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	For the brave girls who dare to step away and find the one that truly makes their heart sing. Here’s to choosing happiness in love and not settling. I hope you find your very own happily ever after, but until then, have fun falling for Trevor Calhoun.

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 1

	WINNIE

	 

	 

	 

	D


	ON’T FOLLOW ME!” I slammed the car door shut, the sound echoing off the walls of the apartment complex. My heart pounded in my chest, my breath coming in short, ragged gasps. Adam stood there, frozen, his hands at his sides, before slowly getting back into his car.

	For once, I hoped he would listen to me.

	I stormed into my apartment, my finger tracing the empty spot where an engagement ring sat just moments ago. Now it was lying in the dirt somewhere after I’d chucked it straight into Adam’s face. My mind dared my eyes not to cry over this; it had to be the last time. No more breakups, no more excuses, no more letting him walk all over me and beg to come back. I couldn’t live like this anymore.

	We were supposed to be going to a friend’s house for a BBQ tonight. We were supposed to be enjoying ourselves as we announced that we’d scheduled a date for our future wedding. But Adam showed up plastered again, brushing off my concerns like always. I hated it when he got drunk and hated it even more that he thought it was okay to drive while he was drunk. He always thought I was overreacting when I told him how I felt. He didn’t care that my grandpa was such an alcoholic that it ruined his life and eventually led to his liver diseased death.

	But tonight, I’d had enough. I told him I didn’t want to be married to him if he wanted to keep getting drunk and driving like it was no big deal. What I hadn’t expected was that after I went to bed, Adam used his spare key to let himself into my apartment. I probably wouldn’t have realized it if it hadn’t been for the beer bottle that he threw, shattering my bathroom mirror into a million pieces while he shouted curse words at the top of his lungs.

	That was when I left. I left him sitting on the bathroom floor, surrounded by shattered glass, and ran barefoot in my pajamas into the night – because I finally realized I deserved more. I kept running until I was in the safety of the campus library three blocks from my building, and I collapsed into a heap on the reception sofa.

	My mind was reeling, my stomach was in knots, and I had no idea what I was supposed to do next. The heavy exhales of shattered breath made my chest ache, until I could hear Mom’s calming voice telling me to just breathe. In and out. There you go. Focus on something you see in the room, keep your eyes on it until it turns blurry, then count to three. 

	Mom’s words had always helped, even when she wasn’t physically there with me. I had been living a full day’s drive away from my hometown for going on three years and it never seemed to get any easier being away from her and Piper. Even though I was only seven hours away from them, I didn’t make it home on school breaks because I was always too focused on getting ahead. But right now, I really felt like I needed my mom and big sister more than ever. I wanted them to tell me it would all be alright. Piper would be the one to tell me things would get better and that I’d forget all about this and laugh about it one day. She was always one of those sunny souls, seeing the best in everyone. 

	But I wasn’t entirely sure this would ever be okay. In my world, it would never be okay for a man to hurl a full bottle of beer at his fiancé and shout obscene names at her in a drunken stupor. In my world, that man would never be given a second or third chance at redemption. 

	I wanted to live in that world. I wouldn’t let him manipulate me anymore. From that moment on, I decided I will become the woman in that world. But how do I become that woman here, in the same place that he can infiltrate the new bubble I plan to build around myself? 

	After I had calmed down enough to gather my thoughts, I called Nate from the reception desk phone. My big brother would know exactly what to do at this moment. The phone rang four times, and I was about to hang up when I heard a low mumble on the other end of the line.

	“Hey, I know, I’m sorry it’s so late.”

	“Winnie?” A groan. “Wait, what time is it?”

	“It’s almost one in the morning.” 

	“Why are you calling so late? Oh my God, don’t tell me you locked yourself out again. I told you; you have to –”

	“It’s not about that!” I cut him off, my voice shaking. “But I am in trouble, Nate. Do you think you can come pick me up?”

	He was immediately in big brother mode. “Wait. What’s wrong, where are you, did something happen to your car?”

	“It’s a long story, but I can’t get to my car, and I can’t stay here.” There was a pause, and I heard him clamber out of his bed.

	“Okay, okay. Tell me where you are, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

	I gave Nate the address to the library, and I put my head down on the desk, feeling thankful for twenty-four-hour access to the library where I was safe behind the keypad locked doors. University security changes the codes every year, and since Adam graduated last year, I felt safe that he wasn’t going to be able to get in there. Nate should be here in seven hours and then I’ll figure out where I go from here.

