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SUMMER '99


Chalk dust swirled through the golden afternoon light, settling on empty notebooks and sweaty palms. The classroom hummed with whispers and the scratch of pencils. Unfamiliar faces turned toward Sutton like curious museum exhibits, studying the new arrival. 
“Sutton?”
The substitute’s voice floated above the rustle of paper, tentative and unsure.
Sutton raised her hand slowly. Thirty pairs of eyes flicked toward her. Her heart pounded against her ribs, blood rushing in her ears. Only the second day of third grade, and already the walls felt like they were closing in.
They’d left Maine for Dad’s “can’t-miss opportunity,” which had become Mom’s mantra while they packed their life into cardboard boxes. Sutton had slammed her bedroom door so hard the hinges rattled, stomped until the floorboards protested. But eventually, hunger pulled her out, the smell of Mom’s lasagna too strong to resist. Weeks later, morning dew shimmered on their For Sale sign, and the highway stretched endlessly west.
Fractions crawled across the blackboard now, but Sutton’s mind wandered. She tugged at a loose thread on her blue leggings, watching it unravel as her life had. The oversized denim jacket weighed heavily on her shoulders. Around her, kids in neon T-shirts laughed too loudly, moved too fast, existed too easily.
When the lunch bell rang, the room erupted. Sutton unzipped her backpack and pulled out her brown paper bag. She chose a quiet spot by the trash can, the sour smell of milk cartons mixing with peanut butter and jelly. The sandwich stuck to the roof of her mouth, tasting like cardboard and homesickness. She left it half-eaten and slipped outside.
The playground smelled of sun-baked asphalt and freshly cut grass. Sutton leaned against the rough bark of an elm, its shadow cool against her back. She opened her dog-eared Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, disappearing into Wonka’s world. Day after day passed like this. Silent. Solitary. Endless.
Until today.
“Stop it!”
The shout split the air like a crack of thunder.
A girl with hair like spun honey stood her ground, cheeks flushed as she shoved a boy backward. He stumbled, fists clenching. No adults in sight.
Something sparked in Sutton’s chest, a sudden, fierce heat. Her book hit the ground as her sneakers carried her forward.
The boy glared. “What are you looking at?” His voice cracked mid-sentence.
“Leave her alone.”
Her voice sounded foreign in her own ears.
The boy hesitated, muttered something, then backed off.
The girl brushed grit from her scraped knees and gave Sutton a small, shaky smile. 
“Thanks.”
Sutton sat beside her, the pavement still warm through her jeans.
“I’m Brynn,” the girl said, waving a hand with chipped purple nail polish.
“Sutton.”
They smiled at each other.
“Why was he being mean to you?” Sutton asked.
Brynn shrugged, a small grin breaking through.
“Tyler enjoys being the center of attention.”
Light and unexpected laughter slipped out of both of them.
The bell rang, sending everyone back inside. Brynn stood, brushing dust from her shorts.
“See you around?”
Sutton nodded.
For the first time in six long weeks, the world felt bigger than her loneliness. And in the cracks of the blacktop, friendship quietly took root.
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Sutton unlocked the door to her New York apartment, and a wave of spiced air hit her. It was her favorite time of year. 
Soft light from the living room spilled into the hallway, the twinkle of her tree casting a kaleidoscope of color across the walls. A golden star crowned the top, its edges catching the glow like a warm halo. Garland dusted with fairy lights wound around the mantel and picture frames, filling the space with pine and nostalgia, memories of snow days, hot cocoa, and her parents’ laughter.
She closed her eyes for a moment, breathing it in as if she could bottle the feeling.
But tonight, nostalgia would have to wait.
Sutton kicked off her heels with a soft clack against the hardwood and hurried toward her bedroom. The lateness of the hour gnawed at her; she was always running behind, always chasing some invisible clock. Peeling off her blouse, she slipped into black tights and ankle boots, then tugged on one of her go-to Alice + Olivia dresses, the one that hugged her in all the right places.
She twirled once in the mirror, the fabric catching the glow of the bedside lamp.
“Good enough,” she murmured.
A glance at the clock made her pulse tick faster. Purse in hand, she flew out the door, the soft glow of the tree following her into the night.

