
  



 2 

 
 
 
 

LOVE & FRIENDSHIP 
 

A Signal Bend Byway 
 
 

PART FOUR 
 
 

by 
Susan Fanetti 

 

 

 

 
 

THE FREAK CIRCLE PRESS 
  



 3 

 
 
 
 

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. 

  



 4 

 
 
 
 

Love will enter cloaked in friendship’s name. 
 

~ Ovid 
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PART FOUR 
The Next Winter 

 
 

10 
 
 

Summer had gone long this year, with temperatures into the nineties almost all the way 
through September. And then, in the third week of October, an arctic wind brought a hard 
freeze. The high temperatures hadn’t climbed much above freezing since. It made a literal 
definition to the term ‘cold snap.’ 
 
They’d had two weeks of autumn, and winter was already here. The trees had barely 
begun to catch their October fire before the icy air turned them brown. For several days, 
those flash-frozen leaves had clutched their branches. But a blustery wind earlier in the 
day had shaken all of them loose at once. 
 
Cory and Loki stood on their front porch and surveyed the sea of dead leaves that had 
suddenly flooded their yard. 
 
“It’s like the Whomping Willow, but with every tree.”  
 
Cory laughed and gave her son a squeeze. “It is. I guess I know what we’re gonna be 
doing this weekend. You, me, a couple of rakes, a box of trash bags…sounds fun, right?” 
 
“Aw, Mom! Can’t we borrow Mr. Lind’s blower? And it’s too cold!” 
 
“Blowers are loud and ineffective. Raking is fresh air and exercise, and it’s supposed to 
warm up a little this weekend. We’ll bundle up and be fine.” 
 
Loki sighed, and Cory relented a little. “Okay, I tell you what. You get up early with me 
on Saturday to rake leaves, and I’ll take you and as many kids as we can get into the truck 
into Springfield to the indoor go-karts.” 
 
“And the arcade?” Loki had perked right up. 
 
“And the arcade. Deal?” She held out her hand, and Loki took off one of the gloves of his 
costume and shook on it.  
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“Okay, Wolverine, let’s get moving. You warm enough?” He had two pairs of thermals 
under his costume, and two pairs of socks. 
 
“I’m boiling, Mom.” 
 
“Good. You remember that when you’re shivering your way down Main Street. Let’s 
go.” 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

Though Signal Bend had grown and strengthened in the years that Cory had been one of 
its citizens, and there were more people who lived in the town proper, and they even had 
their first little subdivision now, it was still a very small country town, and a lot of its 
residents lived on farms or at least had an acre or two to call their own. It made trick-or-
treating a challenge, especially since, even in the areas that might be called 
neighborhoods, few streets had sidewalks, and most of the roads were lined with ditches. 
 
The town’s solution was to bring the kids to Main Street for Halloween. All the shops 
gave out candy, the shopkeepers dressed up, and some of the shops did haunted houses or 
some other kind of attraction, and then everybody met at the library, where there was a 
costume contest, and games, and a professional storyteller. 
 
Signal Bend knew how to party. Since Lilli and Shannon had become town leaders—both 
of them very good at getting people to do what they wanted—the town celebrated 
regularly. Every season and every holiday had some event that brought everybody 
together. And everybody came. 
 
Cory had half expected that Loki, at eleven, might want to opt out of the trick-or-treating 
portion of the Halloween festivities this year, but he’d been as enthusiastic as ever. He 
was working through his superhero fandoms, a different one each year. Last year, a much 
warmer Halloween, he’d been Aquaman. This year was Wolverine. 
 
Having an ‘in’ with the planners meant a good parking spot, so Cory parked in the library 
staff lot. Inside the library, they met up with the rest of their Horde family to sort into 
manageable groups for Main Street. 
 
Bart was there with his kids, and Cory’s breath caught when she saw that he’d dressed up 
with them. They were a theme: Deck was a little Chewbacca. Ian was Luke Skywalker. 
Lexi was Princess Leia, in a flowing white dress and a dark cinnamon-bun wig. And Bart 
was Han Solo. 
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Lexi had told Cory, one day while they were watching television before bedtime, that she 
was her dad’s baby princess because her mom was her dad’s princess. Han Solo to her 
Princess Leia. 
 
At the picture of Bart standing there dressed like his dead wife’s hero, Cory set her hand 
on her chest, over her heart. 
 
Loki had run off to talk to Henry, so Cory crossed the room and went to Bart. Ian nearly 
collided with her as he ran off toward Loki and Henry, too. “Oh, sorry, Aunt Cory!” he 
called without slowing down. 
 
“I’m okay—but be careful!” 
 
Slowly, as he’d eased into comfort with his new life, Ian had warmed to her. And she’d 
backed off a bit, too, since that fight with Bart back in February. She’d figured out how to 
be a help and a friend in the right way. How to fill a need in their family without filling 
Riley’s place in it. 
 
“Hi, guys” she said as she reached Bart, Lexi, and Deck. “Wow! Chewbacca, you look 
GREAT!” 
 
“RAWR!!!” Deck shouted. He’d started kindergarten a couple of months before, and he 
was wearing his teacher to a nub with his enthusiasm.  
 
She laughed and turned to Lexi. “And you are beautiful. I love your costumes!” 
 
“Thank you.” Lexi beamed. “Daddy let me choose. I wanted to be like my mom.” 
 
Cory darted a glance at Bart. His smile was soft and nostalgic, but there wasn’t the raw 
pain in his eyes that she’d become so familiar with, that had sharpened his expression at 
every mention of Riley. She hadn’t seen that pain for a while now. Maybe not since the 
summer. Since the last first. 
 
