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          SUTTON

        

      

    

    
      “Where are you?” Wes’s concerned voice filled my car.

      The ice pelted the windshield. My fingers gripped the steering wheel so hard, my knuckles ached. I’d turned off the radio a while ago, not wanting to be distracted.

      The road to my best friend Wes Calloway’s house was slick, but there was nowhere else I wanted to be.

      The road was empty because most intelligent people were home with their families on Thanksgiving night or hadn’t ventured out.

      But I’d needed to see Wes. To hear him say that my grandmother’s ultimatum was crazy, and I shouldn’t entertain it. I needed his comforting presence tonight more than ever.

      Over the years, the Calloways’ home had become a respite for me after the holiday meals with my family.

      Dinner with my family tended to send me into a tailspin. Wes and his family grounded me, bringing me back to the present.

      I felt safe at the Calloways, and I needed that warmth wrapped around me like a blanket on a night like tonight. I couldn’t go back to my empty house. Not after the bomb Grandma had dropped at dinner.

      “Sutton. Are you still with me?” Wes barked over the speakers.

      “I’m on my way to you.” My mouth was so dry, but I didn’t dare lift my hand from the wheel to drink from the water bottle sitting in the cup holder.

      “It’s freezing rain. The roads are slick.” As a Department of Natural Resources police officer, Wes had access to the same radio updates as his police officer brother Teddy, who was sure to be with him at dinner tonight.

      “I know.” I didn’t like the tremor in my voice. I prided myself on being strong.

      “You should turn around and go home. It’s not safe.”

      Wes was straitlaced, always seeing things in black-and-white. Safe or dangerous. Always my port in the storm.

      From the moment we met under the slide on our school’s playground, we’d been friends. He was always there to protect me from a bully or help me when I fell on the playground. And I needed him now.

      I flexed my fingers, not letting go of the wheel. “I’m almost there. There’s no point in turning around now.”

      “I’ll come get you.” Wes’s voice was hard and didn’t leave any room for argument.

      “You shouldn’t be out in this,” I said, realizing how ridiculous I sounded.

      “And you should?” Wes’s tone was incredulous.

      I kept my eyes glued to the road in front of me while I willed my small car to say on the road. Every time it slid to the side, I pulled it back by sheer will. But I wasn’t sure how much longer I could stay in control

      It felt a little like dinner with my family. The tighter I held on, the more out of control I felt.

      Wes growled over the line. He was overprotective on a good day. But when someone he loved was in danger, he lost his cool.

      “I’m okay,” I said gently, even as the sweat beading on my forehead told me a different story. “It helps to have your voice on the line.”

      “If you slide, steer into it, don’t slam on the brakes.”

      “Wes. You’ve told me this before.” And it was the mantra that had gotten me through the last few torturous miles.

      “It’s different when you’re experiencing it.” The line fell silent, and I wondered if he was running his hand through his hair or gripping the back of his neck. “I’m coming to get you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “How far out are you?” His voice was tight.

      “Five minutes without ice?” I tried to joke, but it fell flat.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      Before I could say anything, the line went dead. My heart surged at the idea that Wes was on his way. I didn’t want to be alone in this, but at the same time, I didn’t want him or one of his brothers to get hurt. They were involved in either law enforcement or firefighting, so they were versed in bad road conditions and rescue efforts.

      Wes would be fine. He wouldn’t come out if he didn’t think he could make it.

      My car slid again, and I brought my attention back to the road. I just had to go a few more feet, then a few more after that.

      Just then lights flashed in the rearview mirror, and a truck driving way too fast came around the corner and swerved around me. Panicked, I jerked the wheel to the right, and my small car flew off the road, going airborne for one long second, then landed with a hard thud.

      My head bumped into the steering wheel, my knee into the steering column, before my body flew back against the seat.

      When the car stopped moving, I was almost afraid to breathe. I slowly opened my eyes, my entire body felt like it had been shaken up.

