
 



 
 
 
 

LOVE & FRIENDSHIP 
 

A Signal Bend Byway 
 
 

PART SEVEN 
 
 

by 
Susan Fanetti 

 

 

 

 
 

THE FREAK CIRCLE PRESS 
  



 
 
 
 

Love & Friendship © 2016 Susan Fanetti  
All rights reserved 

 
Susan Fanetti has asserted her right to be identified as the author of this book under the 

Copyright, Design and Patents Act 1988. 
 

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

locales are entirely coincidental. 
 

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold 
or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, 

please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did 
not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your 

favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard 
work of this author. 

  



 
 
 
 

Love will enter cloaked in friendship’s name. 
 

~ Ovid 
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Labor Day was one of the few holidays that Signal Bend didn’t celebrate with some big 
town do. They had the Harvest Festival toward the end of the month, so Labor Day was 
left on its own. 
 
At least officially. 
 
But the Horde got together and barbecued, and they took all comers, so it ended up being 
a town party by default. No decorations, no parade, booths or rides, no games but 
horseshoes outside and pool inside, no live music other than the kind that sprang up when 
somebody brought out a guitar or harmonica—just a lot of friends and family hanging out 
at the clubhouse. 
 
Bart leaned back against the edge of the picnic table and finished off his beer. As he sat 
the empty on the table behind him, he balanced the pros and cons of going inside for a 
bottle of Jack. He’d been trying to stick to beer for the past few months, because he’d 
been hitting the Jack too hard for too long. Lately, though, beer had not been getting the 
job done. 
 
Len and Saxon were sitting at the table with him, but he’d lost the thread of their 
conversation. His attention was focused on the other side of the compound, across the 
gravel parking lot, where he watched Nolan get out of the driver’s side of Iris’s truck. It 
was rare for Nolan to drive a cage on a warm day, even when he had Iris with him. 
 
When Loki got out of the cab behind Nolan, Bart understood. 
 
Loki had caught a ride to the party with his big brother and sister-in-law. 
 
Which very likely meant that Cory wasn’t coming to the party at all. 
 
Goddammit. 
 



Almost two weeks had gone by since he’d kissed her, and she was still avoiding him. 
 
She was good at it, too. As far as he could tell, no one else had noticed. Not even their 
kids. She was there for them all just as she always had been, and he saw her almost every 
day as she did all the things with the kids that she always had. 
 
But he didn’t think she’d looked him in the eyes even once in almost two weeks, and she 
had done some kind of acrobatic maneuvering so that they’d never been alone together 
for even two minutes. 
 
He’d tried to call, but she wouldn’t pick up. Instead, she’d return his call with a text 
checking on the kids. If he texted her, she’d only respond to topics about the kids and 
ignore anything else. He’d texted I’m sorry. He’d texted Please talk to me. He’d texted I 
don’t know what happened. 
 
None of those, or any of his voice mails, had been acknowledged. 
 
In a way, he supposed, it was good she hadn’t. Because except for his pleas for her to talk 
to him again, he’d been lying. He did know what had happened, and he wasn’t sorry. 
 
He’d kissed her. Because he’d wanted to. Because she’d been so fucking beautiful and 
sweet, her color high and her chest heaving with some kind of irrational rage. Because 
he’d wanted her. Because he’d been thinking about kissing her for weeks, and then he’d 
had her against the wall like that, and he couldn’t help himself anymore. 
 
He wasn’t sorry. He was sorry that she was upset, but he didn’t regret that kiss. It played 
on a loop in his head and made him want her more. 
 
She’d responded. For a few seconds, she’d melted into him and met his need with her 
own. It had been a long time since he’d had to read somebody else’s signs, but Cory’s 
signs had been flashing neon for those few seconds. She’d been right there with him, in 
that moment. 
 
And it had been breathtaking. Heart-stopping. Soul-healing. 
 
Until she’d pushed him away and run. 
 
Since he’d kissed her, his fretful doubt about whether he was dishonoring Riley to want 
Cory had settled. That kiss and his own reactions to it had felt right, natural. Logical, 
even. They were already a family. Cory had made them whole again. She’d made him 
whole again. Riley would always be with him, in his heart and his mind. But he and their 
kids had life yet before them, and they couldn’t live their future in the halftone of grief. 
 
Yet he was sorry. Cory was Havoc’s woman, and she’d been a widow for—it would be 
twelve years later this month. She’d been living that grey kind of life all those years, 
growing comfortable in it. Of course he’d upset her, and he understood exactly how. But 



she wouldn’t talk to him, and it was becoming clear with each day that rolled by that he’d 
broken something important, something crucial, by crossing that line. 
 
Now, people were going to start to notice. If she was avoiding family gatherings to avoid 
him… 
 
No. This was bullshit. 
 
Lilli had had his kids overnight because he’d come in late last night from a protection 
run, and she was going to truck them home after the party.  
 
He found her inside and told her he had an errand to run. When she agreed to keep an eye 
on his kids, Bart went back out, got on his bike, and went to make things right. 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

He didn’t knock; he hadn’t knocked on her door in well over a year. When he tried the 
knob, though, it was locked. 
 
