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Love will enter cloaked in friendship’s name. 
 

~ Ovid 
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PART SIX 
The Next Summer 

 
 

15 
 
 

“IAN! NO!” Bart made his way over the rocks and grabbed his son by the arm. “What the 
hell are you doing? What did I tell you?” 
 
Trying to twist his arm free of his father’s grip, Ian shoved an angry finger in the 
direction he’d been headed. “Those kids are doing it!” 
 
“Those kids aren’t my kids, and I don’t give a shit what they do. YOU are not jumping 
off this goddamn rock! That’s warning number two, bud. Number three and you go over 
with Deck and Aunt Cory. You clear on that?” 
 
“Whatever,” he sneered, filling the syllables with contempt. 
 
Bart leaned in close, face to face with him. “You want to try that again, son?” 
 
Ian blinked. He knew that he’d found the line when his father demanded a ‘yes sir.’ 
 
“Yes, sir.” 
 
Bart relented a little. He’d never been to Johnson’s Shut-Ins when he was a kid; he hadn’t 
lived in Missouri then. But he’d been several times as Horde. He knew the fun here, and 
he knew the danger. And he remembered the daredevil urge of youth. 
 
“It’s dangerous, son. You saw all the signs. People who don’t take care get hurt here. 
Those kids are not being smart.” 
 
Ian nodded, his rebellion quashed. Bart let him go and led him back to safety, where 
Loki, Henry, and Joey stood in a row, three sets of eyes wide. 
 
“Told ya,” Loki muttered. 
 
“Shut up, assface,” Ian snapped back. “Least I’m not chicken.” 
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With a secret smirk, Bart let the boys hash out their differences on their own. He headed 
to the bank, where the Horde had set up a sizable little camp for the day in one of the few 
areas that came close to what one could call a ‘beach.’ 
 
Lexi sat in a little beach chair, reading. She wore a floppy pink hat, big sunglasses, and a 
cover-up over her one-piece bathing suit. She took her sun protection seriously. And 
good thing, too—she was fair like her mother, and the summer sun could catch you 
suddenly out here, among all the trees, cooking up your skin like a lobster in a pot before 
you even felt the heat.  
 
Gia lay next to her, stretched out on her back on a blanket, wearing a black bikini and a 
sheen of lotion. She had a golden tan, not too dark but definitely some color. Her 
mother’s Italian blood, Bart guessed. 
 
He was surprised Isaac had allowed her to be out here in that little suit, with all the Horde 
men and all the other people who’d come out to the Shut-Ins on this gorgeous July day. 
At sixteen, Gia had…matured. And Isaac had kept watchful, unhappy eyes on her all day. 
 
Bart figured he’d caved under female pressure. Tough, stubborn fucker that he was, Isaac 
had met his match with Lilli, and Gia had her mother’s iron will. Bart could only imagine 
what it would be like to try to withstand the pressure of both of them exerting their wills 
in the same direction. 
 
Of course, none of the Horde, not even the younger guys, would be stupid enough to let 
their eyes linger on Isaac Lunden’s only daughter. But there were a lot of young guys, 
strangers, out here, and as far as Bart could tell, every damn one of them had taken their 
eyeful. 
 
The good money said that Isaac was going to pummel one of those kids before the end of 
the day. Or at least threaten to.  
 
“You ladies having a good time?” Bart asked as he sat down next to Lexi. 
 
Gia lifted her head, shielding her eyes. “Yep,” she said and dropped right back down. 
 
Lexi turned her book over. She was reading one of the old Chincoteague books she’d 
found at the library. A whole series of books about horses. Her summer reading was set. 
“The water is pretty fast in places. And the rocks are slippery.” 
 
Lexi’s limp was as good as it was going to be. After two years, that had become apparent. 
Her leg was carved with a long scar, and someday soon she’d probably really hate that. 
The limp wasn’t bad, though—barely noticeable when she walked at a normal pace—and 
it didn’t limit her much. She’d never be the ballerina she’d once wanted to be, but she 
could enjoy lots of different dance classes. She’d never do the fancy riding that Gia did 
and compete for ribbons, but she could ride Cinnamon all over the trails, and she could 
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canter and gallop and feel happy and free. She’d never run gracefully or quickly, but 
she’d take her time and enjoy the journey. 
 
The Shut-Ins scared her, though. With each warning sign they’d passed on the walk from 
the parking lot, she’d gotten more anxious. They’d passed one sign, blocking off a steep, 
narrow path to the water, that had proclaimed EXTREME DANGER, and Bart had 
thought he was going to have to turn around and drive her all the way back to Signal 
Bend. 
 
