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Two long-time friends...one impulsive seduction...zero percent chance their lives will ever be the same again.

The peace Helen Mansfield struggled to achieve after the death of her husband is threatened when she discovers a lump in her breast. Shielding her loved ones is a lifelong habit, so she keeps the alarming news to herself. But Nathan Spieth suspects she has a secret.

After standing by his wife while she fought and ultimately lost her battle with cancer, Nathan has devoted his energy to rebuilding the career he neglected during her final years. Now, all his hard work is about to pay off. Until Helen makes him an offer he can’t refuse.

As neighbours and friends, Helen and Nathan’s lives have been woven together for more than twenty years. One impetuous, impassioned night might destroy everything they share—or prove to this fiercely independent woman and determinedly solitary man that love is always worth the risk.
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WANT A FREE short story set in the Silverberry Seduction world? Join Brenda’s newsletter and you’ll receive Margin of Risk—

His heart isn’t ready to heal. Her soul isn’t ready to trust. Neither is ready for a fake wedding date to restore their fractured spirits.

As a subscriber, you'll be the first to hear about new releases, special offers, bonus content and more. Just click here.
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TO EVERYONE WHO WAS there the first time I tried a Red Shoe Martini, and to Girls’ Nights past, present, and future. Laughing until we cry, eating too much, drinking more than we should...ah, good times.
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Chapter One
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You’ve been here before. There’s nothing to worry about.

Helen Mansfield shifted restlessly, the paper sheet on the examination table rustling under her. Maybe she should have sat on the chair in the corner. This was a routine meeting to discuss the results—the sure-to-be absolutely, totally normal, nothing to worry about results—of the ultrasound she’d had done as a follow up to her annual mammogram.

To distract herself, she tried to count the number of cotton balls in the glass jar with the tin lid on the counter in front of her. It sat next to a similar jar of wooden tongue depressors. Both seemed oddly out of place next to the sleek, black flat-screen monitor attached to the wall by a swinging arm. Did doctors still use wooden tongue depressors? Wasn’t there something a little more...sophisticated by now?

The door opened without warning, and Dr. Shelagh Chesley strode in. She’d been Helen’s family doctor for more than three decades and, while they didn’t socialize, Helen considered her a friend, one who had been with her through the birth of her daughter, years of sore throats and upset stomachs, a bout with pneumonia, the onset of menopause.

And the death of Helen’s husband from pancreatic cancer three years ago.

“Hello, Shelagh.” She licked her lips, mouth dry with nerves, despite her internal pep talk.

“Helen.” Dr. Chesley leaned against the counter and crossed her arms, her navy-blue blazer tightening across her shoulders. Her hair was unapologetically steel grey, cut in a short bob, and her makeup understated. “I’m going to come right out and say it—the ultrasound confirmed a mass in your right breast. We need to biopsy, so we know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

“Are you sure?” Helen winced. “Of course you’re sure. It’s just, I’ve had abnormal mammograms before. We’ve even gone as far as an ultrasound. There’s never been a need for a biopsy.”

“You know you have dense breast tissue. That often means additional scans to rule out areas of concern. And you’re right, we’ve never had to go further than an ultrasound. Until now. Given your family history, we can’t discount what we’re seeing this time.”

Helen’s mother had died from breast cancer at forty-three, when Helen was only twenty. Now fifty-five, she’d outlived her mother by a dozen years, but that turbulent time still had the power to make her stomach roil. When her mother’s younger sister had required a double mastectomy and passed away from the same disease a few years later, Helen had met with Shelagh to discuss preventative measures.

And here they were.

Helen couldn’t say the word, fearful of conjuring it into reality. But she needed to know. “What are your instincts telling you?”

Dr. Chesley pressed her lips together. “I won’t speculate, Helen. Given the characteristics of what we’ve seen in the mammogram and ultrasound, I want to do a surgical biopsy and remove the mass. I’ve arranged for you to go in a week from tomorrow. It’s an outpatient procedure done with local anesthetic and a mild sedative, so you’ll need someone to drive you home.”

It was all going too fast. Helen held up her hand. “Hold on. Isn’t there something else we can do before we go full bore with surgery?”

