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Ride hard or stay home...

A phony friendship between an ex-con biker haunted by his past and a suburban mom with an uncertain future shifts gears with startling consequences.

After more than two decades as a stay-at-home mom, Penta Potter’s life is at a crossroads, her future stretching emptily ahead. When her youngest son vandalizes a local motorcycle mechanic’s garage, confronting the forbidding yet compelling owner sparks deliciously wicked longings.

Since his release from prison twelve years ago, Cash Rylance keeps his head down and his nose clean. He has no business aching for a fiercely protective, sweet-lipped, divorced mother of four. If he promises to keep his hands to himself, maybe she will help him be the dad his estranged daughter deserves.

A fake relationship between these two restless hearts seems the perfect route to take...until their improbable plan detours toward a totally different destination.
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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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AUTHOR’S NOTE: IN THIS story, the members of the Silverberry Book Club take a class that introduces them to riding a motorcycle. My expert beta readers kindly pointed out there is no such thing in most provinces and states. I did make a few minor changes to acknowledge this reality but would like to apologize for any inaccuracies that remain. Those mistakes are entirely mine.
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TO MY CO-HOSTS—MELLANIE Szereto, Lily Baines, and Stephanie Morris—and the members of the Worth the Wait Seasoned Romance Readers Facebook Group—thanks for your support and encouragement, as well as your passion for romances celebrating older characters.
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Chapter One
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Penta Potter woke with a start, her pulse accelerating to Indy 500 speed in a millisecond.

The front door closed with a quiet yet unmistakable thunk. The click of it opening must have been what had disturbed her moments before.

As the mother of a preteen, two teenagers, and a just-turned-twenty-one-year-old, her ears were finely honed to noises in the night. But all her children should have been safe in their beds.

A glance at her bedside clock showed 1:12 in glowing red numerals. Muffled voices filtered through her closed bedroom door. Both male, both irritated. One a gruff rumbling bass, the other a light reedy tenor.

Sliding out of bed, she retrieved the baseball bat she’d placed underneath it the first night she’d slept alone in the master suite she and Mark had shared. She’d had no occasion to use it, but knowing it was there reassured her.

Her right hand choking the smooth wood about one-third of the way up—the better for getting power behind the stroke—she eased open the door with her left and put her ear to the crack.

“Come on, dude.” Her second son’s sullen voice drifted up the stairs leading from the main floor to the bedroom level. “I’ll tell her in the morning. I promise.”

A fraction of the tension banding her shoulders relaxed, even as a new question arose. What was Cyril doing awake? He’d arrived home on the dot of eleven p.m., his Friday curfew, and grunted goodnight before disappearing to his room in the basement. She’d finished the movie she’d been pretending to watch as she waited and trailed up to her own room a few minutes later, ready to rest now all her chicks were at roost.

“How stupid do you think I am?”

The second voice had the hairs on the back of Penta’s neck shivering to attention. So deep she could feel it in her toes. So menacing that if she’d had a tail, it would have tucked between her legs.

Her protective instincts roared, and she flew down the stairs, bare feet silent on the carpet, baseball bat raised above her head. “Who the hell are you and what are you doing with my son?”

Cyril’s thin, gawky frame was eclipsed by the hulk of the man looming next to him. A black ball cap shadowed the stranger’s eyes, and the lower part of his face was hidden by a full, dark red beard flecked with silver. Wide shoulders cloaked in black leather, and thick legs encased in soiled, tattered jeans completed the terrifying picture.

Penta’s heart rate tripled, and she blinked dizziness away. Waggling the bat threateningly, she spoke through clenched teeth. “Well, who are you? Cyril, get over here.” She jerked her head and stepped to the side, making room behind her.

“Jeez, Mom.” Cyril hunched his shoulders, his expression an agony of humiliation. “What are you doing?”

“What do you think? I won’t let him hurt you.”