      The airbags hadn’t deployed. That was a good sign, wasn’t it?

      All I could think about was how much I needed Wes to be here. I felt coolness on my forehead. I reached up, feeling a cut.

      My knee hurt. But I was okay. I was off the side of the road. I hadn’t hit anything else like a tree. It could have been worse.

      I just hoped no other vehicles would go by and crash into me.

      It couldn’t have been long when lights flashed in my eyes. I hoped it was Wes.

      The truck made a U-turn and parked alongside my vehicle, partially blocking the roadway. The passenger side door of the truck opened, and someone ran toward me.

      I heard my name being shouted. But I felt a little dizzy and woozy. I wondered if I had a concussion.

      The door ripped open, and the cold air made me shiver.

      “How is she?” Jameson asked as he seemingly shoved Wes out of the way.

      “Can we move her? Can we get her out of here?” Wes asked, his voice trembling.

      I’d never heard him be anything other than completely put together and calm. Except for when his mother died.

      “Should be able to,” Jameson said evenly. “How’s your head, Sutton?”

      The pain was worse now. It felt like someone was using an ice pick on my head, and my neck ached. I touched my forehead. “It hurts.”

      “Anything else get hurt when you slid off the road?” Jameson’s voice was soothing.

      My hand drifted lower. “My knee.”

      “Okay. I’m going to look at you. If everything’s good, I’ll carry you to my truck. Then we’ll take you home and treat you there.”

      Home. To the Calloway’s house. The place that made me feel warm and content, accepted and loved. There had never been any pressure or expectation at the Calloway house. I was accepted as is, and it was an amazing feeling.

      “What about my car?” I didn’t like the idea of leaving it here.

      “We’ll call a tow for it. It will be fine.” Jameson’s fingers lightly probed my forehead, my scalp, then my knee. Then he traveled to other parts of my body, and I felt too exhausted to ask what he was doing.

      “I’m going to unbuckle your seatbelt and carry you to my truck.” Every word was said slowly, but I knew Jameson was focused on me and the road, listening for any signs that another vehicle was close by.

      I merely nodded, and Jameson released the buckle. Before I could register what was happening, Wes was there. “I’ve got her.”

      “Be careful. We don’t know what other injuries she could have.” Jameson’s voice sounded so far away.

      I was lifted out of the car and cradled in Wes’s arms. He carried me to the truck, placing me carefully into the back seat before climbing in and shutting the door. The interior of the truck’s cab was warm and cozy, a contrast to the air outside.

      Wes buckled me into the middle seat, then pulled me across his lap. He brushed my hair off my forehead. “You’re going to be okay.”

      “I am.” Being this close to Wes was like coming home. I felt safe, warm, and protected. Nothing could get to me here. Not my grandmother’s ultimatum, my parents’ shock, or the weather.

      “I think you hit your head hard.”

      My hand fluttered to my forehead. “I mean, it hurts, so⁠—”

      “I’m only saying that because you’re letting me hold you.” There was amusement in his tone.

      I tried to shrug, but the position was awkward for the movement. “You feel too good.” That was the reason why I resisted touching him and only gave him the briefest of kisses on the cheek. When he filled out as a teenager, I was hyper aware of the man Wes was growing into. I was attracted to him despite my brain telling me what a bad idea it was.

      When he started talking about girls he liked, I knew I wasn’t even on his radar. He’d put me firmly into the friend zone, and I couldn’t let on that I crushed on him, or I’d lose the relationship we had. And I couldn’t lose him. He had been the rock in my tumultuous life.

      The one I went to when my family was too much. I just didn’t let him consume my life. He had girlfriends on and off, and I was very aware that they hated it when I hung around.

      I flitted in and out of his life based on his relationship status and pretended that we were just friends. That I didn’t get a tingle of awareness each time his body brushed mine. That I didn’t enjoy laying in his lap right now even though my head ached and my knee throbbed.

