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Love will enter cloaked in friendship’s name.
~ Ovid
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PART FIVE
The Next Spring
12
On a perfect April Saturday, Nolan and Iris were married at Keller Acres Bed &
Breakfast, the little inn in Signal Bend that Lilli and Shannon owned and that Shannon
ran. For years, it had been a popular destination for country weddings of both quaint and
classy varieties.
Weddings there had grown into a bit of a family business even beyond Lilli and
Shannon’s influence. Darwin’s sister, Carly, had the flower shop in town, and she usually
did the flowers. Adrienne worked on a freelance basis as their wedding photographer, and
Cory had agreed a few times in the past few years to provide the music for those
ceremonies that fell more to the ‘quaint’ side of the spectrum.
Which was where Nolan and Iris’s wedding fell. They put up the wedding trellis in front
of the closed barn doors, painted in classic red-and-white style, and their guests sat on
hay bales. Little tin buckets of baby’s breath lined the grassy aisle. Nolan wore a new,
crisply ironed white button-down shirt and dark jeans with his kutte and his boots, both
polished to a sheen.
Badger stood at his side, also crisp and polished. Reverend Mortensen stood under the
trellis with the men.
Cory stood off to the side, her guitar strapped over her shoulder, playing softly.
Iris wore a filmy, simple vintage dress in embroidered silk organza. On her head was a
wreath of baby’s breath. She wore her bright red cowboy boots and carried a bouquet of
irises she and Cory had plucked from their yard that morning.
Their yard—Nolan and Iris had bought property and were building a house. Her restless,
nightwalking son had found a place to stop and settle, and the woman he could rest with.
They had no flower girl or ring bearer; they’d decided that there were too many children
to choose from, and they didn’t want to disappoint any of them. So Rose, Iris’s older
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sister, walked down the aisle, as Iris’s maid of honor, and then Showdown took his
daughter’s arm stood with her behind the rows of hay bales, where their guests, the
people of Signal Bend, sat waiting.
When Rose was at the trellis on the Reverend’s right side, Cory began to sing, quietly.
Nolan and Iris had asked her to choose the music. To send Iris to her son, Cory chose
Mary Chapin Carpenter’s ‘Grow Old with Me.’
She had a little bit of trouble getting through it, especially as Nolan took Iris’s hands and
they stood there, staring into each other’s eyes.
Her boy was happy. After so much pain, so much loss. After so much seeking, he’d found
his home.
~oOo~
They had the reception immediately after the wedding, on the B&B lawn. Food was
picnic style. They’d brought the big Horde grill over and set up a long table of side dishes
and burger fixings. Another table held a tiered wedding cake and a few cupcake trees.
Just another family gathering, and exactly right for that.
They’d hired a local country band that gigged regularly at the inn. After they were all set
up, but before they started playing, Cory and Loki took the stage.
“Hi, everybody. Before we start getting our boogie boots on, Loke and I have something
for Nolan. And for Iris, too. People talk a lot about fathers giving their daughters away at
weddings. But there was a son up there today, too. Nolan’s dad’s not here tonight. He’s
been stuck with nobody but me most of his life. And today I’m handing over something
precious, too. My boy. Love you, kiddo.”
Her voice broke, and she turned from the mic and cleared her throat. Closing her eyes,
she took a beat and a breath. She wanted her voice steady. She glanced at Loki. He was
nervous, and her concern for him steadied her own nerves. She smiled at him and gave
him an encouraging nod. Ready? she mouthed. When he smiled and turned a thumb up,
she faced the mic again.
“Anyway, most of you know that Nolan likes to go off on his own. Since he was a little
kid, he’s been like that. Sometimes he made me crazy with his wandering. But he needed
it. He needed to go off and think his thoughts, find his way. When he fell in love with
Iris, I think he finally found it. This song is called ‘First Steps.’”
She picked a few notes on the strings of her guitar, setting the tempo. With Loki
accompanying her on drums, his first time playing for an audience, Cory sang a song
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she’d written for this occasion. The whole party went quiet and listened, but Cory kept
her eyes on her firstborn.
I held your hand.
You took a step
Away from me.
You twisted your fingers
From mine
And pulled free.
You wanted to roam.
To seek.
To see.
You wanted to know.
You walked.
You wandered.
But you were never lost.
I held my arms wide
And you ran
Back to me.
You threw your arms
Around me
And held on.
You were never lost.
You will never be.
Take your steps now
My son.
Walk into the world
And be the man
You’re meant to be.
