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Love will enter cloaked in friendship’s name. 
 

~ Ovid 
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PART ONE 
The First Winter 

 
 

1 
 
 

God, he was lonely. It wrapped around his throat like an iron collar. 
 
On this first Thanksgiving without Riley, Bart’s brain wanted to overlay all his 
memories, the traditions he and his wife had built, and had been a part of, in the years of 
their marriage, on the events of this day, in a new place, with a new Horde. Every scent, 
every sound, every sight jarred against his memories, either too familiar or too strange.  
 
He’d come home to an unfamiliar life. And God, he was lonely. He wanted Riley. 
 
Four months since her death. One month since he’d packed up their children and moved 
home to Signal Bend, put the world that had killed his wife to his back, so he could give 
their kids a life without bloodshed and horror and grief and loss. 
 
A move made too goddamn late. 
 
He stood at the end of Badger and Adrienne’s porch, a bottle of beer forgotten in his 
hand, and watched his son Ian playing with Badger’s son Henry and Cory’s son Loki. 
They threw a football back and forth. For all the world, they were three happy boys 
killing time before Thanksgiving dinner. 
 
But Bart knew that Ian was changed since his mother’s death. He knew the light in Ian’s 
eyes had dimmed, and he knew his eldest son was angry and lost. His laughter, as 
Henry’s ball went wide and landed in an old wooden wheelbarrow Adrienne used as a 
planter, couldn’t cast the shadows out. 
 
And that was Bart’s fault. He’d failed his children. 
 
Moreover, now that they’d been in Signal Bend for a few weeks, Bart had come to see 
how little he knew about what his children needed. Riley and Marta, their longtime 
housekeeper, had been the kids’ primary caregivers. They’d managed the routines and 
schedules. They’d known all the likes and dislikes, the needs and the idiosyncrasies. 
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Bart had thought he’d been a good father. He’d thought that he’d been there for his kids, 
but he now understood that Riley had been carrying his slack for a decade of parenthood. 
 
Bart had been there for the Horde. Riley had been there for their family. 
 
Now he was all their children had left, but he was choking inside that iron shackle of 
grief and loneliness. Every morning, he woke alone in bed, now in a strange room he’d 
never shared with his wife, and every morning, he lay and stared at the blank white 
ceiling and felt the band tighten as Riley’s absence settled around his neck again. 
 
All he had left of Riley was their children. He could fail them no longer. But he didn’t 
know how to give them what they needed. His whole attention, since Riley’s death, had 
been on getting them out of Madrone. That accomplished, he was lost again. 
 
“You good, brother?” Badger came up and stood at his side against the porch railing, and 
Bart dragged his brain away from his glum thoughts. 
 
“Yeah. Just watching the boys.”  
 
Ian and Henry were the same age—eight—and Loki was ten, just like Bart’s girl, Lexi. 
They’d all become friends easily. Ian had even wound up in Henry’s third-grade class, 
and they were showing signs, after just these few weeks, of becoming best buds. Bart was 
glad; the more ties his children found on their own to Signal Bend, the more quickly their 
wounds would heal. 
 
Bart shook himself fully into this moment and took a pull from his beer. “I should check 
on Deck and Lex.” 
 
“Adrienne has Deck with Megan and Caroline, making hand turkeys. Lexi’s in the 
kitchen with Gia, helping the other old ladies. All’s good. The boys are good. The game 
is on. Come on inside, bro. Sit with your brothers.” 
 
When Bart had been Missouri Horde before, Badger had been a pimply-faced Prospect, 
and then a new patch afraid to speak up in the Keep. That patch had barely had any wear 
when Bart had given up his own beloved patch, his whole kutte, and moved to Southern 
California. 
 
Now, Badger was President of the Missouri charter—the mother charter—of the Night 
Horde MC. The most important man in all of the Horde. 
 
Yeah, Bart’s home was unfamiliar. 
 
