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      “Chief Ward didn’t pick up.” Samuel grabs a piece of pizza and plops down onto the couch, all in the same motion. When he takes a big bite of that pepperoni, I smile lightly. He won’t admit it, but he likes it better than that super fancy pie he had when we first had pizza together.

      “That’s good news, right?” Grease drips down Mason’s face, and I gesture for him to wipe it away. He cocks his head, eyebrow raised. “What’s wrong with you? Are you okay?”

      Samuel and I burst out laughing. “You have grease, Mason. Right here.” I point to the spot.

      “Oh.” He smiles and aggressively rubs a napkin across his cheek. “Better?”

      “Yes. Better.”

      Mason focuses on his TV show, and Samuel picks up his phone, most likely to peruse headlines. I lean into the soft couch cushions, the only one who’s actually using a plate. The lake has officially frozen over and is stunning with the sun reflecting off the surface. The whole world looks like it’s taking a deep breath and reaching a certain level of calm.

      Or perhaps, that’s just how I feel right now.

      I shrewdly glance over the large pillows on the small couch to watch Samuel. His brow creases as he reads, rising ever so subtly now and then. He takes a bite of pizza and chews slowly, then dabs the corner of his mouth with a napkin. I stifle a giggle at the properness.

      He and Mason have been the brightest spot the last two weeks since Callie and Benny left. We still don’t know what will happen to Serena’s yoga studio. Several interns are talking about trying to keep it open and run it together. We had a couple of meetings about it in the studio, which felt wrong without Serena. It felt even more wrong, knowing I was the one who shattered her office door, and she was dead because I killed her.

      If all of the instructors can get our stuff together, we could have the studio back open in a few weeks. The plan is to run it as a co-op sort of thing, which would mean we’d all have an equal share in the studio, and we’d actually get paid.

      I take a deep breath and try to get Serena and the studio out of my head. Samuel shifts in his seat, bringing my focus to him.

      He catches me eyeing him. His lip tugs. “Yes?”

      I shake my head, heat instantly warming my cheeks. “Nothing. Sorry. Just thinking.”

      “About what?”

      I shove a huge piece of pizza into my mouth and chew slowly, not entirely sure how to answer.

      “She’s thinking about you!” Mason announces from his spot on the floor, his attention still on the TV.

      “Mason!” I slouch farther into the cushions, so I don’t have to see Samuel’s chuckles. Mason has been on this kick of teasing Samuel and me for the past week. Apparently, we’re spending a lot more time together “outside of work.”

      Which is totally not true.

      Daisy bounds over and jumps onto the couch with me, flattening the pillows so I now have a straight-line view of Samuel. About a week ago, he suggested Daisy come over to his place since we were working so hard and spending so much time at the mansion. She loves it here with the added space and seems to get along with Alley well.

      He meets my eyes. “Should we head into town today to grab more paper and ink?”

      I pet Daisy, and she snuggles into me. With her essentially moving in here and my working overtime with Samuel, perhaps I can see why Mason has been teasing us about our relationship.

      “Juliette?” Samuel throws half an uneaten piece of pizza into the empty box.

      “Yes, sorry. We need more office supplies, yes.” I uncurl my legs. “I can run into town and get them myself though.”

      “You don’t want company?” Samuel asks.

      “Oh my gosh.” Mason throws his arms up. “You can be without each other for two seconds!”

      “We work together, Mason. It’s going to happen,” I state firmly to the back of his head.

      He turns around with narrowed eyes. “You know what I mean.” His nose scrunches up as if girls have cooties.

      He’s ten, and he’s calling us out on our relationship, one that is turning into something more than friendship and colleagues. It’s as if I’m always aware of Samuel when he’s in the room. I instantly know if it’s his voice speaking or his scent if he enters a space. I don’t know how this happened, and it shouldn’t be happening.

      I’m with Luca, and despite us being on very shaky ground, I will not hurt him like Victor did to me. Luca is a great guy, and we can work through our issues.

      “I’m going to town. You two can stay here.” I head to get my coat and boots, Daisy bounding after me.

      “Feel free to take the Audi, Juliette. No need to bother Tony.”

      “Who’s Tony?” I put my hat on and check it in the mirror, making sure no one will notice I haven’t showered yet.

      Samuel laughs. “The driver.”

      “Oh, that’s his name.”

      “You’ve been here over six months and never knew his name?” Samuel asks, appearing in the foyer.

      I shrug, slightly embarrassed. “You never introduced me.”

      “One would think you would have said, ‘Hi, I’m Juliette. What’s your name?’ at some point.”

      “Well, that never happened. Apparently.” Samuel’s surprised smirk has me explaining myself. “You reach a certain amount of time that you know someone, and it’s embarrassing to ask their name.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “In any case, take the Audi, and drive carefully. You sure you don’t want me to come?”

      “Ew. Just go already,” Mason shouts from the living room.

      Every part of my skin warms with embarrassment. “I’m good. Thanks for the offer. Be back soon.” I grab the keys from the dish and rush out to the garage. In my rearview, I find my reflection.

      “You have got to get a grip, Juliette. You do not have feelings for Samuel.”

      I nod at my stern and serious reflection, but deep down, I’m not fooling myself.

      I am falling hard for Samuel Walker.
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      I exit the small grocery store with the things on the list. It is not lost on me that I am buying office and grocery supplies for Samuel and me.

      And Mason, I remind myself.