He’d talked her into at least enjoying the view and the company and maybe getting her 
feet wet in the shallows.  
 
“Sorry, baby princess. But it’s nice to sit here in the fresh air, right? And it’s pretty, too.” 
 
“It’s nice, Daddy. I took pictures so I could try to draw it later. I’m just worried. Ian 
keeps jumping in. You’re not supposed to jump in. All the signs say so.” 
 
“I talked to him. He’ll be careful.” 
 
His twelve-year-old daughter gave him the long-suffering look of a woman who had 
learned that men were a lost cause. 
 
Bart laughed and kissed her cheek. “All the uncles are watching, and the aunts, too. He’s 
safe. You’re safe. I promise.” 
 
Lexi looked around. Bart followed her gaze. Few of the Horde had their kuttes on; except 
for Isaac, Show, and Badger, the rest of them, including Bart, were bare-chested, in 
swimming trunks, board shorts, or cutoffs. But they were all obvious nonetheless. They 
all bore Horde ink, among vast canvases of body art. Most were bearded, and several had 
long ponytails. Stark naked or dressed to ride, they looked like bikers, and they all 
watched out for their own like bikers  
 
And that made their family safe, from the wrong kind of attention or from the wrong kind 
of nature. The Horde paid attention. 
 
Bart reached back and grabbed his backpack, pulling it forward so he could lean his 
elbow on it. The little bit of beach was made of pebbles, some of which were more like 
boulders, and after a while it got hard on his forty-five-year-old bones. 
 
His eyes sought and found Ian, who had taken that second warning seriously. He and the 
other boys were playing around in a shallower pool. While Bart watched, he saw his son 
cast longing eyes toward the teenagers, but he stayed in his lane. 
 
Satisfied, Bart turned the other direction. Most of the old ladies stood in the shallow 
water with the little ones. Bo was over there, too, crouching in the water, searching for 
rocks to add to his collection. 
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Deck was helping him. Every now and then, he’d plunge his hands into the water and 
show Bo what he’d brought up. Bo studied each one carefully. Sometimes, he took what 
Deck offered, and sometimes he shook his head and said something, and Deck would 
drop the rock back and begin a new search. 
 
Cory was a couple of feet away, with Adrienne, Shannon, and Candy. 
 
She wore a blue, one-piece bathing suit. It was plain, but the middle of it was made of 
some kind of mesh, like it connected the parts of a bikini. It was modest and sexy at the 
same time. Her hair was up in some kind of messy bun thing. He’d never seen her hair up 
before. She had a long, graceful neck. 
 
She was a few years older than he was, but she looked ten years younger. Only a strand 
or two of grey tinseled her hair, and her body was firm and sleek. A little on the thin side, 
but shapely. 
 
Desire stirred Bart’s body, and he looked away, focusing again on Ian before he had a 
hard-on while he sat next to his daughter. Jesus. 
 
Something was happening, and he didn’t know what to make of it. Over the past few 
months, Cory had slid into his thoughts, into his feelings. 
 
She’d been in his thoughts for as long as he’d been back in Signal Bend, honestly. She’d 
been so much a part of the kids’ lives, of his life, so much a help and a support, that at 
least half the time he thought about Lexi, Ian, or Deck, he thought about Cory, too. And 
Loki—he’d see something or read about something, and he’d tell himself to remember to 
tell Loke about it, just like he did for his own kids. The two families had woven together. 
 
But Riley had been dead only two years. 
 
Was it ‘only’? He still thought of her every day. He still missed her. He still loved her, 
would always love her. Yet the ache of losing her had eased; the wound was a scar now, 
and he had learned how to enjoy his life again, how to fill it up and find happiness. 
 
Cory had helped him do that. More than anyone else, Cory had been there as he’d needed 
someone to be there. A quiet, constant presence, expecting nothing, understanding 
everything. 
 
Lately, he’d sought out excuses to touch her, to get close enough to take her scent into his 
head. When they’d danced at Nolan and Iris’s wedding, he’d wanted to pull her close, to 
feel her body against his. He’d chalked it up to the romance of the day, the music and the 
lights, the loving couples all around them, the sweet, strong vulnerability in the song 
she’d sung in her gentle alto. The loneliness he’d felt amidst all the love around them. 
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But those feelings hadn’t gone away after the wedding. They were building on each 
other. Growing. 
 
God. Was he a bastard for wanting someone again? Was he being unfaithful to Riley’s 
memory to dream about another woman, two years after her death? 
 
