because Lisa would've given away half our revenue in "just this once" favors by now.
"Lisa doesn't have booking authority," I said, keeping my voice level. Professional. The same tone I'd used when my former partner tried to blame the company collapse on my "management style." "I do. And I don't have you on the schedule."
"Well." Serena gestured to her setup, which had somehow expanded to include a second ring light and a small table covered in products. Green juice bottles. Supplement containers. Something that looked like a crystal but was probably just expensive glass. "I'm here now. And I've already promoted this to my followers. They're expecting authentic content from Bend & Breathe today."
Behind the desk, Tara had her phone out, probably already texting the group chat. She lived for this kind of drama.
"The nine-thirty class is Lisa's beginner session," I said. "It's fully booked with paying clients. Actual members who reserved their spots."
"Perfect!" Serena's enthusiasm could've powered a small city. "I love authentic backgrounds. Real people doing real workouts. It's very on-brand. I'll just set up in the back corner and—"
"Absolutely not."
The smile cracked. Just for a second, but I saw it. Something colder underneath, something calculating.
"I really think you're not understanding the opportunity here." She pulled out her phone—from where, I had no idea, since her leggings appeared to defy the laws of physics and pocket space. "I have two million followers. The exposure alone is worth—"
"People die from exposure," I said. "Usually from cold, but I'm flexible on the definition."
Tara made a sound that was definitely a laugh. One of the camera guys smirked.
Serena's mask slipped further. "Look, I'm trying to be reasonable here, but I have a schedule. Three studios today, and if Bend & Breathe doesn't want the publicity—"
"We don't."
"—then I'm sure StretchLab downtown would love to be featured. Or that new place in the Pearl District. What's it called? Core Fusion?"
There it was. The threat dressed up in wellness language. I'd dealt with enough passive-aggressive corporate politics to recognize the tactic. This was just a different uniform.
"Our competitors," I said slowly, "can do whatever they want with their booking policies. But this studio has rules. Filming requires two weeks advance notice, signed releases from all participants, and approval from me. Which you don't have."
"Lisa said—"
"Lisa is an instructor. I'm the operations manager. And I'm telling you that you need to pack up your equipment and leave."
For a moment, I thought she might actually comply. She looked at me, then at her setup, then back at me. Something shifted in her expression—less anger, more desperation.
Then her phone buzzed.
She glanced at the screen, and her whole demeanor changed. The polished influencer facade went rigid. Her jaw tightened. When she looked up, there was something almost frantic in her eyes.
"I need this footage," she said quietly. "Today. Please."
The please surprised me. It sounded human. Real. Nothing like the performative sweetness from thirty seconds ago.
"Why today?" I asked.
"Because I—" She stopped, glanced at her phone again. Her thumb hovered over the screen. "It doesn't matter. Look, I'll pay. Double your usual rate. Triple. Whatever you want. I just need to film here. Now."
Every instinct I'd honed from years of corporate disasters started screaming. This wasn't about content. This wasn't about her brand. This was something else entirely.
"I can't help you," I said, and meant it.
Her expression went cold. The warmth—fake or otherwise—vanished completely. "Fine. Keep your little studio and your little policies. I'm sure all fifteen of your clients really appreciate your commitment to procedure."
She started dismantling her setup with sharp, angry movements. One of the ring lights toppled over. She didn't even try to catch it, just let it crash against the floor.
"Careful," I said. "You break it, you buy it."
She didn't respond. Just kept packing, her phone clutched in one hand like a lifeline. Her camera guys exchanged glances and started breaking down the backdrop.
That's when I heard it.
A voice from somewhere near the changing rooms. Low, male, professionally angry.
"—told you to handle this quietly."
Serena's head snapped up. "I'm working on it."
I moved closer, trying to locate the source. The changing room door stood slightly ajar, and through the gap I could see movement. Someone tall. Dark suit, which was bizarre for a Pilates studio on a Saturday morning. We got the occasional businessman trying to fix their golf posture, but not in Armani.
"Working on it isn't good enough." The voice carried an edge that made my shoulders tense. "If you can't bury this, we will. And trust me, you won't like our methods."