      Consumed by my thoughts, I stumble over the curb and fall to a knee, sliding through the slush.

      “Are you okay, Juliette?” Craig, one of the interns at my yoga studio grabs me under my elbow and helps me to stand, and others collect my scattered groceries as well as my ego.

      “Yes, thank you.” In the next breath, my two grocery bags are full again and being clutched by Hank and Xander, another yoga instructor. I give them a small smile, and Xander waves his hand, dismissing my tumble.

      “Happens to all of us. Where should we put these?”

      I gesture to the Audi.

      “Wooee,” Craig exclaims. “Nice ride!”

      I do not want to explain that it's Samuel’s, so I just roll with it. I dip my head further into my scarf and coat so they can’t see my flaming cheeks. “Thanks.”

      They help me load my groceries into my trunk and wave their goodbyes.

      I take a deep breath once I’m in the Audi with the engine running. I brush the remaining slush and snow off my jeans and allow myself to think about how nice everyone on this island is.

      My phone rings, and I swipe it to answer.

      “Hey, what’s up?” I ask Samuel.

      “Stacy called me back.”

      “Oh, good.” The coroner and Samuel get along well, so when Chief Ward is avoiding Samuel’s calls, he usually goes right to Stacy. “Or maybe it’s not good.”

      “Neither good nor bad right now. Three deaths last night on the new moon, but she said they appear to be of natural causes.”

      I scoff. “That’s what this town says about all their deaths initially.”

      Samuel laughs without humor. “Stacy typically admits when something looks off, though.”

      “True.”

      “She invited us to stop over and take a look. You want to meet me there in ten?”

      I tuck the phone against my cheek and put the car in reverse. “Sounds like a plan. See you soon.” It’s cold out, so our frozen foods should be okay for a bit in the car.

      “Drive safe,” he says and hangs up before I can respond in kind.

      See, that was a very normal, colleague-to-colleague conversation. That’s all we are. Colleagues, who happen to be good friends and care for each other.

      To prove a point, I dial Luca’s number. The phone rings four times, and I gear up to leave him a message.

      “Hello?” he answers.

      “Hey, Luca!” Too excited. Too forced. “It’s Juliette.” I groan. Too dumb. Of course, it’s me.

      He chuckles. “Hi, Juliette.”

      “Hi.” I clear my throat to push past this awkwardness. “I was thinking we should hang out at my place tonight. Grab some food and watch a movie. It’s been a few days since we’ve seen each other, and I miss you.”

      “It’s been five days.” Luca’s tone is deadpan.

      Five days? Oh, shoot. The small pit in my stomach swells with guilt. “I didn’t realize it had been that long. I’ve been so—”

      “Busy,” Luca finishes for me.

      “Yeah.” I close my eyes and rub my temples. My excuses sound so lame, and we both know it.

      “I work tonight, but we should get together soon. Maybe tomorrow night?” He sounds hopeful and a bit excited. Or perhaps I’m reading too much into it.

      “How about lunch? Then I can see you sooner.” That’s what a good girlfriend would say.

      He chuckles again. At least, I’ve got that going for me. “That sounds great. I’ll see you then, Juliette.”

      A date with my boyfriend tomorrow has me feeling a lot better about our current relationship situation. I pull up to the station at the same time Samuel does, though he’s fishtailing in his red Porsche while I easily glide into the parking spot.

      “I’m a way better driver than you are.” I toss my keys up into the air and catch them.

      “I gave you the car most appropriate for this weather.”

      I shrug, lead the way to the entrance, and hold the door open for Samuel.

      “What happened to your pants?” Samuel takes in my soaked knees.

      I bite my lip. “I fell coming out of the store.”

      He laughs over his shoulder. “It’s good I gave you the weather-appropriate vehicle.”

      I smile and allow myself an internal sigh. This is perfect. I have a date with my boyfriend. Samuel and I are bantering like the colleagues and friends that we are. We’ll confirm the deaths last night were of natural causes. Things are looking good.

      I catch myself watching Samuel’s butt as we enter, and I snap my eyes to focus on anywhere else.
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      An officer accompanies us to Stacy’s lair and leaves us alone after explaining she will join us shortly. Samuel walks toward one of the bodies and is about to lift the white blanket, but the door behind us opens.

      “Welcome.” Stacy enters and doesn’t acknowledge the straight-backed and innocent-looking Samuel hovering over the body.

      “Hello, Stacy. How are you?” Samuel asks.

      “Can’t complain.” Stacy touches my shoulder. “How are you fairing, Juliette? What’s the word on the yoga studio?”

      “I’m hanging in there. No real decisions yet.” I shift from one foot to the other. Every time someone brings up the studio or Serena, I feel as though someone will see in my eyes that I killed her.

      “I can’t believe she’s been gone for over a month already.” Stacy shakes her head and peeks up at Samuel. “Are you holding up okay?”

      He solemnly nods. “Yes. Thank you.”

      I can’t imagine what it’s like for him to have to keep answering these questions about the horrible woman he used to date.

      Stacy snaps her glove on. “Now that the niceties are out of the way, let’s talk about the deceased, shall we?”

      “Yes, let’s.” Samuel moves to the body Stacy wants to show us first.

      “This is Lenore. Eighty-nine years old with stage four cancer. She was receiving hospice care out of her home. Passed away last night of the disease.” Stacy lays a gentle hand on the woman’s torso. She gives the woman a longer look than the victims I’ve seen her with in the past, as though there’s a personal connection.
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