
        
            
                
            
        

    
	MC Biker Marriage in Trouble Romance

	The Rider’s Regret

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	STANLEY VERLE  



	




	Copyright © 2026 by Stanley Verle 

	All rights reserved.

	No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews, critical articles, or scholarly works.

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	All rights are reserved by the author. Unauthorized duplication or distribution of this work, in whole or in part, is a violation of applicable copyright laws and may result in legal action.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Prologue: The Night She Stops Waiting

	Chapter 1: The Woman in the Window

	Chapter 2: Three Blocks to Breathe

	Chapter 3: The First Thing He Does Right

	Chapter 4: Learning How to Stay

	Chapter 5: The Woman He Wasn’t Looking At

	Chapter 6: The Promise He Keeps

	Chapter 7: The First Dinner

	Chapter 8: New Rules for Old Love

	Chapter 9: The Night She Lets Him Walk Her Home

	Chapter 10: The Showcase

	Chapter 11: Eleven Weeks

	Chapter 12: The Door He Comes Back Through

	Chapter 13: The Cost of Staying

	Chapter 14: The Papers Between Them

	Chapter 15: Three in the Morning

	Chapter 16: A Man Who Comes When Called

	Epilogue: The Vow They Choose

	

	Prologue: The Night She Stops Waiting

	The front door stuck on the second push, same as it had for six months.

	Bradley Benton put his shoulder into it, careful not to slam it because the old frame had been half-rotted when they bought the house and he still had not replaced it. The lock scraped. The hinges gave their tired little complaint. He stepped inside with the night still clinging to his cut, his boots leaving a faint track of grit across the entry tile Anais had picked because it reminded her of old European kitchens.

	He should have fixed the door.

	That was the first thought that came to him, ridiculous and sharp, before he saw the suitcase.

	It sat beside the narrow table in the hall, upright, zipped, her gray scarf looped through the handle. Not packed in a hurry. Not thrown together. The scarf was tied the way Anais tied things when she wanted them to stay neat.

	Bradley closed the door behind him.

	The house had the kind of silence he had grown used to over the past couple of years. Dishwasher emptied. Lamp left on above the stove. No television muttering in the living room. No music from the back room she used to call her studio before it became a place where unopened boxes leaned against the walls.

	He had told himself quiet meant peace.

	Tonight it had weight.

	His hands were dirty. He noticed because the porch light caught the dark crust beneath his nails when he reached for the dead bolt. Gun oil. Road dirt. A smear of blood along the side of his thumb that was not his. He rubbed it against his jeans and made it worse.

	“Anais?”

	His voice came out lower than he meant it to. Clubhouse voice. The one that made prospects stand straighter and brothers stop talking over each other. He hated hearing it in his own kitchen.

	“In here.”

	She was sitting at the kitchen table.

	Not curled into a chair with one knee under her like she used to. Not in one of his shirts, not barefoot, not half-asleep with a book open and a pencil stuck in her hair. She sat straight-backed in the chair facing the hall, fully dressed in dark jeans, cream sweater, boots. Her hair was pulled back at the nape of her neck. No makeup except whatever had survived the day.

	On the table in front of her was a manila folder.

	Bradley stopped at the edge of the kitchen. The refrigerator clicked on, humming into the silence. He could smell coffee burned down to bitterness in the pot. She had made it hours ago and never poured a cup.

	“You going somewhere?” he asked.

	It was a stupid question. He knew it before the last word left his mouth.

	Anais looked at him, and for a second he caught the girl from thirteen years ago, the one who had stood in a chapel his brothers built out of lumber and stubbornness, smiling like she had chosen every scar on him and still wanted the rest. Nineteen years old, paint under one fingernail, shaking so hard he had held both her hands through the vows.

	Then she blinked, and the girl was gone.

	“I’m leaving.”