"I said I'm handling it." Serena's voice had gone hard, stripped of all the influencer sweetness. "I just need more time."
"You're out of time. The article drops Monday morning. If you want to get ahead of it, you have exactly forty-eight hours."
A door slammed. The changing room door swung fully open, and I got a clear view of the man's back as he strode toward the exit. Expensive suit. Shoes that probably cost more than my monthly rent. Dark hair styled in that way that looked effortless but wasn't.
He was gone before I could see his face.
Serena stood frozen in the middle of the studio, phone still clutched in her hand, face pale under layers of expensive makeup.
"Everything okay?" I asked, even though it clearly wasn't.
She turned to me, and for half a second I thought she might actually tell me the truth. I saw the calculation happening behind her eyes, weighing risks and benefits.
Then the influencer mask snapped back into place.
"Fine," she said, brightness cranked to eleven. "Just a work thing. Industry drama. You know how it is."
I didn't, actually. But before I could press further, the front door burst open and Lisa rushed in, slightly out of breath and very apologetic. Her instructor tank was on backward—she'd clearly gotten dressed in her car—and she was carrying two iced lattes in an obvious peace offering.
"Jenny, I'm so sorry." She thrust one latte toward me. "I completely forgot I told Serena she could film today, and I know I should've checked with you first, but she called last week and seemed really desperate, and I thought—" She spotted Serena's partially dismantled setup. "Oh no. Did I mess up?"
"Yes," I said, taking the latte because it was vanilla cinnamon and she knew my weaknesses.
"Massively," Tara added helpfully from behind the desk, where she was definitely recording this entire interaction for posterity and group chat purposes.
Lisa's face fell in that way that made me feel like I'd kicked a puppy. "I was just trying to help. She seemed really desperate when she called, and I thought maybe we could use the exposure for Fall Flex Week, and—"
"It's fine," Serena cut in, forcing a smile that looked more like a grimace. "Jenny explained about your policies. I should've gone through proper channels." The sudden reasonableness was almost scarier than the earlier aggression. "But I could still use the workout. If you have room in your nine-thirty class?"
Lisa glanced at me, conflict written across her face. She wanted to help. She always wanted to help. It was one of the things I loved about her and also one of the things that made my job ten times harder.
"We're actually full," I started.
"We had one cancellation," Tara called out, because apparently we were doing this. "Marjorie called about twenty minutes ago. Something about Mercury being in retrograde and her chakras feeling misaligned."
Of course. Because why would the universe make anything simple?
Lisa's expression brightened like someone had flipped a switch. "See? It's fate."
"It's planetary motion and Marjorie's weekend horoscope," I said. "Not fate."
But I was already losing this battle. Serena was here. We had an open slot. And the look on Lisa's face made it clear she wasn't going to forgive herself if she turned someone away, even someone who'd just threatened to promote our competitors.
"Fine," I heard myself say. "One class. You follow all studio rules, you stay out of everyone's way, and absolutely no filming. Not even Instagram Stories."
"No filming," Serena agreed quickly. Too quickly. "Just a workout. I promise."
Something about this whole situation felt wrong. The mysterious man in the changing room. The sudden desperation. The way Serena kept checking her phone like she was waiting for an execution notice.
It felt like my last job, right before everything fell apart. That same electric tension in the air, the sense that something bad was coming and I was the only one who could see it.
But the nine-thirty clients were already starting to arrive, and I had a studio to run. Fall Flex Week started Monday—five days of themed classes, guest instructors, and promotional chaos that I'd been planning for two months. I needed to finalize the schedule, confirm vendor orders, and somehow keep Hunter from accidentally weaponizing the Pilates equipment.
"I'll get changed," Serena said, already heading toward the lockers with her camera guys trailing behind her like lost ducklings.
I watched her go, that uneasy feeling settling deeper in my chest.
"She seems nice," Lisa said hopefully, sipping her own latte.
"She seems like a lawsuit waiting to happen."
"You think everyone is trouble."
"I'm usually right," I said. "Remember the essential oils incident?"
"That wasn't my fault."
"You let someone diffuse eucalyptus oil in the middle of hot Pilates. Three people had asthma attacks."
"It was supposed to be therapeutic!"