	This wasn’t the first time Adam had turned mean after drinking. His jealousy often spilled into cruel comments, but tonight … tonight crossed a line I couldn’t ignore. I knew the signs had been there all along, but now they were impossible to unsee. I had to leave, and until I could get away from campus, I was going to stay in the library and maybe try to get some rest. 

	After fifteen minutes had passed and I still couldn’t fall asleep, I strolled through the library, finding myself in the romance section. I plucked a random book off the shelf and flipped through the pages, smelling that familiar scent of dust and paper. Reading had always made me sleepy, so I thought it should do the trick, because sleep would definitely help to get my mind off of Adam and the sticky mess he left back in my bathroom. I hope he wakes up and slips on all that glass and wonders why he created such a disaster. 

	My mind was flickering between the look on his face and the sound of glass splintering into tiny pieces. I literally just couldn’t stop thinking about it. Back to the book, Winnie, that’ll help.  I threw myself down in one of the comfy corner chairs they had set up in the reading nook and I cracked open the book. 

	Instead of drifting off to sleep like I had hoped for, I found myself flipping through the pages and thinking just one more chapter. But I couldn’t put it down, I didn’t even know when the last time was that I was so drawn into the world created by a book, and I was obsessed. I was completely wrapped up in Ellie’s love story and stayed up the rest of the night to finish it, satisfied with their happily ever after at the end. God, why can’t I meet someone like Lee who will pine after me for twenty years and still look at me like I’m the most beautiful girl he’s ever seen?

	By the time I put the book back on its shelf, the sun was starting to rise, and the morning shift employees were starting to file into the building. I smelled the coffee pot brewing, and I made my way to the mini kitchen to pour myself a cup. 

	Julie was there, mixing her creamer into a fancy swirl on top of her coffee. She was my favorite librarian; always there when I needed help finding a specific book for my research projects and never shied away from sharing the latest gossip that she’d overheard.

	“Morning Julie.” I smiled, reaching for a styrofoam cup from the stack.

	“Hey … Winnie. You’re up abnormally early today. Got a paper due?” She took in my outfit, eyeing me suspiciously and sipped from her cup.

	“No. I couldn’t sleep so I came here to read.” It wasn’t a lie; I really couldn’t sleep. I just wasn’t about to tell her how my crazy ex-boyfriend scared me shitless and sent me running barefoot across campus to hide out in the library. “Just embracing my inner bookworm in style!” I shrugged and gave her my best I’m really okay, I promise grin, then grabbed a stir stick for my coffee.

	“Okay … cause who needs shoes when you’ve got caffeine, right!?” Her laugh came through cracked, but she waved and nodded at me before walking away to start opening the library for the day.

	As if that wasn’t awkward enough, more students started pouring in through the lobby to get an early start before their classes, and I was met with several pairs of curious eyes. I decided to dodge them all and hustle over to the nearest computer. Hiding behind the desk, I logged into my T-Mobile account to check voice and text messages since I had left my phone sitting on the nightstand in my panicked escape.

	“Figures.” I huffed and mumbled to myself. There were three missed calls and seven, seven, missed texts from Adam.

	“Where are you?”

	“What happened to your bathroom?”

	“Why was I on the floor? My shirt is soaked with beer.”

	“Do you know where my keys are?”

	“Why aren’t you answering your phone?”

	“Winnie, is everything okay?”

	“Did you make breakfast before you left?”

	Ugh, he made me sick. The only thing worse than his drunken stupidity was the fact that he never remembered what he’d done. I ignored all of the messages and put in a lost or stolen phone report, requesting a new phone number at the same time. I picked the shop in Logan Harbor, Delaware as my shipping destination and closed out the screen. It was just about 8’oclock at this point, Nate should be arriving soon, and the sooner he got there, the sooner I could start to pick up the pieces of my life and start over.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 2

	TREVOR

	 

	 

	 

	T


	rev! Trev!”

	I woke up to the sound of my roommate, Nate, yelling and shoving me. I rubbed my eyes and blinked several times, trying to clear my vision enough to see the clock on my bedside table. 

	“What the hell, man? It’s only one o’clock in the morning,” I groaned, rolling onto my side.

	“Winnie called. She’s in trouble and asked me to pick her up from school.”

	“So?” 

	“So, I’m still drunk, and I need you to come with me and drive the first leg,” Nate slurred his words making me laugh, until it hit me: Winnie was in trouble.

	Throwing the sheets back, I rushed to get dressed. Then I remembered … I wasn’t alone. Thea spent the night last night. She was sprawled out in my bed, completely unaffected by the noise in the room.