      ***
“You’re late,” Brynn teased as Sutton slid into the booth, her cheeks flushed from the cold.
“Yes, but I come in style.” 
Sutton tilted her chin and swept a hand down her dress like a game-show hostess.
Brynn laughed, shaking her head.
“Some things never change.”
Outside, the city was a blur of brake lights and snowflakes, but inside the restaurant, candles flickered and glasses clinked in a rhythm that felt timeless. It was one of those rare nights that slowed the world down, just the two of them again, made possible only because Brynn happened to be in New York for work.
Brynn rubbed her hands together, the chill of winter still clinging to her skin. As a publicist, her life revolved around press tours, red carpets, and crisis management. What she missed most were nights like this.
“This city’s making me soft. I forgot how brutal December could be.”
“Los Angeles has you spoiled,” Sutton said, unfolding her napkin. “Too much sunshine makes you weak.”
Brynn smirked. “Maybe. Or maybe I’ve just grown. Why battle the cold when I can sip margaritas on a beach in December? But there’s something about New York at Christmas with the chaos, the lights, the street noise. It’s magic. Messy, loud, perfect magic.”
Sutton smiled, holding up her glass.
“I missed this.”
“Me too,” Brynn said softly.
For a moment, the quiet between them felt easy, familiar.
Then Brynn perked up, sliding her phone across the table. 
“Speaking of missing things.”
Sutton groaned when she saw the name flashing on the screen: Alexander.
“You didn’t.”
Brynn’s grin was shameless. 
“Relax. I didn’t.”
Their dynamic had always been a high-wire act, chaotic but addictive.
“But the sex is just…” Brynn leaned closer and lowered her voice. “…so us.”
Sutton raised her glass.
“To great sex. Always worth a toast.”
Brynn laughed, shaking her head.
“You’re terrible.”
“I’m honest.” Sutton grinned. “Anyway, what’s new with you?”
Brynn’s fingers drummed against the table.
“The trip’s almost here. I can’t wait to ditch deadlines and small talk. Just snow, mulled wine, and Marcus trying to use that damn hot tub even when it’s twenty degrees out.”
Sutton chuckled.
“Tradition. You have to respect the commitment.”
Brynn’s smile shifted, playful but a little hesitant.
“Also, I forgot to tell you, I invited someone new this year.”
Sutton raised an eyebrow.
“Define ‘someone.’”
“Wesley,” Brynn said, as if it were casual.
Sutton blinked. 
“Wesley?”
“You know, Wesley Preskott. The singer.”
Sutton sifted through faint memories of headlines and viral clips. 
“Is he the one who sang that moody breakup anthem?”
“Heartstrings,” Brynn supplied. “Or Lost at Midnight. Read TMZ occasionally, please.”
Recognition clicked.
“Right, him.” Sutton crossed her arms. “So he’s gracing us mortals with his pop-star presence? Should I curtsy or just faint?”
Brynn rolled her eyes, but her voice softened.
“He’s had a rough year.”
Sutton tilted her head.
“Burnout?”
“Worse. He told me after a show that he felt completely disconnected, like he was performing for thousands of people but couldn’t feel any of it. Said the stage used to feel like home. Now it’s just noise.”
Sutton frowned, quiet now.
“He walked off a sold-out tour,” Brynn continued. “Told his manager he needed time off, or he’d lose himself completely.”
“Damn,” Sutton said softly.
“I think he’s still figuring out who he is offstage. So I invited him. No cameras, no pressure. Just snow, friends, and peace.”
“Isn’t he, like, twenty?” Sutton teased.
“Twenty-five. And don’t worry, he’s not bunking with you.” Brynn smirked. “It’ll be good for him. Everyone needs a reset, even the ones with tour buses and fan mail.”
Sutton exhaled, a smile tugging at her lips.
“The more, the merrier.”
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When Sutton arrived at Brynn’s cabin, the satisfying click of the lock welcomed her home. She dropped her luggage just inside the doorway, excitement and memory wrapping around her like the winters they’d shared before. 
But there was no time to linger.
She stepped back outside, her breath fogging in the cold, and hurried toward Tati’s, the dimly lit Spanish tapas spot that had become a ritual for their group. The winter chill nipped at her cheeks, but anticipation kept her warm as she crossed the snowy path.