And I will always be
Standing
With my arms wide.
Waiting
To set you free.

7

When the song was over, she left the stage to quiet, no applause, but that was okay.
Applause would have felt wrong for that moment. She bent to put her guitar away.
And then applause filled the evening air. Applause and whistles and shouts of
appreciation.
When she turned around, Nolan was there, his arm around his beaming brother.
He let Loki go and pulled her into his arms. “I love you, Mom. You did everything right.
You’ve always been there for me and exactly what I needed.”
“I’m so proud of you, little cub.” Cory held her firstborn son. She pressed her face to the
leather on his chest and cried bittersweet tears.
~oOo~
“Dance with me?”
Cory turned at Bart’s voice. He stood behind her with his hand out in invitation. The band
had been playing rousing dance music, and people had been working up a sweat twostepping, doing the Electric Slide, and all manner of country dances. Cory had danced
with Deck a couple of times, and, of course, with Nolan and with a few of the other
Horde men, but she’d been enjoying sitting on the sidelines for the most part, talking with
the women and keeping an eye on the kids.
The song the band had just begun was a ballad. More folk than country. Cory tuned in for
a second so she could place it—‘More than Life,’ by Whitley. She’d played it once or
twice at Valhalla, on those rare occasions when she sat at the mic there.
Because saying no would have been awkward, Cory said yes and let him take her hand
and lead her to the wooden dance floor the Horde had set up earlier in the day.
Bart pulled her close, one hand on the small of her back, the other holding her hand up, in
a classic dance position. He moved gracefully and subtly, and she followed him easily.
She could feel his eyes on her, but she found other things to see. Nolan and Iris swaying
in the middle of the dance floor, Iris’s head resting on her new husband’s chest and his
cheek on her head.
No, not that. As beautiful as the sight was, this was not the time for Cory to feel that
wistful happiness. The kind that came tinged with loneliness and a film of envy.
She found something else, something safer to focus on. Len and Tasha making out like
teenagers on the dance floor, Len’s hands full of his wife’s ass.
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Nope, not that.
Badger dancing with Megan and Caroline. Yeah, that would do.
Because she was in trouble.
Since Christmas, things had felt different with Bart. For her, anyway. He’d come back
from California and been different. His grief had finally dulled. He smiled more readily,
less like it was something he had to remember to do, and he laughed openly and often. He
was relaxed and easy with his children, no longer watching them with a furtive shadow in
his eyes, like he expected them to break at any moment.
He’d started a business, preparing to reopen Keyes Implement & Repair in May, under
the new name Signal Bend Implement & Repair. He’d built the kids’ playhouse the
minute the weather had warmed enough to do it, and he’d started on the project to rebuild
his garage.
Things had been different between them, too. Not in any kind of romantic way, but their
friendship had deepened. He called just to talk to her sometimes, and sought her out not
simply because he needed her help or she was already there to talk to, but because he
wanted to spend time with her.
It was entirely platonic, without any hint that he wanted more than friendship or had even
noticed that she was a woman. He’d told her she was his best friend, and that was how he
treated her.
He was her best friend, too. Since Bonnie had moved to Florida with her new husband
several years back, and they’d fallen out of touch, she hadn’t had anything like a best
friend. But now she felt closer to Bart, better understood by him, than anyone else in her
life that didn’t share her blood.
But she’d been alone a very long time, and for the first time since she’d lost Havoc, she
felt something for another man. All these years, she’d never wanted, never even
considered being with anyone else. Not a relationship, not a fling, not a one-night stand.
The world saw her as a widow, but she saw herself as married.
She’d only rarely even masturbated since Havoc’s death, and when she did, it was him
she imagined touching her, the memory of his touch still vivid in those moments. His
rough ways, his tender words. His love and his desire.
Havoc had been perfect for her. He’d loved no one but her, ever, and he’d loved her
completely. He’d given her a home and a family. He’d given Nolan a father. He’d learned
how to be a loving man, a family man, for her and their sons. He’d given her everything
she’d needed and wanted in her life. And then she’d lost him. There was no possible
follow-up to that.
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But at some point in the past few months, the fulfillment she’d felt in helping Bart with
his children, the loosening of her loneliness, had begun to revive the part of her that had
died with Havoc. She found herself thinking about Bart in a new way. Noticing him. The
clear grey of his eyes. The husky edge to his laugh. The shape of his hands. His scent on
his clothes when she did his laundry.