Finding his way blocked, he stood at the door like an asshole. Nobody locked their doors 
around here. Maybe if they were going out of town. He turned and stared at her SUV in 
the driveway. She was home, and her door was locked. 
 
Against him? Specifically? 
 
Well, fuck that. 
 
Rather than pound on her locked door, Bart jumped off her front porch, catching sight of 
the purple flowers he’d given her in the spring, and stalked around the side of her house, 
to the back. He crossed her patio and tried her back door. 
 
That one was open. So he went in. 
 
Thor groaned to his feet and came over, tail wagging creakily, for a pat. “Hey, old man. 
Where’s your mom?” 
 
Cory came into the kitchen from the hall. She stood in the doorway, her mouth open and 
her eyes wide. She said nothing. 
 
“Talk to me, Cor. Please.” He took a step toward her, and she took a step back. A 
shimmer of anger passed through his head. She couldn’t keep running forever. They 
shared a family. They shared…shit, they shared everything. They were in each other’s 
life, and that wasn’t going to change. 
 



He gripped the edge of her peninsula countertop and kept himself calm and steady. 
“Cory. We have to talk. We have to work this out. I obviously crossed a line, and I’m 
sorry. You’re my best friend. If that’s what we are, then that’s what we’ll be. If you don’t 
want…” The word that belonged there was me, but he faltered at making such a 
statement. “I won’t do it again.” 
 
She crossed her arms around her middle. “Why did you do it?” 
 
The reply I don’t know was on his tongue instantly, but he stopped. He did know. Would 
it make the rift between them even wider if he gave her the honest truth? 
 
Or would the truth bring them back together? Would it bring them closer? 
 
“Because I’m in love with you.” 
 
She gasped and stepped back—no, she tripped back, banging into the hallway wall 
behind her, and then she turned and hurried down the hall, away from him. Running. 
 
“Cory, no.” 
 
He nearly vaulted around the end of the counter and ran after her, catching up just as she 
got to her bedroom and turned to close herself in. He slammed his hands on the door 
before she could latch it, and he shoved hard, forcing her to release the door and hop back 
to keep her feet. 
 
“You can’t run from this,” he insisted as she kept moving backward. Finally, she bumped 
up against her dresser and could run no more. 
 
Again, she wrapped her arms around herself. She was wearing a thin, stretched-out white 
t-shirt and a pair of black leggings. Under the t-shirt he could see a blue beater. No bra. 
The way she hugged herself brought her cleavage into brilliant relief inside the v-neck of 
her t-shirt. 
 
“If you don’t feel anything for me”—he knew that wasn’t fucking true; he’d felt it in her 
kiss—“then I’m not going to push. I’ve had a lot of practice living without what I want. 
But we need to talk. We need to be okay with each other again. There are more people 
than you and me involved here.” 
 
Finally, she met his eyes straight on. For the first time since he’d kissed her. “I don’t 
know how.” 
 
His heart sank, but he took a couple more steps and reached to touch her arm. She didn’t 
cower from him, and he brushed his fingers over her bare skin. 
 
He wanted her to say everything plainly. “Don’t know how to do what?” 
 



“I don’t know where to put”—she sucked in a stuttering breath—“Hav.” She bit down on 
her trembling bottom lip and looked away from him again. 
 
Bart caught her chin and lifted until her eyes came to his again. “Do you feel like I feel? 
Do you…want me?” He’d wanted to ask if she loved him, but he felt instinctively that 
she wasn’t ready to make that leap, no matter how she actually felt. 
 
And he was right. “It’s not that easy,” she said, both answering and evading his question. 
 
“It is. My love for Riley is still with me. I treasure every memory of my life with her. But 
what I feel for you—that’s love, too. And desire. I want to be with you. I want to make 
new memories with you. You and me and our kids.” 
 
She shook her head as it still rested on his hand. 
 
“You don’t want that?” he asked, girding himself for her answer. 
 
When she lifted her head away from his touch and walked to the window, he didn’t 
follow. He gave her the space she wanted, and he waited for her to say something. 
 
Standing at the window, looking out on her little orchard, she finally said, “I don’t have 
what you have. I lost Hav before we had time to make a life full of memories, and I’ve 
been on my own for a long time now. I have to work hard to keep the memories I have. 
The thought that I might lose even a second…” 
 
She drifted off. Bart waited to see if she’d say more. When she didn’t, he went to her. He 
stood behind her but kept his hands to himself. “What do you feel for me, Cor?” 
 
“I love you.” It was barely a whisper, and she bowed her head. “I’m in love with you.” 
 
Those words should have lightened his heart, but her unhappiness at uttering them filled 
the air and pressed down on them both. He set his hands on her hips and tried to pull her 
closer, but she went stiff and resisted, shaking her head again. 
 
They were so close to closing the gap that had split open between them. They were so 
close to knowing hope again. But he was asking her to shake off the yoke of loss she’d 
worn for more than a decade, and she’d forgotten how to live without that burden. 
 
This wasn’t something they could talk away. He should leave, let her be quiet and work 
out her thoughts. But he couldn’t go. 
 
He had hope in his hands again, and he couldn’t let it go. 
 
The idea of working out her thoughts caught a spark in his mind. Before he could second-
guess the impulse, he bent to kiss the side of her head, just above her ear, and asked, 
“Will you ride with me?” 



