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NOTHING IN LIFE IS easy...

In the aftermath of the showdown with Halle’s ex-husband Jack, Halle and Nash are finally able to start the life together they wanted. Or are they? Just when they think they can finally breathe, someone from Nash’s past shows up, and it’s clear she’s there to make trouble. 

When Jack’s parents show up without warning in Leavenworth, Halle wonders if it’s to drag her back to Los Angeles. Like dominoes falling one after the other, trouble seems to be falling all around them, and no one knows what will be left standing when the dust settles. 

And it might not be their relationship...
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Halle 
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WHO THE HELL WAS SHE? 

The woman stood at the entrance to the back hallway, the one Nash and I had sought for a moment’s privacy. The one none of the customers were supposed to be in because it was behind the actual bar and led to the kitchen and Nash’s office. 

Though I couldn’t see the woman’s expression in the contrast of light, something about the way she was standing there, hands on her waist, one hip cocked, instantly put me on edge. It said authority and control, and nothing good ever came of a customer with that kind of attitude. And her black pantsuit told me she didn’t come from around here. Then again, many people who came to the Tipsy Tiki were tourists. 

I took a breath to ask what she needed, how I could help her, and hopefully get her back to her table, but before I could, she stepped into the hallway light, a smirk on her face as her gaze raked me from head to toe. 

“Well, well, well. What do we have here, Nashy?” 

Her voice dripped disdain, telling me my first impression wasn’t far off. And why had she called Nash “Nashy”? My stomach clenched with an odd feeling, a premonition that dimmed the happiness of the past week and threw shadows over the proverbial sunshine. 

I was pressed back against Nash, the place I had landed when her throat clearing had broken up our kiss. He had tensed as soon as he’d seen her, his hands circling my arms when she’d spoken. But now he pulled me back into him, closer to him, his hands tightening so that his fingers dug into my skin. 

“Amelia, what the hell are you doing here?” 

Nash’s voice rumbled in his chest against my back, a warning edge to it. I couldn’t see his face, but from his tone, I could imagine the scowl that had settled on it, his dark eyebrows drawing together under the tousled curls that usually fell over his forehead. 

Then my brain registered his words, and my stomach clenched again, leaving a pit of warning in its wake. Did Nash know her? 

The woman walked another few slow steps into the hallway toward us, the high heels of her boots hitting the wood floor echoing against the walls. The sound, the way she wandered lazily toward us had me more on edge. 

Though nothing compared to the way my stomach dropped to my toes at her following words: “To win you back, of course.” 

That was it. I turned to face Nash, taking in his angry scowl, the way his crystal blue eyes darted back and forth between the woman and me.

“Nash, who is this?”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. But she was here now and clearly had some kind of history with the man who had been my best friend in school but was now my boyfriend. 

My boyfriend. 

Nash let out a short huff of air, his mouth twisting into a frustrated frown, and he ran a hand over the tight curls on top of his head.

“Halle, this is Amelia, my ex.” 

It wasn’t difficult to miss how he overemphasized the word ex, his glare pointed at the woman behind me, whose presence I could feel like a shiver across my shoulders and up my neck. 

His ex? He’d never mentioned an ex-girlfriend outside of my co-worker Nicole, who he’d only been with for a few weeks. 

I turned, taking in the woman, Amelia, in light of this new revelation. She was tall and slim, with the kind of perfectly shaped, high-cheeked face I had seen on magazine covers. Her clothes weren’t cheap—I thought I recognized the pantsuit as the current season’s fashion offerings—and her honey-blond hair tumbled down her back in perfect waves. 

That had been me once: perfect clothes and hair. And it hadn’t been that long ago. But I had left my wardrobe and that life behind in Los Angeles when I’d left my toxic, abusive husband, the one to whom I had just served divorce papers. The asshole ex who had come here and tried to drag me home, pulling a gun on Nash in the process. The bruises and cuts from their struggle for control of the weapon were still fading from my boyfriend’s face. 