With a halfhearted nod, Bart drained his bottle and followed Badge into the house. 
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2 
 
 

“OH!” Declan yelled, “IRON MAN!!!” He dived into the box and pulled out the figure in 
question. 
 
“No, Deck!” Lexi, his big sister, snatched the boxed toy from his hands. “That’s not for 
you! That’s for a child who isn’t going to get a Christmas unless we give them toys.” 
 
Deck crossed his arms over his chest and scowled at his sister, his lip fully extended, in a 
picture of sour discontent. “He must be a bad boy, because SANTA brings presents to 
good boys and girls.” 
 
“Santa needs help because there are so many good girls and boys that he can’t get to 
everybody all in one night.” Lexi, who no longer believed in Santa Claus, and apparently 
hadn’t for years, turned to Cory for affirmation. “Right, Aunt Cory?” 
 
Cory had been watching their exchange, a stylus in her hand, poised above the tablet on 
which she’d been logging the donations from the box she’d had set up at Valhalla Vin for 
the past few weeks. By last night, the box—a big one—had been overflowing, as usual. 
For all the years she’d been managing the wine bar, she’d had that box out at Christmas, 
and it always overflowed. The people of Signal Bend stepped up, every time. 
 
It would have been easier to have logged donations regularly over these weeks, but 
everybody—staff and regulars alike—got a kick out of watching the box fill up. So each 
year she let it sit until the donation period was closed, and then spent a few hours doing 
paperwork. 
 
Usually, that meant a day spent alone here at the bar, but this year, she had Bart’s kids for 
the day while he was off with the rest of the Horde, doing the club’s part of the town’s 
Christmas Eve. 
 
“Right, Lexi,” she answered Bart’s daughter, then turned her attention to his youngest 
son. “We’re helping Santa out.” 
 
Clearly unconvinced, Declan continued to pout. Deck was four and a handful. Cory 
wouldn’t say he was spoiled—how could a boy so young who’d seen his mother 
murdered right before his eyes be spoiled?—but he was rambunctious and, well, 
emphatic about everything. He was a sweet kid, affectionate and kind, but Cory didn’t 
think he’d been hearing the word ‘no’ very much lately. 
 
She’d been spending a lot of time with Bart’s kids for the past couple of months, since 
Bart had moved them all home from Southern California. All the Horde old ladies were 
helping him out, but Cory had found herself volunteering again and again. Part of it was 
simply that she had more time—she had a full staff at Valhalla Vin, and no other 
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obligations but Loki, and the other old ladies all had their hands much fuller. Loki was 
another reason: he was ten, and Lexi was ten. And Ian, Bart’s middle child, was eight. 
They enjoyed each other’s company, and she enjoyed seeing Loki play guide to the new 
kids. 
 
She enjoyed being around them in general. Over the past couple of months, Cory had 
started to feel how tiny her life had been—and how lonely she’d been for a very long 
time. It was nice to be needed and to have so much clamor around her. 
 
Taking Iron Man from Lexi, Cory crouched down at Deck’s level and tugged lightly on 
the hem of his hoodie. She handed him the toy. “Deck, don’t you have an Iron Man at 
home?” 
 
With the toy closed protectively in his arms, he gave her a sidelong look. “Yeah…” 
 
“And you have Thor and Hulk and Captain America, too, right? And Black Widow and 
the Falcon, and all the Avengers.” 
 
Obviously knowing where Cory was headed, Deck sighed. “Yeah.” 
 
“Wouldn’t it be nice if we gave this one to a little boy who doesn’t have one already?” 
 
“Or a little girl!” Lexi chimed in. “Little girls can like Iron Man, too!” 
 
“You’re right, Lex. They sure can. Wouldn’t it be nice, Deck?” 
 
An even heavier, theatrically heavy, sigh. “Yeah.” Deck put the toy back in the box. 
 
“Thank you, buddy. Do you think you could help me pull the wagon out to the truck? It’s 
pretty heavy, and I don’t think I can do it by myself.” 
 