	His body did not move. It did the thing it did in bad rooms, around bad men, when sound mattered and the angle of a shoulder could mean trouble. He took inventory without meaning to. Suitcase by the door. Coat missing from the hook. Purse on the chair beside her. Phone face down. Folder within reach.

	No tears.

	That was the part that put a cold, clean line through him.

	“You’re mad,” he said.

	Anais glanced at the folder, then back at him. “No.”

	“You should’ve called me.”

	A small change passed over her face. Not anger exactly. Something thinner. Older.

	“I did.”

	His mouth opened, but he had no answer ready.

	She lifted one hand and touched the edge of the folder. Her nails were short, unpainted. There had been a time he knew the color on her hands without looking because she used to press her fingers against his wrist while talking. Cobalt, she would say, or cadmium red, or Naples yellow, teaching him colors as if he had any business knowing them.

	“You called tonight?” he asked.

	“Not tonight.”

	He stared at her.

	“I called last week when the sink backed up and flooded under the cabinet.” Her voice stayed even, which made it worse. “I called in March when the heater made that sound and I didn’t know if I should turn it off. I called when Thea’s father died and I sat in the parking lot after the funeral because I didn’t want to go in alone. I called on our anniversary.”

	Bradley’s fingers curled once, uselessly.

	“You didn’t say it was important.”

	She looked at him then. Really looked.

	“I shouldn’t have had to mark myself urgent.”

	The words landed without volume. No shout. No thrown glass. He would have known what to do with a fight. Fighting had rules. There were hands and voices and space to cross. This calm gave him nothing to push against.

	He took a step into the kitchen. “Anais.”

	“Don’t.”

	He stopped.

	She had never used that tone with him. Not scared. Not pleading. Just finished.

	The clock above the stove ticked because she liked old things that still worked. He had bought it for her at a flea market outside Columbus the first year they were married. She had been twenty, wearing cutoffs and sandals, arguing with the seller over three dollars while Bradley stood behind her trying not to grin. Later, she hung it crooked and refused to let him fix it.

	It was still crooked.

	“I know I’ve been gone a lot,” he said.

	Her fingers flattened over the folder. “Bradley.”

	Not Reaper. Not baby. Not even Brad, the way she said when she wanted to tease him out of a mood.

	Bradley.

	He hated his name in her mouth like that.

	“It’s been bad with the club,” he said. “You know that. The Crows hit us hard. Cory still can’t walk without help. We buried Lochlan and Saul six weeks apart. Aldo’s got half the table ready to tear the state open because nobody can think straight. I’m trying to keep people alive.”

	“I know.”

	“I kept you out of it.”

	“Yes.”

	“For you.”

	Her gaze did not move from his face. “No.”

	The denial was quiet enough that he nearly missed the force of it.

	His throat worked once. “What?”

	“You kept me out because it was easier than coming home and being a husband after being Reaper all day.”

	The name sat between them. Heavy leather. Dirty hands. The blood on his thumb.

	He looked toward the sink because looking at her was starting to feel like standing too close to a blade. One mug sat in the basin. Hers. The blue one with the chipped handle he kept meaning to replace and never did because she said it fit her hand right.

	“You don’t know what I was carrying,” he said.

	“No,” she answered. “I don’t. You made sure of that.”

	The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere in the wall, the pipes clicked as the house settled.

	Bradley pulled in a breath through his nose, caught oil and smoke and the stale coffee. “I was protecting you.”

	Anais nodded once, almost kindly, and that kindness cut deeper than anger would have.

	“I used to believe that.”

	He took another step, slower this time. She did not tell him to stop, but her shoulders changed. Not much. Enough. He saw it because he had trained himself to see men reach for weapons beneath tables, but he had missed his wife bracing in her own kitchen.

	That knowledge made his hands feel too large.

	The folder waited between them.

	“What’s in there?”

	She slid it across the table.

	He did not pick it up at first. The tab had his last name written in her handwriting. Benton. The letters were careful, each one formed with a steadiness that told him she had not done this in a rush.