I didn't argue. Just watched as Serena disappeared into the changing area, still glued to her phone. Still looking over her shoulder like someone might be following her.
"One class," Lisa said, bumping my shoulder. "What's the worst that could happen?"
Famous last words.
*
The nine-thirty beginners class started smoothly enough, which should've been my first warning.
Lisa had a gift for making Pilates feel accessible instead of intimidating. She demonstrated the warm-up stretches with genuine enthusiasm, cracking jokes about tight hip flexors and making everyone feel like they were friends catching up instead of strangers contorting themselves on expensive machinery.
I should've gone back to my office. Should've tackled the Fall Flex Week vendor orders or the budget spreadsheet I'd been avoiding all week. But I stayed near the edge of the studio, half-hidden behind the retail display, watching.
Serena had positioned herself in the back corner—prime natural lighting from the windows, I noticed. She moved through the exercises with practiced ease, her form textbook perfect in that way that came from years of training.
Or years of faking it for the camera.
Around the twenty-minute mark, her phone buzzed. She glanced at it, and I watched her whole body go tense. Her shoulders drew up. Her jaw clenched.
"Everything okay back there, Serena?" Lisa called out, always attuned to her clients.
"Perfect," Serena said, setting the phone aside. But her hands were shaking.
The class continued. Leg circles. Hundred preps. The kind of foundational work that looked easy until you actually tried it. Paul, our retired accountant regular, was complaining about his lower back. Jessica, a micro-influencer with about fifty thousand followers, was live-streaming the whole thing despite our clearly posted no-phones policy. I'd long since given up trying to stop her.
"And now we'll move into some bridging work," Lisa said, demonstrating the position with that effortless grace that made it look simple. "Remember, this isn't about how high you can lift your hips. It's about the control on the way up and the control on the way down."
That's when Serena's phone rang.
Not buzzed. Rang. Loud and jarring in the otherwise peaceful studio, some kind of aggressive pop song that definitely wasn't wellness-approved.
She grabbed for it, fumbled, nearly dropped it. Her face had gone from pale to gray.
"Sorry," she said to Lisa, to the class, to no one. "I have to—"
She answered without waiting for permission. "I told you not to call me here."
Her voice was low, but not low enough. In the quiet studio, everyone could hear her. The energy shifted immediately—that collective awkwardness when you're accidentally witnessing something private.
"I don't care what she said. The answer is still no. It's been no for three weeks."
Lisa had stopped demonstrating, caught between continuing the class and dealing with the disruption. The other clients were exchanging glances, some annoyed, some fascinated.
"Because," Serena hissed, her voice dropping even lower, "some things are worth more than money, and this is one of them."
She stopped mid-sentence. Listened. Her expression transformed from anger to something much worse—pure, undiluted fear.
"You can't," she said. "That would destroy everything. Everyone."
Another pause. Her free hand clutched at her stomach.
"Fine," she said finally, the word coming out strangled. "Fine. But not like this. I need time to do it right. To protect the people who don't deserve to be—"
She ended the call abruptly and looked up to find the entire class staring at her.
"Sorry," she said again, forcing a smile that looked more like a wound. "Work emergency. Industry stuff. Really boring. You wouldn't believe how dramatic supplement contracts can be."
No one laughed. The joke landed flat and desperate.
Lisa, ever gracious, just smiled and picked up where she'd left off. "Okay, let's try some side-lying work. This is going to challenge your stability and your focus, so really concentrate on your alignment."
Serena set her phone down on the floor beside her mat. Her gym bag sat a few feet away—designer, expensive, with her logo embroidered on the side in gold thread.
Right next to it was Lisa's bag.
Same brand. Same color. Same size. Same gold embroidered logo placement.
Only the names were different, stitched in tiny letters along the bottom edge where you'd barely notice unless you were looking.
I made a mental note of it. I wasn't sure why—just that instinct again, the one that had tried to warn me about my former partner. The one I'd learned to trust too late.
Serena reached for her water bottle. Took a long drink.
"Okay," Lisa said, "let's transition into some core work. If everyone could grab their—"
Serena coughed.