In typical four-year-old fashion, Deck’s mood changed with a blink, and he grinned. “I 
can help! I have MUSCLES!” He flexed his arms like Mr. Universe and ran to the back, 
not waiting for Cory to carry back the rest of the toys that would make up the next load 
for Loki’s old Radio Flyer wagon. 
 
As she walked back, she caught a glance with Ian, who had been helping Loki organize 
the load in the truck and was now sitting at the end of the bar on his own. He was 
scowling at her. 
 
“You okay, hon?” she asked him. 
 
Ian was prickly. The little boy who laughed and played with Loki and with his brother 
and sister, who wrestled with Thor, Cory’s dog, and ran around the clubhouse with all the 
kids, especially Henry, Badger and Adrienne’s oldest, also eight, was not the little boy 
who interacted with Cory. With her, Ian was subdued. Compliant but not enthusiastic. All 
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of Bart’s children had been on the scene when their mother was killed, but she thought 
maybe Ian had been most deeply affected by that trauma. She didn’t know how to help 
him, and she didn’t know if it was her place to try. 
 
That was the hardest thing about spending all this time taking care of Bart’s kids. She 
wasn’t their mother. They barely knew her. They’d lost their mother horribly only 
months before, and she was sure they needed some kind of help to cope with that loss, 
but it wasn’t her place. Was it? 
 
In some ways, she thought Bart would have embraced the idea that somebody besides 
him was helping them recover. He was still deep in his own grief, it was palpable in 
every second spent in his presence, and he seemed unsure of himself as his children’s 
only parent. Everything about what his kids liked and didn’t like, what they did, how they 
behaved, what they needed, even what they wore, had some kind of association with 
Riley, and often Bart would be halfway through an explanation about the help he needed, 
and he’d just drift off. 
 
And sometimes he simply didn’t know the answer at all. Then he’d ask Lexi. 
 
But in other ways, Cory knew that Bart would resent the absolute hell out of anyone 
stepping into anything like a maternal role with his kids. So Cory, who probably spent at 
least fifteen hours with them a week—and more, now that they were on winter break—
walked a narrow beam between babysitter and parent. 
 
She wasn’t surprised at all—hurt, but not surprised—when Ian answered, “You’re not our 
mom.” 
 
Shifting her awkward load of toys, Cory stopped and faced him. “I know that, Ian. 
Nobody will ever take your mom’s place. I’m just trying to help.” 
 
“We don’t need you.” 
 
It was on her tongue to say that his father thought differently, but she held that back. 
There was no point in arguing with an eight-year-old, a sad and hurting eight-year-old, 
and her answer wouldn’t offer him any ease or perspective, anyway. So she smiled and 
said, “I believe that’s true.” Acting as though she was having trouble with her load of 
toys, she added, “But I could use some help right now. Do you think you could take some 
of these toys and carry them back for me?” 
 
Ian grimaced—it would have been a sneer if he’d been a little older and understood the 
concept of contempt a little better—and slid off his barstool. He limboed under the flip-
up section of the bar. Cory crouched down, and Ian took a few toys from the top of her 
load. 
 
“Thanks, honey.” 
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He turned and headed to the back without answering. 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 

 
The weather was bright and frigid on this Christmas Eve, but the cold hadn’t deterred the 
people of Signal Bend from their annual celebration. Main Street was buzzing, and the 
band was even playing, right out on the boardwalk, despite the cold. A couple of outdoor 
heaters were pointed their way. 
 
Carrying a box containing the first load of the toys she and the kids had brought over 
from Valhalla Vin, Cory led them all up onto the boardwalk on the way to the town 
Visitor Center, where they’d get logged again, wrapped, and sorted for delivery by the 
Horde. She smiled when she saw Nolan, her oldest son and the Night Horde Sergeant at 
Arms, standing near the Visitor Center door, his hands shoved deep into his jeans pockets 
and his shoulders up against the chill. 
 
