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      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Ian muttered before minimizing the screen and pushing his chair back.

      He spun around in the swivel chair, stopped a few feet away from his desk, and huffed. Then he folded his arms over his lap and stared up at the ceiling.

      He couldn’t stop looking at the single crack in the center and wondering how it got there. Or how he got there.

      All he could think about was his mom’s case.

      It was all he could breathe or feel or see.

      And little by little, it was driving him crazy.

      With a frown, Ian rolled his chair back to his desk, pushed some papers aside, and picked up his mouse. He scrolled through the screen, and his eyes darted back and forth, quickly skimming through the documents. Yet, the harder he tried to pick up on any inconsistencies, the worse he felt.

      Nothing was jumping out at him.

      Not even a single sentence.

      It had been weeks since he’d campaigned to get his mom’s case reopened. Since he was a respected member of the department and well-liked amongst his peers and the higher-ups, it hadn’t taken much to get them to agree. In light of the recent burglaries plaguing Falmouth, he knew the department needed a win.

      And he’d been excited to hand them one on a silver platter.

      Unfortunately, nothing was working out the way he wanted it to.

      Not only was none of the evidence making sense, but all he’d gotten after weeks of staring at his screen and pouring over every ounce of information was a headache steadily pounding in the back of his skull. Aside from the stiffness in his limbs that he couldn’t shake off, no matter how hard he stretched, Ian had nothing to show for his hard work. Nothing that mattered or even made a kernel of a difference.

      A wave of frustration rose within him, forcing him to push his chair back and stand. He brushed a few crumbs of bread off the collar of his shirt and stretched his arms up over his head. After a few seconds, he pushed himself up to the balls of his feet and held his arms out on either side of him.

      He was flapping his arms out when his partner came in, a cup of coffee in one hand and a sandwich in the other. She did a double take when she saw him and paused to tuck a lock of dark hair behind her ears. Then she took her phone out of her pocket and pointed at him.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “I would,” Marissa replied cheerfully. “People don’t think anything interesting ever happens when we have the night shift, but that’s not true. I’ve got proof now.”

      Ian let his arms fall to his sides and gave his partner a withering look. “What good is that going to do you? I’m your partner. If you embarrass me, you’re embarrassing yourself by extension.”

      Marissa paused. “I’m surprisingly okay with it. At least it’ll get people to stop talking about the drool picture Schmitt took of me.”

      Ian’s lips twitched. “You need to let that go.”

      Marissa lifted the mug up to her lips, her face half-bathed in fluorescent lighting. “You need to stop staring at your screen and hoping for a different result, but you don’t hear me trying to tell you how to handle things.”

      “It sounds like you are.”

      Marissa shrugged and crossed over to him. She dropped into the chair next to his and did a half-circle in her seat. Ian did a full turn, taking in the rows and rows of empty desks, many of them with sheets of paper scattered throughout. His gaze stopped at the captain’s door, his name written in bold cursive on the glass window that reflected the neat and tidy office within.

      Once upon a time, Ian thought he’d end up in that position.

      He’d long since given up on that dream, having made his peace with the fact he was only going to be a police officer. No amount of wishful thinking was going to change the hand he was dealt in life, and he didn’t want to waste any more time wishing things were different.

      It wasn’t going to get him his dream job, and it wasn’t going to bring his mom back to life—no matter how much he prayed for it.

      “Are you okay?” Marissa was leaning forward in her seat and waving a hand in front of his face. “You look like you’re constipated or something.”

      Ian blinked and swung his gaze back to hers. “How is that your immediate conclusion?”

      Marissa sat up straighter and yawned. “I don’t know. I guess I spend too much time at the station.”

      “Preaching to the choir,” Ian muttered, pausing to run a hand over his face. “Some days, it feels like this is home.”

      “Michael was telling me the same thing the other day,” Marissa said with a sigh. “He’s been trying to convince me to try for baby number two, but when I point out how hectic work is, he tells me he feels like the station is my husband, and he’s the mistress.”