It wasn't a polite, throat-clearing cough. It was harsh. Wet. Violent. The kind that made everyone in the room look up.
"You okay?" Lisa asked, moving toward her.
Serena nodded, but she was clutching her stomach now. "I just—I don't feel—"
She coughed again. Her face had gone from gray to something close to green.
"Serena?" Lisa dropped to her knees beside her.
That's when Serena collapsed.
Not gracefully. Not like in movies where people sink elegantly to the floor with a hand pressed to their forehead. She went down hard, her body hitting the mat with a sound that made everyone in the room flinch. Her water bottle rolled away, spilling across the floor.
"Call 911!" Lisa's voice cracked with panic.
I was already moving, phone in hand, brain shifting into that cold, clear crisis mode I'd developed over years of corporate disasters. The same mode that had gotten me through my old company's collapse, even as my world burned.
Around us, clients were pulling out their phones. Some calling for help.
Others filming.
Jessica's livestream was still running. The little red dot in the corner of her screen glowing like an accusation, like a warning, like a promise that everything was about to change.
I gave the 911 operator our address, described what happened in short, clear sentences while Lisa checked Serena's pulse.
"She's breathing," Lisa said, her voice shaking. "But barely. Jenny, what do we do?"
"Help's coming," I said, dropping to my knees on Serena's other side. "Just keep talking to her. Keep her conscious if you can."
Serena's eyes were half-open, unfocused. Her lips were moving, trying to form words.
I leaned closer. "Serena? Can you hear me?"
"Wasn't... supposed to..." she whispered. "Wrong... bag..."
"What?" I asked. "What bag?"
But her eyes had rolled back, and sirens were already wailing in the distance.
I looked up at the circle of faces around us—shocked, scared, and still filming—and knew with absolute certainty that everything was about to get much, much worse.
Twelve thousand people, I would learn later, watched Serena Vale collapse.
And not one of them could tell me why.
But I was starting to have a very bad feeling about those matching gym bags.






  
  Chapter 2: The Collapse Goes Viral


The paramedics arrived in four minutes, which felt like four hours. 
I spent those minutes trying to keep fifteen panicked Pilates clients from either fainting or filming, with limited success on both fronts. Jessica's livestream was still running, that little red dot glowing like a digital witness. Paul had called his wife, his doctor, and possibly his lawyer. Two other clients were huddled by the windows, phones out, thumbs flying across screens faster than their reformer springs.
"Everyone needs to step back," I said for the third time, using my best crisis-management voice. The one I'd perfected during corporate meltdowns when executives panicked over quarterly reports. "Give the paramedics room to work."
Nobody moved.
"Now," I added, with enough edge that people actually listened.
Lisa knelt beside Serena, holding her hand and murmuring reassurances that I wasn't sure Serena could hear. Her face was streaked with tears, mascara running in dark tracks down her cheeks. Her instructor tank was still on backward, and she kept smoothing Serena's hair with trembling fingers.
"She's barely breathing," Lisa whispered. "Jenny, what if she—"
"She won't," I said, with more confidence than I felt. "Help is here."
The paramedics burst through the front door with organized efficiency that made me feel slightly better about humanity. Two of them—one tall and built like he could bench-press the reformers, the other compact and fast-moving—descended on Serena with practiced calm.
"What happened?" the taller one asked, dropping his kit beside her.
"She was taking a class," Lisa said, her voice shaking badly enough that I stepped closer. "She seemed fine, then she got a phone call. She sounded upset. Then she coughed and said she didn't feel well, and then she just—collapsed."
"Any known medical conditions?"
"I don't know." Lisa looked at me helplessly, her eyes red-rimmed and desperate. "Jenny?"
"She's not a regular client," I said, hating how inadequate that sounded. "First time here. I don't have any intake forms, no medical history, nothing."
The paramedic nodded, already checking Serena's vitals with efficient movements. His partner was asking rapid-fire questions—medications, allergies, recent illnesses, drug use. All things I didn't know about someone who'd forced her way into our class barely two hours ago.
"Pulse is weak," the first paramedic said, his voice professionally neutral in a way that scared me more than panic would have. "Pupils responsive but sluggish. Blood pressure's dropping. Possible overdose or adverse reaction to something."