She knew his favorite foods. She knew the habits of his day. She knew his fears and his
hopes for his kids. She knew what he saw as his failings as their father. She knew how
deep his love for Riley went, how vast his loss was.
And she knew Havoc so much more fully for seeing him through Bart’s eyes.
Being there to witness Bart in his grief had freshened her own, and she’d missed Havoc
painfully since the Elstads had moved home, an old scar sliced open to gush hot blood.
He’d lived more truly for her during these eighteen months than he had since he’d been
able to draw breath. Since she’d last felt his strong arms around her.
Cory felt guilty for and afraid of the feelings that burgeoned inside her for his best friend.
Feelings he showed no signs of returning.
Of course he didn’t. Not even two years had passed yet since Riley’s death. When Cory’s
loss had been that recent, Havoc had still filled her head every single day, all day long.
She’d clung to every memory of him, sought them out to relive them. Every day.
“That song was beautiful. Did you write it?”
Unable to avoid looking at Bart while he was speaking to her, Cory looked up. He was
handsome, in a rugged way. The lines at the corners of his eyes told of a life that had
known great happiness. The crease between his brows showed the sadness that had
prevailed in recent times. Grey strands shot through his dark blond hair. He’d taken to
wearing a beard during the cold months, but, like Nolan, he shaved when it was warm.
Nolan kept some stubble through the summer now, because Iris preferred it.
On this day, Bart was smooth-shaven, and when he smiled, long dimples creased his
cheeks.
“Thank you. And yeah. A wedding present.” She hadn’t written an original song in years.
A long time ago, in a different, emptier life, she’d tried to make a career as a singersongwriter. The effort had been a failure, but she’d met Havoc Mariano because of it, so
it had been the best success of her life.
“Well, it was beautiful. Your voice is beautiful. I’ve never heard you sing before, except
under your breath.”
“Under my breath?”
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“You sing when you’re involved in something. Like working in your garden or doing the
dishes. Just really quiet.”
She laughed. “I guess I do.”
The song ended then, and they stopped moving. Cory pulled her hand from his and
stepped out from the circle of his arm. “I’m going to go check on Loki,” she said and
turned away without waiting for a reaction.
The wedding and all the romance in the air had frothed up feelings she’d been
successfully ignoring. Cory was confused, and she felt guilty. None of the long-dead
feelings creaking to life inside her felt good. All she saw in them was trouble.
Pain and loss, old and new.
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Bart went into the kitchen from the side porch and got himself a bottle of beer. As he
took a long swig, his eyes fell on the sheet cake on the counter, still in its box. He smiled
down at the top: Lexi riding Cinnamon. Made to look like clouds, the words Happy
Birthday, Lexi! filled the space in the airbrushed blue sky.
The decorator had done a good job of replicating the photograph that Cory had taken to
the bakery.
Bart and his kids had built up something like a little farm. The hens the kids had raised
from chicks were a year old and had been laying eggs for a few months. They had a little
herd of five goats. And they had four horses, one for each of them. Three horses and a
pony, that was. Deck wasn’t big enough for a horse yet, but he loved his little Fireball, a
patient Shetland gelding.
It felt like a home, and he felt settled into it, finally. He still had work to do on the garage,
but it was nice to have a project to work on when he needed time on his own. Since he’d
agreed to take over the heavy equipment sales and repair business, he had found himself
lacking in time on his own.
And everybody had been right, of course. Keeping busy was not a bad thing. He’d known
that before, but before, he’d wanted to wallow. He’d needed to.
Lexi’s laugh drew his attention, and he went to the window. She was sitting with her
friends at the picnic tables, smiling broadly and chatting. Cory moved up and down
among the girls—twenty tween girls had swarmed his house!—helping them string
sparkly beads on gossamer wires to make bracelets or something.
Lexi had been making jewelry with Cory for a while now. She’d gotten so good at it that
Cory had offered to let her join her booth at the upcoming Spring Fest this year and try to
sell some pieces.
His little girl had blossomed into a young woman. She was twelve now, almost a
teenager. She had friends all over—at school, at dance class, here in town, her Horde
family—and her activities had gotten so complicated that Bart had to keep everything in
his calendar with ringing alerts so he could be sure he knew where she was—and make
sure she got there and back.
Over the past several months, Lexi had gotten deeply involved in artistic pursuits. Not
only making jewelry, or the dancing and drawing that she’d always enjoyed. She was
doing all of that, and she was playing the piano again, practicing at least a couple of
hours a day, and Bart had found her several times in her room, acting out scenes from her
favorite movies and television shows. From her mother’s roles, too.