If anything, her pronouncement only increased Cyril’s embarrassment. He muttered an obscenity. She’d deal with that offense later, after she’d taken care of the more pressing danger.

The stranger listened to this exchange with no softening of his flinty expression. “For fuck’s sake, boy. Show your mother some respect.” Since he used the same expletive, his command lost much of its force.

His words did, however, lessen her anxiety. A thug intent on mayhem surely wouldn’t be worried about Cyril’s filial obedience. “Will someone please explain what’s going on?”

Cyril’s posture lost all its belligerence as he shrank into himself like a turtle in a shell.

“Tell her.” Big, Red, and Scary’s tone brooked no rebellion.

Despite her growing conviction Cyril had done something dreadful, she was indignant. “Don’t tell him what to do.”

Big, Red, and Scary ignored her. “Spit it out.”

His gaze drilled into Cyril’s profile and her son ducked his chin even lower, wriggling his hips. Her heart sank. He’d done that since he was a toddler when caught sinning.

“Cyril? What happened?” She realized she was still holding the baseball bat at shoulder height and let her arm drop to her side.

He muttered a few words, most of which were unintelligible. 

Big, Red, and Scary took one step toward Cyril, who looked younger and frailer than ever. “Speak up.”

“Me and the guys broke some windows. At his shop.” He jerked his head in a minuscule movement toward the stranger.

“And?” The single syllable uttered in a quiet growl was more terrifying than any shout.

Cyril drew in a long shaky breath and revealed the rest in one hurried rush, as if saying it fast would make it sound less horrible. “And we knocked over a couple motorbikes and messed up some displays and tried to break into a drawer where we thought there might be money. And the other guys got away, but he caught me.” Another tiny twitch toward his accuser.

Penta wanted to sink to the floor and weep for the loss of innocence—both hers and Cyril’s. But she didn’t have time to fall apart. She had to get Big, Red, and Scary out of the house before her other children appeared, wondering what was going on.

“I’m sure he’s very sorry for doing such a terrible thing.” She glared at Cyril, which was less than effective since his gaze was glued to the floor. “You can be sure he’ll be suitably punished.”

“I know he will. Because he’s going to clean up the mess. And work for me until the value of the damage is paid off.”

Cyril’s head jerked up. “Am not.”

Big, Red, and Scary ignored him. Fishing in a pocket inside his coat, he pulled out a business card and handed it to Penta. 

She took it automatically, noting the grime edging his fingernails, the dark lines of a tattoo covering the back of his hand. She shuddered. No way was Cyril spending any amount of time with this man, no matter what crimes he had committed. “I’m his mother. I’ll decide what punishment he deserves. As for the damages, I’ll pay them.”

He ignored her declaration as he had Cyril’s protest. “Eight o’clock at the shop. He knows where it is.” His tone was bleakly amused. “If he doesn’t come, I’m calling the cops and pressing charges.”

He opened the door, stepped into the night, and closed it behind him with quiet finality.

​
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CASH RYLANCE CLIMBED into his pickup and stared at the house.

The conventional 1980s four-level split with double garage was painted a boring beige and tan. Streetlights illuminated a shaggy lawn with a large round garden in the middle, both starting to green now it was past the May long weekend and the weather was warming up. Inside, he’d seen school photos on the wall, a clutter of shoes on the floor, and a sport bag tossed casually by the door.

All evidence of middle-class comfort and a normal, pleasant family life.

He thumped his fist violently on the steering wheel. “Goddamn idiot.” The kid—Cyril—appeared to come from the kind of home Cash had dreamed of when he was the same age. But did he appreciate it? Not likely, given the mischief he and his buddies had been up to. 

Of course, things weren’t always as they seemed. Maybe he was wrong about the broken-hearted love he’d seen in the woman’s eyes when she’d realized her son was a vandal. Maybe the kid was acting out because of abuse or neglect. He wouldn’t lay money on that, though. More likely, he was just a jerk who didn’t know how good he had it.

Cash put the truck in reverse, rolled onto the empty road, and started back to his shop.