"Overdose?" Lisa's voice cracked. "She wasn't—I mean, she didn't seem—"
"Could be accidental," the second paramedic said, already prepping an IV. "Supplements, medications, even some herbal remedies can cause reactions. Any idea what she might have taken?"
I glanced at Serena's designer gym bag, sitting open a few feet away. Water bottle. Phone. Something that looked like a makeup bag. A plastic container full of pills and capsules in various colors.
"She's a wellness influencer," I said. "She probably takes half a pharmacy's worth of supplements every day."
The paramedic followed my gaze to the bag. "We'll take all of it. Hospital needs to know what they're dealing with."
"She was fine before," Lisa insisted, like if she said it enough times it would rewrite the last ten minutes. "She was doing all the exercises perfectly. Her form was amazing. She looked healthy."
I thought about the phone call. The fear in Serena's voice. You can't. That would destroy everything.
"She seemed stressed," I said carefully. "The phone call really upset her."
The taller paramedic looked up. "Emotional distress can trigger a lot of physical responses, but this seems like more than that."
They were already loading Serena onto a stretcher, moving with the kind of speed that suggested urgency without saying it out loud. Her eyes were half-open, unfocused. A thin line of drool ran from the corner of her mouth. She looked nothing like the polished influencer who'd walked in here an hour ago.
"We're taking her to Providence," the paramedic said. "Anyone coming with her?"
Silence. Because none of us actually knew her beyond her follower count and brand deals.
"I'll call her emergency contact," I said, even though I had no idea if she'd listed one. "Or her manager. Someone."
"Do that." They were already moving toward the door, the wheels of the stretcher clicking across our carefully maintained floors.
Lisa started to follow, then stopped. "Should I—"
"Stay here," I said. "We need to deal with..." I gestured vaguely at the studio full of traumatized clients and pulled-out phones.
And that's when Tara said, "Oh my god."
She was staring at her phone, face pale enough that her foundation looked orange in comparison. "Jenny. You need to see this right now."
"Not now—"
"Now." She thrust her phone at me with shaking hands. "It's already everywhere. Like, everywhere everywhere."
The screen showed Instagram. Jessica's account. A video clip with a caption that made my stomach drop straight through the floor: WELLNESS INFLUENCER COLLAPSES DURING PILATES CLASS—WATCH LIVE 😱☠️
The view count was climbing in real-time. Twelve thousand. Thirteen thousand. Fourteen thousand. Like watching a slot machine with terrible prizes.
"She was streaming the whole thing," Tara whispered, her voice gone hollow. "People watched it happen live. In real time."
I looked up at Jessica, who had the decency to look guilty. Barely. She was still holding her phone, still recording even now, pointed at the spot where Serena had collapsed.
"I didn't think—" she started.
"Turn it off," I said, my voice coming out colder than I'd intended. "Now."
"But people are asking questions in the comments, and I thought if I could just—"
"Turn. It. Off."
She fumbled with her phone, fingers shaking. The red dot disappeared.
But the damage was done. The original video was out there, viral and spreading, carrying Serena's collapse—and our studio's name, our address, our reputation—across the internet at digital speed.
My phone started buzzing. Then Lisa's. Then Tara's. Then everyone's phones seemed to go off at once, a symphony of notifications and alerts.
"It's on Twitter now," Paul announced, because apparently everyone had decided to become a social media correspondent this morning. "Someone clipped it and added dramatic music. That weird TikTok sound that goes 'oh no, oh no, oh no no no.'"
"Jesus Christ," I muttered.
The front door opened again, and I looked up expecting more paramedics or maybe a liability lawyer materializing from the ether.
Instead, I got Detective Caleb Merritt.
I knew he was a detective because he was wearing a badge clipped to his belt and holding an ID wallet that said Homicide Division in official-looking letters. I knew his name was Caleb Merritt because he introduced himself approximately two seconds before he tripped over a reformer and nearly face-planted into our retail display of overpriced resistance bands.
"Sorry," he said, catching himself on a shelf. Three resistance bands tumbled to the floor like the world's least threatening weapons. "I'm not—these things are everywhere. Why are there so many of them?"