“No.” Dr. Chesley regarded Helen with a compassion that made her even more queasy. It was exactly the expression she’d expect to see on the face of a doctor giving bad news. “It’s a small lump, and I am confident we can remove it entirely during the biopsy. Next steps will be determined once we know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

Helen floated untethered from her feet, and made her way out of the doctor’s office, into the elevator, and out the exterior doors to where her car was parked. She slid into the driver’s seat, the air of the interior stifling and stale. July had been unusually hot for northern British Columbia, and there was no end in sight for the soaring temperatures.

Despite the heat, Helen shivered. A chunk of ice sat low in her belly, the chill of fear creeping through her nerves and veins. She cupped her hand over her right breast and pressed. She couldn’t feel anything—wasn’t even sure exactly where the lump was. She pictured it, an oozing, pernicious mass radiating its evil tendrils deep into her body.

Then she pictured smashing it with a hammer, stomping it under her foot, crushing it with a rock so big she had to clutch it with both hands.

Feeling slightly steadier, she started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot.
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SOMETHING WAS WRONG with Helen.

Nathan Spieth chatted with Stephanie Collins while keeping an eye on Helen. She flitted about, the skirt of her lightweight summer dress fluttering above her knees, the Red Shoe Martini she held sloshing but never spilling from its wide-mouthed glass, making sure everyone had a drink and was helping themselves to snacks. He didn’t think any of the other members of the Silverberry Book Club—meeting this Tuesday evening in Helen’s back yard—had noticed anything. But he’d long been attuned to even the slightest changes in her mood.

Something was definitely not right in her world.

“All right, everyone!” She called the group to attention by tapping lightly on her martini glass with her fingernail. “Let’s gather round and start the discussion.”

Nathan offered Stephanie a seat on the deep cushion of the outdoor sofa. This was her first book club meeting, and she seemed rather shy and bewildered. She had come with Terrance Renfrew and his husband Bennett, but the couple had become involved in a conversation with Penta Potter, another member of the Silverberries, and left Stephanie standing awkwardly alone. Nathan had stepped into his unofficial role as secondary host and set himself to putting the new arrival at ease.

Once everyone was settled, Helen launched the analysis of last month’s assigned reading. Nathan watched her closely, contributing when needed to keep the conversation going, but otherwise letting the six or so other members carry the ball. The book club had been active for a little over two years, but he’d sensed for a couple of months now that interest was waning. Part of that might have something to do with the wonderful weather they’d been having. Who wanted to sit around discussing “good” books when they could be out on a boat or at a cabin or generally enjoying the heat wave? Meeting on Helen’s deck had been a compromise, yet even so several regulars had made their excuses and not attended.

An hour later, the discussion broke up. Nathan began collecting the party’s detritus while Helen escorted the rest of the Silverberries to the front yard. He lived right next door—had for twenty years—and it was habit for him and Helen to help the other with clean up when it was their turn to host. Given Helen’s demeanour this evening, he had an additional motive for sticking around.

She returned from the front yard and climbed the wooden steps to the deck. Normally brimming over with energy and verve, she moved at a slower pace tonight and the creases around her mouth were deeper than usual.

As he placed dirty glasses of all shapes and sizes on a serving tray, he said casually, “Everything all right?”

“Of course.” Her reply came so quickly he knew it was a reflex, not necessarily the truth.

He straightened and pinned her with a glance. “Helen. I’ve known you a long time. There’s something on your mind.”

She averted her gaze and began stacking serving dishes with abrupt, jerky movements. “It’s nothing important.”

Nathan studied her. Three years ago, when her husband Aaron had died, she’d stopped colouring her hair and had chopped the long silvery locks into a skull-hugging cut that accentuated her cheekbones and amazing green eyes. A muscle in her jaw flexed repeatedly and, well acquainted with her innate stubbornness, he decided to leave the subject be. For now.

They worked in silence, moving around each other with the ease and efficiency of years of practice. He reflected on how they’d come to this stage in their relationship. When they’d met, they’d both been married. Nathan’s three sons and Helen’s only daughter had been in elementary school. Now they were both widowed. He had three grandchildren, she one granddaughter.

He’d found Helen attractive from their first meeting, in a general, appreciative way. As he’d grown more and more dissatisfied with his own marriage, though, he’d done his best to squash any show of interest. The difficulties Wanda and he were going through were complicated enough without adding in lust for their next-door neighbour—especially since that neighbour was very happily married and had no idea what he was feeling. Then, just when he’d raised the courage to discuss divorce with Wanda, she’d been diagnosed with breast cancer, and, well, he’d stayed.