The image of Cyril’s mother dashing down the stairs in her pink plaid pajamas while brandishing a baseball bat played before his eyes. Her curly brown hair had been pressed flat to one side of her head and a pillow crease marked her cheek. Abundantly rounded at hips and thighs, her unbound breasts jiggling invitingly under the light fabric, her eyes had sparked with fierce lightning despite the fear he’d heard trembling in her voice.

She was a warrior, intent on protecting her young. And even though he’d been furious at her son and still reeling from the damage inflicted on his beloved shop, he couldn’t repress a stir of interest.

Not that anything could come of it. He was the last person a respectable, loving, suburban mom would look at twice. Besides, there was probably a husband somewhere, even though he hadn’t shown his face tonight. 

He arrived at his shop via the back alley and parked in one of the three narrow slots. A metal staircase led up to his apartment, where peaceful solitude would greet him. Instead, he went through the door that led to the main floor.

The teens’ rampage hadn’t made it to the rear of the building, so the large room where he kept spare parts and other supplies was untouched. Who knew what havoc they would have wreaked if he didn’t live on site. He had an alarm system—it had alerted him after the sound of smashing glass had jolted him awake—but it was mainly because his insurance policy demanded it and wasn’t connected to local police or a security service. Why bother when he rarely went anywhere else and had no qualms about protecting his possessions with any actions necessary? 

At the end of a short hall, he stepped into the space taking up three-quarters of the main level and his fury rose again. Light from the street glittered on thousands of shards of scattered glass. In the partially intact windows on either side of the decimated front door, star-shaped fractures sparkled like supernovas. The Honda Gold Wing and Harley Softail he’d just finished babying into smooth-running perfection sprawled on the concrete floor, surrounded by the helmets, gloves, and other accessories that had been swept off the steel display shelves.

Pain blossomed in his palms and knuckles. He’d clenched his fists so tightly his hands were cramping. Hot, terrible anger rose like a red tide from his gut to the back of his throat, demanding release. Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply through his nose, held it until his chest ached, and then let the air trickle out of his mouth. He repeated this several more times before he trusted himself enough to open his eyes.

He snaked his way to the corner of the shop that was the heart of his business. The 1967 Triumph Tiger Cub he had just started restoring still stood propped on its kickstand and his lovingly cared for tools were undisturbed. As he had drowned in his first haze of fury, the fact the kids hadn’t touched this area was all that had kept him from pummelling Cyril. The other four ruffians had managed to escape, but the kid had stumbled on a helmet and that tiny delay had been enough to allow Cash to grab the back of his skinny, acned neck in one hand and the ass of his baggy jeans in the other.

The boy’s terrified shrieks had broken through his wild rage. Repressing his first inclination—tossing him through one of the damaged windows—he’d reined in his temper, dragged the boy to his truck, and given him a choice—police or home. White showing around his irises, Cyril had stuttered out his address. Though he’d regained some of his bravado on the short drive, Cash could sense the panic racing under his resentful posture. The boy’s mother hadn’t looked like anyone to be frightened of, despite her weapon, and Cyril hadn’t cowered any more than expected by a teenager caught in the wrong. Still, Cash knew outwardly pleasant appearances could hide terrible secrets.

His threat to call the cops had been bullshit, anyway. He would never hand over a kid to be interrogated and manhandled by those bastards. He only wished he’d had someone to protect him from the same when he’d been that age. 

No. Cleaning up the mess and doing grunt work for a few weeks would be punishment enough. Cash would make sure of it.
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Chapter Two
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Penta didn’t bother setting an alarm when she crawled into bed for the second time that night. She wouldn’t be able to sleep, not after her low-voiced yet contentious confrontation with Cyril.

