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In memory of my mom and her special soul






CHAPTER 1

“Someone killed him,” the woman murmurs.

Her cheeks are splotched. Her pupils huge. And her outstretched finger trembles, pointing to the corpse near her feet.

How else is a mother supposed to respond? Detective Cari Garcia wonders with a sympathetic nod as she glances around the tidy bedroom, its walls lined by framed black-and-white posters of marathon runners and races. A pair of crime technicians in white bunny suits survey the scene, acting as usual as if they’re the only living souls present. The victim lies on his back with his right leg flopped out to the side, bent at the knee, and a pool of vomit puddled under his chin, which accounts for the faint sour odor drifting to Cari’s nostrils.

Cari had been on her way to dinner when the captain phoned with his urgent request. It was almost a relief to be called out to a case. She had only agreed to go on the date to appease her best friend, Benny, who insisted Cari had been “on the bench” too long since Mattias.

Cari looks back over to the mother, whose whole body is now shaking.

“I see how it looks.” Her finger has turned on Cari. “Just another teen suicide. Or maybe an accidental OD. Another addict who fooled his parents. No fucking way! I know my Owen.” Her voice cracks and her chin drops, fractionally. “Never, never, never…”

“We don’t make any assumptions from the outset,” Cari says.

“Somebody must have killed my son!”

Cari has witnessed the same response too many times in her career. The outrage. The shock. The denial. But not in this setting. Not with the victim still splayed on the floor of his own bedroom. The uniforms would never have allowed the mother to stay in the room while two crime scene techs scoured the scene, were she not one of California’s most influential state senators—a fixture on the local news—and, according to some pundits, the front-runner to succeed the current governor.

“We’re going to find out what happened to Owen. I promise you, Senator Galloway.” Cari has to stop herself. It’s not the time or place to pose the usual questions: Did her son have mental health issues? Were there substance use concerns? Had his mood changed of late? Was there a recent breakup or any other crisis in his life?

Without any visible signs of trauma, murder is already near the bottom of Cari’s list. Statistically speaking, fentanyl or some other opioid would be at the top. Suicide, a close second. Granted, there are a few anomalies, like the lack of any visible drug paraphernalia or pill bottles. Perhaps even natural causes? The boy is rail-thin. Regardless, the LAPD’s Robbery and Homicide Division would not normally have been called to a scene as tragically familiar as this one.

The finger stills and the senator’s hand drops to her side. The voice is calmer. The visage of the seasoned politician re-emerges. “What’s next, Detective Garcia?”

“We’ll start with the forensic evidence we find here.” Cari waves toward the nearest crime scene tech, who is examining the pinkish rug where Owen lies.

Cari can tell by the way the tech avoids direct contact with the body that he’s uncomfortable with the mother’s presence. She steps out into the hallway and, without looking back, senses the senator’s hesitance to leave her son’s side. Cari cannot begin to imagine her torrent of emotions. And, as usual, she refuses to try. “Don’t catch feelings. Feelings are the investigator’s kryptonite,” her old Detective Training Unit instructor used to drill into them. “They will blind you.”

The senator finally joins Cari in the hallway, which is mercifully out of the sight line of her son’s body.

“It could be homicide.” Cari spreads her hands. “No question. Owen might’ve been drugged or poisoned. But the autopsy—and especially the toxicology screen—will be essential in establishing what happened to him. And how.”

The senator eyes her steadily. Her voice is eerily calm now, almost affable. “I get it, Detective Garcia. Anything to appease the grieving mother. You’ll go through the motions. The toxicology will find fentanyl or something even worse. And you’ll file your report. It will all be very professional and respectful. Maybe you’ll call it an accidental overdose to protect the family’s reputation.” She goes quiet and the thrum of the air conditioner fills the void. “But someone did this to my Owen. And I expect you to find out who.”






CHAPTER 2

Storage. Julie Rees knows it’s ridiculous, but she can’t stop focusing on it. Standing in front of the spacious walk-in closet, she’s reminded how it was the one feature that tipped her into buying the two-bedroom condo. Even more so than the sleek new concrete-and-glass design or the handy location in the heart of downtown Vancouver or even its enviable view—whenever the stubborn November clouds decide to part—of the North Shore mountains with a glimpse of ocean between.

But Detective Anson Chen does love his clothes. Will there be space for all his dress shirts, suits, and jackets once he moves in? Not to mention his extensive collection of Italian shoes and boots along with all his name-brand activewear.