By the measure of the woman he wanted, absolutely. Havoc had been dead almost twelve 
years, and Cory still wore his rings.  
 
She’d been alone for all those years. She’d told him she’d never had a date or wanted 
one, but she hadn’t had to tell him—her widowhood was a quiet legend within the Horde. 
She was honored for it, revered for it. Tommy and Cox, the only members who had ever 
made any move on her at all, had not pressed more than once. 
 
Bart could be all the bastard he wanted to be, he supposed, and let the guilt and need fight 
it out in his gut. Because Cory was Havoc’s woman, still to this day. 
 
He watched her bend over to look at something Deck was showing her. She studied it, 
then nodded, and Deck swung his arm back and hurled whatever it was into the water. 
His feet slipped on the slick rocks, and he almost fell face-first, but Cory grabbed the 
straps of his bright yellow life vest and held him aloft a few inches above the surface. She 
swung him gently, turning the near-fall into a game. 
 
Bart could hear his son’s laughter from the beach. When Cory set him back, he threw his 
arms around her legs, and she leaned down and hugged him back. 
 
Fuck. They were already a family. She was already the mother Deck wanted her to be. 
 
And Bart wanted her. He shouldn’t. It hadn’t been enough time. Two years had happened 
in a blink. She still loved Havoc. He still loved Riley. He would never stop loving Riley. 
Jesus, the mere thought of it stopped his heart. 
 
But he thought he might be falling in love again. 
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Cory tied off the end of the braid. “Okay. How’s that?” 
 
Lexi held up the hand mirror and turned her back to the mirror above the bathroom 
counter. “That’s perfect! Thank you!” She shook her head, and the blonde fishtail swung 
on her back. 
 
“Will you help me put on some makeup, too?” Lexi dropped her voice to ask the 
question. 
 
Closing up the box of hair elastics, Cory stopped and cocked her eyebrow. “As I recall, 
you asked your father about makeup, and he had a very specific answer. I’m trying to 
remember the words he used…hmm…I almost have it…” 
 
Lexi sighed with her whole body and set the hand mirror down. “No makeup until I’m 
fifty. But that’s just dumb. That’s so dumb it doesn’t even count as a no.” 
 
“You think? You want to take that conclusion out for a spin and see how far you get?” 
 
“But if you say it’s okay, I know he’ll change his mind. He listens to you.” 
 
“On this point, I think it’s better to ask for permission than for forgiveness. Okay? 
Twelve is pretty young to start wearing makeup. Soon enough, it’ll be a chore you have 
to do.” 
 
Cory wore very little makeup usually. Unless she was going to be on stage, she stuck to 
mascara and maybe some under-eye concealer. She’d never perfected the art of doing 
really good makeup, so Lexi would be better served looking for a different tutor. Like 
Shannon. Or Iris. 
 
“But Kayla and Becca got to get makeup of their own for back-to-school. They even got 
makeovers.” 
 
“Lex.” Cory shifted to stand behind her and point her at the bathroom mirror. “Look at 
your reflection for a minute. A makeover is the last thing in the world you need. You are 
gorgeous. I don’t mean that like somebody who loves you seeing you through that love. I 
mean you are objectively gorgeous. I know women who pay hundreds of dollars to get 
their hair even close to the color of your hair. You have big, beautiful hazel eyes. Your 
skin is so perfect it almost glows. Makeup will cover that all up. And more important 
than all of that is what’s inside you. You are a smart, kind, compassionate young woman, 
and that shines through those beautiful eyes and that flawless skin and that sweet smile. 
You are your mother’s daughter. Why put layers up between you and the world?” 
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Lexi’s expression had grown serious while Cory had spoken. “You didn’t know my 
mother.” 
 
“You’re right. I never got the chance to get to know her while she was alive. But I know 
her in the stories your father tells about her. I know her in the things you say about her. I 
know her in you, and in Ian and Deck. You keep her alive and let the world know her.” 
 
Lexi spun around and clutched Cory’s waist. She began to cry, and Cory held her tightly, 
fighting tears of her own, until she stopped. 
 
“I’m sorry, sweetie. I didn’t mean to make you sad.” 
 
“You didn’t. Not really. It’s weird. I feel sad and happy at the same time.” 
 
“That’s not weird at all. I know that feeling.” Cory smiled and wiped Lexi’s tears away 
with her thumbs. “And you know what? If you’d put makeup on, you’d be all smeary 
right now.” 
 
