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      Freya Hunter tugged on her bag. A cart carrying about a dozen pieces of luggage smashed into her suitcase. Something cracked.

      She groaned. Shards of black sat on the ground near her feet. Sure enough, a wheel was destroyed. She pulled on the baggage, but it wouldn’t roll with a broken wheel.

      “Sorry,” someone called from behind the cart.

      “No problem.” She’d only have to replace the suitcase.

      Freya took a deep breath and brushed some hair behind her shoulder. She scanned the baggage claim, looking for the tall, dark, and handsome man whose smile could always turn her bad day into a good one.

      She squinted, tugged on the black dress, and spun around, trying to find him. Shale was already supposed to be there. Her brother’s flight had been due half an hour before hers, so they’d agreed to meet and split a cab to the funeral.

      Her flight had been delayed nearly half an hour. Maybe he’d given up on her.

      Freya pulled the handle out on her suitcase and dragged it to a less crowded part of the baggage claim.

      He was nowhere in sight. It was time to give him a call.

      She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts.

      Someone bumped into her. “Sorry,” he said.

      She turned around. “No probl—Shale?” Freya stared at the skinny, bearded guy with dark circles under his bloodshot eyes. She almost didn’t recognize her own twin.

      Freya wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him tight. He looked like he needed it more than ever. Shale returned the embrace, but with little enthusiasm.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Yeah. Fine.”

      “Don’t lie to me. Twin ESP, remember?”

      “You look great.” He appeared to mean that, at least.

      Freya grabbed her suitcase from next to her. “Don’t change the subject, either. Where’s your luggage?”

      He avoided her gaze. “Long story.”

      “And you’d better tell me every detail.” She looked him over. Aside from the lost weight, facial hair, and obvious lack of sleep, he seemed okay. All muscle, no flab, so he hadn’t stopped working out. But maybe he’d been overdoing it. He’d grown too skinny. Almost gaunt. Her heart constricted. “What’s going on with you? Talk to me.”

      “Like I said.”

      “Long story.” She shifted her weight to carry her suitcase.

      “Here.” Shale took it from her. “Let me carry that.”

      “Thanks.” Freya would gladly let him take it. He was a firefighter, and used to carrying much heavier equipment than her clothes and makeup.

      “You still haven’t learned to travel light?” he asked.

      “At least you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

      “You think I’m kidding?”

      They made their way outside to where cabs waited to give travelers a ride.

      Shale headed for a tall cab driver about their age, and Freya followed.

      “Just one bag?” the man asked.

      “We like to travel light,” Shale said. He gestured for Freya to get in first.

      “Where to?” asked the driver.

      “Enchantment Bay.” Shale slid in next to Freya and buckled himself.

      “Okay. Should be half an hour.” The driver turned on the car and a top twenty song played.

      Freya waited for Shale to say something.

      He didn’t.

      She turned to him and put her hand on his knee. “How’ve you been holding up since Mia? Clearly not as well as you’ve led on.”

      Shale’s mouth curved down at the mention of his wife who’d passed away nearly a year earlier. “What do you expect?”

      “That you would’ve told me the truth. To be completely honest, you look horrible.”

      “You always are—and I don't really feel like talking about it.”

      She put a hand on his arm and squeezed. “I hate seeing you like this. It’s almost been a year. Have you talked with anyone? Guys from the station?”

      “What good would that do?” His brows came together. “She’s gone, and nothing’s going to change that.”

      “It’ll do you some good. Talk to me.”

      “I don’t feel like it.”

      “If not me, then who? Don’t shut me out.” She studied his face, noticing deeper lines around his eyes. Her heart ached, seeing how much pain he was in. “I can tell you’re hurting. Talk to me.”

      “Okay, but not here.”

      Freya pulled out her phone and checked the time. “We should have a half an hour before the funeral. Let’s go to the coffee house down the street. I could use some caffeine, anyway.”

      “Sure.” He turned and looked out the window.

      “Take us to the coffee place off Main Street, near Pine,” Freya told the driver. She watched her twin, trying to figure him out. He’d always been the opposite of her in so many ways. Where she was one to wear her heart on her sleeve, he tended to keep everything inside. And it looked like Mia’s death had been no different. Maybe made that part of him even more so.

      Freya had always been able to get him to open up to her, though. And she would this time, too. From the looks of it, he’d been holding onto all of his pain and trying to suck it up and be strong without leaning on anyone. She might have her work cut out for her, and she only had a few days.