“It’s like you’re running a Hugo Boss outlet out of your closet,” Julie told Anson the night before as they cuddled in his bed.

“More like Armani or Balenciaga.” He kissed her neck. “Boss just doesn’t sit right across my shoulders.”

“Why do I suddenly hear Carly Simon playing in my head?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’m so vain.” He sat up in the bed. “This really about closet space, Julie?”

She considers the question again now as she eyes a row of dresses and skirts. But Julie doesn’t feel as if she’s getting cold feet. And she finds Anson’s meticulous attention to his attire—a hint of insecurity behind his otherwise impenetrably self-assured persona—kind of endearing. She is secretly proud of having by far the best dressed partner among her friends. But she hasn’t lived with anyone for almost ten years. Maybe the closet does encapsulate her anxiety over trying again. Especially when she remembers how tragically it ended the only other time she did.

Julie is relieved when her mobile phone chimes and pulls her out of her First World conundrum. The day has been so quiet she almost forgot she’s still on call for Poison Control. She hurries back to the kitchen and sweeps the ringing phone off the island counter. “Dr. Rees,” she says.

“Julie, luv!” the man chirps in a singsong Yorkshire lilt.

“Hiya, Glen.” She perks up, hearing the voice of one of her favorite nurses. “How are you?”

“Oh, just about five more pounds and ten extra blood pressure points away from a stroke, but otherwise tip-top. And you? How’s that handsome detective of yours?”

“Get this, Glen.” She can’t help herself from sharing. “He’s moving in with me.”

“Oh, so many congrats! Stan will be thrilled. You know, we’re going on twenty-eight years tomorrow ourselves? Of course, I never asked him to move in. He came over one night and just never left.”

“Ha! You used that same line at your twenty-fifth anniversary bash.”

“Can’t repeat the truth enough, luv,” Glen says. “Listen, I’ve got a doozy of a call on the other line. A real pickle.”

“Tell me.”

“An ER doc from your own backyard. Dr. Veljkovic.”

“Goran?” Julie is surprised her friend and mentor—who’s old school to the core—would even consult Poison Control. He possesses an encyclopedic knowledge of medicine, and what he doesn’t know, he prefers to look up himself. “What’s he got?”

“A thirty-six-year-old male bodybuilder with recurrent seizures. Possibly related to a new supplement the man has been taking. Oh, and apparently, his temperature is through the roof.”

Julie’s neck tightens as she thinks of her own similar case from the previous month. And how poorly it turned out. “Patch him through, Glen. Please.”

A few seconds later, she hears the familiar deep voice with its slight Slavic clip. “Julija!” he says, pronouncing it as usual in the Croatian style, where each j sounds like a y. “Just the very person I sought.”

“Hi, Gor,” she says, all businesslike. “What’s going on?”

“This patient, he will not stop seizing. We’ve loaded him with benzodiazepines and Dilantin. But nada. No response. And he’s an ox, Julija. At least two-fifty. Maybe two-sixty. No doubt steroids. But he’s been taking something else, too. Some pills a friend gave him. Oh, and his fever!”

“I was just going to ask—”

“It’s over forty-one degrees Celsius! That’s a hundred and six Fahrenheit, if you’re averse to metric. He’s delirious now but between convulsions he told us he took five capsules instead of the one he was instructed to.”

“Did he tell you which capsules, Gor?”

“He has no idea. Why would you bother asking your friend silly questions like what poison he is feeding you?” Goran snorts. “I’m thinking maybe it’s an anticholinergic poisoning? Or a serotonin syndrome?”

Julie knows these are two of the most common types of overdoses that can cause fevers, seizures, and delirium, but she recognizes these symptoms as something else. “You’ve got to get his temperature down, Gor. Whatever it takes. Flush him with cold IV fluids. Ice packs to his armpits and groin. Soak him in freezing water and blast him with a fan. It’s vital! Oh, and load him up with dantrolene.”

“Yes, yes. I’ve already ordered it.”

“And you can’t fill him with enough benzos.”

Goran’s voice is suddenly soft. “What are you not telling me, Julija?”

“Those pills he was given.” She takes a slow breath. “I had a case just like it last month. A DNP overdose.”

“DNP? What is that?”

“2,4-Dinitrophenol.”

“Never heard of such a thing.”

“That’s because it was never meant to be ingested. It’s an explosive, Gor.”

“Explosive? As in munitions?” His voice breaks. “What kind of madness…?”