      Ian snorted, sat down in his chair, and stretched his legs out in front of him. “At least he cares enough to notice. A lot of guys wouldn’t even comment if their wives were gone most of the time.”

      Marissa picked up her mug and eyed him over the rim. “Speaking from experience?”

      Ian shook his head. “I actually like having Lucy around.”

      Even when things were weird between them, he missed her.

      He missed her more than he wanted to admit, and each day that went by without resolving the issues between them made him feel further and further away from her. So far, nothing he’d done had yielded any results, not cutting back on his hours, not making sure he was home for dinner, and definitely not any of his attempts to draw Lucy into a serious conversation.

      All of his attempts fell on deaf ears.

      It felt like he was batting zero on all fronts.

      Marissa took a loud sip of her drink and set her mug down on the coaster. “Have you had any luck with your mom’s case?”

      Ian cleared his throat. “No, and I don’t know what else to do. I think Sophia is right, and the guy we’ve got in lockup is connected to my mom’s case, but I don’t know how to prove it.”

      Marissa pushed her chair closer and scanned the screen. “Well, at least we got him off the streets, right? That’s got to count for something.”

      It did, but it wasn’t enough.

      Though Ian wasn’t about to start admitting that to his partner, of all people.

      Marissa had no idea what it was like to lose a parent at a young age or the anger and drive that had gotten him this far. She wouldn’t know the first thing about having to shoulder that burden and feel responsible for not being able to bring the real perp to justice.

      Ian often wondered if he knew who he was outside of being a cop, or that trauma had led him to the police academy in the first place.

      Marissa exhaled and moved back to her own desk. “Whenever I’m stuck on a case, I try coming at it from a different angle.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Take a walk, do some exercise. Anything like that. When you give your mind a chance to process without trying to force the answers to come, you’d be amazed at what can happen.”

      Ian raised an eyebrow. “This part of that new-age crap you’ve been trying to sell me?”

      “First of all, it’s called mindfulness, and it’s not crap. It really works. It teaches you about living in the moment and approaching everything with good intentions while being present.”

      Ian blinked. “You really believe in that stuff, huh?”

      Marissa rolled her shoulders and swung her gaze to her desktop. She drummed her fingers against the desk while she waited for it to start. “It works for me. You never know if you don’t try.”

      Ian made a low noise in the back of his throat and said nothing.

      Slowly, he rose back to his feet and shrugged into his jacket. He waved at a few of the other cops on shift on his way to the front door. Outside, the cold wind slapped against his face and made the hairs on the back of his neck rise. He stood at the top of the stairs with his hands shoved into his pockets and his breath crystalizing in front of him.

      Still, none of the answers came to him.

      There had to be a connection between the Falmouth burglar and his mother’s murder. He refused to believe, after all these years, fate was having a laugh at their expense. The last thing he wanted was to go back to his father and Sophia with the bad news and have to deal with their disappointment and heartache.

      You’re the only one who can figure this out, Ian. You just need to take Marissa’s advice and try a different angle. That’s all.

      Ian was studying the empty streets on either side of him, half-bathed in florescent streetlamps and half-obscured in the shadows, when his phone buzzed. He fished it out of his pocket and smiled at the pictures that were sent to the family group. Kelli, Dana, and Dean were all dressed in heavy clothing and making faces at the camera, and it made his heart swell.

      He missed his kids so much that it often took him by surprise.

      He knew Lucy was taking it much harder, having dedicated most of her life to raising the kids and keeping her career as a second priority. Lately, he’d seen her wander the house, picking up and setting down their pictures while she sighed. He’d even caught her sitting in their rooms, sniffing their clothes and muttering to herself.

      They were all due for a visit soon.

      In the meantime, he wanted desperately to bring them some good news.

      In the distance, a dog howled, and he heard a car backing up. Ian gave a slight shake of his head and shuffled back into the station, the blast of hot air hitting him directly in the face. He strode past the main desk, where a man and a woman sat in uniform, their gazes fixed on their screen.

      With a quick wave, he strode past them and into the main part of the station.