      “Have you been working a lot?” she asked.

      Shale turned to her. “Yeah. Why?”

      “Just asking.”

      “No you aren’t.”

      The corners of her mouth twitched. She cleared her throat. “You’ve been focusing on work so you don’t have to think about Mia, haven’t you?”

      He shrugged.

      He was even more shut off that usual. She squeezed his hand. “I can’t even pretend to know what it’s like to—”

      “Not now.” Shale turned back to the window.

      That stung, but she brushed it aside. “I’ll buy the coffee. Still like mochas?”

      “Drip coffee. Plain black, iced.”

      Freya arched a brow. “Okay.”

      Her phone buzzed, indicating she had a text. It was from her roommate back in New York, Jules.

      Get in safely?

      Yeah. Heading to my friend’s funeral.

      Sure ur ok about that?

      Yeah. It sucks & is depressing, but we haven’t spoken in years.

      Good. How’s your brother? Still hot?

      Um, ew. Did you go out with Aaron yet?

      No. He picked up a gig for the afternoon. Going for dinner.

      Have fun. I better go.

      Hollis was asking about you.

      Freya groaned. Shale turned to her with a funny look.

      Tell him I’ll never be interested.

      Gladly. Have fun!

      At a funeral?

      I meant seeing old friends.

      We’re probably all going to be crying.

      But there’ll be spirits at the wake, right?

      Bye, Jules.

      Love ya.

      U2.

      Freya sighed and put her phone back.

      “What’s going on?” Shale asked.

      “I’m tired of guys who won’t take a hint.”

      “You’re the one who wanted to be a model.”

      “Thanks. You’re a real sweetheart.” Freya scowled at him.

      “I’m just saying. You’re beautiful and on display.”

      “You make it sound like I’m a lingerie model.”

      “Trust me, most of the guys out there are picturing you that way.”

      Freya shrugged. “That’s why I don’t date most guys.” Especially not Hollis, the newest of her stalkers. With any luck, he’d find someone new to bother while she was away for the weekend. “How long are you staying in town?”

      Shale released a long, slow breath. “Permanently. My stuff is coming in a moving truck.”

      Freya’s eyes widened. “You’re leaving behind your whole life?”

      He raked his fingers through his hair. “I can’t take it anymore. Everything reminds me of Mia.”

      “I’m so sorry.” She rested her hand on top of his.

      “Mom and Dad are going to let me stay in the spare bedroom for a while. I’m going to apply at a few fire stations and then get my own place.”

      “Maybe you should stay with them a while.”

      He wrinkled his forehead. “Why? I have plenty in savings.”

      Clearly, he hadn’t been spending much on groceries with all the weight he’d lost. She looked into his eyes. “Being around family will be good for you. You need the support.”

      “Gauging by your response, I’m sure no one will leave me alone.”

      A smile spread across her face. “You know us Hunters. We take care of our own.”

      “Fortunately and unfortunately.” Shale toyed with a loose thread on his pants.

      The cab pulled over. “We’re here. Sixty-two even.”

      Freya pulled out her wallet and handed him a hundred. “Keep the change.”

      His eyes lit up. “Many thanks. Have a wonderful day.”

      She and Shale went into the little cafe and settled into a booth in the back corner. Freya wanted to talk with him before people noticed them. Once their friends realized the Hunter twins were back in town, no one would give them breathing room. Enchantment Bay, Oregon was not only a small town, but the Hunters were especially well-known. Five siblings—and the “babies” of the family were twins, drawing even more attention. Since they’d both moved away after high school, they always received even more fanfare when returning.

      Shale sipped his black, iced coffee, avoiding Freya’s gaze. “Sucks about Chase.”

      “Yeah, but we’re not here to talk about him. You—”

      “He was only on the force a year before being shot.”

      Freya put her cup down. “We’ll talk about him at the service. Tell me what’s going on with you.”

      He still wouldn’t look at her.

      “Please,” Freya begged.

      He finally met her gaze.

      Freya pleaded with her eyes. “Talk to me. I’m worried about you.”

      Shale returned the same expression.

      She nodded, urging him to speak. “Time’s ticking. Not just for the service, but I’m not going to be here long.”

      He closed his eyes for a minute before opening them. “I’ve been falling apart, Freya. Okay? Are you happy?”