"They're Pilates equipment," I said slowly. "In a Pilates studio."
"Right. Obviously." He straightened, running a hand through dark hair that looked like he'd forgotten to comb it this morning. Or possibly yesterday morning. "Detective Caleb Merritt. I got a call about a possible medical emergency?"
He was younger than I'd expected—mid-thirties maybe—wearing jeans and a button-down shirt that had seen better days. His badge looked new, though. Shiny. The kind of shine that suggested someone still taking this job seriously.
"The paramedics just left," Lisa said, her voice still shaky. "They took her to Providence Hospital."
"Her?" He pulled out a notebook—actual paper, which felt weirdly old-school—and clicked a pen. "Can I get a name?"
"Serena Vale," I said. "Wellness influencer. Two million followers on Instagram. First time at the studio."
He wrote that down in handwriting that looked like a doctor's prescription pad had gotten into a fight with a seismograph and lost. "And what exactly happened?"
I walked him through it. The unwanted arrival. The mysterious man in the changing room. The phone call during class. The coughing. The collapse. He took notes, his expression growing more focused with each detail.
"So she was a new client," he said. "No prior medical history on file?"
"She wasn't technically a client," I explained. "She wanted to film content here for her social media. I said no. My instructor—" I gestured at Lisa, "—said yes without asking me. The compromise was she could take the class without filming."
His pen paused mid-word. "So there was conflict between you?"
"Conflict is a strong word. I have policies. She wanted to ignore them. Pretty standard."
"And during the class, she received a phone call?"
"Yes. She answered it even though that's against studio policy too." I was developing a theme here. "She sounded upset. Angry at first, then scared."
"Scared of what?"
"I don't know. She was trying to keep her voice down, but half the class heard her. Something about an article dropping Monday morning. Someone telling her she was out of time."
He made another note, this one longer. "Did she mention any names?"
"No. Just 'you' and 'she.' Nothing specific."
"And after the call?"
"She apologized to the class. Set her phone down. Drank some water from her bottle. Maybe two minutes later, she started coughing and collapsed."
"That's fast," he said, more to himself than to me. His expression had shifted into something sharper. More cop-like.
Around us, the remaining clients were hovering in that awkward way people do when they want to leave but don't know if they're allowed. Hunter had appeared from somewhere, looking like he'd witnessed a murder instead of a medical emergency. Tara was still glued to her phone, probably live-tweeting the detective's arrival.
"I'm going to need statements from everyone who was here," Caleb said, looking around at the assembled group. "Names, contact information, what you saw and heard. Standard procedure."
"I have a class roster," I said. "I'll print it for you."
"Great. And I'll need to see where she was positioned, what equipment she used, anything she might have touched."
He moved toward the spot where Serena had collapsed, and I watched him navigate the reformers like they were active land mines. He stepped carefully around springs and straps, eyeing the equipment with the kind of suspicion usually reserved for venomous snakes.
"These things are death traps," he muttered.
"They're perfectly safe when used correctly."
"How often does that happen?"
"More often than you'd think. Less often than I'd like."
He crouched beside Serena's mat, examining the area with careful attention. His movements were professional now, methodical. Nothing like the clumsy entrance. He was actually good at this part.
"This her bag?" He pointed to the designer gym bag with Serena's logo embroidered in gold thread.
"Yes."
"And this one?" He indicated Lisa's bag sitting right next to it. Almost touching.
"That's mine," Lisa said quickly, stepping forward. "We have the same brand. Same style. I bought mine after seeing hers on Instagram last year. I didn't think it would be weird or anything—"
"It's not weird," Caleb said, but he was looking between the two bags with an intensity that suggested it was actually very interesting. "They're identical?"
"Except for the names," I said, pointing to the tiny embroidered letters along the bottom edge. "Serena's says 'Serena Vale.' Lisa's says 'Lisa Bennett.'"
"Same gold thread?"
"Yes."
"Same placement?"
"Yes."
He pulled on a pair of latex gloves—apparently detectives just carried those around—and picked up Serena's water bottle. The one that had spilled across the floor, leaving a small puddle that was slowly seeping into the mat.