      Wes Calloway was a friend. He’d never be anything more. But for tonight, I’d enjoy every minute of laying in his lap and soak up the comfort he provided.

      One day, Wes would be doing this with his fiancée or even his wife. I needed to protect my heart around him and not let my expectations run wild. Even if I wanted him to tell me he’d always liked me too.

      It was a pipe dream. Not my reality. I knew what to expect out of life, and it wasn’t dreams being fulfilled or happy endings. It was hard work and sacrifice.

      The front driver’s side door opened and closed. There was a thud as if Jameson had thrown something on the floor of the car. Then he asked over his shoulder, “You got her?”

      “Yes,” Wes said as he adjusted me on his lap.

      I breathed him in, enjoying the familiar smell of sandalwood, leather, and man.

      “Claire shouldn’t drive home tonight,” Wes said quietly as if he didn’t want to disturb me. “Her and Owen can stay at the main house.”

      I kept my eyes closed, wanting him to think I was asleep.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Jameson said tightly.

      When we reached the main house, Jameson opened the door for Wes, and he carried me up the porch steps and into the house.

      “I’m going to take her upstairs to one of the bedrooms.” Wes maneuvered me past him and up the steps.

      I sensed there were people hovering around, and I just wanted to be alone. I didn’t want anyone commenting on my less-than-stellar appearance. I was positive there was dried blood on my face and even a rip in my slacks.

      Sutton Rosesmith never went out in public looking like less than the wealthy socialite she was. That had been ingrained in me since birth. Plus, I felt raw after that family meeting. I couldn’t believe that I might lose everything.

      I might not have had the best parents, but I adored our family’s estate. I’d grown up exploring the grounds and the rooms, making up stories about the history of each item.

      Wes shifted me in his arms, then placed me onto a soft surface. A bed in one of the guest rooms of his dad’s house. I wondered if it used to be his room.

      “Let me grab you some water and a warm washcloth.” Wes moved, but I stopped him with a hand on his arm.

      “I’m okay.”

      “I want to check you for a concussion and clean up those cuts. You’re going to want some water and pain meds for the headache. Tomorrow, you’re going to have some wicked whiplash.”

      I licked my dry lips. “You don’t have to fuss.”

      Wes moved quickly so that his hands were braced on either side of my head on the comforter and his body hovered over mine. My breath hitched in response, and every nerve in my body was firing with awareness.

      “Let me take care of you. Just this once.” His eyes were filled with worry and tenderness; I couldn’t say no.

      “Okay.”

      Wes sighed, and I knew he found me aggravating at times. My insistence on being independent and handling everything myself. According to him, I still let my family rule my life.

      He’d urged me over the years to break ties with them, but I couldn’t. They were the only family I had. And Wes couldn’t possibly understand, not with a family like his. Not even his mother’s death broke his apart. It only made them stronger.

      He moved toward the bathroom presumably for a washcloth the same time Jameson came into the room.

      Jameson helped me to sit up, propped against the pillows. Then he ran through some tests with a tiny flashlight to see if I had a concussion.

      “She probably has a mild concussion. Are you able to stay with her tonight, waking her up every few hours to make sure she’s okay?”

      Wes had returned with the washcloth and cleaned my forehead. “I can do that.”

      Yet his jaw was tight, and he seemed on edge.

      “You don’t have to—” I was well versed in navigating situations where I wasn’t wanted, and I hated this feeling.

      Wes leveled me with his stern look. The one that brooked no arguments. “I said I’d take care of you, and you promised you’d let me.”

      Jameson made a sound. Was he laughing at us? I hadn’t found anything about tonight to be amusing. But then again, they didn’t know why I was so distraught. “You’re right.”

      “You’ll have some soreness and bruising, and tomorrow, you’ll probably have some pain in your neck and back from the bumping around. Take it easy for a few days, and then you should be fine.”

      “Take it easy?” I had so much to do. I needed to figure out how to get around this ultimatum.

      Jameson’s lips twitched. “Think you can manage it?”