      “Of course not.” She frowned and held his gaze. “Why haven’t you talked to me? I’m just a phone call away.”

      Shale swished his coffee around, making the ice bump against each other. “I haven't known what to do with myself since Mia’s death. I just work as much as I can.”

      “Do you feel responsible?” Freya asked. “For what happened?”

      “Of course not. It was the restaurant.” His eyes shone with tears. “I wish I’d been the one to get the e-coli.”

      Freya’s throat closed. She shook her head. “Don’t say that.”

      “It would have been better.”

      “You know that’s not true. It would kill Mom and Dad. Me. What would I do without you?”

      He looked her over. “You’ve been doing just fine without me.”

      Freya’s eyes narrowed. “Because I know you’ve been alive and well.”

      “Still, it should have been me. Not her.”

      “Why?” Freya exclaimed.

      Shale took a deep breath and wiped at his eyes. “Mia was pregnant.” His voice shook.

      Freya’s mouth dropped. “What? Are you serious?”

      He nodded and cleared his throat. His eyes shone with more tears.

      “But you guys…” She searched for words.

      “We hadn’t even told anyone.”

      “I didn’t know you were even trying.” How far apart had she and her twin drifted?

      Shale finished his coffee and took a deep breath. “We were just about to tell everyone. Mia was out of the first trimester and we were planning a funny post on social media to announce it. Mia wanted everything just perfect. We’d even started decorating the nursery.” His face clouded even more. “But then she got sick and died. It all happened so fast.”

      Freya stared at him before finding her voice. “Why didn’t you tell anyone about the baby?”

      “What would be the point? It would just upset everyone more.”

      “You’ve been holding onto this for a year?”

      He nodded. “And don't you tell anyone, either.”

      “What?” she exclaimed.

      “You’re the only who knows, and I want to keep it that way. I trust you.”

      “Oh, wow.” Freya played with the lid on her coffee container while the news settled. Shale had been planning to be a dad? He’d lost not only his wife, but baby, too?

      “Yeah, wow.” He frowned.

      “You really should talk with someone about this.” She held his gaze.

      “I am. You.”

      “No, I mean a professional.”

      Shale shook his head. “Not happening. If you think I need to talk, it’ll be to you alone. Aside from that, I’m starting over here. A fresh beginning.”

      “You can’t just pretend like none of that happened.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Watch me.”

      Freya held her breath. She’d known he was having a hard time after Mia died, but she’d had no idea just how much he’d really lost.

      “You have to promise to keep this to yourself.”

      “Of course. If you want, I can stay with you at Mom and Dad’s instead of with Dakota. I’m sure she’ll understand.”

      He shook his head. “We just need to carry on with everything as usual. I don't want anyone asking any questions.”

      “Okay.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “We’d better get going, though.”

      “Yeah.” He grabbed his empty cup, got up, and grabbed Freya’s luggage.

      They barely made it five feet before someone stopped them. Shelley Wilson grinned. Her hair was still bleach-blonde as it had been when she was on the cheer team with Freya in high school. She looked the twins over. “I can’t believe you guys are back in town. How are you?” She didn’t pause to let them answer. “Shale, you’re hot as ever.”

      “Shelley, we’re headed to a funeral,” Freya said. “Think you can tone it down a bit?”

      “And you, Freya. Gorgeous as ever. I watch Hottest Model every week, waiting to see if you’ll be on.”

      Freya forced a smile. “Sorry. I don’t do reality shows.”

      “You should really consider it. Those models go onto—”

      Freya clutched Shale’s arm and pulled him toward the door.

      In her rush, she bumped into someone. He wore a police uniform.

      Just her luck.

      “I’m so sorry about that.”

      He turned around and smiled, lighting up his entire face. “No problem.” The officer spoke with a slight New York accent. He held her gaze, not looking below her chin, unlike most guys. “Are you new to town? I know I haven’t seen you around.”

      Freya let go of Shale’s arm and shook her head. It took her a moment to find her voice. “No, my brother and I grew up here.”

      The officer nodded and adjusted his collar. He was gorgeous. Why didn’t she recognize him?

      He held her gaze, neither speaking.

      Shale cleared his throat. “We’re back in town for a classmate’s funeral.”

      “Officer Turner.” The officer’s handsome face clouded over.

      Freya nodded. “We were both friends with Chase.”