Why the hell was Amelia here, in Leavenworth, Washington, now of all times?  

I didn’t like exes, and I certainly didn’t like this one or the predatory, possessive look in her eye as she looked at Nash. 

Then that green-eyed gaze found me, looking me over again. “And who is this?” 

Nash had moved from behind me to my side in the time it had taken Amelia and me to size each other up, but at her question, he stepped slightly in front of me.

Was he trying to protect me?

“This is my girlfriend, Halle.” 

Amelia’s eyes flashed with recognition at my name, her attention snapping to me. 

“Halle? As in, your best friend from high school, Halle?” She was more animated now, her smirk growing to a calculating smile I didn’t like. 

“And my girlfriend now,” Nash repeated, annunciating each word clearly. But though his gaze was trained on Amelia, she was still focused on me. 

“You know, Nash talked about you so often. All the things you used to do together, all the ways he supported you, all the things he loved about you. He went on and on about you.” 

It wasn’t a compliment. Nor was her expressive eye roll as her smirk grew nasty. 

“He also talked about how hurt he was that you cut him out of your life like that.” 

The words had been pointed and sharp as a knife, meant to inflict the most damage, and I took a step back as though they had physically struck me. 

Who the hell was this woman to come back into town unannounced, telling Nash she was here to win him back, her intentions clear even after he had introduced me as his girlfriend? 

I didn’t know whether to be offended, angry, self-conscious, or impressed at her gall. Maybe all of the above. 

“That’s enough, Amelia.” Nash’s tone had moved from annoyed to frosty, his warning clearer. “I don’t know what the hell you’re doing here, but I have no interest in getting back together with you. So either buy something or get out.” 

His hand found mine and tugged, pulling me after him as he stalked past Amelia, back to the front of the house, back to work, our moment of laughter and kisses forgotten entirely. 

I glanced back over my shoulder in time to see the smirk gone from the other woman’s face, replaced with a glare at my back that spoke volumes. 

Nash let go of my hand so abruptly as we reached the bar I almost stumbled. Before I could say anything, he was banging glasses around, even before looking at the order list. 

“Nash, what the hell was that about?” I hissed. 

“I have to get back to work.” He didn’t look at me as he said it but continued to glare at the beer tap as he yanked it down. “We’ll talk about it later.” 

“But Nash—” 

“I said I’ll talk about it later.” 

He snapped the words at me, and I took an involuntary step back, my eyes widening in surprise. Nash noticed, and his angry, jerking motions stopped as he let his head drop forward to hang there for a moment. Then he let out a rough breath, wrenching his hand over the curls on his head again as he tried to smile at me, but it was a grimace. 

“I promise we’ll talk about it later, okay? But I have to get back to work. You don’t have anything to worry about, okay?” 

Swallowing the words on my tongue, all I said instead was, “Okay.” 

Nash picked up the three steins of beer he’d pulled, and I pressed myself back into the bar as he passed to drop them off at the table. 

I stood there, dazed at all that had just happened. How had we gone from laughing and finding a dark place to share a kiss to... this? We had just overcome my unstable ex, who had tried to torment me, us, for the months I had been home. Things had been looking bright, and we had been planning a trip in the spring. 

What the hell was going on? 

It felt like some strange cosmic joke that just as things were getting good, a new complication popped up wearing designer clothing and a nasty smirk. Was she really Nash’s ex? She seemed like too much of a piece of work for him.

Then again, who was I to talk? Look at the controlling piece of trash I had married. 

Well, at least from Nash’s response to Amelia, there was no love lost there, despite the twinge of anxiety in my gut that said otherwise. And he had told me we would talk later. Until then, I would try not to think about it. 

Shaking my head to try to dislodge the dark thoughts circling my head so I could focus on work, I turned back to the register to look for new tables that had come in—

—Just in time to see Amelia stalking out of the bar, shoving the door open to spill light into the place before it, and she, disappeared.