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She’d seen a flyer the other day for the Signal Bend Community Theatre—they’d
seriously spelled it ‘re’—that one of the newer town residents was trying to get off the
ground, and she wanted to get involved in that, too. Bart had no idea where she thought
she’d squeeze that in, but he knew they’d work it out.
Every day, she became more like her mother. But it was Cory she looked to for advice
and inspiration.
Bart watched Cory help one of Lexi’s friends—he couldn’t remember that one’s name,
but he was pretty sure she was a dance friend—do something with a strand of beads that
caught the sunlight as they worked.
She was dressed as she usually was, in jeans and a pair of well-worn boots. Her top was
some loose, gauzy material in dark purple, and it flowed to her hips. The purple was a
good color for her. It made her bright blue eyes seem even brighter.
As he watched her, an image took over his head—Cory standing at the mic at Nolan and
Iris’s wedding a couple of weeks before, wearing a dress in another shade of purple but
still gauzy and flowing. Havoc had been right; she did dress like a hippie. It suited her.
She was a bit of a hippie. A free spirit, who raised her sons well but unconventionally and
moved through her life like she expected people to take her or leave her, but not to
change her.
She always wore several necklaces, silver and leather, simple except for their quantity,
which dangled from her chest as she bent over to help Kaylin? Kaylee? Kayla?
Something like that. Maybe. It didn’t matter. With all those girls running around, he was
probably protected from having to know any one girl’s name.
Besides, he was sure Cory knew.
A sudden breeze blew and caught Cory’s long, dark hair, which she almost always wore
loose, sending it into her face. She stood straight up and made a move Bart had seen her
make scores of times. Hundreds of times. She raked her hand over the top of her head and
down the back, combing her hair between her fingers and pulling the mass over her
shoulder.
Scores of times. Hundreds.
But this time, Bart felt the sight of her. Something deep inside him ached sharply, and his
cock stiffened.
The hand that held her hair sparkled in the sunlight. The rings Havoc had given her,
which she still wore, more than eleven years after his death.
Bart turned away and drained the rest of his beer with his back to the window.
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“Okay. Checklist. Got everything you need? Water?”
Ian, Henry, Joey, and Loki held up their water bottles and yelled, “CHECK!”
“Flashlights?”
Four bright beams blinded her at once, and the boys chortled at their own hilarity.
“CHECK!”
“Sleeping bags?”
Ian reached between his legs and pulled part of his bag through it. Henry, Joey, and Loki
followed suit, and a chorus of “CHECKs” rang out.
“Monster repellant?”
“Mom!” Loki groaned. “We’re too old for monsters.”
“C’mon, Aunt Cory,” Ian agreed. “Only little kids need monster repellant.”
Henry and Joey both nodded their heads in vigorous agreement.
“Are you sure? I’ve heard some creepy sounds coming from the orchard some nights.
And there’s no moon tonight. You never know. Remember the story about the
scarecrow? If Mr. Lind’s guy gets hungry and climbs down off his perch, it’s too dark for
you to see him coming.”
All four boys made various sounds of disdain for her pathetic attempt to scare them.
“Okay. If you’re sure.” She stood up and put her hand on the zipper, ready to close up the
tent. “C’mon Thor. Let’s go inside and watch television.”
She got the zipper down about six inches when Ian’s head popped up at the opening. In
the light of her own flashlight, Cory saw him cast a wary eye in the direction of her
neighbor’s big garden and the scarecrow that guarded it. “Could Thor stay with us
tonight?”
“What d’ya say, old guy?” Cory reached down and scratched behind his ear.
Ian patted the floor of the tent, and Thor made his way inside. Her old dog was arthritic
and slow, but he loved all his kids.
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“Okay, boys. Have fun. I’m right inside if you need me. Good night.” She blew them
kisses and zipped the tent closed.
~oOo~
Alone inside, Cory kept the screen door open so she could listen to the boys talking and
laughing. She sat at the table and counted the cash from her till. For the first time in
years, she’d had a booth at Spring Fest to sell her jewelry.
She’d started making jewelry again about a year ago, because Lexi had seen a piece she’d
made sitting in the china dish on her dresser, and she’d asked about it. Upon learning that
Cory had made it, Lexi had come at her with a million questions, until Cory had gotten
her beading kit out of storage and sat down to show Lexi a couple of simple techniques.
Lexi had sold some pieces at the Fest, too.