      I opened my mouth to protest, and Wes said. “I’m on it.”

      I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at him only because my head ached. “You’re not my keeper.”

      “For the next few days, I am.” Wes’s voice was grim.

      I ignored the flood of feel-good emotions that coursed through my body at his words. No one had ever vowed to take care of me, not even my own parents. Why would they when they had nannies at their disposal?

      Jameson backed toward the door. “Let me know if you need anything. I’ll be staying at the cottage with Claire.”

      Wes’s gaze swung from me to Jameson. “You two are serious?”

      Jameson’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. No. I don’t know.”

      Wes tipped his head to the side. “Where’s Owen sleeping?”

      “I was going to suggest he stay at the main house. He wanted to play video games.”

      Wes nodded. “We’ll take care of him.”

      “Text me if you need me.”

      “Absolutely.” Wes’s amused gaze swung back to me, and he winked. Heat flooded my body.

      Jameson left the room.

      He sat gingerly on the bed, at my hip. “Care to tell me what happened at dinner that had you so upset?”

      I sighed. “Grandma is redoing her will.”

      Wes barely suppressed an eye-roll. “You know she just likes to keep you in line by threatening you with changing it, right?”

      I swallowed over the lump in my throat. “This time she’s using everything in her arsenal.”

      “And what would that be?” Wes asked.

      I drew in a breath before I said, “I have to get married before she dies, or the estate goes to charity. She claims she’s sick and only has a few months to live.”

      His eyes widened. “You’re kidding me.”

      “She’s been saying that ever since she was diagnosed with heart issues. The will has already been rewritten. She gave me a copy to show to my attorney.”

      I rarely saw Wes angry, but right now he was seething. “What right does she have to order you to get married?”

      “She controls everything.” She’s always acted as the puppet master, pulling strings when it suited her. I watched my parents jump on many occasions, trying to please her, hoping it meant more money for them.

      I didn’t particularly care about the money. I wanted to preserve the house and the memories inside. The house had been in the Rosesmith family for generations, and I wasn’t about to let the proceeds from its sale be donated to charity. I had plans for how I wanted to use it.

      His jaw worked. “What are you going to do?”

      “I have to get married.”

      “Your grandmother tells you to get married, and you comply. Just like that?” Wes snapped his fingers.

      I grimaced. “What other choice do I have? I need the house.”

      Wes stood abruptly and paced the room. “She’s playing a game with your life, and I don’t like it.”

      “The Rosesmith name can be so much more. I want to keep the house in the family and do something good with it.” Wes had listened to me talk over the years. He knew my dreams inside and out.

      Wes’s face softened as he sat by my side on the bed. “You have such a big heart. You’re so much bigger than them.”

      “They’re my family.”

      Wes sighed. “It doesn’t mean you have to stick around and take the abuse.”

      “I want the house.” I’d been saying that to myself over the years every time I was at a dinner I didn’t want to be at or a gala or some other event where my presence was required.

      “So what’s the plan?”

      “Mom has some eligible bachelors lined up for me to consider.”

      “I bet they’re all trust-fund babies who’ve never worked a job before, hoping for a big pay day by marrying you.” He stood and paced again. “And who wouldn’t? You’re intelligent, beautiful, and kind.”

      “You think I’m beautiful?” I didn’t think I’d ever heard him say that before, but I’d bumped my head pretty good.

      Wes’s jaw tightened. “You know you are.”

      Yeah, but it was different hearing him say it.

      Wes stopped at the end of the bed. “We’ll figure this out. Just not tonight. You need to rest.”

      Wes pulled his shirt off revealing his toned pecs, defined abs, and the sprinkling of hair that thickened toward the waist band of his jeans.

      Over the years, I’d seen him in various stages of dress, but this was the first time he was getting ready to go to bed with me.
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      I turned off the light, then removed my jeans before climbing into bed with Sutton, my best friend. The woman I shouldn’t be thinking about unless it was to care for her injuries.