“You too,” Lexi pointed out, using a fingertip to catch an escaped teardrop from Cory’s 
cheek. 
 
“Me too. So, are you ready for your first day of junior high?”  
 
“I’m worried. I heard the eighth-graders are mean to the seventh-graders.” 
 
“Honey, there are mean kids in every grade. But you are a Horde daughter, so don’t you 
worry. And Loke will be right there with you.” 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

She’d brushed aside Lexi’s worries about mean kids, but Cory was worried, too. This was 
the first year that Loki and Lexi would ride the ‘big kid’ bus, for the junior and senior 
high, and they’d be the youngest ones on it.  
 
Gia would be on that bus, too, and nobody messed with Gia, or at least not more than 
once, so Cory shouldn’t have been worried. 
 
But still, she dropped the kids off at the bus stop, then parked around the corner, 
hopefully out of sight, and watched. Even knowing that every kid at that stop knew who 
Lexi and Loki were and would never pick on them, Cory needed to see it for herself. 
 
Lexi liked clothes—a lot—and she liked to be put together, so she stood out a bit from 
the crowd, the rest of whom, male and female, were dressed in jeans or shorts and t-



 12 

shirts. But Lex wore a brown pencil skirt and a pair of tall brown boots, with a crisp pink 
blouse. Her backpack was leather, and she carried a little purse hooked over her arm. 
 
She was gorgeous, but different. Different in junior high was problematic. 
 
Loki stood at her side—sheesh, he was tall; when had he gotten so tall?—and Cory 
thought that he stood between her and the other kids, almost protectively. 
 
Gia wasn’t there yet. Cory checked the time—the bus was due in minutes.  
 
Fifteen seconds after she’d made that mental note, Lilli came roaring up to the bus stop in 
her SUV. Gia was in the passenger seat. Cory saw Gia’s window go down, and Lilli lean 
over. She said something, and Lexi and Loki turned to each other. Loki shrugged, and 
then they went to the back door and climbed in behind Lilli and Gia. 
 
Apparently, Lilli was giving them all a ride to school. Cory glanced at her phone, sitting 
silently in the console. A phone call would have been nice. 
 
She watched as Lilli made a U-turn in the road and headed away, out of town, toward the 
school campus. Cory assumed. She had to assume, because Lilli hadn’t called first. 
 
The bus trundled up a minute or two later, and Cory watched as the other kids boarded. 
 
Her phone still hadn’t rung. Loki and Lexi weren’t calling, either. She supposed she 
could call them, or Lilli, but she was too mad. For all Lilli knew, Cory had no idea where 
her kids really were. 
 
Cory slammed the brakes on her thoughts. Her kids? 
 
No—her kid, and Bart’s kid. She had to watch that shit. 
 
But she was still mad. Bart had charge of Deck and Ian, getting them to the grade school 
bus. She didn’t want to cause a scene in front of the boys, but she wanted Bart to be as 
mad as she was. 
 
Dammit, Lilli! Not everything you do is right! 
 
Cory revved the engine and pulled onto the road. Bart started the mornings off at home, 
doing admin stuff for the repair shop. She’d wait for him to get back from the bus stop, 
and then they’d talk about what to say to Lilli. 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 



 13 

She was pacing his kitchen when he got back. Demi was pacing with her, seeming to 
think they were playing some kind of game she didn’t understand the rules of yet. 
 
He came in and tossed his keys in the bowl on the counter where he kept keys and loose 
change. “Hey. I thought you were working on inventory this morning.” 
 
She’d been preparing her rant, and his statement derailed her for a minute. “I am—I 
mean, I will be. I need to. I need to talk to you first.” 
 
He frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
“Lilli! Lilli’s wrong! She just picked up our kids like it was okay and took them from the 
bus stop!” 
 
The frown deepened and became confusion. “So?” 
 
Was he seriously that thick? “So? So? A phone call would have been nice. Asking would 
have been nice.” 
 
“She did ask. I said it was cool. I thought the kids would be glad not to ride the bus.” 
 
That derailed her completely. “She asked? When?” 
 
“This morning. She texted.” He pulled his phone from his pocket, tapped around on it, 
and held it out to her. 
 
She took it and read the messages on the screen. 
 
Driving G to school. I’ll swing by the stop and get L&L, too, k? 
 
Sure—that’s great. Thanks! 
 
Cool. Tell C for me? 
 
K 
 
In the midst of that alphabet soup, Cory saw reason to focus her anger elsewhere. She 
turned the phone around and held it out to Bart, gripping it so he could read the screen. 
 