“I’ll be there in ten!” Julie says and disconnects without waiting for a reply.






CHAPTER 3

Over forty-five million Insta followers. Lorraine Flynn—known by most of the world as simply “Rain”—can’t believe it herself. Five years ago, she would have been thrilled to hit ten thousand. Aside from the few dogged haters, Rain basks in the online love. It immerses her. Inspires her. Lifts her up. Her music is more visceral because of it, and her acting more intimate.

Most of the time, it makes up for how much she disgusts herself.

Rain raises her foot to step forward but freezes. She has already peed twice in the past hour. She hasn’t touched a bite of food or a drop of liquid in almost fourteen hours. It’s the perfect moment to get on the scale. But her stomach still rumbles, and despite how empty it is, she swears she’s going to throw up as her big toe inches toward the scale.

There’s only one way to do it. Fast. Like diving into a frigid lake!

Rain hops onto the scale with both feet. But her breath catches. And, almost involuntarily, her eyelids slam shut. Only after she steadies her breathing does she tilt her chin down and open her eyes. How bad can it be?

“96.4” the blue numbers glow.

The elation overwhelms her. More so than if she had found another ten million Insta followers. She prayed she would be under triple digits, but this is three pounds lighter than she dared to hope.

Rain has always been very public with her fans about her mental health struggles, especially her body image issues. She still can’t shake the painful memories of all the low points—the lowest of all being the night of her fifteenth birthday when she felt so fat and ashamed that she had no choice but to swallow every pill she could find in her parents’ medicine cabinet.

The whole world knows how much better Rain is doing since her troubled teen years. Dr. Markstrom reminds her of it almost every day. What a model she is for other kids out there who struggle with the same issues.

And Rain is happy to help. To show them what can be overcome.

She feels too contented to step off the scale. So instead, she stretches out a hand and pinches the bottle off the counter between her fingers. She taps out a single red-and-black capsule into her palm.






CHAPTER 4

Julie flies through the front door of St. Michael’s ER and past the triage desk with a quick wave to the nurse behind it. There is the expected lengthy lineup of people waiting to register, including four sets of paramedics flanking patients on gurneys, one of whom is writhing in pain and another who appears to be unconscious. Two more nurses have already come out to the waiting room to assess both patients.

As Julie rushes down the hallway toward the resuscitation room, she picks up on the beeps, whirs, and voices of purposeful commotion even before she steps foot inside the expansive room. Only the first bay is occupied, but a flurry of activity encircles the hulking man on the stretcher. With an oxygen mask covering his face, he sits propped up as he picks at the air in front of him, exposing a rippled and veiny arm and shoulder.

The radiology tech beside him struggles to lean the goliath forward so that he can slide a chest X-ray plate behind the patient’s back. One of the bedside nurses helps from the opposite side of the stretcher, and together they wedge the plate behind the man.

Julie has always considered Goran Veljkovic to be a bear of man in terms of size and hairiness. But even the sixtyish, Croatian ER physician looks small beside his patient.

As soon as Goran spots Julie in the doorway, he pads over to her. “While they take the X-ray…” His gloved hand encircles her upper arm and gently leads her out of the room. Once they’re standing in the corridor, he flashes a tired grin. “You didn’t have to come, Julija. You could’ve saved the gas or electricity or rainwater… or whatever it is that powers that fancy new car of yours…”

“I wanted to.”

Goran nods his appreciation. “No more seizures since we spoke, thanks God! But I just got his lab results. A real dog’s breakfast. Not even. More like a rat’s brunch. His kidneys have shut down. And his CK is through the roof,” he says, meaning the blood level of creatine kinase, the biochemical marker for muscle enzyme breakdown. “As if his own body is trying to melt those tree trunks that pass for arms.”

That’s exactly what it is doing, Julie thinks.

“And did you notice the yellowing of his skin and around the eyes?” he asks.

She shakes her head. “I only caught a brief glimpse of him from across the room.”

“I thought it must be his liver, but his bilirubin level is normal.”

“DNP can leave a yellowish deposit under the skin, Gor,” Julie says. “How’s his temperature?”

“Won’t budge. Still over forty.”

She takes a deep breath. “Can I speak to him?”

Goran raises his shoulders. “He wasn’t making a ton of sense the last time we spoke. He’s in and out of delirium. But you can try. After the X-ray.”

“Thanks.”

His eyes bore into hers. “An explosive, Julija? For real?”