"Anyone touch this after she collapsed?"
"No," I said. "The paramedics were focused on her. Nobody else went near it."
He held the bottle up to the light, squinting at the remaining liquid inside. Maybe an inch of water sloshing around at the bottom. Then his whole expression changed. Sharpened into something that made my pulse quicken.
"What?" I asked.
"There's something in here." He tilted the bottle, watching the liquid move with the kind of attention most people reserved for important documents. "Residue. Sediment. Something that shouldn't be in plain water."
"Could be electrolyte powder," Lisa suggested hopefully. "Lots of people add supplements to their water. Serena probably had all kinds of wellness stuff."
"Maybe." But he didn't sound convinced. He was still staring at the bottle, turning it slowly. "This looks more dissolved than powder. More integrated. Like it was mixed carefully."
My stomach dropped. "You think someone put something in her water?"
"I think when someone collapses unexpectedly after drinking from a bottle that has unusual residue in it, we should definitely test that residue." He carefully set the bottle down on the mat, treating it like evidence now instead of gym equipment. "Does your studio provide water bottles for clients?"
"No. Everyone brings their own."
"And you're sure nobody else touched this? Not even to move it out of the way?"
"Positive. It rolled away when she fell. Nobody went near it."
He made another note, this one underlined twice. "I'm going to need to take this as evidence. The bag too, and anything else she brought with her."
"Evidence?" Lisa's voice went up half an octave. "You think something's actually wrong with it? Like, intentionally wrong?"
"I think," Caleb said carefully, choosing his words like they cost money, "that when someone collapses unexpectedly after drinking from a bottle with weird residue, after receiving a threatening phone call, in a situation that gets immediately broadcast to thousands of people online, we should probably figure out what that residue is before making assumptions."
My phone buzzed again. I pulled it out and immediately wished I hadn't.
The video had metastasized beyond Instagram. Someone had posted it to Reddit with the title: Karma Comes for Serena Vale?
The comments were already vicious, multiplying faster than I could scroll.
Finally. She's been scamming people for years with those fake supplements.
Those wellness products she promotes are literally poison. This is just cosmic justice.
I heard she was about to get exposed for something HUGE. Like illegal testing or fraud or something.
This is what happens when you sell snake oil to desperate people.
"Jenny?" Lisa was looking at me with concern. "You okay? You're making a face."
"The video's gone viral," I said, my voice coming out flat. "Full-on, can't-stop-it viral. People are already making conspiracy theories about why she collapsed. They're celebrating it."
Caleb looked up sharply. "What video?"
"One of our clients—" I gestured at Jessica, who suddenly found the floor very interesting, "—was livestreaming the class on Instagram. She caught the whole thing. The phone call, the collapse, everything. It's on Instagram, Twitter, Reddit, probably TikTok by now."
"Jesus." Caleb scrubbed a hand over his face. "I'm going to need a copy of that footage. All of it."
"It's public. Just search for—" I checked my phone again, feeling sick, "—#SerenaSinksPilates. Apparently we have a hashtag now. How lovely."
He muttered something under his breath that sounded like a creative combination of curse words. "How many views are we talking about?"
I checked. My stomach dropped to somewhere around my ankles. "Seventy-three thousand. And climbing fast."
"In how long?"
"Maybe thirty minutes?"
"Christ on a reformer." He was typing something into his phone now, his jaw tight. "That's going to make this investigation a complete nightmare. Everyone and their dog is going to have an opinion about what happened. We'll have armchair detectives, conspiracy theorists, true crime TikTokers, the whole circus."
"Investigation?" Hunter spoke up for the first time, his voice cracking slightly. "You think this is like... suspicious? Like a crime?"
"I think," Caleb said, measuring each word, "that when someone collapses after a threatening phone call where they sound scared, and there's weird residue in their water bottle, and it all happens to be caught on video and goes viral in minutes, we should probably look into what actually happened. That's all. Standard procedure."
"So this is officially a police matter now," I said, the reality settling in like concrete. "Not just a medical emergency."
"It's officially something I'm looking into. We'll know more after the hospital runs tests and I get the lab results on this water." He gestured at the bottle. "Could be nothing. Could be a panic attack and electrolytes. Could be something else."