Cory had learned to make jewelry as one of her many desperate attempts to earn enough
money to live, in that long-ago, pre-Havoc life. She didn’t need the money now—Havoc
had saved well from his Horde earnings, and the Horde had added substantially to that
while they’d still been doing work that Havoc had been involved in. And Valhalla Vin
was a prosperous business. The Horde owned the bar, but Havoc had had a cut in it, and
now Cory had his share. Plus her salary as its manager.
She looked at the stack of cash. Nearly a thousand dollars, about seven hundred of it
profit. For reasons beyond her, it seemed wrong to simply put it in the bank, or in the safe
in her closet. It felt special to her, this money she’d made, with a skill she’d learned out
of desperation, at a time when her circumstances were comfortable.
Teaching Lexi and making jewelry with her, planning their booth, selling together—all of
that had been special, too. She’d never had a daughter, never raised a girl. For all the
things she’d shared and enjoyed with Nolan and Loki, there was a different kind of bond
with a girl.
With the barest shape of an idea in her head, Cory sealed up the cash in an envelope,
wrote JEWELRY on the outside, and took it to her safe. She’d let it sit and see if the idea
took on any substance.
While she was on her knees closing up the safe, her phone rang. She’d left it on the table,
so she jumped up and ran back, answering it without checking the caller.
“Hello?”
“Hey.”
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“Hey, Bart.” Since the wedding, Cory’s heart had settled down. There had been too much
romance in the air while that thing had been planned and executed; it had infected her
calm. Now she was on an even keel again and content to be best friends. “How’s the Fest
going?”
It was the last night, and things tended to get rowdy on the last night, which was why all
the Horde kids had been corralled at other locations—the older boys with Cory, the older
girls with Lilli, and the little ones with Shannon and Adrienne.
“Not too bad. Boring, actually. Haven’t thrown a punch yet.”
“Night’s still young.”
He laughed. “Everything cool over there?”
“Yep. They’re all zipped up in the tent, and they’ve enlisted Thor for guard dog duties. I
told them scary stories over s’mores, so I expect they’ll all be sleeping on the living room
floor before midnight.”
“Well done. Okay. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“More like afternoon, you mean,” she teased.
“Nah. I’m sober tonight. I’ll stop by the bakery and bring breakfast. About nine?”
“Sounds good. Have a good night.”
“I will. Hey, Cor?”
“Yeah?”
There was just enough of a pause that Cory checked to make sure the call hadn’t dropped.
Then Bart said, “You have a good night, too.”
~oOo~
He was there at nine the next morning, as promised.
The boys had managed to sleep outside all night, but they had gotten up with the sun, and
Cory had them working in her yard, pulling weeds and collecting some of the early
vegetables from her little plot.
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She’d heard Bart’s truck pull up, so she was waiting on the patio, where she’d set the
table for breakfast. He came around the corner with a big pink box of doughnuts and a
clay pot full of purple hyacinths.
“Wow. You did stay sober. I’m surprised.”
“Hey now, you shouldn’t cast aspersions on the guy bringing food and gifts.”
“Gifts?”
“Gift.” He held out the pot of the flowers. “I heard you tell Carly that you liked these.”
The town florist had had the booth next to hers. Carly had been selling little decorative
plantings and arrangements as well as some starter garden pots.
Cory did like hyacinths. They weren’t a special favorite or anything, but they were pretty
and fragrant. She took the pot. “Thank you. They’re lovely.”
“I thought they could work on your front porch, where you have all those pots.”
She smiled. “Yeah, they could. They’d be good there.”
Bart had never given her a gift, and she’d never given him one. At Christmas, for the past
several years, the adults did a Secret Santa thing, which always produced jokey and
usually obscene gifts, but Bart had opted out on his first Christmas back, and he’d been in
California for his second, so he hadn’t been part of that. And birthdays weren’t giftgiving events in their family except for the children and between couples, generally.
They stood on the patio and said nothing for a second, Bart holding the bakery box and
Cory holding the flower pot. Then Ian noticed that his father was there, and they were
saved from that strangely awkward moment.
“Dad! Henry found the BIGGEST WORM EVER! Come see!”
Bart and Cory laughed, their eyes meeting with the same look. “I’ll go in and get drinks.
After you examine Wormzilla, would you get them in to wash up?”
“You got it.” He set the box on the table and went to the boys.
Cory took her new flowers into the house. Before she put a tray of milk and coffee
together, she went out to the front porch and set the pot in amongst the others. The
hyacinths were a good addition.
They filled her porch out nicely.
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