      She was a friend who needed my help. I wouldn’t touch her unless it was in a purely clinical way.

      Except Jameson seemed to think this whole situation was funny. Over the years, my brothers insinuated that I was attracted to Sutton, and I was positive they were downstairs talking about us now.

      Sutton was hurt, and of course, I wanted to take care of her. She brought out every protective instinct in my body. Her family was awful to her. The girls at school worse. People thought someone who came from money was immune to nasty words.

      But I knew the truth; Sutton felt too much underneath the hard exterior. She never let anyone take care of her, probably because she was left to fend for herself at a young age. But I was going to take advantage of it now.

      “Wes?” Sutton’s voice was soft.

      “Yes,” I shifted, trying to get comfortable. But all I could think about was that Sutton lay just a few inches away.

      “Will you hold me?” Her voice was uncertain.

      “Of course.” My voice was rough. Tonight would call on all my restraint. It wasn’t the time to tell Sutton I’d been attracted to her since I knew what that was.

      One thing about her grandmother’s ultimatum was certain— If she was going to marry someone, it would be me.

      She didn’t like when I got bossy, so I needed to tread carefully. I couldn’t box her into a corner like her family did. She’d push back and do something rash like marry someone else. Someone who didn’t care about her like I did.

      Sutton rolled toward me the same moment I opened my arms to her. She tucked her head into my chest, and I let out a breath, one I’d been holding since realizing she was driving toward me in an ice storm.

      “I was so scared.” Her voice quivered, and my heart contracted.

      “You’re safe now.” It wasn’t the time to chide her for driving in icy weather. She always came to me after a bad day with her family.

      “I feel safe with you.”

      I tried not to let those words affect me, but they did. I wanted to be the man in her life. The one she came to all the time, not just with the bad stuff but the good too. But she only saw me as a friend, not a potential lover.

      “I’ve got you.”

      She snuggled in closer, and I banded an arm around her waist. She felt good. I breathed in her scent and wondered if I’d get another chance to be this close to her again. As much as I wanted to stay awake and enjoy her sleeping in my arms, the adrenaline had worn off and I was exhausted.

      Before I fell asleep, I reached for my phone and set the alarm. I woke her periodically through the night to ensure she was okay.

      In the morning, she was a heavy weight on top of me, her hair tickling my chin. Before I had a chance to revel in her proximity, she shifted, her head flying up. “Sorry, I didn’t realize.”

      She moved off me, and I didn’t like it. I wanted to pull her back to me. But she wasn’t mine. “It’s fine.”

      She rolled to her back, turning her head to catch the time on the alarm clock. “I can’t believe we slept so late.”

      I ran a hand over my face. “It’s my fault. I kept waking you through the night.”

      A smile spread over Sutton’s face. “Do you think Claire and Jameson hooked up last night?”

      “They had the perfect opportunity. They were alone in the cottage, and I think that was by design.”

      “Jameson deserves to be happy.”

      I threw my arm over my head. “Jameson’s the happiest of all of us. He follows his dreams and does whatever he wants.”

      “I don’t think it’s that simple,” Sutton said.

      “What do you call having three or four different jobs?”

      Sutton’s lips twitched. “Jameson’s a good guy.”

      “Why don’t you date him then?” I couldn’t help but ask even as my heart squeezed in protest. Why was I pushing her toward my brother?

      Her eyes widened. “I’m not attracted to Jameson. He’s like a little brother.”

      I barely refrained from asking her if she was attracted to me. It wasn’t the time or the place. It was too early in the morning to reveal truths like that. Not when we were stuck in the house together for a few more hours, or at least until the ice melted.

      “I’m just saying I want him to be happy. I suspect that he’s been looking for something, and maybe Claire is the one to give him that.”

      “She’s too good for him,” I said stubbornly. He needed someone to keep him in line, and who better than a single mother who had her shit together?

      Sutton grinned. “All women are too good for the Calloways.”