      “A good man.” He rubbed his facial hair. “I’m speaking at the service. Just need a coffee to get my mind off the speech.”

      “Nervous?”

      He chuckled. “Public speaking. It scares most people more than death.”

      “Nico,” called the barista, holding up a coffee.

      The officer smiled. “That’s me. I’ll see you over there.”

      Freya nodded. “Definitely.” She watched as he turned around and got his coffee.

      “Come on,” Shale urged. “You can flirt with him later.”

      “Flirt? You call that flirting?”

      Shale rolled his eyes. “Whatever. Let’s go before Shelley decides she needs to talk with us again.”

      Freya shuddered. “Yeah. Let’s go.” She glanced over her shoulder. Nico.
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      Nico Valentin sat on the pew, careful to sit tall, despite the temptation to slouch. He had a growing lump in his throat and his heart still raced after giving the speech. Of course he was honored to talk about Chase Turner—he had been one of the best officers on the force. One that Nico could rely on, day or night for anything. And that was why he’d been the one to give his life the other night.

      Telling everyone what a fine officer he’d been at the man’s funeral was the least he could do. An honor, really. But it didn’t do anything for his fear of public speaking. He could talk a man from a ledge, literally. He could face someone shoving the barrel of a gun at him without breaking into a sweat. Keep himself together after losing a friend, even. But talking in front a crowd? That was a different beast, altogether.

      Especially with that gorgeous brunette with the killer smile from earlier. He hadn’t even caught her name. While at the podium, he tried not to look at her, but his gaze kept wandering her direction. It didn’t help that she nodded him on, giving him looks of encouragement. Probably because he’d let his mouth run and had admitted his fear to her.

      Nico always did his best to hide anything resembling weakness. The youngest in his force to be hired as Sergeant—one of the few brought in from out of state. They’d been considering two other Detectives from within the county, but with Nico’s credentials, he’d gotten the job. For that, he was glad. The competition was fierce back home. He’d have been lucky to rank Sergeant by the age of forty. But now he was thirty and had been in the position for nearly a year.

      The rest of the funeral went by in a blur. Nico’s breathing had finally returned to normal by the closing prayer. People lined up at the open casket to honor the fallen officer. That, too, was easier than speaking in front of a crowd. The force followed the immediate family. When it was Nico’s turn, he paused, looked down at his friend, and saluted.

      He turned around, went over to the family, and gave his heart-felt condolences. Turner had been a good man, and it was a shame he’d passed away so young. He was younger than Nico’s brother by just a little, and that hit home. He spoke with Turner’s father for a few minutes and then wandered around the room.

      Nico thanked all the officers for coming. It was expected, of course, but he liked to express appreciation for those under him. He found it boosted the morale of the entire department. It felt more like a team than a battlefield, and that’s how it was meant to be. Not like the vicious political scene back home where everyone backstabbed one another in hopes of making the next rank first. He could do without ever being in a cutthroat environment like that again.

      The pretty brunette came over to him. She flipped some of her long, thick dark hair behind her shoulders and gave him a mind-numbing smile. Nico smiled back, momentarily at a loss for words. He held out his hand.

      She shook it. “That was a moving speech. You brought a tear to my eyes.”

      He flicked a nod. “Thank you.”

      “I mean it. I don’t know what you were nervous about. You did great.”

      Nico looked away. “They’ve got the food ready in the next room. Want to get something?” He should sit with his colleagues, but if she said yes, they would understand.

      “Certainly.” They headed over to the reception hall. “How long have you been in Enchantment Bay?”

      “A couple years. I really like it.”

      “It beats New York.”

      They got in line and Nico indicated for her to stand in front of him. “You recognize my accent?”

      “Yeah, but that’s also where I live.”

      Disappointment washed through him, but he didn’t let his demeanor change. “Oh? You’re not here to stay?”

      “If they could offer the kind of jobs here that New York does, I’d be here in a heartbeat.” She picked up a plate, put on a salad without dressing, and a couple grapes.

      “What kind of jobs?” He grabbed a plate and started making a sandwich. He was starving after having not been able to eat before giving the eulogy.

      “Modeling.”

      That wasn’t surprising. “I can imagine. The big apple is definitely the place for that type of thing. How long have you been doing that?”

      “A few years. My parents were pretty mad at me for dropping out of college, but at least I don’t have school loans. All paid off.”

      “Smart. I know too many people with degrees they can’t use and loans they can’t pay.”