      Marissa had her legs propped up on her desk and was talking to a few people. After a brief pause, Ian weaved in and out of the desks and ducked into the back, where a few prisoners were being kept in cells. He stood in the doorway outside the security camera’s range and studied the cells. All of them were built the same: with metal bars, faded old mattresses on uncomfortable-looking metal beds, and single windows that overlooked the backyard.

      Most of the prisoners were already fast asleep, except for one.

      It didn’t take long for Ian to recognize the Falmouth burglar, who was perched on the edge of the mattress with his fingers linked together. In his stained shirt, a pair of jeans that looked frayed around the hem, and a small scar over his right eye, he looked like every inch the criminal he was.

      Ian wondered if there was more to him than that.

      He was, after all, the key to this whole thing, even if he didn’t know it yet.

      “You going to keep lurking in the shadows, or are you actually going to ask me what you want to know?”

      Ian’s heart skipped a beat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Jake Long lifted his gaze up from the floor and looked directly at him, sending a shiver racing up Ian’s spine. “I don’t think you want to start our relationship off with a lie.”
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      “What relationship? Are you delusional?”

      Jake stood and shoved his hands into his pockets.

      In silence, he crept over to where the metal bars stood and came to a complete stop. “I’m not the one sulking around the police station at night.”

      “I work here.”

      “My point stands. I’m sure you have better things to do than keep an eye on us. Isn’t that what those cameras are for?”

      “That’s a lot of talk for someone who’s about to go on trial.”

      Jake snorted. “Yeah, I’m not worried about that.”

      “Because your employer is going to pull strings to get you out?”

      Jake’s expression tightened. “I’m making a deal and selling him out. He probably wants me dead by now. Or he will, once he finds out what I’m doing.”

      “Or you’re playing all sides.”

      Ian stepped out of the shadows and into full view of the security cameras. His heart was pounding steadily against his ears, and bile was forming in his stomach, but he didn’t care. None of it mattered.

      All that mattered was getting Jake Long, the Falmouth burglar and Eric Taylor’s henchman, to break.

      Jake took his hands out of his pockets and gripped the metal bars. “Play the police? Yeah, I’m a lot of things, Ian, but stupid isn’t one of them.”

      Ian’s blood turned to ice. “How did you know my name?”

      Jake raised an eyebrow. “Did you really think I’d take this job without knowing everything there was to know about all of you? I only threw in those other burglaries to throw you off my scent.”

      And they’d walked right into his mousetrap.

      Jake Long couldn’t be underestimated, even if he was temporarily on their side.

      Ian took a few steps forward, and the stench of sweat and urine hit him. “What do you know about us?”

      “Eric has done his research,” Jake told him, his eyes never leaving Ian’s face. “He’s got extensive files on all of you, but he’s taken a keen interest in you.”

      Ian dug his nails into the insides of his palms. “You’re just saying that to get a reaction out of me.”

      “You’re already riled up enough. That wouldn’t take much.”

      Ian adopted a neutral expression. “What do you want?”

      “I should be asking you that. You’re the one who came in here looking for answers.” Jake released the metal bars and took a few steps back. He kept moving backward until he stood directly underneath the window, bathed in the pale glow of the moon.

      Ian squared his shoulders and ignored the twinge in the center of his chest. “I want to know why you did it.”

      Jake’s lips lifted into a half smile. “I was wondering when you were going to ask me that. Why do you think I did it?”

      “Why are you trying to psychoanalyze me?”

      “You’re the one who’s trying to psychoanalyze me. Why would anyone do something like this? For money. Eric Taylor is a rich and powerful man. All I had to do was get him the information he needed, and I’d be set for life.”

      Anger—hot, red, and unpleasant—burned in the center of Ian’s stomach. It rose to his chest and swelled, eager to burst out of him. He needed an outlet, something to keep him from doing something stupid that could cost him his job. Unfortunately, all he could think about was grabbing Jake by the scruff of his neck and shaking him hard enough to make his teeth rattle. Ian was dangerously close to losing it, but he didn’t want to.

      He couldn’t afford to.

      “And you’re okay with ruining people’s lives for this?”