      Without thinking, I rolled until I straddled her, careful to avoid her knee. Sutton’s eyes widened, her breath hitched, but I couldn’t seem to move away. Words lodged in my throat.

      Frustrated with my lack of control, I forced myself to move off her. I needed space, or she was going to notice the outline of my erection under my boxer briefs.

      In the bathroom, I shut and locked the door, then threw cold water on my face. What was I doing? I get a few hours alone with my crush, and I acted like a caveman, straddling her and holding her down.

      Sutton was going to think I’d lost my mind. I used to treat her like a sister, and siblings roughhouse and bait each other. The thing was, it didn’t feel like she was my sister when she was underneath me.

      She was soft where I was hard, her body arching into mine. Had she felt the same physical attraction I did?

      I needed a shower. A cold one. I turned on the water, quickly shucked my briefs, getting under the stream. It was cold, a shock to my system but exactly what I needed to forget how Sutton felt.

      I scrubbed a hand over my face. I was supposed to be taking care of her, not lusting after her. I quickly soaped up and washed my hair, then rinsed. I stepped out of the shower and roughly scrubbed my skin, irritated with my lack of control.

      I tied the towel around my waist because I’d forgotten to grab clothes. All I had was the briefs I’d worn all day yesterday.

      When I opened the door, Sutton lay on her side facing me, her hands tucked prayer-style under her cheek.

      “How was the shower?” Sutton asked. Her gaze lingered on my chest, then lower. Was she imagining me dropping my towel?

      Cold. “Fine. I forgot my clothes.”

      I pulled on my jeans under my towel, then let it fall to the floor. Then I grabbed my shirt. “You need breakfast. I’ll bring it up here, so you don’t have to get out of bed.”

      Sutton rolled so that she was on her back. “That sounds lovely. Thank you.”

      Sutton might have been used to a houseful of staff, but she never acted entitled. But it also meant that this wasn’t special. She was used to being catered to, at least by her family’s staff. But I suspected no one treated her with care. Maybe that’s how I was different.

      Not that it mattered. Sutton would meet a guy who met her family’s expectations with the right financial portfolio, and she’d marry him. Because her family’s legacy was important to her.

      I threw a thumb over my shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

      Sutton threw her arms over her head, giving into a full body stretch. Her toes were pointed, her nails painted a pale pink. The movement was giving me ideas about what she’d look like naked in my bed after a night of sating our desires.

      Nearly groaning, I opened the door, then shut it softly behind me.

      I wasn’t sure if everyone else had stayed up late playing video games and binging on food. That’s what we did whenever there was a storm.

      In the kitchen, the scent of coffee drew me to the machine, and I poured myself a cup.

      “How is Sutton?” Dad asked.

      I turned to find him seated at the breakfast nook. “I didn’t realize anyone else was here.”

      “It’s just me. Everyone else is sleeping in. Enjoying a break from reality.”

      Outside, the branches and ground were covered with ice. “She’s fine. I woke her every few hours overnight.”

      Dad nodded. “That’s good. We need to take care of her. Her family leaves a lot to be desired.”

      I needed to take care of her, but I got that Dad thought of her as another daughter. What would he think if he knew the thoughts I was having about her?

      “Her family went overboard this time.”

      Dad sobered. “What happened?”

      I grabbed the eggs from the fridge, some veggies, and milk and set them on the counter. I’d make Sutton an omelet. She probably hadn’t eaten dinner with her family, and I hadn’t thought to grab a snack last night. “Her grandmother’s redoing the will. If Sutton doesn’t get married before she dies, she loses everything.”

      Dad frowned. “Who gets it?”

      “She’s threatening to give it to charity. Each family member will get a nominal amount of cash to prevent anyone from challenging the will, but most of the cash and estate will be donated.”

      “Why does she care if Sutton is married?” Dad asked, genuinely confused.

      My jaw tightened. “It’s always about control with them.”

      He rested his elbows on the table. “What is she going to do?”