      They found a table and sat. “Like my brother. He got married his second year of college—we’re both good at upsetting our parents—and he’s a firefighter. He finished school, but has so much debt. How do you like being an officer?”

      Nico tugged on his collar. Usually, he wore street clothes, but for something official like an officer’s funeral, he had to wear the blue uniform. “Sergeant, actually. I love it.”

      She nodded, having just eaten a grape.

      “I like making a difference. There’s nothing like the feeling of putting away a bad guy.”

      “Wow. That makes my job seem so lame.”

      He laughed. “It’s not like that. Besides, people gotta wear clothes. You give them vision, am I right?”

      “Sure.” She laughed.

      Her brother came over. “Mind if I sit here? Some of our old classmates are driving me crazy.”

      “Shelley again?”

      He nodded and set down a suitcase. “Shelley and her friends.”

      “Have a seat,” Nico said. “We’re just discussing the merits of modeling.”

      He arched a brow and then held out his hand. “Shale Hunter.”

      Nico shook his hand. Shale had a strong grip. “Sergeant Nico Valentin.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m going to grab some food. I’m starving.” He headed for the food tables.

      “He’s the firefighter?” Nico asked.

      “Yeah. He’s moving back to town. I don’t suppose you know of any openings?”

      “Oh, there are plenty,” Nico said. “Most of the fire departments are short staffed. He’d have his pick, especially if he’s already trained.”

      “He’s the best.”

      “And I’m sure you’re not biased.”

      She laughed. “No, not at all. In my eyes, he’s perfect.”

      “So sweet.” Nico wished his brother and he got along half as well as those two seemed to. They had barely spoken since Nico had moved to Oregon. Enzo thought he’d gone weak moving to the forest country.

      Shale sat next to his sister and dug in without a word.

      “You’re looking for a fire department?” Nico asked.

      He looked up from his plate and nodded. Then he shot his sister an annoyed glance before swallowing.

      “If you want a referral, I’d be happy to help,” Nico said. “And I can tell you which departments to avoid, and trust me, there are a few you’ll want to.”

      “Thanks. I’ll probably be searching soon.”

      “What’s your experience?”

      “I was acting Lieutenant. They thought I was too young to be an actual one.”

      Nico snorted. “I know all about that. Well, if you have Lieutenant experience, you’ll have your pick of positions.” He went onto tell Shale about some of the better departments which had some upper-level openings.

      A blonde wearing a dress too short, too tight, and too low-cut for a funeral came over and stood by Shale. “There you are. We were wondering where you’d disappeared to.” She waved over a group of similarly-dressed women. “Now, as I was saying—”

      Shale’s expression clouded over. “I can’t do this.” He picked up his half-eaten plate with one hand and the luggage with the other. He turned to Nico. “It was nice meeting you. Thanks for the tips.” He stormed away, chucking his plate into the nearest garbage can.

      The blonde looked at Shale’s sister. “Did I do something wrong?”

      She glared at him. “He just lost his wife, and you’re acting like a stupid sorority girl.”

      Her mouth dropped open and she stomped away.

      “I’m sorry. I need to make sure Shale’s okay.”

      “Of course.” Nico nodded.

      She hurried out of the room.

      “Wait,” Nico said, too late. “I didn’t even get your name.”

      He shook his head. She’d been so pretty and sweet—a wonderful, but all too rare combination—that he could hardly think straight around her. He’d introduced himself to all kinds of people, but not the one he wanted to get to know.

      Well, with any luck, Shale would call him about a referral and Nico could ask about his sister.

      His phone rang. The ring tone told him it was the station.

      Nico accepted the call. “Valentin.”

      There was a dead body near the edge of town.

      “Be right over.” He scanned the room for his partner, Jackson. He nodded, indicating he was leaving, too.

      Nico threw away his food, said goodbye to a few people, and got into his car.

      His phone rang, this time the tone indicating a personal call. He put it on speaker and started the engine. “Hello?”

      “Nico,” came the all-too familiar chipper female voice.

      “Morgan.” He immediately regretted not checking the caller ID first. “I’m on my way to a crime scene.”

      “So, you have a minute? You’re not there yet?” She practically squealed.

      He clenched his teeth. “Technically.”

      “Good. So, when are you moving back?”

      “Never.”

      “Oh, come on. We have a good thing.”