	Thea Sinclair was my on-again, off-again high school girlfriend who I broke up with when I left for a residency opportunity in DC. Recently, we were more on again since I moved back to Logan Harbor for my job at Harbor Hospital as an anesthesiologist. 

	“It’s a seven-hour drive. So, we have to leave pronto. I have to get back to open the tasting room tonight.” Nate whispered, covering his eyes as he slowly backed out of the room. 

	I quickly grabbed the sheets and pulled them up over Thea, covering her bare skin. Then I scribbled out a note, so she wouldn’t wonder why I left her alone in the middle of the night in my own bed.

	

	“T – left on emergency with Nate for Winnie. Won’t be back til later this evening. Last night was full of memories. – Trev”

	 

	I laid the note on the pillow next to her and grabbed my wallet and car keys from the dresser, closing the door behind me. When I looked up, I was staring at the door across the hall from mine. It was Winnie’s old bedroom, and memories flooded in of how I had spent every night that summer she graduated at their house. I used to leave Nate’s room and catch sight of her lying on her bed, always writing in her journal. A wave of heat used to rush through me every time, and it felt just like that right now. I swallowed a laugh as I remembered how she would smile and wave when she noticed me staring.

	Nate was my best friend. We grew up together and the Logan family had been like a second family to me. I had spent countless hours, even a whole summer, at their house when my parents went on a cruise for their twentieth wedding anniversary. But I never noticed Winnie until it was almost too late. When I found out she was heading off to college, I never got up the nerve to make a move on her, my best friend’s little sister, she was considered off-limits.

	Winnie was the reason I decided to leave the Harbor and take the opportunity to do my residency further away. She became a distraction, and she was also the cause of many of my fights with Thea. That thought had me turning around to change my note on the bed, but Nate yelled from the bottom of the stairs to hurry up.

	I took the steps two at a time and jogged out to the car, checking the gas gauge before I backed out of the driveway.

	“I have a full tank of gas, so that should get us about halfway there, right?” I asked, glancing over at Nate, who was fumbling with the Waze app, trying to enter Winnie’s address. 

	I shook my head and took the phone from Nate. “Dude, you’re such a lightweight. How many did you have anyway?”

	“Four. I think. But then I had a shot of something else after that. I don’t really know.”

	“See, this is why I can’t ever let you go to a party alone.” I said, laughing.

	Nate snorted, “Whatever. I remember when it used to be you throwing up on my bathroom floor after one beer.”

	“Yeah, when I was like sixteen!” I shot back, grinning.

	“Same thing.” Nate mumbled, starting to nod off.

	“Alright. Keep telling yourself that.” I looked over at him, to see if Nate was still awake. “So, what happened with Winnie? Why are we rushing out to get her in the middle of the night?”

	“I don’t even know. She just told me that she was in trouble, and she couldn’t stay there. I don’t know what the deal is with her car. But if Winnie asks for help, you know it’s a big deal.” Nate said, his words started to slur as he fell asleep again.

	I focused on the road ahead, but my mind wandered to the last time I saw Winnie. It was three years ago, the night before she drove off to a new life at college. I hadn’t thought of it often, but at the mention of Winnie’s name, I realized time hasn’t changed my feelings for her one bit.

	“You know I know, right?” Nate’s voice caught me off guard, startling me out of my previous daydream. Could it be considered a daydream if it’s not daytime? What did he just say? 

	My gaze quickly shifted over to him. “You know what, exactly?”

	“That you’ve secretly had a thing for my little sister.”

	“Bro… what!?” My palms began to sweat and my grip on the steering wheel slipped.

	“Oh, come on, man. It’s not a secret. Even Thea figured it out. Why do you think she was always pissed when you slept at my place?”

	My heart raced, and I almost veered off the road. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	Nate rolled his eyes. "Sure. I guess we can pretend I didn’t hear you spill your guts that one time."

	"What the hell are you talking about?"

	"Remember the summer before you moved away? You came over to help me replant the North Block in the vineyard. We drank way too much of Mom’s new cider that night, and we passed out on the couch in the basement. You woke me up when you started sleep talking. I thought I would keep it to myself until I needed to blackmail you for something, but now’s as good a time as any." 

	I shook my head, the knots in my stomach tightening. “So, what did I say?”

	Nate’s smirk widened. “You said, ‘Nate, don’t hate me. I have to tell you that I can’t stop thinking about Winnie. I think I’m going to marry her someday.’”

	“Okay. Now I know you’re fucking with me. You almost had me there.”

	"Believe what you want," Nate said with a laugh. "But one of these days, you’re going to have to admit it."