She knew her divorce had affected her children. How could it not? Felix, the eldest, had become obsessed with getting good grades and insisted on working a part-time job, which she worried were his unnecessary efforts to replace his father as the head of the household. Delilah spent most of her time with her soccer teammates and only spoke to Penta when necessary, but since she was now fifteen this could be considered normal behaviour. Abra had been extra clingy for a long time, but had eventually reverted to her cheerful, petted, and pampered youngest child role.

Cyril had had the most dramatic and disturbing reaction. His school marks had slipped, and he’d stopped hanging out with his usual group of friends, taking up with a new gang. Penta had been uneasy about these unfamiliar boys from the start, despite no firm evidence.

Still, she knew who Cyril’s co-conspirators were, though he refused to name them. It wasn’t fair her son would be the only one punished simply because he’d been unfortunate enough to get caught. She’d pushed him as hard as she dared, but he’d remained tight-lipped, no matter how much she badgered. In the end she’d given up, sent him to bed, and staggered to her own room to spend the last hours of the night staring at the ceiling and wondering what she could have done differently.

Not just tonight. In so many aspects of her life.

At seven she heard the soft sounds of Felix moving about the kitchen. Normally she would have joined him for coffee before he headed to his weekend shift at Costco, but she didn’t have the energy to pretend everything was fine. The mask she’d been wearing for years was getting harder and harder to don.

Several minutes later, the garage door rumbled up, Felix’s car chugged out, and the door creaked down. He’d bought a battered, held-together-with-duct tape Honda Civic a year ago. She’d offered to help him buy something better, but he’d refused. His rejection had hurt. She was his mother. She should be allowed to make life easier for her children, not be condemned for it.

Speaking of condemned...

She rolled out of bed and made the trek to the basement where her two oldest children had tiny but separate spaces. The girls’ bedrooms were across the hall from her own. She didn’t expect them to make an appearance for a couple of hours. Time enough to get Cyril to Absolute Motorcycle Repair. It was only a few blocks away according to the card Big, Red, and Scary had given her.

Opening the door without knocking, she flicked on the light switch. “Time to get up, Cyril. I’ll boil eggs for you before we go.”

He screeched and scrambled to hide his bare, narrow chest with the sheet. “Mom! You’re not allowed in my room!”

“I’m not in your room.” She pointed at her toes, which hadn’t crossed the threshold. “And you lost your right to privacy last night. Now get up. You have work to do.”

He flopped back onto the mattress and covered his eyes with one scrawny arm. “I can’t go back there. That dude was so angry.”

She’d wrestled with this all night. On the one hand, the idea of Cyril spending time alone with the hard, grim man who’d dragged him home made her gut ache. On the other, he had vandalized the man’s business. He deserved punishment.

“You’re going. Now get out of bed.” As reluctant as she was to deliver him, she had to see the damage for herself. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as it sounded.

​
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IT WAS WORSE.

Penta stood just inside the door and stared, aghast. Most of the front of the shop was covered in plywood, since the windows were either non-existent or so badly cracked a toddler could have finished the job. Two gleaming monster motorbikes lay toppled, and an avalanche of items cascaded across the floor, everything dusted with chips of glass. 

“Cyril!” At her side, he hunched his shoulders and wriggled his hips. “You did this?”

Big, Red, and Scary answered. “Him and four others at least. Needed that many to cause this much damage in so short a time. I live upstairs and came down as soon as I heard them.”

“I don’t know what to say.” She waved her hand helplessly. “He’s never done anything like this before. I’m so sorry.”

“Not looking for apologies. Not from you.” He turned his steel grey gaze on Cyril and pointed. “Go through that door there. You’ll find flattened cardboard boxes. Set up two of them and bring them back here.”

Penta swallowed down a demand he stop ordering her son around. Now she’d seen the full extent of the disaster, she could admit he had a right to be furious. 

The cleanup would take at least a day, even with all three of them, so it was good she’d never intended to leave Cyril alone with the intimidating owner. Squaring her shoulders, she lifted her chin and did her best to meet the man’s stony eyes. “I’ll help too, Mr.—” Her mind blanked. She’d seen his name on the business card but for the life of her couldn’t recall it now.