      “Had. It’s over. Haven’t you moved on?”

      Morgan sighed dramatically. “Nico, we were high school sweethearts. Everyone still says we’re perfect for each other. We’d have the most beautiful babies.”

      “I gotta go.”

      “Fine, I’ll stop. But seriously, when are you going to leave Hicksville and come back where you belong?”

      “Like I’ve told you a hundred times, I’m happy here. You declined my offer to move out here two years ago.”

      “Of course. This is my home.”

      “And this is mine.”

      “How could you choose a job over me?” she demanded.

      “Look, I’m sorry that you’re obviously in between boyfriends, but you know how important my work is to me. Since you’re not willing to go with me where it takes me, we’ll never work.”

      “You’re so impossible! Just move back here. There are plenty of police openings.”

      “Oh? The Sergeant position opened up?”

      “What does it matter which position?”

      “This just proves you never listen to me, and you never have. Stop calling me. I’m at my crime scene.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      Fortunately, he did. “Goodbye, Morgan.”

      “Fine. Just to show you how serious I am, I’m going to get some time off and head over there.”

      Nico’s mouth dropped. He hadn’t seen that one coming.

      “Are you still there?” Morgan asked.

      “Y-yeah. Look, you don’t have to do that. We both know you won’t be happy here. There’s no nightlife and I work long hours. Speaking of which, I need to go.”

      “You know, I’m curious to see your cute little town. See you soon, handsome.” The call ended.

      He pulled up to the curb and groaned. Hopefully Morgan would meet a new guy before booking a flight.

      Outside, other members of the force were gathered in a huddle. Someone was putting up the police tape while another ordered the gawkers back.

      Nico hurried out of his car and pushed his way past the crowd, showing his badge. He went over to a couple of his detectives. “What’s the status?”

      “Looks like another drug deal gone bad.”

      “Not surprising.” Nico stepped closer to the body. A bullet wound in the chest. Part of a tattoo showing on the victim’s neck. “Has someone taken the pictures yet?”

      “He just left.”

      “Let’s get the body moved and start asking questions. We’ve got to find out who has been doing this.”

      “We don’t have much to go on.”

      “Then we have our work cut out for us. But we have a lot of people watching us.” Nico glanced over at all the onlookers behind the yellow tape. “Our killer is probably one of them with a crowd like that.”

      “They do often like to return to the scene of the crime.”

      “Let’s find him this time.”
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      Freya put her hand on Shale’s shoulder and glanced around the foyer. “I’ll stop by Mom and Dad’s to check on you after I leave the reception, okay?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t need—”

      “I want to see them, anyway. If you’re there, I’ll say hi.”

      “Probably be sleeping.”

      “Okay. Just take it easy. Are you going to be all right?” Her heart ached seeing him in so much pain.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I’ll be fine.”

      Freya frowned. “I hope so.”

      “I’m sure it’ll do me good to be back here. As long as people like Shelley keep their distance.”

      “Call me—anytime.”

      “Thanks, Freya.”

      “I mean it.”

      “I know.” He turned around, but then paused. “How are you going to get around?”

      Freya shrugged. “I’ll find someone to give me a ride to Mom and Dad’s. How are you getting around?”

      “My truck’s being brought over along with all my other stuff. Until then, I’ll travel by cab.”

      They waved a quick goodbye as Shale called for a taxi.

      Freya went back into the reception hall, lugging her suitcase. At least she’d packed light.

      She scanned the room for Nico, but didn’t see him.

      “Hey, look who’s in town,” came a familiar female voice on her left.

      Freya turned to see Olivia, one of her old high school friends. “Had to pay my respects to Chase. He tutored me and kept me from failing several classes.”

      “Yeah, me, too. So, how have you been? Still modeling?”

      She told Olivia about fashion shows, while glancing over the room, but it appeared Nico had taken off. Olivia asked her several questions and then talked about her job as a journalist. “It kind of sucks in some ways. Like when I’m told to get a story, and people act like I’m a vulture. Ordering me away. Threatening to call the cops. All when I’m doing everything legally. Makes me think that covering fashion might be more my thing.”

      Freya’s eyes lit up. “Oh, you should look into that. You’d get to go to the shows and shoots. Designers and models love being interviewed.”

      Olivia twisted some of her dark hair around her finger, appearing deep in thought. “You know, you could be right. It would be a lot more fun than having to show up at bloody car scenes.”