	“You know I’m back with Thea, right?”

	Nate opened one eye and shrugged, then laid his head back against the headrest. “I don’t think she’ll be sticking around once she realizes Winnie is back in town.”

	My jaw clenched. “So, she’ll be staying?”

	“I mean, I assume so since she said she can’t stay there.” Nate threw his hands up and let out a sharp sigh.

	“Where’s she gonna stay?” Nate shrugged and turned away from me, clearly not wanting to state the obvious, but I pressed, and asked again anyway, my voice a little louder. “Where’s she gonna stay, Nate?”

	“Probably in her old room. At least until she can find her own place. I don’t know how long she plans on staying but she’s going to need a place to sleep and it’s kind of her house too.”

	“FUCK!” I cursed under my breath and thought to myself: there’s no way in hell I’m going to be able to sleep across the hall from Winnie Logan and keep my hands to myself. Wait. Maybe she’s not the same Winnie that you remember. Maybe her mere existence won’t shred your heart like it used to. Dammit, I guess we’ll see soon enough.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 3

	TREVOR

	 

	 

	 

	Three and a Half Years Earlier…

	 

	T


	here I was, standing in the corner of a bar, if you could call it that since they only serve beer and their own wine. It was really a tasting room. My best friend’s family owns a vineyard, and this tasting room was where most of their business came from. Anyway, I was only here because Nate asked me to come and because the Logan family was pretty much my family.

	This party was in honor of Nate’s baby sister, she’d just graduated from high school. I felt kind of bad being there, because I didn’t know if I’d ever said more than two words to her in my life. And that’s pretty sad, considering I’ve been best friends with Nate her whole life. 

	“Hey babe.” The voice came from my long-time girlfriend, Thea. I didn’t even know she was here tonight. I thought she was going out to Bethany with a couple of her friends for their annual beach trip. If I had known she was going to be home tonight, I probably wouldn’t have even come to the party. 

	“Hey T.” My eyes dragged up and down her tiny frame, taking in her cleavage, her belly button ring, and the milky white color of her thighs. I blinked a few times, and realized that instead of being turned on, I was actually turned off by the lack of clothes she was wearing. “I thought you and the girls were headed to the beach?”

	“We are.” She flipped the platinum blond hair off her shoulder and scanned the room. “Ally had to work an extra shift so we told her we would wait. She’s meeting me here in five, but I wanted to see you before we left.”

	Thea leaned in to kiss me, and I didn’t know why, but it felt awkward. It’s probably just because we’re at a family event. I’m sure that’s all it is. 

	“Okay, have fun. But not too much fun. I know how you all can get when you’re together.” 

	She arched a brow and smiled at my comment, but she didn’t respond. Her phone lit up in the pink purse over her shoulder, and she told me it was Ally. Another quick peck and she was running out the door, and I did what? I leaned back in the corner I was already in and smiled politely at all the people who I didn’t really care to socialize with as they walked by me.

	When I swallowed the last swig of my beer, I spotted Nate and strode over to tell him I was heading out. As I reached him, Nate took a step back revealing someone I didn’t recognize standing by his side. 

	The girl was standing there, all wide eyes and flushed cheeks, cradling a glass of rosé like she wasn’t sure if she should actually be drinking it or if she was just holding it to keep her hands busy. Dark, wavy hair spilled over one shoulder, and her dress – something light and summery – hugged her just right, hitting mid-thigh and showing off legs that were way longer than I would have guessed.

	For a second, I thought she was some random girl, maybe one of Nate’s flings or a friend of his sister’s. But then she turned, laughing at something he said, and it hit me.

	This was Winnie. Nate’s kid sister.

	The same one I used to barely acknowledge when she tagged along after us at football games, back when she was just some shy, awkward kid who always had her nose buried in a book. She sure wasn’t a kid anymore. When did she turn into a total knockout? Have I been completely oblivious to how she’s changed?

	My stomach did this weird flip, and I hated it immediately.

	“Trev.” Nate clapped me on the shoulder, ignorant to the fact that my entire body had gone rigid. “I was just telling Win about the time you got your ass handed to you at the batting cages.”

	I forced a laugh, dragging my eyes off Winnie and back to Nate, but the second I did, she spoke.

	“I remember that.” Her voice was soft, almost hesitant, but there was a tinge of teasing to it. “You tried to show off and ended up getting hit in the shoulder. You whined about it for weeks.”

	I smirked. “I did not whine.”

	She lifted a brow, and her lips curved into a smile, then suddenly I didn’t know what to do with my hands. Or why my heart was beating faster than it should.