      “She didn’t say. But her mom is already lining up eligible suitors. No doubt some trust funders who are looking for a trophy wife who stands to inherit a fortune.”

      Dad considered me as I cracked several eggs, then whipped them, pouring a few drops of milk into the bowl. I poured oil into the pan, turning on the burner to let it heat while I chopped peppers and onions.

      “What are you going to do about it?” Dad asked.

      I added the veggies to the pan. “I don’t think there’s anything I can do about it.”

      “You’re going to let her marry some guy she doesn’t love just so she can inherit the estate?”

      “You know how much she loves the house. She wants to keep it in the family.” I turned, leaning a hip against the counter. The way Sutton talked about it, she wanted to do something with the house itself. She didn’t necessarily want to live in it or raise a family within its walls. She wanted to create a different sort of legacy. One she could be proud of.

      “I’m not sure it’s worth marrying someone you don’t love. In this day and age, it sounds a little crazy.”

      “Her family is crazy,” I said softly, not wanting her to overhear if she made her way downstairs. “She should tell them to fuck off and do her own thing.”

      Dad lifted his mug, giving me a look over the rim. “You know she won’t.”

      I sighed, grabbing an avocado to slice. “I know.”

      “This must be hard for you.” Dad’s concerned gaze made me fidget.

      “It’s messed up, but I’m not sure it’s my place to do anything about it.”

      Dad raised his brow.

      I should distance myself from her. She was too good for someone who grew up on a farm. I was just her friend, the one she went to when she needed someone to listen.

      When she got married, she wouldn’t come around as often. Her new husband wouldn’t appreciate her talking to another man. My time with her was limited.

      Unless I married her? The idea had been at the forefront of my mind last night, but Sutton would never marry me. I grew up on a farm, and I worked as a police officer for the Department of Natural Resources. In retrospect, I wasn’t a suitable prospect for her. The fact was, I wasn’t the man for her.

      I checked the veggies, pouring the eggs over the top.

      “You’re a good friend to her.”

      “I try to be.” I was there for her whether she needed someone to talk to or a shoulder to cry on. But she’d never thought of me as anything more. I needed to steel myself for the reality that she wouldn’t even be my friend soon. She’d be married to someone else.

      Dad was quiet for a minute. Then he said, “Jameson said Claire wants to cut a tree down for her house.”

      I turned to find Dad on his phone. Jameson must have texted. I wondered if that would be a way to spend more time with Sutton today. We could cut down a tree for her place, and I could help her set it up. Or I could get one for my place.

      I wasn’t sure why I wanted to extend our time together, but I did. It already felt limited, and I’d only just heard about the ultimatum. Besides, the longer I could keep her away from her family, the better off she was.

      I sprinkled shredded cheese over the almost-cooked omelet.

      I knew Sutton had to go back but not today. Not when she had a mild concussion, bumps, and bruises. Remembering she might be in pain, I grabbed a glass of water and a bottle of pain medication from the cabinet.

      “Take care of your girl.”

      “I always do.” I liked Dad calling her my girl a little too much. I carefully folded the omelet, then placed everything on a tray Mom had used when we were kids and one of us was sick in bed. Then I carried the entire thing upstairs, wishing I had a flower to offer her.

      I wanted to cheer her up. Get her mind off Mrs. Rosesmith’s ridiculous ultimatum. The problem was, I knew Sutton would want to meet her demands. Sutton wouldn’t be mine for much longer, and I needed to enjoy every minute I had with her.

      I knocked softly on the door, but hearing the shower running, I opened the door and set the tray on the nightstand. My stomach rumbling, I ran downstairs to grab something for myself.

      When I entered the kitchen, I said, “Sutton’s in the shower.”

      Dad was cooking pancakes on the griddle. “You can have the first few.”

      “The warm water should help with the sore muscles and her headache. I just want her to take the meds before it gets any worse.” I should have thought of that before I cooked her breakfast, but I was so thrown by waking with her on top of me, then how she felt underneath me… I was a mess.