      What kind of man was Jake Long? How was he able to look at himself in the mirror every morning?

      Jake shrugged. “They’re not people I know or care about, so why should that bother me?”

      “I don’t care about the kind of deal you made with the DA,” Ian told him with a lift of his chin. He looked directly at Jake and refused to break their gaze. “If I find out the intel is wrong or that you’re messing with us, I’ll make it my personal mission to find you.”

      Regardless of what the fallout was.

      “And do what?”

      Ian covered the distance between them, so he stood opposite the metal bars. It took every ounce of self-control he had not to reach out and grab Jake. “I don’t think you want to know.”

      “That’s a lot of talk for a small-town boy.” Jake’s expression didn’t change. “You might want to check yourself before you play with the big boys.”

      Ian gripped the metal bars, drew his lips back, and glared at Jake. “Don’t underestimate me. You have no idea what I would do to keep the people I love safe.”

      And if it meant having to break a few rules to do it, it wasn’t as if Ian hadn’t considered it. A part of him recoiled at the thought of breaking his oath and going after Jake himself, but considering the kind of threat they were up against, he was sure no one would hold it against him.

      He’d make time to worry about his conscience later.

      Jake offered him a full smile. “Maybe Eric was right to worry about you. You’re not the lackey I thought you were.”

      Ian released the bars with a noise of disgust. “I can’t say the same thing about you.”

      In the background, a door opened, and the smell of perfume hit him first.

      Marissa placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Come on, shift’s almost over.”

      “Listen to your partner. She knows what she’s talking about.”

      “You self-serving, little rat—”

      Jake was in front of the bars in two seconds, a menacing look on his face. “I wouldn’t finish the rest of that sentence if I were you.”

      Marissa dragged Ian off as he shook and bristled. His mind was spinning and racing as she pulled the door shut behind them.

      Then she released Ian and stood so she was blocking the door, her arms folded over her chest. “He’s trying to get a rise out of you.”

      Ian was still shaking with rage. “It’s working.”

      “Don’t let it work,” Marissa snapped, her eyes tightening around the edges. “You know better than this, Railings. Go home. Your shift is almost over.”

      “I’ve still got fifteen minutes.”

      “Go home to your wife and kids,” Marissa repeated with a little more force than before. “You do not want to be here right now. Trust me.”

      Ian crossed his arms over his chest and stared at her.

      After a long pause, he spun on his heel and turned his back on her. Pausing at his desk, he picked up his keys and wallet. On the drive back home, he kept seeing Jake in his mind’s eye and replaying the smug look on the man’s face. By the time he pulled up into the driveway, Ian’s hands were still shaking.

      He turned off the engine and lingered in the parking lot, maintaining his viselike grip on the steering wheel. His phone rang, but he ignored it, instead preferring to conjure up images of himself in a room alone with Jake. Red-hot anger was pulsing through him when he shoved the car door open and walked across the street.

      The early morning sun was peeking out from behind the horizon, bathing the world in hues of red and orange. As Ian climbed up the stairs to his two-story house, he kept trying to shake off the bad taste in the back of his mouth, but he couldn’t. It stayed with him as he unlocked the front door and kicked off his shoes.

      It only deflated when he wandered through the house till he found Lucy in her office, typing away at a keyboard. He crossed one ankle over the other and watched her swat at a lock of red hair.

      Then she spun around in her chair, and her hand flew to her chest. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Just a few minutes. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      A furrow appeared between Lucy’s brows. She twisted in her seat and minimized the window, plunging the screen into darkness. Then she stood up and stretched her arms up over her head, showing off her taut and toned stomach. Ian’s eyes traveled from the top of her head down to the tips of her toes, a smile hovering on the edge of his lips.

      Even after over twenty years of marriage, he still thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world with her smooth, angular face, hazel, almond-shaped eyes, and a tiny nose in the center.

      Wordlessly, Lucy brushed past him, pausing to smooth out the front of her red sweater. “How was work?”

      Ian shrugged and followed her into the kitchen. “Same old. How was your day?”