The moment Sutton stepped onto Tati’s patio, the world seemed to exhale. The space glowed like a hidden oasis. Delicate white lights wove between low-hanging branches, radiant heaters pushed back the cold, and candlelight flickered across tables like tiny dancing flames. Plush throws draped over chair backs invited guests to lean in and stay a while.
Her eyes landed on their usual table beneath the most elaborately decorated tree.
Marcus was mid-story, gesturing wildly as Peter rolled his eyes with practiced patience. Zoe and Cassie were doubled over in laughter, clearly sharing a private joke.
Brynn spotted her first, lighting up like a sparkler.
“There she is!”
Soft cheers rose from the table as Sutton approached, each hug stitching her back into the fabric of their shared history.
Marcus and Brynn had grown up in neighboring vacation homes; their friendship was as sturdy as old roots. Five years ago, they’d begun co-hosting this annual winter trip, and the tradition had stuck. Peter, Zoe, and Cassie came through Marcus, each different, each essential. Sutton and Everett had joined through Brynn, rounding out what eventually became The Original Seven.
Between summers, holidays, and these yearly cabin retreats, the group became a kind of chosen family. Careers and cities could scatter them, but this trip remained the anchor that pulled everyone back together.
Once Sutton finished hugging the usual crew, Brynn slipped an arm around her shoulder and steered her toward a free seat.
“Sutton, meet Wesley. Wesley, Sutton,” Brynn said casually.
Wesley sat across the table, his presence quiet but unmistakable. He stood, extending his hand with a warm, open smile.
“Nice to meet you,” Sutton said, polite and a touch guarded.
His smile held steady as he took her hand.
“Nice to meet you too,” he said, his voice low and unhurried.
Her first impression hit quickly: sharp jawline, tousled dark hair, expressive eyes that hinted at stories he didn’t say out loud. But it was the smile, softening the intensity in his gaze, that caught her off guard. It felt human. Not celebrity-polished. Just real.
If she were younger, she might’ve teased him and let her eyes linger. But Sutton was older, wiser. She didn’t entertain stories built on happenstance and charm, not anymore.
Brynn clapped her hands together, breaking the moment.
“Alright! Now that we’re all here, drinks.”
The night unfolded with laughter, shared stories, and the clink of wine glasses. The strain of Sutton’s long drive eased as the table warmed around her, the conversation seamless and comforting.
Wesley mostly watched, absorbing the group with quiet attentiveness. They fit together with the ease of people whose lives had intertwined over the years.
Marcus’s theatrical storytelling commanded the table. Brynn matched him step for step, their banter an unspoken language. Zoe and Cassie exchanged looks and giggled like conspirators. Peter chimed in with perfectly timed sarcasm, each remark a well-placed punctuation mark.
And Sutton.
Wesley’s gaze kept drifting to her, lingering longer than he meant. She didn’t compete for attention; she didn’t need to. Her presence was grounded. She listened with genuine interest, her eyes bright and thoughtful. And when she laughed, it was a soft but full sound, like she meant it.
For a moment, just a moment, Wesley felt a quiet ache of envy.
For all his fame, his world was small. Conversations were transactional: promos, schedules, interviews. His days were noise; his nights were empty.
But here, laughter moved freely. Warmth wasn’t a performance. People were connected in ways he had forgotten were possible.
Still, he felt like the new kid at a lunch table. Not unwelcome, just not woven in. Not yet.
He leaned back, letting the group’s rhythm wash over him.
Across the table, Brynn caught his eye and winked.
See? the look seemed to say. This is what you’ve been missing.
For the first time in a long while, Wesley let himself believe it.
Here, no one cared about his fame or his failures.
Here, he could just be Wesley.