Now she had been gone five years, and his sharp, stabbing guilt had faded. What still stood out keen and clear were the months leading up to her final day. It was one more thing he and Helen had in common. Though his love for Wanda had faded well before her diagnosis—unlike Helen’s feelings for Aaron—watching someone you’d built a life and family with die of cancer was not an experience he ever wanted to live through again, and he was sure Helen felt the same way.

A clattering smash jolted him from his thoughts. Helen stood at the sink, the chip and dip bowls, vegetable platter, and sundry other dishes in a heap inside it. She gripped the edge of the counter and rocked back and forth, her head bowed.

“Helen?” Alarmed, he stepped forward, tossing aside the dish rag he’d been using to wipe the kitchen island and resting his hand on her forearm. “Now you’ve got to tell me. What’s going on?”

She looked up, her eyes wide and wild, a pulse beating rapidly in her throat.

“Do you want to have sex?” she said.
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Chapter Two
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Nathan’s face went blank, and a flush raced up Helen’s neck. What have I done?

He blinked. “Do I what?”

She swallowed. “I haven’t had sex since Aaron died. I think it’s time.” It was the first excuse that came to mind. She couldn’t tell Nathan her secret—that she needed to wring every last ounce of enjoyment out of life while she could. That would put unfair pressure on him, and unlike her mother, Helen refused to resort to emotional blackmail.

Nathan lost his stunned expression, and his intense blue eyes focused on hers. “I thought that was what you said. But I wanted to make sure.”

His light grip on her forearm strengthened. She wondered if he could feel the frantic pulse beating in her wrist. She lifted her chin. “So? Do you?”

He tilted his head and his palm swept up to her shoulder and down again. Goosebumps rippled in the wake of his caress. The urge to celebrate every moment of life, the same urge that had initiated her invitation, heated into something deeper. It had been a long time since she’d felt the power of her sexuality, and it flooded her senses like rain on dry land.

“Why now?” Nathan stepped closer. The warmth of his body enveloped her, unimpeded by his short-sleeved shirt and dress shorts. “Does it have something to do with what’s been bothering you tonight?”

“No,” she lied. “It’s just...time. And I thought...sometimes you seem...” She stuttered to a stop. What if she was wrong? What if Nathan hadn’t been giving her admiring glances, sending off faint signals of attraction? She couldn’t pinpoint when she’d started to notice those tiny hints a man gives a woman, but it had been a while now.

Hadn’t it?

She stepped backward, pulling her arm from his gentle clasp. “Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

He paced forward and she took another involuntary step back, coming up against the floor-to-ceiling cabinets that lined one wall of her kitchen. He followed again, standing so close he left barely a breath of air between them.

She was suddenly, overwhelmingly aware of every inch of her bare skin. And his.

“Helen.”

His voice was whisper soft but held a note of command she couldn’t ignore. She lifted her gaze from her contemplation of the stitching on his breast pocket.

“I very much want to have sex with you,” he said. “I have for a long time. But I didn’t think you felt the same way about me.”

She hadn’t thought so, either. Nathan had been a friend for so long she’d stopped seeing him. They were more than neighbours. Watching him lose Wanda, having him at her side during Aaron’s illness, had forged a different, undefinable relationship between them. But she certainly hadn’t regarded him sexually.

Yet, since Dr. Chesley’s unsettling news this afternoon, she’d been under a growing compulsion to prove she was still alive, that she still had a place in this world. Sex—even sex after menopause—was an affirmation of life, and the more she’d thought about it, the more she’d thought about Nathan. Watching him this evening had made her edgy and uncomfortable in a way she hadn’t been since her twenties.

He was waiting for her reply, with the patient look she was accustomed to seeing back on his face. Gathering her courage, she placed one palm flat against his chest. “I do feel that way.”

Nathan braced his hands flat on the cupboards on either side of her head. The muscles under her palm bunched and shifted and she placed her other hand beside the first to savour the sensation even more. Slowly, oh, so slowly, he leaned in and pressed his lips to hers, holding his body away so their mouths and her hands were their only points of contact.

If they’d ever kissed before in their long friendship, Helen couldn’t remember when. There had been casual hugs and consoling embraces, but had their lips ever touched? His were smooth and cool, motionless, undemanding, and she felt a pang of disappointment. Where was the zing, the sizzle, the passion she so wanted and needed?

Downcast, her shoulders relaxed. As if he’d been waiting for such a signal of surrender, Nathan’s kiss changed.