 
She flinched subtly, as if he’d startled her out of a daydream, and turned her head. A wet 
trail moved down her cheek. Her blue eyes met his, and she studied him. 
 
Then she nodded. 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

She changed into jeans and boots, and she pulled her helmet out of a closet. It was a 
pretty little thing, black with a dainty silver pattern scrolled over it. 
 
Riley had liked a feminine helmet, too. Hers had been white with a black pattern of 
tropical flowers. It was white—Bart still had it. He’d kept it for Lexi, in case she might 
want it some day. 
 
Unlike Southern California, it didn’t take long to get away from people out here in rural 
Missouri, where you were hardly around people when you started. But Bart rode until he 
felt like he could stop. He rode until he felt that Cory was with him. 
 
She’d started out the ride sitting stiffly behind him, her hands on his hips. She moved 
well with him through turns, but she wasn’t really riding with him, not like he’d wanted. 
Not like they were together. 
 
He hoped she was back there thinking, working things out. If she was, and she relaxed on 
this ride, then maybe they could try to talk again. 
 
After about forty-five minutes, on a straightaway down an empty state road, her hands 
shifted forward from his hips and linked across his belly, resting at his belt buckle. The 
move brought her body snugly to his back, and Bart felt her lay the side of her head on 
the back of his shoulder. 
 
Another ten minutes, and he set his hand over hers and squeezed. She didn’t flinch away. 
 
Twenty minutes later, they went through a little one-crossroads town with a walk-up malt 
shop. It was open; an ancient station wagon and a newish pickup were parked in the lot. 
A small cluster of teens dressed for a day at the river was gathered between them. Off to 
the side, a couple of round picnic tables with sun umbrellas sat, ignored. 
 
Bart swung his Night Rod in and parked near the tables. All the kids watched him, their 
heads on swivels, taking in his bike, his kutte, his ink. His woman. 
 
Cory sat upright. “Why’d we stop?” 
 



“Thirsty.” He held out his arm, and she gripped it as she swung off his bike. “What d’you 
want?” 
 
As he dismounted and shed his helmet, setting it on the handlebars, Cory squinted up at 
the menu painted on the side of the building. 
 
She looked back at him with a grin and unbuckled her helmet. “I think I want a root beer 
float. I haven’t had one in years.” 
 
“Then you will have one.” He took her helmet, set it on his bike, then held out his hand to 
her. 
 
She took it. 
 
It should have been a nothing gesture. He’d taken her hand for one reason or another 
many times since he’d been back in Signal Bend. But this time, in this moment, it 
stopped Bart in his tracks. 
 
He stared at their hands. When he looked up, she was staring at him. 
 
“Cory, let me kiss you.” 
 
She remained still and silent, searching his eyes. 
 
“You don’t have to put him anywhere. I love him, too. I love him more knowing who he 
was for you. And my memories of Riley are beautiful and vivid because I can share them 
with you. Can’t we love who we had, what we had, and love each other, too?” 
 
“Can we?” 
 
“Can’t we try? Riley would want me and our kids to be whole. I know that. It’s like I can 
feel her pushing me to this. To you.” 
 
Cory laughed, a sharp bark of a sound. “Hav would bash your face in for kissing me.” 
 
He echoed her laugh. “Yeah, probably.” He reached out and caught her other hand. “But 
he loved you. If he saw how you’ve spent these last twelve years, do you honestly think 
he’d want you to spend the next thirty or forty or fifty the same way?” 
 
When he tugged on her hands, wanting to draw her forward, she came. He wanted that 
frightened, raw look gone from her eyes. 
 
“Let me kiss you, Cor.” 
 
“Bart…I’m…” 
 



He let go of her hands and closed her in his arms, and she didn’t fight him. He leaned 
down, his mouth inches from hers. “I know you’ll always love Hav. I know. But if you 
love me, let me kiss you.” 
 
Her resistance receded, the doubtful light in her eyes became warm and intent, and her 
body went soft, forming to his. When his lips touched hers, she whimpered and opened 
her mouth. 
 
Need spiraled through his blood and made him hard, but he kept the kiss soft this time, 
focused on her, wanting her to stay in the moment with him, to feel him, only him. 
 
Fuck, he sure felt her—the soft pillow of her bottom lip between his lips, the sleek velvet 
of her tongue against his, the faint scent of her lotion like a caress over his brain. Her tiny 
moans and panting breaths circling his ears, brushing his cheek. Her arms over his 
shoulders, her hands in his hair. 
 
Her body, soft and warm and moving with his, formed to his, surrendered to his. 
 
She broke away with a gasp, but this time, she didn’t push him back or look away. She 
opened her eyes and held with his. 
 
“I need…” She faded out without finishing, but still she didn’t look away. 
 
“Anything,” he promised. 
 
“I need…to go slow. I need to remember how to feel all this. If everything happens too 
fast, I don’t think I can take it.” 
 
Bart’s cock had spent the past couple of minutes reminding him where he could get 
condoms on the way home, but slow was good for him, too. He had decided to allow 
himself these feelings, and he believed that Riley would want this for him, but not all his 
guilt and conflict had been entirely resolved. 
 