  
  three
Three

[image: ]

The next day unfolded beneath a crisp winter sky, a soft haze settling over the snow-covered landscape. By late afternoon, the sinking sun painted everything in lavender and gold, the colors bleeding into one another like watercolors on cold paper. 
Sutton padded down the stairs to Brynn’s kitchen, her skin still warm from a long shower. The house was hushed, a welcome contrast to the vibrant buzz the night before. She hadn’t seen Brynn or Wesley since they’d returned early from snowboarding. After her own snowshoe trek and a quiet stop at the coffee shop, she’d opted to cocoon herself in solitude.
She moved easily in the kitchen, hands busy but mind clear. The refrigerator hummed softly; oil sizzled in a pan; the world felt steady again. She poured herself a glass of wine and let the velvety red swirl before taking a slow sip. The quiet wrapped around her like a familiar sweater.
The stillness was bliss.
Until keys jingled and the front door creaked open.
Sutton turned, fingers still curled around her wineglass. Wesley stepped inside, hair tousled from the cold, cheeks flushed pink. He looked surprised to see her.
“Oh, hey,” he said. “I didn’t realize anyone was here. I just came back to grab Peter’s ski jacket from my car.”
“Not at all,” Sutton said, her smile easy, though something fluttered under her ribs. “Quiet night in. The others went to Lazarus?”
Wesley nodded, his gaze drifting toward the stove, the scent of roasted chicken and fennel pulling him in.
“That smells amazing.”
“Thanks.” She gave the pot a quick stir. “I made too much, as usual.”
A beat of silence stretched between them. Not awkward, just unfamiliar.
“I’d invite you to stay,” Sutton added with a light laugh, “but it’s nothing exciting. Just me and dinner.”
It was the kind of polite offer you didn’t expect anyone to take.
But Wesley blinked, surprised.
“Well.” He let out a breath, “honestly, I wasn’t feeling up for going out tonight either.”
Sutton raised an eyebrow.
“Really? I figured you’d be where all the fun is.”
He laughed softly, a self-aware sound.
“Trust me, I’m not always the fun crowd guy. Besides, you’re underselling this whole quiet-night-in thing.”
A faint warmth crept up her neck. “Well, I can’t promise the food is better than Lazarus.”
“If it tastes half as good as it smells,” he said, sincerity slipping through, “and you don’t mind the company.”
She hesitated only a moment before waving him in.
“Sure. Would you like a glass of red?”
Wesley settled against the counter as she handed him a wineglass. His shoulders eased; the room shifted, the air warming around them.
“Honestly,” Sutton said, checking the chicken, “I didn’t take you for the low-key dinner type.”
“That’s probably because you know very little about me.”
“I know some things,” she teased. “Tabloid things.”
Wesley groaned dramatically.
“Okay, well, don’t trust all that. According to the internet, I’m dating three people and hate my band. Meanwhile, we just argued once about snacks on the tour bus.”
Sutton’s laugh bubbled out, unguarded.
“Noted. And the dating three people part?”
Wesley smirked.
“Not my style.”
Sutton smiled. “Noted.”
She plated the food, the warm scent of citrus and fennel filling the space.
“This looks incredible,” Wesley said.
“I cook when I’m stressed,” Sutton said.
She paused, then added with a smile, “Which is often. But not tonight.”
He lifted his glass in a half-toast.
“Cheers to coping mechanisms.”
Their glasses clinked softly.
As they ate, the conversation flowed more easily than she expected. Wesley recounted a tour mishap where the stage lights failed ten minutes into his first show, leaving him to perform three songs in near darkness.
“Did people buy it?” she asked, amusement bright in her eyes.
“Mostly. Except the one guy in the front row who yelled, ‘We want our money back!’ really killed the vibe.”
“Sounds like you recovered.”
“Maybe,” he said, modest grin tugging at his mouth. “Enough about me. Brynn mentioned you’re an event planner?”
Sutton paused mid-bite, caught off guard by the genuine curiosity in his voice.
“Yeah,” Sutton said, swirling her wine. “Mostly high-end galas and corporate things. Sometimes glamorous, other times not. The hours are long, especially around the holidays, but I love it. It keeps me on my toes.”
“Patience and creativity in spades, that’s impressive.”
He paused, then added,
“I can definitely relate to the ‘busy’ part.”
She arched an eyebrow.
“Your ‘busy’ probably looks way more glamorous than mine.”
His smile softened, dimming around the edges.
“If you call living out of a suitcase and ordering room service at 2 a.m. glamorous.”
He paused.
“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”
A comfortable silence settled between them. Sutton caught the hint of weariness behind his words. It wasn’t sadness but quiet exhaustion that he wore like a second skin.
She offered a small, understanding smile. 
“You’re still young. You’ve got time to figure it out.”
He laughed low.
“Are you pulling the age card on me?”
“Maybe. But at least tonight came with homemade food.”
“Tonight’s already better,” he said, and she felt the sincerity in it.
When they finished, Sutton began to gather dishes. Wesley stood quickly.
“Let me.”
“You’re the guest,” she protested.
He plucked the towel from her hand, grinning.
“You cooked. I can handle cleanup.”
She eyed him, amused.
“We can do it together.”
They settled into it without thinking. Sutton washing, Wesley drying. The domestic simplicity settled into the room like warmth.
“I’ll be honest,” Wesley said quietly, wiping down the counter. “I missed this. It took a while after tour to feel normal again, without everything handled for me.”
Sutton glanced at him.
“You poor little rich boy,” she joked. “Normal’s not so bad.”
“No,” he said softly, “it’s not. Not bad at all.”
Moonlight caught the angle of his profile as he turned toward the window.
“Thanks for letting me crash your quiet night.”
Sutton smirked, lifting her glass.
“I didn’t have much of a choice.”
Wesley laughed, and they drank in easy silence, the kitchen soft and still. Nothing heavy, nothing charged, just the quiet beginning of something friendly.