“Honest to God, Gor. DNP was first used in the First World War to manufacture howitzer shells,” she says, still in slight disbelief herself, despite having confirmed it to be true after her own case last month. “The workers who touched and inhaled it in those French munitions factories would go into this hypermetabolic state. Fever, sweats, light-headedness. Eventually, they’d lose weight. The ones who survived, anyway.”

“And from the trenches of France to my bodybuilder…?”

“In the thirties, someone had the bright idea to turn DNP into a weight loss pill. And for a couple of years, it was all the rage. Until the dying started. Then it was banned by the FDA and other regulatory bodies around the world.”

“And yet, here we are.” He thumbs to the room. “Ninety years later.”

“DNP has made a comeback online.”

“Holy crap, Julija. Explosives!” Goran groans. “So how did you fix your patient with the DNP overdose?”

Julie tucks a few hairs behind her ear. “I didn’t.”

“He died?”

“She,” Julie says, fighting off the mental image of the terrified, middle-aged woman’s gaunt face. She squeezes Goran’s elbow. “Chances are, yours is going to as well, Gor.”

His bushy eyebrows crinkle. “But he’s still awake and speaking to us.”

Before Julie can reply, a voice calls urgently from inside the room. “Dr. Veljkovic!”

Goran pivots, and Julie follows. The radiology tech has wheeled the portable X-ray machine away from the bed, and someone has lowered the head of the bed flat. As the patient glances wildly around the room, Julie now sees his yellowish tinge.

Sandy, the unflappable ER nurse who looks perpetually bored, motions calmly to the monitor above the bed. “His blood pressure dropped, and he just flipped into that.” A red line rapidly oscillates on the cardiac monitor, indicating ventricular tachycardia, a potentially lethal heart rhythm.

“Get ready to shock him,” Goran instructs the tall and wiry second nurse, James, who stands on the other side of the bed flushing an IV line with a syringe.

The patient reaches up wildly as if grasping for someone’s arm. “Shock me?”

Goran hurries over to the bedside, but Julie forces herself to stay back, reminding herself she has come in her capacity as a toxicologist, not an ER doctor.

Goran catches the patient’s flailing hand. “No big deal, Nicholas,” he says soothingly. “We give you a little happy juice. Make you sleepy. And then…” He snaps his fingers. “A quick buzz to remind your heart to cooperate a little better.”

Nicholas’s head swivels toward Goran. “What’s happening to me, Doc?”

“Those pills you took. They’re not agreeing with you, Nicholas. Not at all.”

“They’re harmless! Tommy told me. He said they’d put me over the top for next month’s competition.”

“Tommy sold you a bill of a goods.” Goran looks over his shoulder to Sandy. “Draw up ketamine for sedation.”

“Tommy, Tommy…” Nicholas mutters, but then his head flops to the side.

Sandy’s hand shoots up to his neck. “No pulse,” she says.

Julie’s eyes dart over to the monitor, where a chaotic wiggle of ventricular fibrillation has replaced the previous oscillation.

“We got v. fib!” James cries as he clasps his hands, one palm over the other, plants them on the center of Nicholas’s chest, and leans his weight forward, pumping ferociously.

“Are the pads on?” Goran demands.

Sandy nods as she taps the toaster-sized defibrillator machine beside her.

“Charge to two hundred joules. And shock him.”

Sandy hits the orange button and the machine whines in response, gathering its charge. No one has to tell James to pause CPR. He yanks his hands away from the chest the moment the defibrillator beeps its readiness.

“Clear!” Sandy says, and then, after a quick cautionary glance to ensure no one else is touching the patient, she presses the button. The jolt of electricity momentarily lifts Nicholas’s back off the stretcher.

Julie’s eyes dart to the monitor. The line is flat for a moment and then the squiggles recur. James lurches forward and resumes his compressions. The respiratory technician, a young new hire whose name eludes Julie, drops a triangular mask over the patient’s face and secures it with her fingers stretched around his nose and jaw. She waits for James to pause his compression and then squeezes two breaths from the attached bag full of oxygen.

“Epinephrine one milligram now and draw up three hundred of amiodarone,” Goran says. “Shock him again at two minutes.”

The synchronized dance of the chest compressions followed by forced breaths makes time seem to pass faster. “Two minutes,” Sandy calls.

Everyone stops when the defibrillator beeps again. Another shock arches Nicholas’s back again.