The kids, for instance. They loved Aunt Cory, and Deck wanted her for his mom. But 
how would they feel if the strange little family they’d built became the real thing? How 
would all of their family, the club, react if Cory finally set aside her widow’s weeds? 
 
He cleared his throat and took one step back, so his hard-on was no longer in contact with 
her body. “Slow is good. We’ll go as slow as you want.” 
 
She smiled, and for that one moment, relief brought down all of her guards, her guilt, her 
fear, the shell she’d built around herself. The look in her eyes was wide open and full of 
love, and Bart saw what he could have with her. When she was ready. 
 



They had their ice cream drinks, and they rode home. Bart came into her house with her, 
but no farther than her entryway. Though it took all he had to tear himself away, he left 
her there with another kiss. 
 
As slow as she wanted. As slow as they needed. 
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The Horde had gotten most of the last festival-goers to move their party to Tuck’s, and 
the town park was nearly empty, except for the people closing up their booths, and 
Saxon, Darwin, Mel, and Thumper, who were staying on site, making sure the vendors 
didn’t get hassled. 
 
Of all the Signal Bend events, the Harvest Festival was the one most likely to go off the 
rails. Maybe because it was the last hurrah before the cold weather, but people drank 
more here than at any other fair, festival, or whatever else Lilli and the other town leaders 
called these town parties. 
 
The Valhalla booth turned a nice profit every September. Cory showcased a selection of 
red wines, as well as a few whites for the people who liked but didn’t really get into wine. 
They did free tastings and sold by the bottle and the case.  She had a booth at most of the 
events, and it was always worth the hassle, but wine really moved at the Harvest. 
 
So she was partially responsible for the drunks who’d been reeling around the town 
square. 
 
The Horde did a good job, though, of encouraging people with kids to wrap up their day 
before the drunks outnumbered the families. Their own kids, too. This time, Shannon had 
the older kids, and Adrienne and Iris had the younger ones. 
 
Cory usually let her staff run the booth in the closing hours, but this year, without any 
kids to keep track of, she’d taken the last shift, with Joel and Duncan helping her out. 
They’d already packed up the remaining inventory and were striking the booth. 
 
As she folded up the vinyl banner that served as the Valhalla sign, Bart walked up. He’d 
been patrolling the town, making sure the drunks stayed orderly and the traffic stayed 
moving. If he was back at the site, then either there was trouble, or they were past the 
chance for it. 
 
He smiled as he approached, and he was alone, so it must have been the second. Good. 
This had been a peaceful Harvest Festival. 
 
She turned to Joel. “You guys good from here?” 
 
Joel was her assistant manager by title, but for all intents and purposes, he was the true 
manager, handling the bulk of the daily operations. Over the years she’d run the bar, Cory 
had become an expert in wine, so she did the ordering and handled the vendor 
relationships, which occasionally meant some travel, but on average, she put in about 
twenty-five hours a week to Joel’s forty-five. 
 



The perks of being the boss with an ownership stake.  
 
“Yeah, boss,” Joel answered. “We’ll unload and lock up the till. Good day today.” 
 
“It was. ‘Night, Joel.” 
 
With a nod, Joel went to help Duncan load the last piece of the booth, and Cory turned 
and watched Bart walk toward her. 
 
They’d taken their ride three weeks before. In those three weeks, nothing noticeable had 
changed between them, but everything was different. 
 
She still helped him with the kids, and they all still shared meals just as before. They saw 
each other just as often, and were alone together no more often, than had become usual 
for the past two years. 
 
But they touched each other differently now, and when they were alone, their talk was 
more intimate. 
 
And there were quiet kisses in those moments alone. 
 
That was it—just kisses. She didn’t want more. 
 
Honestly, she wanted a lot more. She wanted everything. But every kiss made her feel 
like her heart was going to explode, and every night she cried herself to sleep, trying to 
sort out all these new feelings and find a place for them in her mind that wouldn’t push 
Havoc out. 
 
Coming back to life hurt. 
 
“Hey,” he said with a smile as he reached her. “You’re all packed up.” 
 
“Yeah.” She turned and watched Duncan close the back of the truck, then turned back to 
Bart. “You done, too?” 
 
He nodded. “Everything’s smooth this year.” 
 
Just then, the Festival lights went out, and for a moment, the dark was almost complete. 
Cory felt Bart’s fingers brush her hand. 
 
They’d told no one, not a soul, that anything had changed between them. Cory didn’t 
want anyone to know yet, not while she was trying to figure it out for herself. Keeping a 
secret in this town was nearly impossible, but she had to try.  
 



Cory was Havoc’s Widow—she knew it was practically a title because people treated her 
like it was—and the last thing she needed was to have the town’s condemnation, or even 
its approval, while she felt so anxious and uncertain herself. 
 
Bart brushed her fingers but didn’t take her hand. When her eyes adjusted to the dimmer, 
more natural light, she saw that he’d moved closer. 
 
“I want you to come home with me tonight.” 
 
That was a big leap from stolen kisses and intimate talk. A leap she wanted to take—her 
heart danced in her chest at the sound of those quiet, husky words and the shine of his 
eyes as he’d said them. 
 