	Nate chuckled, taking a swig of his drink. “Oh, you definitely did. Mom had to slap an ice pack on you every five minutes like you were some kind of wounded soldier.”

	Winnie giggled, and it was … it was what? It was different. Lighter. Not the kind of laugh I had heard before. Not the kind that should have made my chest feel tight.

	I shook my head, clearing whatever the hell was happening inside of me, and glanced at my watch. “I was just coming to tell you I’m heading out.”

	Nate frowned. “Already?”

	“Yeah, early morning,” I lied. I didn’t have anything to do tomorrow because I had the day off.

	I could feel Winnie’s eyes on me, and for some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to meet them again. Instead, I nodded once toward Nate and turned on my heel, pushing through the crowd and out the door.

	Cool air hit me, but it didn’t do much to clear my head. Because all I could see when I closed my eyes was Winnie Logan, looking at me like I was someone worth knowing.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 4

	WINNIE

	 

	 

	 

	I


	 was laying low in the library while I waited for Nate to arrive and strolled through the shelves, thumbing the spines of the books mindlessly, when I heard a familiar voice that sent a wave of goosebumps across my arms.

	“Hi. I’m looking for Winnifred Logan, have you happened to see her this morning?”

	My heart slammed against my ribs as I peered around the edge of the aisle to see Adam. He was casually leaning against the reception desk chatting with Julie like he had every right to be there. I froze, the world narrowed around me, suffocating my attempts at breathing. My hand went over my mouth, silencing my own gasp and in a panic, I spun on my heel. I need to get out, quick! 

	I ducked into the next aisle, my breath coming in shallow bursts as I weaved through the rows of shelves. My vision tunneled, the rows of books turned into blurs as I hurried toward the back exit, dodging students without really seeing them. My pulse roared in my ears, and I glanced over my shoulder, convinced I’d see Adam following me. 

	I reached the door and shoved it open, but before I could make it out, I slammed hard into something solid. No, not something – that was definitely someone. My breath whooshed out, and I held onto firm biceps to steady myself.

	“Oh my gosh!” I gasped, still panting, my chest heaving as I struggled to regain control. “I’m so sorry.” 

	I looked up, slightly disoriented, and blinked at the steel blue eyes staring into mine; familiar, but I was unable to immediately place them. Until he smiled, and it all started to materialize in front of me, becoming sharper with each passing second. With shock rippling through me, I stumbled back, and the image of my teenage crush came into focus.

	“Winnie!” My head whipped around to find the voice that shouted my name. Nate, thank God, the relief swam over me and was then immediately replaced with fear. 

	“Shhhh!” My finger met my lips with force, and I ran over to my big brother, feeling safe in his presence. “Shhhh! He’s in there.” I whispered, just loud enough for the two of them to hear me.

	“Who?” Nate instinctively pulled me behind him, looking into the glass doors in search of whoever it was that had me rushing out of the library in a flurry of fear.

	“Adam.” I said, a wave of terror smothering me.

	“Adam? Isn’t that your fiancé?” he asked, turning to face me.

	“You’re engaged?” I heard the other voice ask. Then I noticed Trevor Calhoun stood beside me, blocking me from the view of anyone who might exit the building next.

	“Well, not anymore. I – he … can we get out of here first? I don’t want him to see me.”

	“Yeah. Just over there.” Nate led the way across the parking lot to his car. Only it was not the car I remember. He used to drive Mom’s old Chrysler, and this was a rugged Jeep that looked like it had been off-roading one too many times with mud caked on the wheels.

	Trevor opened the back door for me, and I climbed in, noticing that he hopped into the driver’s seat. Okay, that makes sense then.

	“Okay. What exactly is going on?” Nate asked, concern creasing his forehead. I inhaled a deep breath and began to word-vomit everything that happened over the last two weeks.

	When I finished off my long-winded explanation of why I needed my big brother’s help to get me out of here, including last night’s disaster, my voice was shaking, and I was sure that I wouldn’t be able to hold back the inevitable breakdown.

	“After that, it just clicked … I knew I couldn’t stay here with him. He’s not …” My words got stuck in my throat and I swallowed hard, trying to keep the tears from falling. “He’s just not the guy I thought he was.”

	“I never liked that guy to begin with.” Nate shook his fist toward the library.” We oughta go give him a piece of his own twisted mind games and show him what real consequences feel like.”

	“NO! Please.” I squealed. “I just want to get out of here. I’ll figure out school and the apartment lease later. I just want to go. Please.”

	He hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. But we should go get some of your things and your car. I can drive yours back and Trev can follow.” 