      Freya shuddered. “You have do that?”

      Olivia frowned. “It’s part of the job.”

      “Then you definitely need to look into writing fashion stories. I can be your first interview.” Freya winked.

      “Tell me more. Please. If I’m going to do this, I have to know everything about the industry.”

      “How about I do that while you give me a ride to my parents’ house?”

      Olivia smiled wide. “Deal.”

      By the time they made it to Freya’s parents’ house, Olivia’s eyes were practically shining. “For the first time in a really long time, I’m actually excited about going to work.”

      “There’s plenty more I can tell you. We’ve barely scratched the surface.”

      “Can we get together for lunch on Monday?”

      “I’ll be headed back for New York then. Let me give you my number and we can chat. I’ll probably be waiting for my plane then.”

      “Perfect.”

      They exchanged numbers and Freya climbed out of the car with her suitcase. “Talk to you soon.”

      “It was good to see you, Freya.”

      She went up the walkway and dug her old house key from her purse. Inside, she barely made it two feet before she was swallowed up by hugs. Freya dropped her luggage and hugged her parents back. “I love you guys, but I need some air.”

      They stepped back and looked at her.

      “I believe you’ve gotten prettier,” Dad said.

      “Certainly more sophisticated,” Mom said. “I hope you plan on staying a while, even though Enchantment Bay isn’t nearly as interesting.”

      Freya thought back to Shelley and a few guys who had hit on her at the reception. “It’s really not all that much different. People are people.”

      “If that’s the case, maybe we can talk you into moving back to town.” Her dad winked.

      “I’m sure someday. It’s hard being away from you guys. The whole family, really.”

      “You’re staying with Dakota, right?” asked Mom.

      Freya nodded. “Mind if we sit? The jet lag is hitting me.”

      “Are you hungry?” Mom asked. “Let me get you something to drink. Still love Shirley Temples?”

      “Sure.” She hadn’t had one since the last time Mom had made her one.

      “Do you want me to warm you up some casserole? I made a tasty chicken one last night.”

      “Sounds great. Thanks.” Freya settled into her old spot at the large family dinner table. It seemed especially big with five kids all moved out. “Is Shale already laying down?”

      Freya’s parents exchanged a confused glance. Then her dad turned to her. “I thought he was still at the memorial service.”

      “My mistake.” Freya forced a grin. “I must have left before him. Like I said, jet lag.”

      Her mom pulled out the soda and flavoring for the drink. “Gary, can you put some casserole on a plate for Freya?”

      “Sure, Judy.” He opened the fridge and dug around. “So, Freya, tell us about your recent modeling jobs. What big-name designer was honored to have you in their clothes last?”

      Freya shook her head. “They hardly see it that way. Last night it was a shoot for sunglasses.”

      “In this cold weather? Surely, it’s snowy back east.”

      “More than here,” Freya said. “But the sun comes out year round.”

      He turned around to dish out the food onto a plate. Freya pulled out her phone and texted Shale.

      Where are you? Mom and Dad said you haven’t shown up.

      Decided to go to the Bay for some time alone instead. I’ll be there.

      Don’t be too long. It’s freezing out there, and worse by the water.

      Yes, Mom.

      Freya rolled her eyes and put her phone back. Hopefully Shale wasn’t on a destructive path. He’d been down a pretty nasty one in high school. Being back home could make it too easy to slip into old patterns.

      She continued answering their questions about her life until Dad placed a loaded plate in front of her. “Oh, wow. That’s a lot. I don’t think I can eat all that.”

      “Sure you can. It’ll do you some good. You’re too thin.”

      Then why was her agent on her about losing five to ten pounds?

      “I had some food at the wake.” Granted, she’d only had a couple grapes and some spinach leaves.

      “Eat.”

      She picked up the fork and took a tiny bite of the casserole. How did they expect her to eat the mountain of food in front of her? She’d really missed Mom’s home-cooked meals, but even so, it would take her days to burn off all those calories.

      “How do you like the casserole?” Mom asked.

      “It’s delicious. New recipe?”

      “I found it online.”

      Dad rubbed his belly. “She’s been finding some real gems on the computer.” He placed the plastic wrap over the dish. “Sure you’re not going to want more?”

      Freya shook her head. “Not unless you want me exploding right here. Save some for Shale.”

      Mom put a glass with pink, bubbly liquid in front of her.
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