But when she opened her mouth to say yes, what came out instead was his name. 
“Bart…” 
 
“Deck is at Badge’s. I know Loki’s at Show’s with Lex and Ian. Cor, come home with 
me. Just to spend some time together. That’s all.” 
 
She wanted more than that. She wanted everything. But she was entirely terrified. How 
would their kids feel about this? Ian had been so hostile to the idea of anyone standing in 
his mother’s place. They’d gotten past that, and she and he were close, but how would he 
feel if he knew how close she was to his father? Would Lexi feel betrayed? What would 
Loki think? Or Nolan, who’d warned her not to get too close—what would he say? 
 
And the Horde—how would they feel? What would they do? Would the town be 
scandalized? Would they drag their kids through the muck of gossip? 
 
And more—there, under the surface of her rioting fears, was Havoc. He’d been a jealous, 
possessive man. Rough and demanding, in mostly all the right ways. He’d loved her with 
an almost feral intensity. She couldn’t imagine him ever having had the thought that if 
something happened to him, he’d want her to find love again. If he could be jealous from 
the beyond, then she knew he would be now. 
 
Bart insisted that Havoc wouldn’t want her to spend the rest of her life alone and 
unhappy, that he’d loved her too much for that, and Cory believed that, too. But she had 
lived the past twelve years cradling the memory of her husband’s love carefully in her 
heart, preserving every bit of it to sustain her. She had to find a safe place for those 
memories before she could let Bart in any deeper. 
 
She had to. If she lost Havoc, she herself would break apart. 
 
Instead of saying all of that, what she said was, “I need to get home and let Thor out.” 
 
Bart dropped his head a little, then nodded. “Okay. I’ll walk you to your truck.” 
 



 
~oOo~ 

 
 
While Thor did his business in the back yard, Cory sat on a chaise lounge with a glass of 
wine and waited for the tears to come. She’d never been any good at figuring out her life. 
 
All her life, she’d failed. She’d never been able to make a solid home for Nolan. She’d 
never been able to make her first husband, Nolan’s biological father, help her be a family. 
She’d never been able to keep a job. 
 
Then she’d met Havoc. He was everything she disliked about men—harsh and brutish, 
sexist and coarse. He’d had no use for women except for his own physical needs, and 
he’d known of no other way than to take what he wanted. Force and bluster. She had the 
job she had because he’d all but bodily forced her to take it. 
 
But he’d made himself vulnerable to her. He’d learned how to love so that he could love 
her. And Nolan. He’d been the best father Nolan could have had. He’d given them a 
home and a family and a life. She was sitting on the patio of the house he’d given her. 
He’d made Loki with her. 
 
Twelve years after his death, every part of her life bore his touch. 
 
She’d curled up into the life he’d given her and turned her back on everything else. She’d 
been living in a bubble for twelve years. She still slept on her side of their bed, and the 
pillows on his side were the same ones he’d last laid his head on. 
 
Her life was a shrine. She was a shrine. 
 
Maybe that was why she was having so much more trouble with her feelings than Bart 
was, despite his loss being fresher. He’d been more present and just fully realized as his 
own self during his marriage. He and Riley had had lives and purposes of their own when 
they’d come together, and they’d built something new from it. He had a lifetime of 
memories to draw from and remember his happiness, and he had a confident knowledge 
of the strength of what he’d made with his wife. He knew who he was without Riley, 
because he’d known who he was before her. 
 
Cory had had almost nothing, of possessions or of self-concept, when she’d met Havoc. 
She’d been a seed puff on the breeze, no more substantial than that. She remembered the 
huge fight they’d had when he’d used basically that same argument to get her to take the 
job managing Valhalla. God, she’d been so furious at him, so offended, but he’d been 
right. 
 
She’d taken root in Havoc’s life and shaped herself to that. That would have been fine—it 
was a good life and would have been perfect—if he’d been there with her to share the 
space. But instead, he’d gotten himself tortured and murdered six months after their 



marriage and two months after the birth of their son, and she’d been left alone to raise 
their children in the husk he’d left behind.  
 
Alone. She’d been alone, and she was so goddamn lonely. She felt like a husk of a person 
herself. Now Nolan was married, and Loki was in junior high. He’d be off on his own in 
just a few more years, and here she’d be, clutching a handful of memories to her heart so 
that she could remember the brief few moments in her life that she’d known real 
happiness. 
 
Havoc had left her everything he could. Financially secure, wrapped in the arms of a big, 
loving family. He’d left her a beautiful son and a home they loved. He’d left Nolan with a 
father who’d shaped him long after death. He’d left her beautiful memories of a deep, 
wild love. In his life, he’d done all he could to give her happiness. 
 
As Thor came over and sat at her side, Cory finished her wine and looked up at the 
autumn sky. Lexi studied the stars and tried to find her mother. Often, she would point to 
a star and say that that was the one. Cory had no idea what awaited after death, whether 
the ones they’d lost somehow retained a consciousness of the life they’d left behind. But 
the worry that Havoc would be hurt by her feelings for Bart pressed on her, rational or 
not.  
 