“Cash.”

“Right. Where is your broom, Mr. Cash? I can start sweeping.”

“Cash is my first name.” Dark amusement glimmered in his gruff tones, though any hint of a smile was hidden by his full beard. “Why do you think you should help?”

She blinked, figuring the answer was obvious. He said nothing, waiting. She lifted her hands, palms up. “Cyril’s my son. I’m responsible for him.”

“He’s how old?”

Her heart stuttered. Why did he want to know? Was he reconsidering his decision not to press charges? “Sixteen.” Her mouth dried with fear. 

“Old enough to own his actions.” His tone was gentle but implacable. “Go home...Cyril’s mom.” 

She scrambled for arguments that might change his mind as she absently answered the question indicated by his pause. “Penta. Penta Potter.” An explosive snort drew her attention back to his face. 

His amusement was obvious now, crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Really?”

“I know, it’s ridiculous. I could have gone back to my maiden name after my divorce. It’s Wicken, which is much better. But the kids were going to keep their father’s, and I thought it would be too confusing.” She was babbling, but his reaction had rattled her, set moths fluttering in her belly. His slight smile had made him seem...approachable. Friendly. Attractive.

None of which were thoughts she wanted to have.

She turned the conversation back to the matter at hand. “There’s too much for Cyril to do by himself.”

Cash raised his eyebrows. “You think I’d trust him on his own? I’ll be here the whole time.”

If he’d meant to reassure her, he failed. His words only hardened her resolve. “I should stay.”

Her son appeared from the back, sidling through the door with two large cardboard boxes tucked under his arms. He shot her a sullen look. “Go home, Mom. I don’t want you here.”

She stiffened, absorbing the pain of rejection. “I can help.”

“I said I don’t want you here.” 

His tone lashed her soul. She told herself it was just normal teenage rebellion, that he didn’t mean to be rude. It still hurt.

Three quick steps put Cash in front of Cyril. His hands hung loose at his sides, his wide shoulders and strong back blocking her view. His navy-blue T-shirt had short sleeves and the tattoos she’d caught a glimpse of last night twisted and wound around his muscled forearms.

She couldn’t hear his whispered words, only a deep bass growl. When he stepped aside, Cyril’s gaze tracked him, wide-eyed and wary, before he looked at her. “I’m sorry, Mom. Thanks for offering. But I did this. I will clean it up.”

Resentment bubbled. It wasn’t Cash’s place to reprimand her son. She was Cyril’s parent, not him.

Before she could remonstrate against his highhandedness, he strode past and opened the door. Brilliant sunlight flared into the room made dim by the plywood on the front walls and she squinted. 

“Goodbye, Penta. Come back at five.” He waited stolidly for her to obey.

Her dignity had taken as much battering as she could handle. Her nose in the air, she swept out...and then spun on her toes to make one last plea. 

For the second time in their short acquaintance, Cash shut a door in her face.

​
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CASH DIDN’T FEEL BAD for forcing Penta Potter to leave. The lesson he intended to teach her son would be blunted if she bore some of the load, so she had to go. He understood why she was nervous. It wasn’t like his appearance inspired confidence, especially in nice, sheltered women from upper middle-class backgrounds.

She didn’t need to worry. He wasn’t going to beat the kid. Unless he continued to disrespect his mother. Then the boy would earn a smack upside the head.

He couldn’t help the inward bubble of hilarity whenever he thought of her name. Penta Potter. It belonged to a children’s variety performer, not a lush mature woman with a full-lipped mouth, fiery brown eyes, and tangle of curly hair. Penta meant five in Latin or something, didn’t it? He wondered why her parents had chosen it, and then wondered if she’d chosen it herself for a personal reason.

He wondered about her a lot as he and Cyril set the showroom to rights.