  
  four
Four

[image: ]

The next evening, the group gathered at Northern Rail, a local bar with exposed brick, amber lights, and a storm-fueled crowd seeking refuge from the cold. Laughter drifted over the crowded chatter of conversation, the sound punctuated by clacks of pool balls and the ding of dartboards resetting. 
Sutton leaned against a tall bar table, cocktail in hand, while Brynn perched beside her, eyes fixed on the pool table where Wesley lined up a shot with Marcus and Everett.
“So, tell me again,” Brynn whispered, leaning in. “He walked in, saw you cooking, made small talk, and just happened to stay for dinner?”
“There’s nothing to tell,” Sutton said, rolling her eyes. “He came back for a jacket. I cooked. He stayed. It was a meal, not a date.”
Brynn didn’t even blink.
“Uh-huh.”
Sutton avoided looking at her, taking a long sip of her drink.
“And you can’t tell me you don’t think he’s cute,” Brynn added, her voice singsong.
Sutton felt heat rise to her cheeks, but held her expression firm.
“He’s twenty-five, Brynn.”
“And you’re thirty-three, not ninety.”
Sutton crossed her arms.
“It’s not the number. He still has so much life to live. And I’m not spending time with someone who’s not even thinking about settling down.”
Brynn sighed dramatically.
“You always make everything sound like a tax audit.”
Sutton opened her mouth, but Brynn tilted her head toward Wesley, who was laughing with Marcus at the pool table, eyes bright under the warm light.
“Tell me you don’t see it,” Brynn murmured.
Sutton didn’t answer. Which was still an answer.
A sudden clatter of balls broke through the noise as two young women approached Wesley, recognition lighting their faces.
“Excuse me, you’re Wesley Preskott, right? Can we get a photo?”
Wesley straightened, offering a friendly smile.
“Of course.”
Brynn shot Sutton a side-eye that said, "Told you" look.
Sutton shrugged it off, grabbed her empty glass, and turned to Cassie and Zoe.
“I’m getting another drink. Anyone want something?”
“I’ll come,” Zoe said, sliding off her stool.
At the bar, Sutton exhaled. She waved to the bartender for another round, then turned to Zoe.
“Seeing anyone these days?” 
Zoe snorted.
“Not even close.”
“Good,” Sutton said with a grin. “Dating is exhausting.”
“Tell me about it,” Zoe replied, rolling her eyes fondly.
Sutton swirled her drink. “Anyone here catching your eye?”
Zoe laughed, not even pretending to be subtle, as her gaze drifted toward the pool table, specifically toward Wesley, who was lining up another shot.
Sutton followed her gaze, then shook her head with a knowing smile. It was obvious. Zoe was interested. Honestly, was everyone but her?
Zoe lifted her glass in a small salute.
“Cheers to whatever comes next.”
Sutton felt warmth rise in her chest.
“Whatever comes next.”
They headed back to the tables just as Marcus’s voice boomed across the bar, louder than the jukebox.
“Look who’s here!”
Sutton followed his gaze, and her breath hitched.
A tall figure shook snow from his coat near the entrance.
Brynn muttered, “Oh no.”
“What’s he doing here?” Sutton whispered, pulse quickening.
“I didn’t know he was coming,” Brynn said, eyes narrowing. “Swear.”
Peter stepped forward. “Is that…?”
Brynn exhaled. “Yep. Graham.”
The name landed like a stone in Sutton’s stomach. Last winter’s fling. Last winter’s fireworks. Last winter’s almost.
Graham scanned the bar and spotted her instantly. His smile spread, warm and familiar, confident without apology. He stopped at Marcus first, then met Wesley.
Then the group moved toward the bar tables, Graham’s gaze flicking back to Sutton’s surprised face.
“Hey, Sutton,” he said, pulling her into a hug that lingered a beat too long.
She stepped back, her heart tripping.
“I didn’t know you’d be here.”
“Last-minute change,” he said, eyes holding hers. “Didn’t want to miss a chance to see everyone.”
The air tightened. Conversations blurred into background static.
Sutton looked to Brynn, whose expression said everything her whisper didn’t:
This is about to get complicated.
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The morning after the whirlwind of the night before dawned slowly. A soft haze clung to the peaks around the tiny mountain town, sunlight stretching over the snow like spilled watercolor. The group scattered across the day, some tucked into cramped bookshops and quiet cafes, others strapped into their ski boots before Sutton had even risen. 
Brynn and Marcus found each other as naturally as tides, slipping into their winter rhythm without effort. Their on-again fling resurfaced only during this trip each year, never more and never less. It wasn’t complicated or secret, just a familiar comfort they stepped into when the snow fell. Sutton didn’t bother defining it. Some bonds lived best in the in-between, untouched by labels or expectations.
By mid-afternoon, the group reconvened around a battered oak dining table in one of the town's lodges. The fireplace cracked and sighed, filling the air with the scent of melted butter, pine, and wood smoke. Bowls of stew and warm bread made their slow rotation around the table. 
“Hey, are you done?”
Graham’s voice cut through the low chatter.