	When he opened it, the first page blurred into legal print before the words sharpened.

	Petition for Dissolution of Marriage.

	His thumb left a faint dark mark on the corner.

	“No.”

	Anais stood, not fast. The chair legs whispered against the floor.

	“They’re signed.”

	He flipped to the back, because he had to see it, because some stupid part of him believed the page might be blank if he looked hard enough.

	Her signature was there.

	Anais Marin Benton.

	He stared at the joined names. The one she had taken when she was nineteen and proud of it. The one she had written on rent checks, tax forms, Christmas cards to brothers he called family and she had fed for years. The one she had kept while he spent three years acting like she would always be there to answer to it.

	“You don’t want this,” he said.

	Her lips parted slightly. She let out a breath that almost became a laugh and did not make it.

	“I waited,” she said. “Every night, for a long time. I waited for headlights. For your key. For you to come in and look relieved to see me instead of tired that I needed anything from you.”

	He gripped the papers too tightly. The corner bent beneath his thumb.

	“I came home.”

	“You came to the house.”

	That stopped him.

	Anais picked up her purse from the chair. The strap slid over her shoulder. Ordinary motion. Terrible motion.

	“You slept here sometimes. You showered. You changed clothes. You kissed my forehead when you remembered I was awake.” Her hand moved to the back of the chair, steadying it though she did not need steadying. “But you were already gone.”

	Bradley could take a punch without showing it. He had taken worse than punches. Bottles, boots, a tire iron once outside a bar in Miamisburg when he was too young to know when to walk away. None of it had prepared him for standing in a kitchen while his wife described his absence with clean accuracy.

	“I can fix this,” he said.

	It sounded like every lie a desperate man told because he had run out of truth.

	Anais looked toward the hallway, toward the suitcase. “You said that last Thanksgiving.”

	He remembered. Vaguely. Her in a green dress. Him leaving before pie because Aldo called. He had kissed her near the pantry and told her he would make it up to her. Tomorrow, maybe. That had been the word. Tomorrow.

	“I’ll step back from the club,” he said.

	“No, you won’t.”

	The answer came too quickly. She knew him too well.

	“I will.”

	“You might for a month. Maybe two.” She walked around the table, giving him room as if he were furniture she had learned not to bump into. “Then something will happen, and you’ll tell yourself this time is different because this time people need you.”

	“They do need me.”

	“I needed you.”

	He had no defense for that. Not one that would stand in this room.

	Anais reached the hallway. The suitcase handle clicked when she pulled it up. The sound was small, cheap metal locking into place, but it made his pulse kick like a gunshot had gone off too close.

	“Don’t walk out,” he said.

	She turned back.

	There. Finally, the surface cracked. Not into tears. Into tiredness so complete it changed the shape of her mouth.

	“I waited every night for three years for you to come back to me,” she said. “And tonight I understood something. You already left. You just forgot to tell me.”

	He should have crossed the room.

	He should have dropped to his knees if that was what it took. He should have said her name until the walls gave it back to him. He should have taken the papers, torn nothing, promised nothing easy, and asked for one more hour to sit at the table and hear every thing he had trained her not to say.

	Instead, he stood there with a bent legal page in his dirty hand.

	Pride had muscle memory. So did shock.

	Anais waited one second. Maybe two. Long enough to offer him a door he did not know how to open.

	When he did not move, she nodded as if he had confirmed something she already knew.

	At the threshold to the hall, her free hand drifted to her lower stomach. It was brief. Barely a touch. More like she had reached for herself before remembering he could see.

	Bradley’s eyes caught on it.

	“You hurt?” he asked.

	Her hand fell.

	“No.”

	But her voice changed on the word, and years later he would remember that. He would remember the tiny pause, the way she turned her body slightly away, the way her face closed not with anger, but with protection.

	He did not ask again.

	Anais opened the front door. The hinge scraped.

	He should have fixed the door.