"Could be murder," Tara said helpfully from behind the desk.
Every head in the studio turned to stare at her.
"What?" She shrugged. "We're all thinking it."
"Nobody said murder," Caleb said quickly, holding up both hands. "I definitely didn't say murder. Let's not jump to—"
"But you're from Homicide," Paul pointed out. "Why would Homicide come for a medical emergency?"
"I was nearby. I take a lot of calls. It doesn't mean—" Caleb stopped, clearly realizing he was losing this battle. "Look. I need everyone to stay calm and not spread rumors. Can we do that?"
Based on the phones in everyone's hands, no, we definitely could not do that.
My phone buzzed again. Email from our landlord: RE: INCIDENT AT STUDIO - URGENT.
Perfect. Just perfect.
"Jenny?" Lisa touched my arm gently. "What do we do about the rest of today's classes? We have Hunter's ten-thirty session, then intermediate at noon, then the advanced flow at two—"
"Cancel everything," I said, my brain shifting into crisis management mode. "Send a group text to all registered clients. Facility emergency, full refunds, we'll reschedule as soon as possible."
"That's going to cost us thousands," Lisa said quietly.
"I know." I rubbed my temples where a headache was building. "But we can't exactly run classes in a crime scene."
"Potential scene of interest," Caleb corrected. "I keep saying potential. Words matter."
"The internet doesn't care about potential," I said, holding up my phone where the view count had just hit ninety-five thousand. "Trust me. By tonight, every news outlet in the state will be calling us the murder studio."
"Nobody died," Caleb said.
"Yet," Tara added.
Caleb shot her a look that could have frozen lava. "Let's not manifest that outcome, okay?"
I watched him carefully bag the water bottle in what looked like official evidence bags. His movements were precise despite the earlier clumsiness with the reformers. He knew what he was doing. This wasn't his first investigation, and probably not his first viral crime scene, though based on his expression he wasn't thrilled about the social media element.
"How long until you know if there's actually something in the water?" I asked.
"Lab work takes time. Could be tomorrow if I mark it urgent. Could be a few days if the lab's backed up. Depends on what we're looking for and how clear the sample is."
"And in the meantime?"
"In the meantime, you run your business as normally as possible. Just..." He paused, looking around at the studio. "Maybe address the viral video situation. Get ahead of the narrative before the internet decides Serena was poisoned by your cucumber water or murdered by a rogue resistance band."
"We don't have cucumber water."
"You know what I mean."
I did. I'd watched my former company get destroyed by a narrative we couldn't control. By the time we tried to set the record straight, it was too late.
I wasn't going to let that happen to Bend & Breathe.
"I'll write a statement," I said. "Something calm, professional, appropriately concerned. Express sympathy for Serena, cooperation with authorities, commitment to client safety."
"Good." Caleb closed his notebook. "Keep it short. Don't speculate. Don't apologize for things that aren't your fault. And Jenny?"
"Yeah?"
"Don't touch anything else she might have used. Her mat, her bag, anything within a three-foot radius of where she collapsed. I'll have someone from the lab come by later to process everything properly."
"Process the scene," Lisa repeated faintly. "This is really happening."
"This is really happening," I confirmed.
My phone rang. Unknown number. I almost ignored it, then answered on instinct.
"Bend & Breathe Pilates, this is Jenny."
"Hi, this is Rebecca Chen from Channel 8 News. We're doing a story on the Serena Vale incident and we'd love to get a statement from the studio—"
I hung up.
Caleb raised his eyebrows. "News already?"
"That's going to keep happening," I said. "Isn't it?"
"Oh yeah. Constantly. News crews love a good influencer story. Add in mysterious collapse, viral video, and potential foul play, you've got yourself a media feeding frenzy." He almost looked sympathetic. "Welcome to the worst day of your professional life."
"Second worst," I corrected. "My business partner once embezzled fifty thousand dollars, destroyed our company, and blamed it all on me publicly. This is bad, but it's not embezzlement bad."
"That's... oddly specific."
"I've had an interesting career."
He studied me for a moment, like he was recalibrating his assumptions about who I was. "Well, on