While he was a firm believer in making the punishment fit the crime, having the boy help was also a necessity. Absolute Motorcycle Repair was a one-man operation. The retail products he carried were just a sideline, a convenience for his customers. His main revenue came from restoring old bikes and maintaining new ones. People paid for Cash’s expertise, not some flunky, so he’d never had the inclination or need to take on staff. Officially he was closed on Sundays, though he usually worked at least a few hours anyway. And on the rare—extremely rare—occasions he would be away for a day or more, he updated his website and answering machine and left a notice on the door. No one had ever objected.

Together, he and the teen gathered up the items that had been tossed from the shelves and separated them into two piles—one of goods that could be salvaged and one of those too damaged to sell, even at a discount. He probably should have left everything as it was until he’d talked to his insurance company, but he couldn’t be bothered to wait. He’d put in a claim for the broken door and smashed windows and leave it at that.

Cyril worked in silence, his spine and shoulders stiff with protest. Since his complaints went unspoken, Cash chose to ignore the glares occasionally shot his way. He knew it was embarrassment more than fear that kept the boy quiet and was okay with that. The humiliation was part of the lesson the teen needed to learn.

They were interrupted a few times by customers dropping in. Cash helped those he could, but most he sent away for the time being. All of them expressed shock at the devastation and many studied Cyril with open curiosity. Cash offered only the briefest of details and refused to explain the boy’s presence.

Just after noon, he was wondering if he could trust Cyril to stick around if he went to grab them burgers when the door opened once more. He looked up from examining the Gold Wing that had been knocked to the ground. A young woman stood silhouetted by the sunlight, poker straight blond hair streaming over her shoulders. Most of his customers were balding middle-aged men. 

Making sure the bike was steady on its kickstand, he went to greet her. “Can I help you?”

She stared at him, blue eyes uncertain as she fidgeted with the hem of a belly-baring sweater. “Are you Cash? Cash Rylance?”

He nodded. There was something vaguely familiar about her. She was younger than he’d first thought, mid-teens probably. A scattering of acne reddened the skin on her forehead. Had she come to pick up an order for someone?

Her lip trembled and she lifted her chin with an odd sideways jerk. The gesture sparked a deeply hidden memory. His gut twisted. Hard. 

“I’m Elle Stornaway,” she said with defiance. “Linda’s my mom. And you’re my dad.”
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Chapter Three
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“What are you doing here?” The words burst from Cash, propelled by shock and dismay.

Elle flinched but stood her ground. “To meet you.”

“No.” Dread surged through his veins, snapping with vicious teeth. She was going to ruin everything.

Again with the lifted chin. Linda made exactly the same motion when she was being stubborn. “You’re my dad. I deserve to know you.”

“I’m not worth knowing.” When he’d been released from jail he’d made two vows—never to go back inside and to protect the daughter he’d never seen. Even though it meant cutting her out of his life, he’d kept those vows for twelve years and fully intended to keep them until the end of his days. “Go home. Does your mother know you’re here?”

Her eyelids flickered. “She thinks I’m with friends.”

Great. Linda was going to be furious. He and his ex-girlfriend had a pact. He kept his distance, and she sent him an update every year on their daughter’s birthday. Usually it was a terse, bare bones email—text only, no photos. He never complained, grateful for any scraps she was willing to share. The next message was due in two weeks and three days.

Yearning seared his heart. He had to send Elle away, but since she was here...

“How did you find me?”

Colour rose in her cheeks. “Mom always said she’d tell me about my dad when I was older. Well, I’m almost sixteen. I said if she didn’t tell me now, I wouldn’t live with her anymore. I’d go to Gramma and Gramps or stay with Shelby’s family.”

The news just got better and better. Cash squeezed his eyes shut briefly. Who the hell was Shelby? Linda would lay that at his door too. “You shouldn’t have threatened her.”

Elle shifted her feet, sneakers squeaking on the concrete floor. “Yeah, maybe. But she promised me.”

He sincerely doubted Linda had promised to tell Elle anything. But to a child wondering about her father, he imagined any words other than a flat out “no” could be twisted into a commitment to tell the truth in the future.