	She pulled the suitcase over the threshold, one bump, then another. The porch light put a pale line across her hair. For a moment, she looked back at the house, not at him. At the crooked clock, maybe. At the chipped mug. At the kitchen where she had waited herself empty.

	Then she left.

	Bradley stood in the kitchen until the sound of her car faded from the street.

	Only then did he look down at the papers in his hand.

	His thumb had smeared blood across her signature.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1: The Woman in the Window

	The palette knife caught on a ridge of dried ultramarine, skidding sideways and taking half the cloud with it.

	Anais stared at the ruined patch of canvas for three seconds, then set the knife down before she could make it worse. The paint had gone tacky at the edges. She knew better than to keep working it. Every painter learned that lesson eventually, usually after murdering a perfectly decent sky because her hands wanted an answer her head did not have.

	“Tell me that was intentional,” Thea Nixon said from the gallery floor.

	Anais leaned back from the easel. “It was a bold artistic decision.”

	“It looks like Ohio tried to eat the moon.”

	“That is also a bold artistic decision.”

	Thea appeared in the studio doorway holding two paper cups from Riverbend Coffee and wearing the expression she saved for customers who said their nephew could paint that for free. She had sharp cheekbones, a sharper haircut, and a talent for walking into Anais’s gallery exactly when Anais was doing something she did not want witnessed.

	The gallery smelled of coffee, old brick, and linseed oil. From the front room came the faint scrape of a frame settling against the wall, followed by the low murmur of a couple pretending not to argue about whether a painting of the Muskingum River would match their living room sofa. Outside, traffic moved slowly along Front Street, tires hissing over uneven pavement left damp from a morning street-cleaning truck.

	Anais wiped her thumb against the rag tucked into her back pocket and took the cup Thea offered.

	“Bless you.”

	“Don’t thank me yet. I brought questions.”

	“Then take the coffee back.”

	“No.”

	Thea stepped into the studio, careful around the taped lines on the floor. Anais had marked them after a visiting sculptor nearly put his boot through a wet canvas. The studio occupied the back third of the gallery, separated from the retail space by an open archway and a rolling worktable that always had too many things on it. Brushes in jars. Receipt books. A box cutter. A half-eaten packet of crackers. A small brass lamp from an estate sale that only worked when it wanted to.

	Beneath the table was the drawer.

	Anais did not look at it.

	Thea did.

	“That drawer still sticking?”

	Anais blew across the surface of her coffee. “It’s a drawer. It’s not a moral issue.”

	“Anything can become a moral issue if you avoid it long enough.”

	“One day you’re going to say something supportive just to see how it feels.”

	“I am supporting you. I brought caffeine and judgment. Women have survived on less.”

	Anais turned back to the canvas, though there was nothing useful to do there. The ruined blue smear sat in the upper left corner like a bruise. She could scrape it down later. Start again. She was good at starting again. People told her that as if it were a compliment, as if starting again did not mean something had burned, collapsed, or been abandoned first.

	From the front room, a woman laughed politely. The door chime gave a soft metallic tremble as someone left.

	Thea set her cup on the worktable and lowered her voice. “The papers are still in there?”

	Anais picked up a clean brush, then put it down. “We’re busy.”

	“We have two customers and one of them just said mauve. We are not busy.”

	“I don’t want to talk about it today.”

	“You didn’t want to talk about it last month.”

	“That’s how not wanting works.”

	Thea did not smile. That was unfair of her. Anais depended on humor to keep conversations from reaching their hands inside her ribs.

	A year had passed. Twelve months of rent paid on time, invoices sent, paint ordered, openings hosted, local artists coaxed into pricing their work like professionals instead of apologetic hobbyists. Twelve months of learning which furnace vent rattled, which customers touched things no matter how many signs she posted, which mornings the baker down the block would trade a day-old croissant for a small watercolor for his wife.

	Twelve months since she had left a kitchen in Dayton with a suitcase, a folder, and a body that had already begun betraying her in ways she had not known how to name.