Before she could say anything to him, Bart’s kids, all three of them, charged past her and 
ran to him. Lexi threw her arms around his legs, and when he crouched low to hug her 
back, Ian and Deck jumped on him, too. Nolan laughed, his smile wide and unreserved, 
and pulled them all into a big hug. 
 
Cory watched that with a bittersweet ache. Nolan had spent more than a year in Southern 
California, on loan to the SoCal Horde, and Bart’s kids had become close to him then. 
She supposed that now, with their young lives so upended, Nolan was a touchstone for 
them, someone familiar in this new place. 
 
Nolan had always been good with little kids. It was adults he struggled with—the 
‘normal’ kind, anyway. And he was in need of some touchstones himself. His life had 
been a bumpy ride from one loss to the next, and he had grown into a quiet, melancholy 
man. To Cory, though he had been home from SoCal for years, Nolan always seemed to 
be leaning off an edge, ready to fly away. 
 
Bart came up on the boardwalk then, at the other end, and his kids abandoned Nolan and 
ran to their father, who crouched down and caught them up in yet another big hug. 
 
Nolan came to her and took the box from her hands. “Everything go okay?” 
 
She smiled. “Yeah. Another boon from Valhalla. Everything good here?” 
 
“Yep. Smooth.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek, then took the box into the Visitor 
Center. 
 
Loki tugged on her arm. “Mom, there’s Henry. Can I go over to the sweet shop?” 
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Cory looked across the street and saw Len with Henry at Sweet’s Sweets. She waved 
when they made eye contact, then dug into her pocket and pulled out a couple of bills. 
“Okay.” She handed Loki the money. “Nowhere else without telling me, and see if Lexi 
and Ian want to go, too.” Deck was too little to go over without her or Bart along, even 
with the street closed to cars and trucks today. 
 
“Okay! Thanks, Mom!” Shoving the bills into his own pocket, Loki trotted toward Bart 
and his kids. After a minute, Lexi went with him across the street. Ian stayed with his dad 
and little brother. 
 
Bart watched them go, then turned and smiled at Cory. Holding Deck’s hand, he headed 
toward her, and she met him halfway. 
 
“Hey—thanks for this morning. It was a big help.” 
 
“No problem. They helped me out a lot. Right, Deck?” 
 
“YEAH! We helped SANTA and a little boy or girl is gonna get IRON MAN!” 
 
Ian gave her that same look he’d thrown at her in the bar, but Cory pretended not to 
notice it. He slumped off a few feet and leaned against the building. 
 
But Bart had noticed. He regarded his son for a second, then turned to Cory. “Was there 
trouble this morning?” 
 
“No. Not at all.” It didn’t feel right to tell him about her tense exchange with Ian. That 
was just between the two of them. But there Ian was, leaning against the building, 
shoulders drooping, staring their way. “The holiday is just hard, I think.” 
 
“Yeah,” Bart said, after a beat, and Cory turned back to him. 
 
“Is there anything I can do?” 
 
He gave her a sad smile. “You’ve done so much. I think the kids and I just need button up 
together this Christmas. Maybe we should skip the party tonight.” 
 
The big Horde Christmas party, which was really the Signal Bend Christmas party.  
 
She thought about how much time she’d spent “buttoned up” in the house Havoc had 
given her for a wedding present, the house she and their son still lived in. After his death, 
she’d fed her soul on loneliness and nearly starved. Even after she’d come through the 
suicidal depression, even though all the Horde were there, and her friend Bonnie, pulling 
her forcibly into the light, she’d closed herself up. She’d made two selves—one that 
functioned and was okay, and one that cocooned herself in loss. In some ways, she was 
still, more than ten years later, that divided person. 
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Cory took a breath and stuck her toe into business she knew wasn’t hers. “Can I make a 
suggestion without pissing you off?” 
 
With a wry grin that lightened the sadness from his rugged face, Bart said, “You can try.” 
 