It took him a second, but he got it. “Shit. I’m sorry. The boys were bickering, and I got 
distracted.” He took his phone back and shoved it into his pocket. 
 
But Cory wasn’t done. “Great. What if I hadn’t seen her take them? What if I’d thought 
they were on the bus? What if…” She didn’t know any more what ifs. She was losing the 
sense of her anger, but not the anger itself. It had been a long time, years and years, since 
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she had been this entirely furious at another person, since she’d felt this nearly 
overwhelming impulse to do violence, to hit or kick or throw or do something. 
 
Trying to keep that impulse at bay, she let off some pressure with an inarticulate howl 
and stomped her foot. 
 
Great, Corinne. Real adult-type behavior there. She tried to take a breath and calm down. 
 
And then Bart laughed, and she did hit him. She slammed her hands into his chest as hard 
as she could and shouted, “Fuck you!” 
 
Never having done anything like that to Bart, Cory had no expectation of his reaction. 
What he did was grab her arms and push her to the wall. 
 
“You need to calm down. I don’t have any fucking clue why you’re so pissed off. I’m 
sorry I didn’t text you the very second I had something to tell you. But so what if Lilli 
took the kids? Everybody in this family is up in everybody else’s business all the time. 
We swap kids around on the regular. What the fuck are you so wound up about?” 
 
She had no idea. The sense in her outrage had left long ago, and now, in the shadow of 
Bart’s words, the outrage itself crept away. Why had she gotten so mad? Was she 
hormonal? While Bart stared, holding her to the wall, she did a quick mental calendar 
check. Maybe. But there was no way she was going to use that as an excuse. Sorry, dear. 
I’m not crazy, I’m PMSing. 
 
The thought of saying those words in the voice she’d heard in her head struck Cory as 
hilarious, and her answer to Bart’s challenge was a snort of laughter. 
 
Surprised, he eased the pressure on her arms, but he didn’t let her go. A hint of a smile 
tilted his mouth up. “I think you’ve actually lost your mind.” 
 
She laughed harder at that, and now she was caught in the giggles. She shook her head 
and tried to speak, “No…I…no…” It was hopeless. So she gave in and let the hilarity 
have her. 
 
And then Bart’s mouth covered hers, and laughter and breath both stopped at once. 
 
He didn’t devour her or shove his tongue down her throat. He kissed her, lingering a 
moment, then pulling back just an inch. Like he’d requested an invitation. Almost 
immediately, though, he came back in, and this time, his tongue brushed over her lips. 
 
She had not felt a man’s mouth on hers since the day she’d kissed Havoc goodbye for the 
last time. Before she could think about what was happening, Cory opened her mouth. A 
moan escaped, passing Bart’s tongue on the way out. 
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Oh, it felt good. Oh God, how good it felt—the zing of her nerves, the tingle in her belly, 
the way her knees shook. Her body came to life and embraced it all. She touched her 
tongue to his, and he groaned and let her arms go. His hands cupped the sides of her face, 
his fingers threading into her hair and holding her tightly. 
 
Locking all thoughts in the back of her brain and letting feeling and sensation have a 
dance party instead, Cory slid her arms around Bart’s waist and held him close. He 
grunted again—and the kiss stopped being gentle. It became desperate. He leaned into 
her body, pushed his leg between hers. She felt his erection against her hip. 
 
She wanted him. God, how she wanted him. She wanted to be naked with him, to feel his 
body on hers, inside hers. She loved him, and she wanted him so fucking much. 
 
Shit, oh shit, oh shit. It was too much! This was too much! Too many feelings, too long 
dormant. Cory’s head spun, and her stomach cramped. She was going to be sick. 
 
Hav, oh Hav. Don’t go. 
 
She pushed Bart away with a gasping cry and slammed her hands over her mouth. 
 
Unable to face him, she stared at their boots and at the floor. Demi was there, watching 
them. 
 
“Fuck. Jesus. Oh, Cor.” Each short sentence came out on a burst of an exhale. 
 
Afraid of what might happen if she uncovered her mouth, Cory simply shook her head, 
still staring at the wooden slats of Bart’s kitchen floor. 
 
He reached out and touched her arm. She flinched away—not because she was angry at 
him, but because she couldn’t bear the thought of any more sensation. Of any kind. 
 
“I’m so sorry,” he breathed. 
 
She shook her head again. Then, knowing that she couldn’t speak to him, couldn’t even 
meet his eyes, Cory turned and fled his house. 
 
He called after her, but she didn’t look back. 
 