I could only hope it was forever, but the pit in my stomach knew better than that. 
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DESPITE THE BOMBSHELL life had thrown at me, the rest of the night at the bar was quiet. So quiet I asked the bartender, Joseph, if he could close so I could take Halle home. 

She hadn’t been herself all evening, though it didn’t take a genius to figure out why. Halle had been quiet, withdrawn, her smile slower to show itself with customers. It hurt because she was finally coming out of her shell, finding her way back to the bright, indomitable woman she’d been in high school before her ex had worn her down, helped her build walls around herself at which I’d had to help her chip away. 

Worse, I felt terrible for the way I had snapped at her. I wasn’t sure I’d ever snapped at Halle that way. Sure, we’d gotten into a few arguments as teenagers, but they’d been anything but heated, over almost before they’d begun—drama had never been our thing.

But apparently, it was becoming our thing. We had just gotten rid of Halle’s ex, hopefully for good, only to have Amelia come crashing back into my life. 

What the hell was going on? 

When we graduated from high school, almost everyone in our graduating class had moved elsewhere, whether off to college or to seek a larger city with more opportunities. Halle included. But I had stayed in Leavenworth. 

I knew what the big city was like, had lived in Seattle until middle school, experienced the daily rush and tumble, and knew that life wasn’t for me. Life in Leavenworth suited me perfectly. I didn’t have to fight for a parking space, plan my days around traffic, or drive just to find a quiet place to take nature in. Never mind that it was a lot cheaper to own a bar here than on the coast. 

In Leavenworth, there was no rush, no hurry, no feeling that I constantly had to be on the go. I knew everyone’s faces, even if I didn’t know their names, and if I hadn’t helped them at some point, they’d helped me out with this or that. 

It was where I belonged, here in this quiet, simple life. 

At least, it had been quiet and simple, but life seemed determined to shake itself up. 

I pulled my attention away from the road for a heartbeat, the dark stretch of asphalt and banks of snow and bare trees on either side that stretched as far as my car’s headlights went. Halle was staring out the window, her shoulders tense, her reflection in the window pensive. She hadn’t said much since we’d left, though she’d seemed grateful enough when I suggested we leave early to go back to my place and watch movies. 

When I reached across the console to put my hand over hers, knotted tightly in her lap, she managed a tired, wan smile before looking out the window again. 

Not that I blamed her. 

Halle had been through a lot. Not just the past few months as she tried to figure out who she was in this new-old life after she had fled from LA back to Leavenworth, though that had been difficult enough. When she stumbled into my bar that night just after closing in nothing but a short dress, a coat that had no business being used in sub-zero temperatures, and heels, I had known immediately something was wrong. 

Best friends since middle school, I knew Halle inside and out. But five years had elapsed since she had seemingly cut me out of her life to the moment she’d stepped back into my bar. We had both changed, and I hadn’t entirely recognized the woman who had told me she had left her husband, returned to Leavenworth, and needed a job. It had taken time, even more patience and understanding, and the two of us finding attraction and romance before she opened up about what had changed her.  

I still didn’t have the whole story, or all the stories, and I didn’t know if I ever would. But I had the basics, the vital information, enough to know she had been through hell and back for no other reason than that she’d fallen in love and married the wrong guy. It could, and did, happen to anyone. 

Hell, I had fallen for Amelia and hadn’t been able to see who she really was until she was already out of my life. 

I hated that, for whatever reason, Amelia had pranced back into my life with her usual total disregard for everyone and everything else, throwing Halle for a loop when she was finally getting back to being herself. 

Although she wasn’t the only one thrown off by my ex’s sudden appearance. My shoulders were still by my ears, and I’d had to unclench my jaw by force after pain had lanced through to my ear from the tension. 

I’d been distracted, too, and had even mixed up a few drink orders, which I wasn’t sure I’d ever done. Maybe that was the reason Joseph had agreed to close up so quickly, thinking I was sick or having a stroke or something. 