So she looked up at the stars on this night and said, “I love you, Hav. I’ll never stop. But I 
need to feel love again. I need to feel it. On my skin. I need to smell it and taste it. I’m so 
lonely, and I can’t anymore. I feel the chance to be happy again, and I need to take it. 
Bart loves you, too. We’ll take care of each other and love each other, and we’ll love you 
together. We already do.” 
 
The tears came then. Cory sat looking up at the night sky and cried. But these tears were 
different from those that had assailed her lately, or any she’d cried in the last twelve 
years. These weren’t tears of loneliness or despair or confusion or fear. 
 
These were love. 
 
Whether she and Thor were the only audience for her words, or Havoc heard them, she 
didn’t know. But when her tears had run their course, she felt better. Lighter. Clearer. 
 
“C’mon, Thor. Let’s take a ride.” 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

Cory pulled up in Bart’s driveway and helped Thor out of the back seat. Bart’s main bike 
and his Tahoe were both there, which was a relief. He was home. She hadn’t called, but it 
hadn’t been that long since she’d left him at the festival site, so she knew he’d be awake. 
 



She hoped she’d be welcome. 
 
As she came around the back of her truck and headed for his porch, the front door 
opened. In the frame of the screen door, she saw him, mostly in silhouette. He’d changed 
and was wearing only a dark pair of sweats. No shirt or anything else, as far as she could 
tell.  
 
The door opened with a screech, and Demi bounded out and down the steps to Thor, who 
accepted her enthusiastic greeting with weary affection. 
 
Bart stepped out, into the circle of porch light. The massive, dark tattoo, an elaborate 
scene of a bike riding down a winding country road, tall trees on either side, which 
covered his whole firm belly and disappeared into the waistband of his sweats, slung low 
across his hips, drew her attention. 
 
God, he was gorgeous. 
 
Looking down at her from the porch, he said nothing. Looking up at him from the foot of 
the steps, she didn’t know what to say. 
 
Then he held out his hand, and she climbed the few steps and took it. 
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She’d brought Thor with her. 
 
She was staying the night—she’d come to him with that intention. 
 
Bart was very glad he hadn’t indulged his first impulse upon arriving home and gone for 
the Jack. He was sober, and this was happening.  
 
Holding Cory’s hand, studying her blue eyes, he whistled through his teeth and called the 
dogs up. As they came up on the porch, Bart opened the screen door and pulled Cory into 
his house. 
 
Thor and Demi pushed past them and padded into the kitchen; Bart gave them just 
enough notice to be sure they were out of his way. 
 
Still staring into her eyes, searching for the fear or guilt or worry, the reserve, he’d seen 
in them lately, since he’d first kissed her, Bart saw none of that. He saw shyness and 
anticipation. He saw desire. 
 
It was on his tongue to ask her if she was sure, but before the words had breath, he 
choked them off. She’d come to him, ready to stay. She’d already answered the question 
he hadn’t asked. 
 
He let go of her hand, cupped his palms around her face, and kissed her. 
 
For the first time, there was no hesitation in her. As soon as his lips touched hers, she was 
kissing him back. 
 
Her hands came up and rested on his bare chest, but she didn’t push him away. Instead, as 
their tongues explored each other’s mouths, her palms skimmed over him, brushing his 
pecs. His nipples tightened as she slid over them, slowly, as if she were learning him with 
her hands, then down across his belly and around his waist. Up his back. When she 
reached the top, her fingers hooked over his shoulders, and her body swayed forward, 
forming to him completely. 
 
She’d come to him, and she was ready. Bart didn’t know what had happened in the hour 
since he’d watched her drive away from him, but she had found her way. To him. 
 
With a groan, he ended the kiss. Watching her face for any sign of trepidation, he reached 
up and unhooked her hands from him, bringing them around and linking his fingers with 
hers. Without a word, he turned and led her to the staircase. 
 
 



~oOo~ 
 
 

He’d never shared this room, or this bed, with Riley. He was glad for that. 
 
His bedroom was the least decorated room in the house, as spare as a monk’s cell. He had 
what pieces of furniture he needed to hold his clothes and support his sleep, and he’d 
accumulated a few knickknacks and drawings from the kids over the past couple of years, 
but he had no area rug, no bedding but the basics, no wall hangings but those drawings 
taped over his dresser, no photographs but the glass double frame that sat on his 
nightstand—a photo of him and Riley on their tenth anniversary, and the last full-family 
portrait they’d had taken. 
 
He hadn’t even set up any of his gear. That was all stored away. He’d lost interest in tech 
and used only his tablet and phone, like a regular jerk.  
 
Cory often did his and the kids’ laundry, so she’d been in here many times, putting his 
clean clothes away. She’d never remarked on his apparent lack of taste or interest. But 
she, above all, probably understood. 
 
This was the room he slept in, alone. Nothing more. Until tonight. 
 
Now, he led her to the bed, which, at least, he made regularly. He turned her to face him, 
searching her eyes again, again finding only the bashful anticipation of a first time. More 
than simply their first time—she’d been alone, untouched, for so very long. Though it 
had been many years since he’d been with anyone but Riley, and he was nervous, too, he 
felt a responsibility to her, to continue to move slowly, to give her time, even as they 
closed this last piece of the distance between them. 
 