      Lucy poured herself a cup of coffee and stood on the other side of the kitchen counter. “This wedding is a little harder than I thought it was going to be.”

      Ian stood on the other side of the counter and studied her. “Anything I can help with?”

      Lucy averted her gaze and hid her face behind the mug. “No, it’s okay. I’ve got it.”

      Silence stretched between them.

      Ian moved around the counter and came to stand beside his wife. He poured himself a generous cup of coffee and rummaged through the fridge. When he poked his head out, a container in his hand, Lucy was in the living room, studying the pictures above the fireplace.

      He set the container down on one of the counters and pried it open. “I talked to Jake Long today. I know I shouldn’t have, and Marissa is going to chew me out for it, but I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Uh-huh.” Lucy studied her glass reflection in the TV above the mantelpiece.

      “He kept trying to rile me up. I mean, I knew that he would, but I don’t know why I convinced myself it was going to be different.”

      Or that it was going to give him the answers he needed.

      “Right.” Lucy took a few more sips of her drink and lowered herself onto the armchair. She looked directly at the double doors leading out into the backyard, and her expression turned thoughtful. “You should listen to Marissa more.”

      “I already do.” Ian placed a slice of cheese in the middle of the sandwich bread. Then he added a slice of bologna. “Did you hear about that new influencer who came in? Apparently, Maddison told her to come here, and she’s looking for a wedding planner.”

      Lucy pressed her lips together and didn’t say anything.

      Ian opened his mouth but was cut off by the shrill ringing of the bell. He ran a hand over his face and made a beeline for the door. Kelli and Dana were already arguing when they came in, dressed in matching jeans and heavy sweaters. Dana had her beanie pulled low over her dark hair, and Kelli had wisps of blond hair poking out from underneath her cap.

      Dean trailed behind them, hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans and a pair of earmuffs hanging on his ears. The three of them gave Ian a quick hug before heading for their mom. Lucy’s entire face lit up as she pulled them all into a group hug, and some of the tension melted from her face.

      Ian couldn’t help but wonder if they were headed down the same path as Sophia and Darren. Without the children keeping them together, his sister and her ex had floundered before drifting apart. Granted, they were back together now, but Ian didn’t want them to have the same fate.

      Not if he could help it.

      “Dad, did you hear Dean wants to move back in?”

      Dean shot Kelli a dirty look and unwound the scarf from around his neck. “I said I was thinking about it because I want to save on dorm money, and I’m looking to get a summer job.”

      “Or you could get an actual career like the rest of us,” Dana told him with a pointed look. “What are you going to do with an art history degree? It’s not like you’re going to write a novel like…what’s his face…the guy who wrote The Da Vinci Code?”

      “Dan Brown,” Ian replied a little too quickly. “Stop picking on your brother, D. Dean has to figure out his own path. We can’t all have everything figured out by the time we’re eighteen.”

      “Show off,” Dean grumbled in Dana’s direction.

      “Has-been,” Dana retorted, sticking her tongue out in his direction. “Baby Deanie should’ve stuck to college football.”

      During breakfast, the three of them continued to bicker over the food. Lucy silenced them all with one look, and they spent the rest of the meal swapping stories and passing food. Two hours later, Ian’s eyes were burning, and he was falling asleep at the counter when Dean draped an arm over his shoulders and hoisted him up.

      “You can stay in the basement,” Ian told him in a thick voice. “Your mom and I don’t mind.”

      Dean let his dad fall onto the bed and exhaled. “Thanks, Pop. We’ll talk some more later. Get some sleep, okay?”

      Ian was asleep before Dean made it out of the room.
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      “So, what’s happening with your detective exam?”

      Ian didn’t look up from the side mirror and the group of people reflected there, laughing and shoving each other around. “Nothing is happening with my detective exam.”

      “What do you mean? It’s in a few weeks, isn’t it?”

      “After Christmas,” Ian replied, pausing to adjust his rearview mirror. “But it doesn’t matter because I’m not going to take the exam.”

      “What did you just say?”