Sutton looked up to find him standing at her shoulder, traces of cold clinging to his sweater. He looked exactly as she remembered: composed, handsome, and unmistakably himself.
She nodded and pushed her plate away.
“Sure.”
His smile was brief but steady, a soft shift she felt in her ribs.
“Let’s take a walk.”
Heads at the table lifted. Brynn raised an eyebrow so high it nearly disappeared into her hairline. Sutton hesitated only a second; prolonging the tension would only make things worse.
Outside, the winter air kissed her cheeks, sharp and clean. Their boots crunched in unison across the fresh snow, mountains rising around them like silent guardians. Quiet settled over them.
“How have you been?” Sutton asked, her breath hanging in the cold.
Graham exhaled slowly, lifting his chin toward the horizon.
“Busy.” He hesitated. “My grandmother passed last month.”
His voice softened. “That was hard.”
Sutton reached for his forearm, her fingers warm against wool.
“I’m really sorry. I know how much she meant to you.”
He nodded once, absorbing the comfort without deflecting it. Then, after a beat:
“About last year, should we talk about it?”
Sutton’s pulse stuttered, but she kept her voice even.
“There’s nothing to talk about. We had a moment. It didn’t become more, and that’s okay.”
He stopped walking and turned toward her fully. Snow groaned under his boots. His eyes held hers with unguarded clarity.
“We never talked about why,” he said. “Last year was…”
“Special,” she finished, giving him a small smile that felt both true and fragile.
Graham smiled.
“Timing is everything. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. We didn’t make time for us after we left here.”
She nodded, the truth sliding into place like a puzzle piece.
“We had something good,” she said softly. “Maybe it was only meant to be a moment, not a forever.”
He let out a quiet breath.
“Ever wonder what might’ve happened if we’d tried harder?”
“Sometimes,” she admitted. “But if it was supposed to go further, it would have. We chose our own paths.”
They fell into step again. The trail curved toward a wooden footbridge spanning a narrow creek, its surface glazed with ice. Light filtered through the evergreens, the world hushed and pale.
“It’s beautiful here,” Sutton murmured. Snowflakes clung to her hair like tiny crystals. “Romantic. Easy to get swept away.”
Graham stepped a little closer, his sleeve brushing hers.
“Honestly? I came this week to see you. Not for some dramatic rekindling. Just to see if something still exists between us.”
She stopped walking. The air felt thinner between them. He stood in front of her, confident, warm, more grounded than she remembered.
“There might always be something,” he admitted, a wry smile tugging gently at his mouth. “But we never built a foundation. We never even tried to be friends before we rushed into everything else.”
Sutton laughed, the memory bright against the cold air.
“That’s very true.”
“I’m glad I’m here now,” he said.
Without thinking, she let her head rest lightly on his shoulder. The wool was coarse, but the warmth beneath it was familiar.
“Me too,” she whispered.
Graham squeezed her hand once.
“Come on. Let’s head back.”
The walk returned in comfortable silence, snow crunching in rhythm as they retraced their path.
Back at the lodge, the dining room had emptied. Chairs sat pushed back, plates dusted with crumbs. Graham turned to her with an grin.
Graham turned to her with a grin.
“Dessert?”
She smiled. “My love language.”
As he spoke to the hostess, she caught a glimpse of the corporate polish that still lingered. His sharp watch, the perfectly fitted sweater, softened now by something more human. It elicited the same feeling that had undone her before.
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The late afternoon light faded into evening as Wesley sat alone in Brynn’s living room, fingers gliding lightly over the guitar strings. A soft, searching melody drifted into the room, mingling with the gentle crackle of the fireplace. The sound wasn’t for an audience. It was for him. 
Moments like this were rare. Wesley cherished them; when music acted as a balm, helping him retreat into himself while still creating something beautiful.
Even before he’d canceled the rest of his tour six months ago, the weight of detachment had crept in. His creativity had felt distant, as if he were perpetually on autopilot. But here, in this quiet cabin, he reconnected with the simplicity of playing for himself without the burden of expectation.
The front door clicked open. Sutton stepped inside, a rush of cold trailing in with her.
“Hey,” she whispered. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
Wesley smiled and set the guitar on the couch cushion beside him.
“No interruption. Just messing around.”
She shrugged off her jacket, hanging it neatly by the door.
“Is Brynn around?”
“No,” he said. “Pretty sure she’s at Marcus’s.”
Sutton’s lips curved knowingly. 
“Of course she is.”
Her laugh slipped easily into the room. Then she headed upstairs.
Wesley picked up the guitar again, letting his fingers fall back into a familiar progression.
When she reappeared, hair still damp, she crossed the room and opened the wine fridge.
“Did you want a glass?” she asked