Julie exhales as she spots the organized blips that replace the squiggles on the monitor.

“I’ve got a pulse,” Sandy announces.

“And he’s breathing,” the respiratory tech adds without removing the mask from his mouth.

“Good.” Goran catches Julie’s eye momentarily before turning back to the patient. “Nicholas, are you with us?”

Only a garbled rumble emerges from his lips.

“What did you say, Nicholas?” Goran cranes his neck and leans closer to the bed.

Nicholas’s face shoots up and smashes into Goran’s cheek. As Goran jerks away in surprise, Nicholas begins to thrash on the stretcher. The floor seems to shake with the force of the contractions from his violent seizure.

“Ten of lorazepam now!” Goran commands. “And draw up the usual intubation meds. We have to paralyze him and get him on the ventilator.”

James injects a series of preloaded syringes into the IV line, and after what seems like several minutes, but is probably less than one, Nicholas collapses back onto the stretcher, motionless again. The respiratory tech forces more breaths into him, as Goran assumes a position over the head of the bed.

He holds a curved metallic laryngoscope blade by its cylindrical handle and slides it along Nicholas’s tongue. Goran lifts the handle and raises the jaw to see the vocal cords before he tries to snake the tube into the trachea. He struggles to feed the tube for several seconds before he gives up. “I can’t visualize the cords,” he groans.

Julie resists the urge to intervene as she would have with one of her learners after a failed first attempt. Instead, she watches as Goran repositions Nicholas’s large head by extending his neck. On the next attempt, he passes the tube seamlessly and connects it to the ventilator, the old pro that he is.

Sandy confirms that the blood pressure and other vital signs have all stabilized—except the temperature, which still hovers in the low forties.

Once Goran seems satisfied with the connection and the ventilator settings, he steps over to where Julie is standing. He rubs the reddish mark on his right cheek where the patient unintentionally headbutted him. “If Nicholas can survive a shitstorm like that…”

“Yeah, maybe,” Julie says.

But her mind drifts back to the comparable resuscitation she’d run the month before in the same room. She can still picture the incendiary fear burning in the eyes of her patient. Like Nicholas, Marcia Wildman had also argued from her stretcher that DNP must be safe. No one had told her as much, since Marcia had been skimming the capsules from her nineteen-year-old’s private stash. But her daughter, Olivia, had never looked more radiant, healthy, or fit as she did in the weeks after starting those diet pills. Marcia was impatient for the same dramatic results. That was why she decided to swallow three of Olivia’s capsules at once, shortly before she ended up in hospital.

“Promise me I’ll make it off this thing, Dr. Rees,” Marcia pleaded, moments before Julie slipped a tube down her throat and placed her on the ventilator.

“You need to focus on your breathing, Marcia. You’ll be asleep soon.”

“I have to wake up!” Marcia pawed at the air in front of her face. “I can’t die. Not like this. Not from stealing my daughter’s pills. What will she think of me?”

“You’ll make it,” Julie said, without meeting her eyes.

But Marcia didn’t make it.

And neither would Nicholas.






CHAPTER 5

Cari isn’t sure if it’s the athletic trophies lining the bookcase, the old-fashioned bell mounted over the door, or the kids gathering on the bleachers outside the window, but the vice principal’s office triggers unwelcome memories from her own high school days. Those feelings of self-doubt, disenfranchisement, and the unshakable jealousy over her little sister’s effortless popularity seep back to her as she sits in the borrowed room.

Cari has come to track down Maya Townsend, a student whose name emerged during the search of Owen Galloway’s room. The crime scene techs had almost overlooked the concealed bottles on their initial pass. Only after one of them flipped over the velvet ottoman did they discover the makeshift compartment hidden underneath. Inside, they found Owen’s stash: a clear plastic bottle holding twenty-five red-and-black capsules along with a twenty-seven-ounce container of Miralax, and a vial of eleven Adderall tablets with Maya’s name printed on the prescription label.

No one had recognized the unmarked capsules, but Cari had felt a chill at the sight of the other two medications. She was all too familiar with the combination of a laxative and a stimulant. Owen must have been struggling with an eating disorder, just as Cari’s own younger sister had.

Involuntary thoughts of Lucia’s losing battle flood back to her. And with them, the guilt. Dismissing the memories, Cari focuses on the twelfth grader sitting across the desk from her. “But the prescription was in your name, Maya,” she says.