      Ian twisted to face Marissa, who had a furrow between her brows, her mouth hanging open. “I’m not taking the exam. I’ve thought about it, and now just isn’t the right time.”

      Marissa snapped her mouth shut and gave him an incredulous look. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      Ian lowered the rearview mirror and frowned at the group of men, who were growing increasingly loud and boisterous. “Why would I be joking about something like this?”

      Marissa slapped his arm. “What’s the matter with you? You’ve been a patrol officer for…what is it, going on fifteen years now?”

      Ian rubbed his arm. “Yeah, so?”

      “So, you’ve been talking about the detective exam for the past five years. That’s almost as long as I’ve known you. What made you change your mind?”

      Ian blew out a breath. “I’ve had a lot on my mind lately.”

      Marissa’s expression softened. “Ian, you can’t let your mom’s case take over your life. I know it’s important to have answers, but this isn’t the way to handle things.”

      Without giving her a response, Ian pushed his door open and stepped outside. He paused to adjust his belt and checked both sides of the empty street. Once he reached the other side, the group of men who had spilled outside of O’Malley’s Pub went silent. They all avoided his gaze and shifted from one foot to the other.

      “Sorry to bother you, fellas, but it’s six in the evening, and there’s been a noise complaint.”

      “Come on, Railings. Cut us some slack.”

      “Sorry, man, can’t do it. Just because we went to school together doesn’t mean I can let you off the hook easily.”

      Logan exchanged a quick look with his friends. “What if we bought you a beer?”

      “Make it two, but when I’m off the clock. And you’re still getting a warning for the noise.”

      A collective groan rose through the air.

      One by one, they shuffled off, leaving Logan behind. He gave Ian a grateful smile and clapped him on the back. Ian waited till he left before twisting to face Marissa, who had her arms folded over her chest. She stood underneath the flickering streetlamp, brows furrowed, and her lips pursed together.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Marissa shot him a withering look. “You can’t just leave in the middle of a conversation.”

      “What conversation?”

      Marissa scowled. “You know we were talking about the detective’s exam. You can’t put it on hold forever.”

      Ian set off at a brusque pace, with Marissa struggling to keep up. “It’s not forever. It’s just until I figure some things out.”

      Starting with his mom’s case.

      Now that he had a second chance to figure it out, he wasn’t going to give up till he had all of the answers. Come hell or high water, he wasn’t going to walk away this time—not again—even if it meant having to put some things in his life on pause.

      It wasn’t as if he had anything better to do anyway.

      Marissa frowned. “What does Lucy think about this?”

      Ian hurried over to the patrol car and handed Marissa the keys. “We haven’t talked about it. She’s been really busy with work, so I don’t want to bother her with this.”

      Not to mention the fact that the two of them hadn’t been on the same page in months.

      “I ran into her the other day, and she looked exhausted. Her clients must be driving her crazy. I had no idea so many people could get married around Thanksgiving.”

      Ian yanked the passenger door open and got in. “Yeah, me neither.”

      Marissa slammed the door shut behind her and held her hands up to the heater. “Does this mean you guys aren’t free for dinner? We’ve been talking about it for ages, so we should get around to it.”

      Ian took out his phone and pretended to check something. “I’ll check with Lucy and get back to you.”

      He doubted Lucy would have any interest in anything that didn’t involve her mysterious new client, but he owed it to Marissa to try.

      “By the way, I ran into Sophia and Darren the other day. They look really happy. I’m glad they’re giving each other a second chance.”

      Ian’s lips lifted into a half smile. “Yeah, me too.”

      Marissa shifted in her seat and sighed. “You know you can tell me if something is bothering you, right?”

      Ian let his phone fall into his lap and glanced over at Marissa. “What are you talking about?”

      “Whenever I bring up Lucy lately, you get all weird.”

      “I do not.”

      “You do too.”

      Ian’s phone rang, interrupting what he was about to say. He picked it up so quickly that it nearly fell. “Soph, what’s up? Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m feeling a little restless, so I thought I’d see if you were up.”