	She had done everything that looked like recovery.

	She had not filed the divorce papers.

	“They’re signed,” Anais said. “That was the hard part.”

	“No. The hard part is the thing you keep refusing to do.”

	Anais looked at her then. “Do you want to be helpful, or do you want to be right?”

	“Both, ideally.”

	“That sounds exhausting.”

	“It is, but I’m gifted.”

	A laugh slipped out before Anais could stop it. Thea’s face softened a fraction, which was worse. Kindness always caught Anais more off guard than bluntness.

	The front door chimed again. A man asked if anyone worked here. Anais lifted her voice toward the gallery. “I’ll be right there.”

	Thea did not move. “You know not filing them doesn’t make him closer.”

	Anais folded the paint rag over the stained part of her hand. “I know.”

	“Do you?”

	“Thea.”

	“No, I’m asking because I love you, and because if you stare at that drawer any harder, the wood’s going to start charging rent.”

	Anais moved past her into the gallery before the conversation could keep gaining teeth.

	The customer was a retired teacher named Mr. Haskins, who came in twice a month to look at river paintings and buy nothing. He smelled faintly of peppermint and laundry soap. Today he stood in front of a small oil by Jovie Montes, head tilted, hands clasped behind his back.

	“Afternoon, Anais.”

	“Mr. Haskins. Still thinking about the towboat piece?”

	“I am being patient.”

	“That’s what people say right before someone else buys it.”

	He chuckled. “You drive a hard bargain.”

	“I own a gallery. Bargains make me itchy.”

	That made him laugh louder, and the sound carried to the front window. Anais smiled because it was expected, then because she meant it a little. This was part of the life she had built. Not grand. Not clean. Not free of old pain. But hers. Her name on the lease. Her hands on the walls. Her taste in the window display, even if half the town still thought abstract art meant somebody had dropped a bucket.

	She adjusted the label beside Jovie’s painting, aligning it by sight. The price had taken three conversations to raise. Local artists were forever apologizing for wanting to be paid. Anais had made a rule in the gallery: no one apologized for work that cost them time, rent, training, or sleep.

	She enforced that rule better for other people than for herself.

	Mr. Haskins wandered toward the back wall. Thea came out of the studio and pretended to browse a rack of greeting cards, which meant she was still monitoring Anais with all the subtlety of a smoke alarm.

	“You coming to Chloe’s tonight?” Thea asked.

	Anais straightened a ceramic bowl on a plinth. “Maybe.”

	“Chloe said she’s making white chicken chili.”

	“That woman puts cumin in everything and calls it a personality.”

	“You love her chili.”

	“I love consistency. There’s a difference.”

	Thea leaned one hip against the counter. “Come anyway. You can sit in a booth and make mean comments about the chalkboard specials. It’ll be healthy.”

	“I have inventory.”

	“You had inventory yesterday.”

	“And I will have it tomorrow. That’s the magic of owning things.”

	Thea’s gaze moved again, not to the drawer this time but to Anais’s left hand.

	Anais curled her fingers before she meant to.

	There was no ring. There had not been one for a year. The pale mark had faded, then returned in certain light, a thin band visible when her skin was dry or when she had been washing brushes too long. She had tried not to give that strip of skin any power. It was just skin. Skin remembered pressure, that was all.

	Mr. Haskins came to the counter with a box of handmade note cards instead of the painting. Anais rang him up without comment, because pressure ruined both sales and people. The card machine took too long. The receipt printer spat out paper with an irritated grind.

	“Tell Jovie these are lovely,” he said.

	“I will.”

	“And tell her I’m still thinking.”

	“She may start charging you storage for all that thinking.”

	He laughed again on his way out. The door chime trembled behind him, and cold air from the street rolled briefly across the floor before the door settled shut.

	Thea picked up one of the business cards by the register and flicked the corner with her nail. “You know, for someone who claims she doesn’t care if he signs his half, you say his name in your head every time the mail comes.”
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