But seeing Amelia again had shaken me more than I wanted to admit out loud. Or even internally. I hadn’t seen her since she had broken up with me to leave Leavenworth to become a model. I had been heartbroken at the time, but once I wasn’t with her all the time, it hadn’t taken me very long to look back and see the kind of person she had been, the kind of partner she had been, and that I was truly better off without her. 

Our breakup had also been a blessing in disguise because it had made room in my heart and my life for Halle’s return. I didn’t even want to think what would have happened if Halle had returned and I was still with Amelia. I would have still taken care of her, of course, but I wouldn’t have really been there for her, there to protect her, and that was a nightmare that didn’t bear thinking about. 

I pulled the car into the garage, and we got out, both silent. When I suggested a movie before bed, Halle agreed, and though she allowed me to pull her closer once settled on the couch, she was stiff and quiet. 

We made it through half the movie before I’d had enough of the distance between us. 

Halle made a confused noise as I paused the movie and pulled away, chocolate brown eyes finding mine, seeking an answer. 

“Okay, what’s up?” I asked. 

“With the movie?” I saw genuine confusion in Halle’s expression. 

“No, with you.” I pushed gently at her shoulder, and she deflected it with a flick, only for a flush to color her cheeks when she realized what she was doing. “Is it about Amelia?” 

Halle took a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “Yes. She came out of nowhere, and I feel completely blindsided. I know we didn’t talk for a long time, thanks to Jack, but you haven’t said a word about her in the past months, either.” 

I licked my lips, searching for the right words, the words that would put Halle at ease about the situation, about my past with Amelia. The words to assure her that the past would stay the past. 

Pulling a leg up so I could turn toward Halle, I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear that had escaped her messy bun, brushing her cheek with my thumb. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Amelia. Honestly? I didn’t even think to tell you about her she’s so far in the past. She comes up every now and then, but other than that, she’s not even on my mind.” 

Everything was a game to my ex, including romance. She loved to text me occasionally for whatever reason, probably thinking she was playing with my heart, keeping her on my mind and in my thoughts. But that couldn’t have been further from the truth. Whenever one of her texts came in, I would feel a momentary flare of annoyance before I deleted the text and forgot about it. 

“You don’t even think about her?” Halle sounded skeptical, her head tilted slightly as she tried to imagine how that was possible. 

“Seriously. I was done with her a long time ago. I have no feelings left for her except for feeling grateful the relationship ended.” 

“So why did she show up?” 

Halle’s question was entirely valid. Unfortunately, I had no answers for her. 

“I have no idea. Probably to sow seeds of chaos as she likes to do. You think Nicole is bad, you should try Amelia.”

Nicole, one of my other employees, had been jealous of Halle. Was probably still jealous, but I had clearly chosen Halle over her—it had never been a contest—and she had faded to the background. Nicole could be nasty, though, and had tried her best to get between Halle and me. 

But if Nicole was bad, Amelia was worse. My ex enjoyed the chaos, and I was embarrassed by how long it had taken me to realize that. The woman had always been the vision of loving kindness when we had been together. Until she had grown bored, decided she was done with me, and traded me in for a modeling career. That was when the stories from my friends and family started to pour in until I was wheeling from all that I, blinded by love, had missed. 

“So how long you were together?” Halle asked. 

I winced. “Two years. Two years too long.” 

Halle winced, too, rolling her lips before she continued. 

“Did you break up with her?” 

“No,” I admitted. “But I should have. I would now, knowing what I do.” 

“Why did she break up with you? Does she still live in Leavenworth?” 

Halle was feeling insecure—that was where the questions were coming from. It wasn’t just the bomb that was Amelia that had been dropped on us. Halle was seeing someone from my past for the first time, someone with whom I’d had a real relationship. 

No wonder she was feeling insecure. 

“No, she doesn’t live here. I honestly don’t know where she’s been living. But she wanted to start her modeling career, so she had to move. She did ask me to go with her, but I wasn’t going to leave, so she left and never looked back, and I realized I was a lot better off without her.” 

Halle searched my face, but what she was looking for I didn’t know. I could guess, however. I stroked her cheek again before I pulled her into me. Halle went willingly enough, her stiffness having melted, and I held her close. 