	I told Trevor how to get to my apartment from the library and sat back against the leather bench, brooding.

	“I don’t want to go in there.” I told them when we pulled up to building 623, only three minutes later. This was my home, my sanctuary for the last three years, and I couldn’t bring myself to go inside and relive the events of last night.

	“I’ll go.” Trevor said, opening his door and stepping out. He leaned in, hands on the roof. His eyes met mine for only the second time since I was eighteen. I was instantly transported back to my bedroom, writing silly love poems about my brother’s best friend, while I laid on my bed waiting for him to come out into the hall so I could catch a glimpse of him. I flinched when he cleared his throat and blinked several times.

	“Is it locked?” I shook my head, guessing that Adam likely hadn’t remembered where the spare key was to lock the door when he woke up. “Is there anything specific you want me to grab?”

	“There’s a suitcase in my closet. Could you just throw everything that’s in my dresser into it? There’s not much and I can replace everything else.” He nodded and started to close the door.

	“And Trev.” His head popped into view again. “Thanks.” I winced as the word came out, not sure thanks was enough for driving seven hours in the middle of the night to help his best friend’s little sister with a boyfriend problem. He winked and just the slightest hint of a smile creased the corner of his mouth.

	The door closed and I watched him jog up the stairs to my second-floor apartment. I could see him from the car, and let out a breath of annoyance when he was able to walk right in. I was right about it not being locked.

	“So, where’s your car, Win?” Nate broke my trance, and I looked around, trying to remember where I parked it yesterday.

	“There.” I pointed to the left; it was parked three cars over, and we both got out to walk over to it.

	“What the fuck!” Nate hissed. My car came into view, and I just stood there, blinking and completely dumbfounded at what I was looking at. My eyes scanned it all, unbelieving; the tires had been slashed, something was thrown through the passenger side window, the seat was sprinkled with shards of glass. And I just stood there, unable to speak.

	Nate walked around to the front of the car, and I saw his fingers drifting over the hood, his jaw was working through clenches, but when I started to move toward him, he put his hand up. 

	“No.” He wiped his hand down his face and told me not to look. “This guy is a piece of work. The car is trashed, Win, it’s not even worth bringing home.” He told me we would spend more getting it towed and fixing it up, than it was worth. 

	“We’ll call insurance tomorrow and tell them it was vandalized. Hopefully, we’ll get enough out of it to get you into something new.”

	I sighed; my breath trembled at the thought of how Adam could have been so angry. He did all of this before bursting into my room last night. What else would have happened if I hadn’t left? I wrapped my arms around myself and looked around, taking in the scene. It was so surreal; I never imagined myself in this situation. I fell back against my destroyed car and began to sob.

	Nate walked over and wrapped me up in a bear hug. He let me cry into his shoulder until his shirt sleeve was soaked and I felt him shift uncomfortably. He led me over to the Jeep and opened the back door, motioning for me to get in.

	“Why don’t you wait here. I’ll get whatever you have in your car and make sure Trev gets everything from inside.” I nodded and curled up in the backseat of the Jeep, pulling my arms into my shirt sleeves. I allowed myself to let it out now; I hadn’t cried at all last night and now that Nate and Trevor were here, I felt safe enough to breathe because I was not alone.

	I didn’t know what the guys were seeing upstairs, but I was sure it wasn’t a pretty sight. My mind raced between anger and embarrassment, and then my face started to flush. The image of Trevor freaking Calhoun rifling through my drawers, his hands on my lacey underwear and the cute lingerie I recently bought to surprise Adam. I chewed on the collar of my shirt, anxiety trickling through my fingertips, wanting to escape and hide inside myself. This is so humiliating.

	When I was a teenager, Trevor had my heart all wrapped up in a bubble that was constantly ready to burst every time I saw him. He was like the ultimate dream guy, so unattainable, so out of reach, so utterly gorgeous. My day-to-day consisted of ways to get him to notice me without being obvious. 

	I followed him and my brother around when they played football in the backyard and when they had parties in the basement. It was almost embarrassing, now that I thought back on it – how pathetic I must have looked following him around even though he never paid the slightest attention to me. 

	And now, Oh. My. God, he was touching my panties … shit, it was hot in this car now. I sat up, planning on getting outside to cool off, but the guys were standing on the sidewalk by my car. I could see them talking but couldn’t hear the conversation. Nate pointed at the hood and Trevor gaped. I could see his mouth form the word, ‘fucker’ and I was kind of glad I didn’t look at whatever it was they saw.