“Maybe sitting alone thinking about who isn’t with you isn’t the best way for the kids to 
spend Christmas? Maybe being with family and friends will make things easier for 
them?” 
 
A look moved through Bart’s grey eyes. Cory had seen it a few times in the past two 
months, and she knew it meant that she’d crossed a line. But before she could apologize, 
he said, “Yeah, you’re probably right. This is all hard enough on them without making 
them sit around with me while I mope.” 
 
“That’s not what I meant, Bart.” 
 
“I know. Thank you.” He surprised her and caught her arm, drawing her into an embrace. 
He held her tightly, and it took a second before Cory thought to hug him back. Just after 
she finally did, he let her go. 
 
Though he’d been Havoc’s best friend, Cory and Bart had barely known each other 
before he’d moved back. In the past two months, however, they saw each other almost 
every day, and they’d done their share of talking, mostly about the kids and about Havoc 
and Riley. But he’d never hugged her before. 
 
She felt flushed and nervous—guilty, like she’d done something she shouldn’t have. But 
Bart just patted her shoulder, took Deck’s hand again, and went to Ian. 
 
Ian was looking at her like he thought she should very definitely feel guilty for hugging 
his father. 
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Bart watched Nolan slam out of the clubhouse. Once the kid was clear, Bart went to the 
bar, reached over and grabbed a glass from the underbar, sat down next to Len, and 
poured the glass full of Jameson. 
 
Irish whiskey wasn’t his favorite drink, but it was closest, and that was enough. He drank 
the glass down like water until it burned his throat too much to swallow again. 
 
“Don’t let him get to you, brother,” Len said, setting his scarred hand on Bart’s shoulder. 
“He’s got his own demons.” 
 
Bart ignored him. It wasn’t Nolan who had his gut churning. It was Vega. David fucking 
Vega, still alive and kicking. Protected and living in some kind of hermit paradise up in 
Canada. Motherfucker. Motherfucker. 
 
Nolan was fucking right—it was Vega’s fault that Havoc was dead, that Riley was dead, 
that Lexi was hurt, that his children had watched their mother bleed out right before their 
eyes. It was Vega’s fault that Len and Showdown and Badger were scarred, that Isaac 
and Len had done long years of hard time, that he had buried the only woman he’d ever 
love. It was Vega’s fault that Hoosier was dead, that Lakota was dead. And so much 
more than that. It was all David Vega’s fault. In one way or another, that one man had 
made every horror the Horde had experienced for fifteen fucking years. 
 
And he was still alive. 
 
Nolan was absolutely right. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t just. It was a fucking travesty. But he 
was also absolutely wrong. There was no way to make any of it right. Going after him 
would only bring more death down on their heads. 
 
Bart’s life had hurt his children enough already. He’d moved back to Signal Bend to 
escape the danger and loss that was the outlaw life. He wanted Vega dead as much as 
Nolan did. Maybe more. But he would never again risk his children’s happiness, risk 
their very lives, for anything. Nothing would ever again come before his family. He was 
all they had now, and he wouldn’t ever let them down again. 
 
He wanted that motherfucker to suffer. To die slowly, screaming. But he would never 
agree to be involved in anything that would make it happen, anything that might bring 
any kind of dangerous attention to his children. 
 
His stomach churned and churned, with hate and rage, with guilt and grief. So, for now, 
on this fucked-up New Year’s Eve, while his children were off having a sleepover with 
all the Horde kids at Show and Shannon’s house, Bart would sit right here and drink 
whatever was near to hand until he couldn’t think or feel a fucking thing. 
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~oOo~ 
 
 

“Hey, where’re you going?” 
 
Bart felt a tug on his arm and looked in that direction. The clubhouse was crowded with 
people, so he figured he’d gotten hung up on somebody. He shook his arm, hoping to 
dislodge whoever it was, but they hung on. He shook harder and tried to brush the 
offender off. 
 