Maya’s arms are firmly folded over her tightly fitting uniform blouse, and she has a look of pure defiance glued to her lips. “Then Owen stole the bottle.”

“Stole it from where, Maya?”

“My nightstand. He was over a couple weeks ago. My parents were out, and we were kind of… fooling around.”

“And afterwards? You never noticed your meds were missing?”

“I don’t take my Adderall every day,” Maya says. “Sometimes, I get ahead of my prescriptions. I had a couple old bottles with some pills left over.”

“Owen never asked to borrow any?”

“No.” She blows out her lips. “OK, maybe once a long time ago. But everyone does. They all know I’ve got ADHD. And they want Adderall to help them study for exams and papers and stuff.”

“You think that’s why Owen took them?”

“Yeah.” Maya squints. “Why else?”

“Had you noticed that Owen had been losing weight?”

“I dunno.” Maya uncrosses her arms. “I guess. He was running a lot. Training hard for a race.”

“Which race?”

“No clue. Owen was a track star. Cross-country. He had some big race coming up. He always did.”

“Maybe he wanted the Adderall to help train?”

“Uh-uh. No way.”

Cari has little doubt that Maya gave Owen the bottle. But behind the girl’s brave front, Cari can see that she’s suffering. “It doesn’t matter how Owen got the Adderall, Maya. The medical examiner says it wouldn’t have killed him.”

“It wouldn’t?” She slumps in her seat.

“No. But he was taking other pills, too. And we don’t know what they are.”

Maya’s eyes glisten and her lip quivers. “What kind of pills?”

“Red-and-black capsules,” Cari says and then waits, but Maya’s stare is blank. “Owen never mentioned anything about pills to help with weight loss?”

“He was so skinny,” Maya croaks. “With his shirt off, you could see every rib. Owen told me it was from all the running, but…”

“What is it, Maya?”

“I never saw him eat. Like almost ever. If we went out, he’d just have a coffee or a Diet Coke. He told me he had a super-sensitive stomach, and he could only eat special food from home.”

The excuse sounds painfully familiar to Cari. She thinks of those family dinners where Lucia wouldn’t touch a bite, claiming that her gluten intolerance and array of other imagined food allergies were flaring up. “He might have bought them somewhere. On the street? Or online? Did he ever talk about ordering dietary supplements or anything?”

“Nah. Nothing like that.” Maya sniffles, and the tears begin to flow. “But he was always ordering online. Some sketchball stuff, too.”

“Sketchball?”

“Yeah. Like one time, he showed me this switchblade and pair of brass knuckles.”

“Why would Owen order those? Was he in trouble? Being threatened?”

“No! Everyone loved Owen.” Maya wipes her eyes. “He did it for kicks. To show that he could. He told me it was illegal to order those weapons online.”

“Thrill-seeking, then?”

“I guess.” Maya has to pause to get her voice to cooperate. “He was always the perfect kid. Top student. Awesome athlete. A prefect. He didn’t hardly drink and wouldn’t smoke weed. I think ordering that stuff was his way of rebelling or whatever.”

“Against?”

“His mom. She’s so fucking controlling.”

Cari makes a mental note to check with the Computer Crimes Section again on the status of Owen’s electronic devices and to ask them specifically to focus on his online orders. “Thank you, Maya.” She stands, ending the interview. “I’m really sorry about Owen.”

Maya looks up at her with imploring red eyes. “The Adderall…”

“Won’t be an issue,” Cari reassures with a small smile.

On her way out to her car, Cari checks her phone and sees two new texts, neither of which are welcome. The first is from her captain and reads: “Please come by my office ASAP.” The second is from Mattias and says only “hi.”

It has been six months since Mattias moved away. It was his idea to leave, and yet he has never been able to let it go. To let her go. Cari still gets random texts from him. At first, they were guised as follow-up on insignificant items he thought he might have left at her place. Soon, he dropped the pretense and began to send texts like “just checking in,” “how ya holding up?” or, worst of all, “miss you.”

Cari rarely responds. But they hurt to read. And they serve only, as her best friend Benny loves to point out, to keep her emotionally imprisoned. She wants to reply to each text with: “YOU LEFT!” But pride and common sense prevent her.

The midday traffic is manageable, and Cari reaches the modern glass-and-tile edifice of the LAPD Headquarters in under twenty minutes. She heads straight up to Captain Darren Taylor’s office, strolling past his secretary, who waves her in.