A cell phone rang. Elle fished one out of the back pocket of her jeans and looked at Cash with anxious eyes. “Mom.”

“Don’t tell her where you are.” Perfect. Now he was encouraging his daughter to lie. But what good would it do to tell the truth? “Say you’re on the way home. Because you are. You have to go. I mean it.”

Silence expanded between them, punctured by four more shrill rings before the call dropped.

“You’re my dad.” Elle’s eyes glistened with tears. “I want to get to know you. I need to get to know you.”

He shook his head, a granite weight of sorrow and regret bowing his neck. “Trust me on this. It’s better if you don’t. Go home, Elle. Have a good life. But don’t come back.”

Grief and pain etched her smooth young face and gave him a glimpse of what she’d look like in maturity. With a sob she spun around, pushed hard on the door, and vanished onto the sidewalk.

The plywood-covered frame swung back into place, darkening the interior to a shade as ashy as his soul. He stood frozen, staring forward as if he could still see her, wishing he could have given a different answer. Wishing a lot of things in his life were different.

“That was a shit thing to do.”

He’d forgotten Cyril was there. He turned to the boy, who gripped a large push broom, a pile of glass shards at his feet.

His Adam’s apple bobbed in his skinny neck. “I mean it. She was scared, coming to meet you for the first time. And you were a jerk.”

There was nothing wrong with the boy’s nerve. Cash gave him credit for standing up for Elle. Didn’t mean he had to tolerate it.

“Mind your own business.” He put as much menace in his voice as he could and was sourly pleased to see Cyril take a small step back. “Dustpan’s in the storeroom. Go get it. Now.”

​
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CYRIL WAS WAITING ON the sidewalk outside Absolute Motorcycle Repair when Penta arrived to pick him up. She told herself she was relieved not to have to face Cash again. That’s what that twinge was. Relief, not disappointment. How could she be disappointed at not seeing a scary, bearded, tattooed biker?

Once on their way, she asked how the day had gone. Cyril merely grunted.

“Are you finished? Is everything cleaned up?” she prodded.

He sighed, the long-suffering sigh of a teenager wishing he were anywhere but trapped in a car with his annoying mother. “Most of it. He says I’ve still got to work off the cost of damages. He told me to go back Monday after school.”

Irritation flared, infinitely more welcome than the unsettling attraction she’d experienced earlier. Who did Cash Rylance think he was? It was Penta’s responsibility to discipline her children. Wasn’t a day of unpaid labour enough? She squelched the disturbing memory of the ransacked showroom, along with the sinking suspicion that Cyril owed Cash whatever the stern-faced man demanded.

“You have track and field then.” It was the one activity Cyril hadn’t abandoned after the divorce, and she wanted nothing to jeopardize that tiny ray of normalcy. “Did you tell him you couldn’t come?”

Cyril shrugged. Whatever that meant.

It was Penta’s turn to sigh. “Never mind. I’ll take care of it.”

Which was why, on Monday afternoon at three-thirty, she was the one opening the still plywood-covered door at Cash’s shop and stepping inside.

The showroom looked much better than the first time she’d seen it. Many of the shelves were bare and the whole place had a rather naked appearance, but it was neat and tidy. In the far corner, where rows of mysterious tools hung from metal pegboards above scarred wooden worktops, a rusted, battered motorcycle was surrounded by discarded bits and pieces that gave evidence of work in progress.

No one was in sight, though she could hear movement through the door that led to the back of the building. She drifted toward the bike. It wasn’t just poorly cared for. It was ancient, even to her untutored eye. Nothing like the two gleaming monsters at the front of the shop with their ergonomically padded seats, mirror-like chrome, and complicated dashboards.

Motorcycles rarely crossed her mind, other than as machines whose riders were obviously courting certain death. But during the last planning session of the Silverberry Book Club, the group had decided one of their outings would be an introductory learn-to-ride course. It was scheduled for a week tomorrow. And here she was, surrounded by bikes, their maintenance supplies, and other related paraphernalia.