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
™3 A y
,1;

S. BRIANNE

ha





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        1.
        
        One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        2.
        
        Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        3.
        
        Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        4.
        
        Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        5.
        
        Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        6.
        
        Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        7.
        
        Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        8.
        
        Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        9.
        
        Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        10.
        
        Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        11.
        
        Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        12.
        
        Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        13.
        
        Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        14.
        
        Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        15.
        
        Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        16.
        
        Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        17.
        
        Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        18.
        
        Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        19.
        
        Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        20.
        
        Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        21.
        
        Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        22.
        
        Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        23.
        
        Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        24.
        
        Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        25.
        
        Twenty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        26.
        
        Twenty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        27.
        
        Twenty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        28.
        
        Twenty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        29.
        
        Twenty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        30.
        
        Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        31.
        
        Thirty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        32.
        
        Thirty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        33.
        
        Thirty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        34.
        
        Thirty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        35.
        
        Thirty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        36.
        
        Thirty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        37.
        
        Thirty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        38.
        
        Thirty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        39.
        
        Thirty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        40.
        
        Forty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        41.
        
        Forty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        42.
        
        Forty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        43.
        
        Forty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        44.
        
        Forty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        45.
        
        Forty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        46.
        
        Forty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        47.
        
        Forty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        48.
        
        Forty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        49.
        
        Forty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        50.
        
        Fifty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Also by
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Sneak Peek
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  



OEBPS/images/4ebbbd26-f58a-4178-afb4-5cb9ae485e55.png





OEBPS/images/0f6634ff-6221-4873-9f16-12755347d977.png
nng)
mes

Book One of the Lines Duet

S. BRIANNE

TIMEBACK PUBLISHING