      I sipped my coffee and waited for the first two pancakes to be cooked, then carried them on a plate up to my room. Sutton sat cross-legged on the bed in an old T-shirt of mine she must have found in the dresser.

      She smiled when I came inside. “Oh, good. I wanted to eat with you.”

      I lifted my plate. “Did you want pancakes? I can give you these.”

      Sutton shook her head. “This is good.”

      I rushed to put my plate down, then arranged the tray on Sutton’s lap. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      Sutton frowned. “My neck and back are sore. I have a bit of a headache.”

      “Eat. Then you can take the meds.”

      Sutton’s expression softened. “Thank you for taking care of me.”

      “Of course.” I grabbed my plate and sat next to her on the bed.

      “After dinner, I wanted to be with you. Your family is so different. I can forget anything outside of this house exists.”

      “Jameson mentioned cutting down a Christmas tree.”

      Sutton’s eyes lit up. She loved the holidays.

      “Are you up to coming with us? You just need to pick out the perfect tree, and I’ll do all the work.”

      Sutton smiled. “That depends. Who’s the tree for?”

      I swallowed. “I thought I’d get one for myself this year.”

      “Really? This I have to see.” Sutton loved the holidays and never failed to give me shit for not wanting to decorate. I didn’t have kids and hadn’t dated anyone seriously over the holidays. I think it was because I wanted to have that time with Sutton.

      If I could convince Sutton that it would be a bad idea to marry a stranger, then it would be worth it.

      “I can’t wait to get my hands on your house.”

      I held up a hand. “I said we’d cut down a tree. I didn’t say anything about decorating my house.”

      “You can’t do one without the other.”

      “Maybe not at Rosesmith Estate, but at my place, it’s low key.”

      “Not anymore it isn’t.” Sutton grinned, and I wondered if she was avoiding thinking about her issues in favor of tackling mine. If so, I was all for it.

      I nodded toward the water and pill bottle on the nightstand. “Take the pills.”

      “Of course, Dr. Calloway.”

      My lips twitched. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Officer Calloway sounds better,” Sutton said softly as she opened the bottle and popped a pill into her mouth, chasing it with water.

      “It does, doesn’t it?” Her family had discouraged her from being friends with me because I wasn’t part of their social circle. It had only gotten worse when I chose my profession.

      She finished her food, and I removed the tray, setting it down on the nightstand.

      “Your phone is blowing up with messages.”

      Sutton rolled her eyes as she settled onto the pillows. “That’s my mom. She wants me to get started on picking a suitable bachelor.”

      “She doesn’t know you were in an accident?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Why would it matter if she did?”

      And that was the unfortunate truth that settled like a brick in my stomach. Sutton was coming to me last night because I was the only one who showed genuine emotion when it came to her.

      “Mom claims to be vetting them for me. Only men interested in marrying me for a piece of the Rosesmith Estate will be considered.”

      My blood ran cold. “She’s only going to attract the worst kind of men if she puts that out there. Ones who only want the money. They won’t care about you.”

      Sutton shrugged. “That’s the way it works. You think my mom married my dad for love? She wanted the money he stands to inherit. It’s no different.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed near her hip. “This sucks.”

      Sutton’s eyes were suspiciously shiny, but she rarely cried in front of me. Then she closed her eyes and sighed. “Do you think we could cut down a tree and forget what a shitshow my life has become.”

      I chuckled. “I’d be happy to do that.”

      When I moved to get up, Sutton snagged my wrist. “You’re the best friend I could ever ask for, Wes. Thank you for always being there for me.”

      I stood, letting her hand drop away. “And I always will be.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/calloways-ebook-bundle30offseriesimage.jpg
Calloways Series Ebook Bundle






OEBPS/images/ctmh-ecover-copy.jpg
THE CALLOWAYS
—

B2

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

"LEA COLL





OEBPS/images/ctmh-title-author-blk.jpg
it

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