Coincidences made her edgy. The thought that uncontrollable fate might be directing her life was even more disturbing.

Cash Rylance appeared in the inner doorway carrying a cardboard box about the size of a large microwave. He scowled. “Where’s Cyril?”

Well, hello to you too. “He has track and field after school on Monday, so I’ve come in his place.”

The creases between Cash’s brows deepened. An oil-stained red and black bandanna kept his hair off his forehead, the skin there marked by a rust-coloured streak. “I told you. This is Cyril’s responsibility, not yours. Go home.” He strode to the worktop and lowered the box. He wore another short-sleeved T-shirt, this one black with a large skull screen-printed on the back, and jeans that were more holes than fabric. 

She caught a glimpse of a hairy, taut, thick thigh, swallowed, and scrambled to form a reply. “He’s just a boy. I agree he deserves punishment. Which is why I’ve grounded him for a month except for school activities.”

“And coming here. More days he skips, longer it’ll take. No skin off my nose.” He faced her, leaned a hip against the counter, and crossed his arms. The tattoos between his elbows and wrists rippled as long muscles and tight tendons flexed. “He has to work off his debt himself. Won’t learn anything if you protect him by doing it for him.”

“I’m not protecting him. I just told you. He’s grounded.”

“How do you know he’s not going to sneak out of the house and meet his buddies anyway?”

Until this past weekend, she would have stoutly rejected the idea of Cyril doing any such thing. But since that was exactly what he had done...

She hadn’t yet come up with a response when the front door swung open, sweeping sunlight across the concrete floor. A shrill female voice slashed the air.

“Stay away from Elle, Cash. I’m warning you!”

​

––––––––
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GODDAMN IT. WHAT IS Linda doing here?

Cash had spent much of Sunday waiting for his ex to appear in this exact way...an avenging fury intent on mayhem. When she hadn’t, he’d begun to hope Elle had kept the truth from her mother.

So much for that.

Linda stormed past Penta like she wasn’t there, stopping only when she was toe to toe with him. “You swore you would never go near her, Cash. You swore.”

“I didn’t.” It was a weak protest, but he had to make it. “She approached me. She came to my shop.”

Linda waved that away. The blond hair she’d bequeathed to their daughter was piled in a messy bun on top of her head instead of hanging straight and smooth, and the same blue eyes snapped with mature displeasure instead of wavering with teenage uncertainty. Otherwise, the resemblance was uncanny. “You should have told me she came. I had to worm it out of her inch by inch. I knew she wasn’t with friends. I knew it.”

He resisted the urge to squirm. She was right. He should have told her. But he hadn’t wanted to rat Elle out. He’d wanted his daughter to know she could trust him, at least in this instance.

Linda didn’t wait for his response. She poked his shoulder. “You know what she did? She threatened to move out of the house if I didn’t tell her who her father was. I had to give in. I didn’t want to, but I had to.” The fury in her voice was laced with unshed tears. “Now she’s threatening to go if I don’t let her visit again.”

“I told her to get out. I told her she shouldn’t have come.” He wanted to rub his chest, where an unrelenting ache had throbbed all of Elle’s life, but didn’t move. Impossible to ignore even when she was unaware of his existence, it had intensified since his first sight of her.

She’d defied her mother to meet him. Was that a sign he’d paid his debt?

No. It was best for everyone if life stayed the way it was. Spending time with Elle would be dangerous, and not just to his peace of mind. To her safety. He knew too many bad people, people he didn’t want near her. When he’d left prison, he’d done his best to make a clean break, avoid anyone from his past, anyone that might drag him back into the life he had led before. But the only thing he was good at was fixing motorcycles and, when old buddies had appeared, eager to have him work on their bikes again, he couldn’t afford to refuse. It had been that or not eat. 

Linda’s next words echoed his thoughts. “I don’t want
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