Again he thought to ask her if she was sure, and again he decided to leave the question 
unvoiced. She was a grown woman, older than he. She was strong and smart. He trusted 
her to know her own mind, and she had come to him. She was sure. 
 
As he put his fingers on the placket of her fitted plaid shirt, taking the topmost of the 
buttons she’d fastened, he kissed her lips lightly, moving to her cheek as he released the 
button and moved down to the next. He kissed her neck, her throat, the notch between her 
collarbones, moving to another button with each press of his lips. Undoing the last 
button, he pushed the shirt from her shoulders and watched as she shrugged herself free 
of it and it fell to the floor. 
 
She wore a pretty lace bra in dark blue. He saw at once that it fastened in the front, and he 
twisted the little plastic clasp and freed her. When he pushed the satiny straps from her 
shoulders, she shook the bra to the floor as well. 
 
Her breasts were lovely, shapely and still firm, her nipples dark against fair skin. He 
cupped them in his hands and watched those dark nipples contract as brushed his thumbs 



over them. A sudden rush of gooseflesh washed over her chest and shoulders, down her 
arms, and she shivered subtly, but he doubted she was cold. 
 
Her pulse trembled wildly against her throat, and her chest shook with unsteady breaths, 
but her eyes hadn’t left him, and there was no fear or doubt in them. 
 
Locked with her eyes, he opened her jeans and pushed them and her panties down from 
her hips. Then his eyes drifted downward to take in the view. 
 
Her bush was trimmed and tended, a neat wedge of dark hair. It made him smile. She’d 
been alone for so long, and he wondered if she was just naturally conscientious about her 
grooming…or if she had done it for him? Not tonight, certainly; she’d come to him just 
as he’d left her. In anticipation of this, then? Prepared for the chance? 
 
Charmed by the thought, he swept her into his arms and laid her on the bed. She let him, 
went where he put her, still watching him. Waiting. Trusting. He pulled off her boots and 
the rest of her clothes and cast them aside. 
 
And Jesus, look at her. Her long, dark hair, spread over the pillows; her long, slim legs, 
one turned to lean on the other, shyly. 
 
“Bart,” she whispered, and a hint of doubt turned the syllable upward. 
 
“I love you,” he answered and stretched out at her side. He left his sweats on; it seemed 
too early yet to be bare with her and so obvious about his need, which was rock hard and 
straining. 
 
Leaning on his elbow, hovering over her, he brushed an errant lock of hair from her 
chest. He bent and kissed the soft skin above her nipple, and she took a deep breath, 
pressing her body to his mouth. Taking her breast in his hand, he kissed the nipple, 
lightly, then circled his tongue over the tight knot, its flesh rippled with arousal. When he 
sucked it into his mouth, she cried out and arched backward, and he wrapped his arm 
around her and held her to him, turning her body in so that it lay tightly all along his. His 
erection was shoved into her sharp hip bone, and he savored the discomfort, groaning as 
he sucked deeper and his hips rocked forward. 
 
Just having her like this, her sleek, bare body in his arms, made Bart’s mind empty of 
thought and fill with sensation, a wave crashing against the backs of his eyes. Something 
in his chest shuddered and broke loose, spreading out like wings opening. He released her 
breast and took a great, heaving breath, then tucked his face into the crook of her 
shoulder and simply held her. He was overwhelmed, overwrought. 
 
His heart. It was his heart that had broken free. 
 
Dangerously near tears, his throat turning into a wad of hard slag, he buried his face as 
close to her as he could get and clamped his arms around her. He felt her breasts trapped 



against his chest; he felt her chest heave as she fought for breath in his hold. But she 
didn’t fight to be free. She held him closely. He felt her hand moving over his back. 
Soothing. 
 
She understood. 
 
Calming, he moved back so he could see her face. Her eyes shone, and a tiny puddle of a 
tear rested on the side of her nose. He leaned in, and her eyes closed as he kissed it away, 
tasting the salt of her sadness. 
 
“This is okay,” he murmured, peering into her eyes. “We’re okay. You and me.” 
 
Cory’s eyes moved back and forth, plumbing the depths of each of his in turn. Then she 
nodded and leaned in. Her lips touched his, and her tongue brushed his bottom lip. “I love 
you,” she whispered. 
 
With a painful groan, he rolled, setting her on her back as he turned up the heat of the 
kiss. 
 
Bart wanted to move slowly, to let her, and himself, adjust to this new thing and all the 
powerful emotions it unleashed. But as he kissed her now, with more fervor than any kiss 
they’d shared before, it seemed important, crucial, to join. To close the distance 
completely. Right now. 
 
He skimmed his hand down her arm, over her hip, across her thigh. She let her legs fall 
open as he brushed the sensitive skin at the inside of her thigh, and his fingers found the 
core of her, hot and slick. He slid through her soft folds and found her ready. Her flesh 
quivered against his fingers. When he touched the wet bead of her clit, she tore her mouth 
from his and cried out, her eyes wide.  
 
Understanding how close she was, Bart slid a finger inside her—she was soaking wet but 
far tighter than he had expected, her body gripping his single digit. Before he could rub 
his thumb over her clit and bring her off that way, she closed her hand around his wrist 
and stopped him. 
 
“You. I want you.” 
 