He increased the pressure, and his tongue traced the seam of her closed lips. Instinctively she opened her mouth, and he delved inside with small, tantalizing touches. He tasted faintly of the beer he’d had earlier.

He gave a small grunt and raised his head, an amused gleam in his eyes. “You’re pulling hairs.”

Her hands had fisted in his shirt. She snatched them away. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’ll take that as a good sign.” He returned to her mouth, nipping and sucking and licking and suddenly all the sizzle she’d wanted was right there, burning through her nerve endings, sparking between her legs, swelling her breasts.

She wound her arms around his neck and arched her back. His thigh wedged between hers and she wriggled against him, hooking one bare leg around his calf, the dusting of wiry hairs erotic against her smoother skin.

His hands were still planted on the cupboard doors. “Touch me,” she muttered against his mouth. “I need you to touch me.”

He gripped her hips and pulled her closer. She purred with approval, her fingers dancing on the nape of his neck, and then cupped his skull and swept her palm to the crown of his head. He kept his hair short and the change from bristles to smoothness came as a tiny shock. She’d known he was balding, of course, but feeling the difference was a different sort of knowing.

She liked the sleekness of his scalp.

The slide and rustle of fabric tickled her thighs as he bunched her dress at her waist. With a practiced movement he swept his hands under the skirt and gripped her ass, lifting her onto her toes. Her thin satin panties were no barrier to the heat emanating from his palms. With joy she felt a rush of dampness between her legs and rubbed herself against his thigh. He stepped in, squashing her delightfully between his body and the wood behind her.

Speaking of wood. With dazed bawdiness, she revelled in the heated length of his erection hard against her belly. Was there anything more satisfying for a woman than this incontrovertible proof of a man’s desire? The power made her dizzy.

All the while, their mouths had been searching, exploring, tasting. She dragged her lips far enough away to speak. “Bedroom?”

“God, yes.”

​
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IN A HAZE OF SEXUAL longing and rampant desire, Nathan followed Helen down the hall and up the stairs, their hands entwined. He didn’t want to lose contact, afraid severing their link would cause her to change her mind.

She tugged him into the large master bedroom overlooking the front yard. When Aaron had been ill, Nathan had spent many afternoons in this room keeping his friend company in order to give Helen much-needed respite. But since his death, there’d been no reason for Nathan to come to the second floor.

“You painted.” The dark burgundy walls had been replaced with a pale lemon tint. The furniture was the same heavy wood, but instead of the forest green bedding and striped curtains he’d expected, the duvet cover was a natural-looking linen with pale blue accents and the window hidden by light sheers. It was altogether a brighter, more feminine space, and it suited Helen perfectly.

“Can we discuss decor later?” Her grin took any possible sting from her words. Reaching behind her back in that double-jointed way women had, she fiddled with something then rolled her shoulders. The straps slipped down her arms and the dress swept over her hips to the floor.

His cock hardened further as his breath caught.

She waved her hand in his direction. “Your turn.” She began tossing the many pillows mounded at the head of the bed onto the floor with abandon.

The satiny white panties and bra she wore offset her tanned legs, shoulders, and arms. But what stunned him into immobility was—

“Tattoos? I didn’t know you had tattoos!”

She threw him a saucy look as she folded the duvet neatly back to the foot of the mattress. “I work at a tattoo parlor, Nathan. Is it so surprising?”

Helen had been a high school art teacher for thirty years but had retired when Aaron got sick. A couple of years ago she had taken a part-time job as a receptionist at a tattoo parlor “for something to do.”

“How many do you have?” As if drawn by a magnet, he drifted toward her. Above the edge of her panties, on her right hip, was a red rose on a thin green stem, about an inch long all together.

“Two.” She straightened from the bed and faced him. Loosening the strap of her bra by slipping it down her bicep, she folded the cup back far enough to reveal a heart. “For my mom,” she said.

He knew she’d lost her mother to breast cancer well before she’d married Aaron, and her father to a heart attack about fifteen years ago. While she talked freely about her dad, she rarely mentioned her mother. It made the fact she’d had a permanent reminder inked onto her skin especially poignant.

“You must miss her.” His parents were both hale and hearty, and he gave silent thanks.

“She’s been gone a long time.” Before he could wonder about the emotions hidden behind that cool acceptance, she cocked a hand on her hip and waggled her eyebrows at him. “Why are you still dressed?”
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