A blurry body moved in front of him. Shorter than him. Dark hair, long. He blinked and 
squinted. Oh, Cory! “Goin’ home,” he said, still trying to shake her loose. But she had 
her fingers twisted in his shirt somehow, attaching herself like a bur. 
 
“Not on your own, you’re not. Hold on. Sit back down, and I’ll find you a ride.”  
 
She pushed on his chest, like she wanted him to go back to the bar. He laughed at the 
thought that she could move him, and then stumbled and caught hold of somebody before 
he fell to the floor. But that person didn’t hold him up, and he ended up on the floor 
anyway. 
 
Ow. 
 
But at least Cory wasn’t yanking on him anymore. He had no idea where she’d gone, but 
he was alone down here, and it seemed as good a place as any to take a load off. 
 
He got stepped on a couple of times, but he just shoved at the feet until they moved. Then 
he was being grabbed again, and he tried to shake the hands off, but they were 
surprisingly strong, and suddenly he was on his feet—and almost went over face first 
when whoever it was—oh, Isaac, it was Isaac—yanked too hard. 
 
“Whoa!” Isaac laughed and wrestled him back into a bear hug. 
 
“Jesus. You can’t drive, either,” he heard a voice—Cory was back—complain. 
 
Isaac chuckled. His face was right at Bart’s ear. “It’s New Year’s, darlin’. Kids’re gone 
f’r th’night. Had no plan t’drive.” 
 
Man, that guy was fucked up. 
 
“Fuck. Can you at least get him to a dorm room, then, before you pass out?” Cory 
sounded pissed. 
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They all thought Bart was drunk, apparently, but he felt perfectly fine, thank you very 
much, and there was no way in hell he was sleeping in the dorm. They last time he’d been 
in the dorm he’d lived there, and he’d left it the night he’d given up his patch. No fucking 
way he was going to the dorm. 
 
“NO!” he yelled. “Don’t want the fucking dorm!” He fought to get free of Isaac and got 
slapped upside the head for his trouble. “NO DORM!” he repeated, holding his ringing 
ear. Now he felt sick, too. 
 
Cory said something, but he didn’t hear. Then he was being dragged out into the cold and 
shoved into a car or a truck or something. The door slammed, closing him in before he 
could get back out. He tried to open it, but it was built like some kind of fancy alien 
spaceship or something, because he couldn’t find the door handle. The window kept 
going up and down, though. Maybe he could just climb out. 
 
Then the car or truck or spaceship was moving, and Bart felt even sicker. He leaned his 
head out into icy wind and puked. 
 
He must have puked for a long time, because when he was done, the car or truck or 
whatever it was—it was a truck, Cory’s truck—had stopped, and Cory was pushing him 
away from the window. She opened the door, then shoved her hand in and held him up by 
his shoulder. 
 
“Gross. If that takes the finish off the paint, I’m going to charge you, don’t think I 
won’t,” she muttered. “I didn’t think this through, I guess. You’re too big for me to carry. 
Can you walk?” 
 
Feeling clear enough now to understand that he had really tied one on, Bart nodded. 
“Yeah. Sorry. God, I’m sorry.” 
 
“It’s okay. Come on, let’s get you inside.”  
 
He managed to get to his feet, and she worked herself under his arm and helped him into 
the house he didn’t share with Riley. 
 
Once inside, Cory closed the door. “You are covered in puke. Are you steady enough 
now for a shower?” 
 
He had no idea. A black fog of depression was rolling in as the booze backed off, and he 
could barely keep his knees locked for the weight of it. Jesus, he needed Riley. His life 
was empty without her. 
 
When he didn’t answer, Cory took his hand. “Let’s at least get you cleaned up before you 
go to bed.” 
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She led him up to the bathroom on the second floor, but when she stepped into the room 
with him, he turned and pushed her away. She was so familiar with his house, almost like 
she lived here, too, and that felt wrong. “I got it. I’ll just take a quick shower.” He pushed 
her back and closed the door, hoping she’d be gone when he opened it again. 
 