“I swear, Halle, whatever she says, I don’t want to get back together with Amelia. Not only do I not have feelings for her anymore at all, but I have you in my life.” I pulled back just enough that she had to tilt her head up to look at me, my hands on either side of her face as I kissed her forehead. “And you have my whole heart.” 

That finally drew a smile from Halle, a genuine smile, so I kissed her again, this time on the mouth. My tongue swept hers as she opened her lips to it, our kiss deep and sensual. I wanted to communicate just how much I treasured Halle, show her how deeply I cared for her, prove to her that she was the only one for me. 

She looked surprised as I pulled back, my hand moving between us to caress the warm place between her legs. 

“What—” 

“Come on. Let me show you how much you mean to me.” 

Halle’s protest died on her lips as I urged her to lie back, slipping my fingers into the band of her pajama bottoms and underwear and off the couch in the same movement. She did as I asked, lying back as I pulled her pants down and off, leaving her bare from the waist down and revealing the neat triangle of dark hair at the apex of her thighs. 

She jerked, her gasp soft and sharp as I trailed a finger over the warm skin there, then dipped it inside her waiting warmth. When I looked up, a crooked smile on my face, her eyes were wide, her cheeks pink with anticipation as moisture collected around my finger. I worked slowly, languidly, tickling the lips and walls of her vagina and the nub of her clit, stroking, rubbing, circling with soft, feather-light strokes until her breathing hitched, chest rising and falling rapidly, interspersed with soft moans.

The panting grew louder as another finger joined the first, dipping and swirling, her legs falling open to allow me better access. One hand busy, I cupped her ass with the other, kneading the softness there as I kissed my way up her leg, her skin warm, until I was able to latch on to her, part her folds with my tongue, and feel her contract and writhe around me. 

“Oh.” The single word shivered through Halle, and I took that as a sign to keep doing what I was doing. 

It was heaven to feel her around me, hear her whimpers and gasps as the fingers of one hand wound through my hair, the other clutching at the sofa so her nails dragged along the leather. 

I shifted, and then her nails were dragging fire along my skin in a way that shot straight to my dick. But tonight was about Halle, showing her how much I loved and cared for her, showing her that no one would ever take her place. 

Halle was getting close as I continued to lick and suck, lapping at her until she was moaning, her breathing harsh, her fingers curling into my hair and digging into my skin. I added a thumb, circling her clit as my tongue darted in and out, and she came undone with a cry. 

I waited until Halle had stopped shaking to pull away, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand before I climbed back onto the couch and cuddled her to me. 

“Better?” I asked into her hair. 

“Mm-hmm,” she replied sleepily, happily, melting into me as her eyes closed in contended bliss. 

I chuckled and kissed the top of her head, tucked into the crook of my shoulder. 

“Love you,” I murmured into her hair. 

“Love you, too,” came the sleepy reply, and that was all I needed for the world to be right again. 
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THE GROCERY STORE WAS empty this time of day, save for a few mothers with their young kids riding along in the cart and retirees looking for groceries and company. It was my favorite time to shop when I had a morning off. There was less of a chance of a run-in with pushy tourists, and as much as I loved seeing faces from my childhood, sometimes I didn’t want to stop and spend fifteen minutes standing there and listening to the local gossip or the problems a friend from high school was facing, as told by a parent. 

I wandered the aisles, more just to browse than anything, taking my time and enjoying myself. I still didn’t make a lot of money, but after living on only tips for months, I was finally cashing my paychecks, and it was nice to be able to spend a little more. Splurge on things like pancake mix and the good brand of yogurt. 

From the moment Nash had hired me at the Tipsy Tiki, I’d known I would have to rely on whatever tips I got for the day. It had been difficult, and some days had been better than others, but cashing the checks had meant I would have a paper trail for Jack to follow. 

The idea that Jack would leave me alone after I had run away from him in the middle of the night hadn’t been an option. He would come looking for me
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