	The trunk popped open, and Trevor pushed my pink suitcase in along with a cardboard box he found. It must have been left behind from one of my recent Amazon orders.

	“Everything from the dresser fit?” I asked, leaning back to watch him. His eyes flicked up and he grinned at me.

	“Yeah, I got everything from the dresser.” His emphasis on ‘everything’ sent a humming vibration down my core, and I could feel my face redden with a self-conscious flush as I turned back around. 

	“Thanks, Trev.” My voice quaked on his name, and I could still feel his eyes on me.

	“No prob.” The sound of his grin behind me indicated that he definitely saw all the things I had in my drawers.

	“Hey, where’s your pocketknife, Trev?” Nate was searching through the glove box, taking everything out and laying it on the seat.

	“What do you need a knife for?” I focused, attention back on the current situation.

	“I’m going to take the plates off your car so we can turn them in after insurance handles the claim.” He explained.

	“Oh, okay. Makes sense.” I was relieved, and didn’t know why I was thinking he had other intentions meant for Adam.

	“It’s in my pocket, dumbass.” Trevor dipped a hand into his pocket and waved the knife at Nate. “Why would it be anywhere else?”

	“Alright smartass, hand it over.”

	“I swear, if your head wasn’t stuck to your shoulders, it would be off wandering the world with Mandy or something.” 

	I snorted in the backseat at Trevor’s comment.

	“Screw you.” Nate flicked us both off, snatching the pocketknife and storming off to remove the plates from my car, muttering under his breath as he left. 

	Mandy had been Nate’s girlfriend years ago, the one who got away. She was a sore subject, and we all knew not to bring her up. “That was a low blow.” I said to Trevor.

	“Yeah, I know. He knows I’m just messing with him though.” He sat down in the driver’s seat once again, his head laid back against the headrest. “I’m sorry you got tangled up with this guy. He sounds like a real douche, and he doesn’t deserve you.” 

	I nodded, silent, because there was nothing to really add to that statement. Trevor turned so that he was looking over his shoulder at me and smiled. “It’s good to see you, Winnie.”

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 5

	TREVOR

	 

	 

	 

	A


	fter Nate had Marie Kondo’d Winnie’s trashed car down to an empty shell, we started the trek back home. I gave up my spot behind the wheel, letting Nate tackle the drive back to Logan Harbor while I settled into the passenger seat.

	I had never been one to enjoy silence or quiet time, and it was obnoxiously quiet in the car. I knew Winnie wasn’t up to talking about her situation but decided to break the silence and risk being that annoying guy. I wanted to know every detail about the few years of her life since I last saw her.

	“So… Winnie?” I started, struggling to come up with a question that wouldn’t come off like prying right off the bat. “What were you studying? At school, I mean, were you working toward a degree?” I cringed internally at my lame attempt at a conversation starter. Of course she was working toward a degree, you idiot.

	“Criminal Justice. Actually, I’m double majoring in Criminal Justice and Forensic Science.” She replied, nervously scraping her thumbnail through her teeth.

	I raised an eyebrow, impressed. “Well damn. Not at all what I pictured you doing.” I smiled, looking out the window to avoid direct eye contact.

	“Yeah? What did you think my dream career would be?” her voice carrying a hint of curiosity.

	“Definitely not science anything. I had you pegged as an author or journalist. Something with writing. You always seemed to be writing whenever I saw you.” There was a silent moment, and when I turned back, she was frozen with flushed cheeks. Worried that I might have embarrassed her, I scolded myself again. Shit! What was it that I said? 

	Winnie looked down, fiddling with the hem of her sweater, clearly caught off guard by my observation. “Yeah, well, that was just a hobby. I still write sometimes, but … I don’t know. I guess I wanted to do something more exciting, like catching all the evildoers. Make a difference in society somehow, you know?”

	I nodded, keeping my eyes straight ahead on the road but sneaking glances at her in the side mirror. “I get that. You’ve always cared about people. I bet you’ll be really good at it.”

	She smiled slightly, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Thanks. But sometimes I wonder if I’m cut out for it. Especially now…”

	“You’re stronger than you think, Winnie,” Nate said, his voice steady. “You just need some time to figure things out.”

	Winnie sighed, leaning back against the seat and closing her eyes for a moment. “I hope so.”

	The silence re-settled in the car, but it wasn’t as uncomfortable as before. I could sense that Winnie was processing everything, and didn’t want to push her. I tried to focus on upcoming tasks at work instead, but despite my efforts, I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that she was there, in the car with me, after all these years. I still couldn’t quite believe it.