He took a cool shower, trying to get his head back under his own control, standing under 
the stream and feeling like he was drowning in despair. 
 
When he came out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist, he felt cleaner but 
no better. He was still drunk, but whatever forgetfulness the whiskey had brought him 
was gone. It had left a new depth of his misery as a parting gift. 
 
Cory seemed to have left. He’d wanted her to go, but now he was alone. Even Demi, their 
new puppy, was on a sleepover tonight. 
 
He went to the door of his bedroom. Just his, shared with no one. He couldn’t cross the 
threshold. The thought of sleeping alone, every night for the rest of his life without Riley 
at his side, in his arms, was just too much. He slumped against the door jamb, trapped. 
 
A creak on the staircase behind him—the second step from the top always made that 
sound. He turned and saw Cory, coming down the hallway now, with a tall glass of ice 
water and the bottle of aspirin he kept in the kitchen cupboard. 
 
“I thought you’d want these. What’s wrong?” 
 
“I can’t,” he said without thinking. 
 
“Can’t what?” She set the glass and pills on the little shelf that had, in a long ago era, 
when the house had been someone else’s, been a nook for a phone. 
 
“Just can’t. I just can’t. Oh God, I can’t. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.” 
 
He didn’t realize that he was sobbing until Cory pulled him into her arms. He grabbed 
onto her like a life ring floating past him on the ocean of his loss. 
 
When the outburst had spent itself, but he still couldn’t let go, Cory said, her voice low 
and soothing, “Why don’t I go in there and get you a pair of sweats, and then we can go 
down and sit on the sofa for a minute?” 
 
He nodded, and she worked herself loose from him. He didn’t know why he was so 
reluctant to let her go, except he thought he might sink if he did. 
 
While she went into his room and found his sweats, he took some aspirin and drank down 
the full glass of water. 
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She handed him the pants and took the pills and glass downstairs while he dropped the 
towel and dressed himself. He went back to the doorway of his bedroom. He’d been 
sleeping in that room every night for two months, but still, now, he couldn’t make 
himself go in there. 
 
Fuck. He was a basket case. 
 
He went downstairs, gripping the banister all the way lest his shaking legs betray him, 
and found Cory in his living room, shaking a throw over the sofa. She’d made him up a 
little bed, the accent pillows arranged on one end and the throw laid over the rest. 
 
Feeling like a little kid who’d been sent home from school with a fever, he let her tuck 
him in. As he lay on the sofa and tried to find somewhere in his head that wasn’t dying, 
she fussed around his house. When he opened his eyes again, she’d set his phone, the 
bottle of aspirin, a sport bottle full of water, and the television remote on the coffee table 
near his head. A big plastic bowl sat on the floor, in easy reach for more puking. 
 
He looked up at her and found a smile. “Thanks.” 
 
“That should be everything you need tonight. Call me if you need anything else.” 
 
He lifted up on his elbow, and the room jostled painfully. “You’re leaving?” The thought 
of being completely alone scared the shit out of him. 
 
“I think I should, Bart. You’ll be okay now. Just sleep it off.” 
 
He shook his head, closing his eyes when the movement made him dizzy. “Please don’t.” 
Unable to explain why he needed her to stay, unable to fully know why, he simply 
repeated the plea: “Please don’t.” 
 
She looked down at him for a long time. He looked up at her, feeling lost. 
 
“Okay,” she finally said. 
 
She turned and went to the big chair-and-a-half by the fireplace. There was another throw 
over its back. She sat down, pulled off her boots, and fluffed the throw over her legs, 
curling into a ball the way Lexi did when she cuddled up in that chair to watch movies. 
 
“Thank you,” Bart said, fighting back another bout of tears. 
 
“Get some rest, Bart. Things are going to get better.” 
 
As he let the sleep of drunken sorrow pull him down, Bart remembered it was New 
Year’s Eve. A new year would start soon, maybe had already started.  
 
The first one that would hold no part of Riley’s life. 