In those words, Bart heard that she felt as he did—the need to join and not delay. With a 
smile and a quick nod, he kissed her lightly and pulled his hand from her. He reached to 
his nightstand and opened the drawer. 
 
A few days after their ride and their talk at the roadside malt shop, while he was in 
Springfield making an order for the repair shop, he’d stopped at a Walgreens and picked 
up a box of condoms. Just to have them when Cory was ready. 
 
And thank God for his foresight. 



 
He tore open the box and ripped a condom free from its strip. Then he remembered that 
he was still wearing pants. With a grunt of irritation, knowing he looked like a flailing 
idiot, he pushed the sweats off his hips and kicked his legs free. 
 
Finally, he moved between her legs and settled on his knees. She watched him, smiling 
sweetly, as he fumbled around, remembering how to put the damn thing on. 
 
But then it was on, and he leaned forward, propped on one hand over her as he guided 
himself to her. Her belly shook, tiny tremors all over, and he stopped, letting go of his 
cock to smooth his hand over that nervous skin. Their eyes met yet again. Still no fear or 
doubt in hers, but some anxiety. And finally, he voiced the question that had risen to his 
lips more than once. 
 
“Are you sure?” 
 
She nodded at once. “Please.” 
 
He took hold of himself and pushed forward. 
 
Holy Jesus fuck, she was tight. Too tight. Jesus! He hadn’t expected that at all—and 
neither had she. She gasped and flinched back when barely more than his head was in. 
 
He stopped. “Cor?” 
 
“It’s okay,” she breathed, “It hurts a little.” 
 
“You want me to stop?” 
 
“No. Just go slow.” 
 
“Okay. Bring your legs around me.” She did, hooking her ankles at the small of his back, 
and he pushed farther in, an inch at the most. If anything, she felt tighter—and oh fuck, 
for him it was amazing. If he hadn’t been worried about her, he might already have blown 
his load. 
 
But he was worried about her. Each push, each scant inch forward, drew a gasp and a 
flinch from her, and he paused until she nodded again. 
 
By the time he was fully sheathed, his arms shook from the strain of holding himself 
back, and she was panting from the effort of taking him in. 
 
“Okay,” she finally said, her body relaxing with an exhale. “I’m okay. I think I’m 
just…stiff? That’s embarrassing.” 
 
Bart shook his head. “No. It’s beautiful. I feel…honored.” 



 
“So do I,” she whispered. 
 
Carefully, slowly, Bart lifted his hips, pulling back. Cory sighed, this not a gasp of 
discomfort but of pleasure, and Bart rocked forward again, slowly, until he was as deep 
as she had room to take him. 
 
“Oh, yes,” she sighed. “God, yes.” Her eyes fluttered shut. 
 
But he needed them. He needed her to see him, and he needed to see her, into her. “Open 
your eyes, Cor. Look at me.” 
 
She did. They kept their eyes locked together as he moved inside her, slowly at first, and 
then when she began to move as well, writhing under him, countering his thrusts, he sped 
up. With each thrust she wanted more of him, could take more of him, and he answered 
her gasping cries for more, more, more. 
 
When she came, she sank her nails into his back and arched her neck. He came with a 
shout while her finish still pulsed around him. 
 
In their afterglow, Bart stayed on her, holding his weight in his arms so he didn’t crush 
her, but he dropped his head to her shoulder and was still. Cory held him, and they were 
quiet together until the full weight and power of what had happened, what it meant, had 
been felt. Then he pulled gently out of her. 
 
After he took care of the condom, he rolled to his back and pulled her close, settling her 
in his arms, on his chest. She came easily, wanting the same thing. As she lay there with 
him, quietly, her hand rubbed lightly over the ink on his belly. Three tattoos, one inked 
over the other, and over the other: his first Horde ink, which had been covered when he’d 
left the Horde to save it. The scorpion that had replaced it, when he’d joined another club. 
And the scene that had replaced that when that club had gone under, and Bart had 
become Horde again: Route 68, a twisty patch through the forest. Havoc, on his big 
Softail with its ape-hangers, riding away. 
 
Each new tat on his belly had been more agonizing than the one before it. The one he 
wore now, the one that hurt most, would never have to be covered up. 
 
He wore his club ink on his back now, large block letters, H-O-R-D-E, inked down his 
spine. He’d never have to cover that up again, either. 
 
Neither Bart nor Cory spoke as they rested together. When he felt her breathing ease into 
the slow, regular rhythm of sleep, he reached to his nightstand to turn off the lamp. 
 
The photos in the glass frames—Riley and him and their family—caught his eye, as they 
always did. As he studied the face of his dead wife, in his arms, Bart felt the loss of her. 
But he didn’t feel the pressing, cutting sorrow he’d known for so long. And he felt no 



guilt. Lying in this bed she’d never slept in, in this room, this house, she’d never known, 
holding the woman he newly loved, Bart knew that his love for Riley and his memories 
of her were undamaged by this change. What he had with Cory, what they might make 
together, wouldn’t cover over what they’d had before with their first loves. 
 
They were writing a new life on a fresh page. 
 
Smiling at the photos, he turned off the light. Then he kissed Cory’s head and closed his 
eyes. 
 