Wearing a sky-blue pantsuit, Senator Galloway is already seated directly across from the captain. Her face is made up and shows little of the fatigue or raggedness Cari would expect to see in someone who suddenly lost a loved one, especially her own child.

“Ah, Detective. Perfect timing.” The captain beckons her to the open chair. “You’ve met Senator Galloway, of course.”

“Hello, Senator,” Cari says as she lowers herself into the seat.

The senator shows her a tight smile. “Detective Garcia.”

“I was just telling the senator how you have one of the highest case-closing records on the entire force, Cari,” the captain says.

She knows the comment is purely for the senator’s benefit. For the past five years, Cari has consistently been one of RHD’s most efficient homicide detectives, in terms of murders solved, but the captain rarely lauds her for it and has never offered to advance her beyond the rank of detective class two. He does find it occasionally advantageous to show off his productive Latina detective. But mainly, the captain prefers to take credit himself for his officers’ work.

“Have you figured out what happened to Owen yet, Detective?” the senator asks. “Or who was responsible?”

“With respect, Senator, we still don’t know how your son died. Let alone if anyone else was involved.”

The senator seems to ignore the remark. “And what have you learned about those pills they found in Owen’s room?”

Cari isn’t surprised that the captain shared the confidential finding with the senator, but she still has to bite her lower lip to stop herself from commenting. Her aunt taught her the trick after she kept getting into trouble in fourth grade for talking back to her teacher. It’s become habit. But unlike in grade school, Cari doesn’t have to count to ten anymore to avoid blurting something she might later regret. “We’re working on that,” she says evenly. “It’s a top priority. But those red-and-black capsules in the one bottle are unmarked. They’re not manufactured by any legitimate pharmaceutical company. We’ve sent them to the toxicology lab, but I still haven’t heard anything.”

The senator cocks her head. “Street drugs?”

“We won’t know until the tox report comes back.”

The senator turns to the captain. “That should be expedited, no?”

“It should,” he agrees.

“We did identify the other two medications found in Owen’s stash,” Cari says. “One’s a laxative and the second, Adderall, is a stimulant used to treat attention deficit disorder. Was Owen ever diagnosed with ADHD?”

The senator’s nose wrinkles. “Owen was a prize-winning student. Top of the honor roll.”

Cari wonders why the senator assumes that ADHD would have precluded Owen from academic success, but she doesn’t comment.

“Someone must’ve given Owen the Adderall,” the senator says. “Probably the same person who gave him those unmarked capsules. Do you have any leads at all?”

Cari remembers Maya’s comment about the senator’s controlling nature and wonders how it might have played into Owen’s weight issues. She looks over to the captain, who nods his permission for full disclosure. “We’re still waiting for the data from Owen’s devices, but I went to the school this morning. I interviewed a few of his track teammates and other classmates. Including his girlfriend.”

“You spoke to Maya?”

“I did.”

“And what did she have to say?”

Cari can tell from the subtle change in the senator’s tone that she does not approve of Owen’s girlfriend, and she decides not to share the Adderall connection for the moment. “Maya didn’t know what those capsules were. Or where he got them.”

“Or so she says.”

“I believe her, Senator. But she did mention Owen’s weight.”

“What about his weight?”

“Maya said that he was looking very thin lately.”

“He was in training. A number of top colleges were actively recruiting him.”

Cari can feel the captain’s warning gaze on her. “Of course, Senator,” she says. “As I understand it, laxatives and Adderall are sometimes abused in combination by people with eating disorders.”

“Owen wasn’t some vulnerable teenaged girl with anorexia!” the senator snaps. “Obsessing over online models, desperate to be as thin. No! He was a long-distance runner. A citywide champion. Lean is their only physique.”

“I understand, Senator, but I have to ask. Was Owen ever diagnosed with an eating disorder?”

The senator glares at her for a few simmering seconds before suddenly breaking into a conciliatory smile. “We could discuss Owen’s weight all day, Detective. But it’s not relevant. The question you need to answer is: Who gave my son those capsules? And did they kill him?”






CHAPTER 6

“Change Your Mind and Your Body Will Follow.” The words are printed in sleek white cursive, right below the stainless steel MIND OVER BODY WELLNESS CENTER sign that hangs from the mahogany siding above the welcome desk.

Corny as it is, Gerard Martin still gets a kick out of the inspirational slogan that he originally coined. A placard also hangs in their office on Rodeo Drive, identical to this one at their location in Vancouver’s trendy Yaletown district.