      Ian shot Marissa an apologetic look and stepped out of the car. He leaned against the door and pulled up the collar of his jacket. “Does Darren have a shift tonight?”

      “Yeah, and Teddy is fast asleep. He’s snoring, actually.”

      “It’s a one-of-a-kind symphony, sis. You should enjoy it.”

      “Let’s see how you enjoy it if it’s snoring and hot garbage breath next to your nose in the morning.”

      Ian choked back a laugh. “No, thanks. This is why I prefer cats.”

      “Is that why you snuck Teddy those treats the other day?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Ian shoved his free hand into his pocket. “How’s Zoe settling in with the habitat program?”

      “She looks uncomfortable. Even having Zac there isn’t helping. Is it terrible that I’m relieved?”

      Ian chuckled. “Not at all.”

      “How are things with Lucy? Things seemed tense the last time I saw you guys. Is there still no improvement?” Sophia sighed. “I sent you the number of a couple’s therapist. Please don’t waste time like Darren and I did, okay?”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re nosy?”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re stubborn? Listen, I’ve got to go. I hear my takeout at the door. Call the therapist.”

      With that, she hung up, and the line went dead.

      As soon as he got back into the car, he got a call from his grandparents. In silence, Marissa drove him over there, where he found both his grandparents locked out. After exchanging a few quick words and some laughter, he managed to break the lock open and let them in. Then, his grandma insisted on bringing out a tray of tea and cookies while his grandfather regaled them with stories of his youth.

      By the end of their visit, Marissa was grinning, and Ian felt much better than he had in weeks.

      Until it was time for their shift to end, and he saw the time.

      Ian raced home, dreading the thought of an angry Lucy in the doorway. Once he stepped in through the front door and was greeted with an empty house and silence, he relaxed. Then his phone vibrated, indicating an incoming text from Lucy, who was staying out late with her friends.

      With a sigh, Ian heated up the lasagna and ate it over the sink.

      He washed it down with a bottle of beer and made his way into the living room. After propping his feet up on the coffee table and finding the remote, Dean came upstairs, droplets of water sliding down his face and the smell of detergent wafting after him.

      “Hey, Pop. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, my shift ran a little late because I had to stop by Grandma and Grandpa’s. They locked themselves out.”

      Dean sat down opposite Ian and crossed one ankle over the other. “Again? We should start making spare keys for them.”

      Ian took another sip of his beer and wrenched his gaze away from the TV. “I’m pretty sure they would lose those too. How was your day?”

      Dean shrugged. “I like the peace and quiet here. It means I get a lot of schoolwork done.”

      Ian removed his legs and sat up straighter. “You miss the dorms, huh?”

      “I think I got a little too used to the noise,” Dean admitted, pausing to flick his blond hair out of his face. “Didn’t you live at home when you were in college?”

      “Only the first couple of years. I spent junior and senior year on campus to get the full experience.”

      “How did you handle it?”

      Ian took a long sip of his drink and paused. “It’s kind of a blur, to be honest. I remember studying a lot, but I also went to a lot of parties.”

      “So, you’re telling me I should go to more parties?”

      “Work smart, not hard. But yeah, you should also have a life outside of academics.”

      Dean’s expression turned thoughtful. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “How’s the internship hunt going? You having any luck?”

      “I’ve got a few things lined up, but we’ll see how it goes.” Dean stood up and wandered over to the kitchen. “Anyway, I’ve got to get back to my assignment before my professor reaches through the laptop and kills me.”

      Ian gave him a sympathetic smile. “Don’t forget to bring up your plate when you’re done eating.”

      Dean carried a container and a glass of iced tea down to the basement, and Ian heard the door click shut behind him. He was on the last sip of beer when the front door opened, and Lucy came in, her cheeks flush with color as she muttered to herself. She set a few bags down by the door and paused to kick off her shoes.

      Ian brought his head to rest against the couch pillows. “I thought we were having dinner together today.”

      “Yeah, I wanted to spend some time with the girls.”

      “Okay.”

      Lucy huffed and peeled off her jacket. “Stop saying it like that.”
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