	 

	Winnie wasn’t just Nate’s little sister to me after that party. I started to watch her from the shadows, keeping a quiet distance because that’s what I had to do. But now, seeing her like this, broken and bruised by a guy who didn’t deserve her, I felt something heavy in my chest. Felt like I should’ve been there. Should’ve stopped it somehow; to fix it for her. And now, I felt this overwhelming urge to protect her from anything like this happening again.

	“So, what about you?” Winnie’s voice broke through my thoughts, and I glanced back at her. “You’re back in Logan Harbor now?”

	“Yeah,” I replied, scratching the back of my neck. “I’m working at the hospital, I’m an anesthesiologist.”

	“Wow, that’s impressive,” Winnie said, sounding genuinely surprised. “I thought you’d end up doing something like that. You were always the smart one in the group.”

	Nate snorted at that, covering his budding laugh with a cough, and I glared at him, mouthing a silent Fuck off.

	“Smart, huh? You give me too much credit. I just followed the path that made sense. But it’s good to be back in the Harbor. I missed it … I missed a lot of things.”

	Winnie didn’t respond right away, and I could see Nate watching the two of us out of the corner of his eye. But my friend remained silent, letting the conversation unfold.

	“Are you still with that girl – what was her name?” Winnie asked, her tone was casual, but I could hear the underlying tension in her voice; she knew her name well enough.

	“Thea?” I asked, feeling a tightness form in my chest. “We’re … uh, it’s complicated. I came back from a situation in DC and … I don’t know. I’m not really sure what we are right now.”

	“Oh, gotcha.” Winnie’s response was soft, almost inaudible, and I hated the awkwardness that suddenly filled the car.

	“So,” I turned in my seat, trying to face her as much as I could. “I know this is a lot right now. You just went through something terrible, and you’re dealing with a lot of emotions, but I’ve gotta ask. Because Nate has been letting me stay at the house.”

	Winnie’s eyes flicked to the back of Nate’s head and then to me. She didn’t know.

	“Will you be okay with me – with the fact that I live in the same house that you’ll be going home to? I mean, is being around another man going to–”

	“Trevor, it’s okay,” Winnie interrupted, her voice firmer than before. “I’ll be alright. Actually, I think it will be helpful. Knowing I can count on my brother and his friend being there in case I have … you know … a mental breakdown or something.” She breathed a laugh at the small jab against herself.

	I smiled half-heartedly, trying to remember that I don’t even know the extent of what she’s just been through. She’ll need all the support she can get. 

	“Right. We’ll all be there to catch you if you fall into the nutjob squad.”

	Everyone laughed at that and then I relaxed, turning back around to change the dial on the radio. I flipped it until the static disappeared and the sound of country music filled the car. My mind, however, wandered to the past. I was thinking about all the what-ifs and missed opportunities, regretting that I never acted on my feelings when we were younger. But now wasn’t the time to dwell on that. Winnie needed to heal, and I needed to figure out what the hell was going on with Thea.

	[image: Image]

	As the miles passed, the tension in the car eased, though it never completely disappeared. We kept the conversation light, talking about Nate’s crazy shop stories and the off-the-wall reasons I see patients in my office (there are some crazy things people get themselves into). It was almost enough to make us forget about the messes we were both running from. 

	 

	Almost.

	 

	We let the conversation die off after Nate’s story had ended and I noticed that Winnie fell asleep in the back seat. Her soft breathing was almost inaudible, but I liked the sound of it.

	“It’s no surprise she’s exhausted.” Nate said.

	“Yeah, I’m sure she’s been through hell over the last twenty-four hours. We should let her sleep the rest of the way home.” I looked at her again, finding the image of her captivating; sound asleep, legs staggered on the seat, arms curled under her head. And I let my eyes travel the length of her body, taking it all in. That was when I saw the yellowed marks of old bruises on her wrists, a new purple spot on her thigh, just above the knee, and I was sure there were more hiding under the edges of her sleep shorts. 

	That fucking bastard was hitting her? 

	My entire body had gone rigid. Just knowing that if I had seen those marks earlier, I would have tracked that guy down. I wouldn’t have left until he felt the same pain and fear that she did. 

	My only calming solace was that she was with us now, and all I could think about was how to keep her safe. I leaned my head back and sighed, returning my attention to the conversation with Nate. 

	“I need your opinion on something.”

	“Okay.”

	“Thea wants more from me.”

	“Yeah, that’s a no brainer. She always wanted more from you.”

	“I know. And that’s what I need your opinion on.”

	“Not following.”

	“I don’t know if I’m really ready for more.”

	Nate was quiet for a beat. At first, I thought
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