The idea struck him three years ago out of nowhere during an intense spin class. It wasn’t only the motto that came to him as he sweated away on that bike. The whole concept hit him as an epiphany: one-stop wellness shopping. A total holistic approach that integrates mindfulness, yoga, anti-aging, aerobics, diet, and supplements. The inspiration came right when he needed it most, while his personal training business was stalled and the debts were mounting.

“Hey, Gerard. What about these?” Colby calls as he hoists the two heavy boxes off the wildly expensive beige rug in the foyer. “Ecru,” the designer labeled it.

“Put them in the freezer,” Gerard says. “You know the drill. Carefully.”

“We’ll need a few bottles out front, chéri,” Adèle Gagnon says as she bounds into the room from the yoga studio.

Who’s the “chéri” in question? Gerard wonders. Are you fucking that boy?

But Gerard isn’t allowed to ask. That’s the agreement they have lived by for the past four years. Gerard rarely strays anymore himself. But it still hurts him to think of Adèle with anyone else, particularly Colby, that buff, sexually fluid, dense, twenty-one-year-old.

The slight Quebecois lilt in Adèle’s voice alone—not to mention the glimpse of her lithe form in her clingy yoga wear—stirs Gerard. When it comes to Adèle, he can never distinguish love from lust.

She sidles up to him and runs her fingers lightly down his spine, but her luminous smile is aimed squarely at Colby. “You need help with those?”

“I’m good,” Colby says with a happy nod as he toddles off toward the storage room.

Gerard gestures to the spray bottle and the towel in Adèle’s hand. “Babe, aren’t we a little past the point of cleaning the rooms ourselves?”

“ ‘Les petites attentions,’ my pépé used to tell me back home.”

He shrugs. “What about the little details?”

“Pay attention to those, and the big ones will take care of themselves.”

Gerard can’t help but chuckle. Adèle’s grandpa filled her head with boundless folksy aphorisms during her childhood in Trois-Rivières. “Smart guy, your pépé.”

“A genius, in his way.” Adèle grabs Gerard by the back of his neck and smacks her mouth to his, parting her lips slightly as she flickers a sensual kiss. “Almost as smart as you, chéri. And you know how hot that gets me.”

Gerard considers taking her right there in the lobby. Why not? It’s after six o’clock and the door is locked. Adèle would be game. She always is. She would probably enjoy it if Colby were to walk in on them. But the idea of that douses his arousal. Besides, the office is for work, not play. Most of the time.

“You need to get changed now,” Gerard says, as he pulls his face back from hers.

“Changed? For what?”

“Our celebratory dinner.”

“And we’re celebrating…?”

“I just heard from the lawyer in San Francisco.”

Adèle’s expression lights. “We got it?”

“We got it! The lease is signed.”

Adèle does a joyful pirouette, a residual move from her days spent as a dance hopeful. She often reminisces about her childhood ballet aspirations. But she never says a word about the pole dancing she was doing when they first met in that strip club in Montreal.

Adèle beams. “Our third gym in under two years!”

“Our third center,” he stresses.

“We’re sure we can afford to expand right now?”

“We almost can’t afford not to.” Gerard chuckles at his own awkward double negative. “You know what I mean. We can’t keep up with the demand here and in LA.”

She sweeps her hand toward the sign over the desk. “Babe, we’ve got the hottest act on the West Coast.”

“We do.”

Adèle isn’t exaggerating. Mind Over Body is one of the most popular trends in two of the trendiest cities in the world, at least when it comes to health and fitness. The rich, the famous, and the elite are flocking to their centers in LA and Vancouver. And they keep coming, no matter how often Gerard jacks up the membership dues or adds new surcharges.

They are living the dream, and Gerard is not about to slow down now. He has already turned down two rich corporate buyout offers. Those heartless, big-box outfits wouldn’t have offered him a dime if they could have figured out how to replicate his model. But they can’t.

Every detail in his meteoric rise has been calculated to near perfection—even changing his name from Gerald to Gerard to better appeal to his entitled clientele—though, in retrospect, he could have called himself anything he wanted to and they would’ve kept flooding in.

The clients—those middle-aged paper titans, aging athlete-wannabes, botoxed MILFs, and all their entitled brats who expect to inherit the earth—are thrilled with the results. The boost in energy. The youthfulness. The aerobic fitness levels. The elevated mood. But mainly, the weight loss.

No one can believe how successful their method is at resculpting bodies.

Business is exploding.
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