She remembered that feeling. After the first year, getting to that first cursed anniversary, 
something inside loosened a fraction of an inch. Like her whole body had spent the year 
in maximum clench, knowing that agony could strike at any second, broadside or 
charging headlong, and once there were no more firsts to be lived through, something, the 
soul, maybe, took a tentative little breath and peeked up. 
 
Bart had it so much worse that she. He’d built a whole life with Riley and gotten 
comfortable in it. He’d had her for years and years, and without her he was lost. 
 
Or maybe Cory was the one who had it worse, because she didn’t have that wealth of 
memories, that full life lived with the man she loved. She’d spent her first wedding 
anniversary at Havoc’s grave. She’d had mere months with him. Havoc had not seen 
Loki’s first step or heard his first word. He hadn’t even seen him sit up on his own for the 
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first time. He didn’t even know he’d gotten his way, that though they’d named him Lucas 
Joseph, he was known as Loki, as Havoc had so badly wanted. 
 
Bart lamented that Deck was forgetting Riley. But Loki had no memories of his father to 
forget. Havoc would never be anything but an abstract concept to their son. 
 
No—Cory had it worse. Sometimes, her envy for what Bart had had with Riley was so 
strong, the bitter taste of it filled her mouth and made her ill. 
 
But it wasn’t a competition, as Bart had said more than once. It was just life. Loss. Each 
to their own. 
 
“You look good.” She smiled and tipped her head as Bart leaned in to kiss her cheek. 
 
“Thanks. You didn’t dress up.” 
 
She shrugged and pulled a beaded headband out of her pocket. “Hav always said I dress 
like a hippie.” She pulled the headband over her head, settling it across her forehead. “So 
this is always my costume.” 
 
He laughed. “It’s good. Simple. And sexy. Nice—hey. Speaking of sexy, did you know 
about Nolan and Iris’s costumes? Show is gonna have a stroke.” 
 
Nolan had come home in the summer, after a few weeks on his most terrifying 
walkabout. Since then, he was a different man. He was steady and calm and happy. He 
and Iris were engaged, planning a wedding in the spring. 
 
Iris, who worked at Jubilee Antiques & Curiosities—one of the odder shops on Main 
Street—was working tonight. Cory knew that Nolan had planned to be there to help out, 
since they were doing a haunted house. But she didn’t know about costumes. “No—what 
is it?” 
 
Bart shook his head, grinning. “You need to see it. And somebody needs a tranq gun for 
Show. C’mon—come trick-or-treat with us. I want to see your reaction, too.” He gave her 
hand a tug, then dropped it and picked up Lexi and Deck’s hands. 
 
Cory found Loki and saw that Badger had charge of him and Henry, as well as his 
daughters, Megan and Caroline, and Show and Shannon’s twins, Joey and Millie. 
 
Gia and Bo were helping Lilli and Tasha set up the games for later. Adrienne had Austin 
in his Snugli and John at her feet playing with a book on wheels. Shannon had her 
granddaughters, Megan and Caroline, dressed like little sparkling fairies in gossamer 
wings and costumes made puffy with thermal underwear. They were heading out, too. 
 
She caught up with Bart and joined the retinue of dressed up Horde children. 
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It was time to take over Main Street. 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

Nolan was dressed like Edgar Allan Poe. At Jubilee’s front door, he welcomed them into 
his ‘garret,’ and they were beset by a screeching, moaning soundtrack and eerie purple 
lighting. As they passed, he snuck a kiss to Cory’s cheek and then returned to his greeting 
duties. 
 
He looked good, and he and Iris, very likely with the help of Geoff, the owner of the 
shop—yep, there was Geoff, dressed like a Victorian gentleman of somewhat better 
circumstances than poor Edgar—had done a great job with the haunted house.  
 
Deck had given up his father’s hand and had both of his little fists clenched around 
Cory’s. When a big crash of stereophonic thunder and a bright flash of light jolted the 
shop, Deck nearly vaulted into her arms, and she found herself being strangled by a baby 
Chewie. 
 
“It’s okay, buddy. It’s just pretend.” 
 
Deck shook his head and buried his furry face in her shoulder. Now she was breathing in 
Wookiee fur. 
 
And still no sign of the stroke-making Iris. 
 
“Would you like to go back outside and wait for your dad and Lex?” 
 
“NO!” He yelled in her ear. “CANDY!” 
 
“Okay. Let’s see if we can find it.” 
 
Ah. There was Iris. At the sales desk, which was fitted out like a coffin. And Cory got 
it—the costume, which was inspired, as well as Bart’s conviction that Show was going to 
lose his mind. 
 
Nolan was Poe. Iris was the Raven. So to speak. In a long, sleek black wig, with long 
black feathers woven into it, and a beaked masquerade mask made of black sequins. And 
the tiniest little dress Cory had ever seen—which was saying something, considering how 
the club girls dressed. Iris’s scrap was like a Roaring Twenties flapper dress, made of 
layers of shimmering fringe. It was cut low on her chest, showing her ample cleavage, 
and stopped just barely past the very tops of her thighs. She wore long black gloves over 
her bare arms and opaque black tights and what looked like knee-high black boots, 
maybe suede, but that dress…yeah.  
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Cory was absolutely positive Showdown Ryan had not seen his little girl in that getup 
yet. And if Nolan were smart, engaged or not, he’d do what he could to make sure Iris 
and her father never crossed paths tonight. 
 
“You look pretty, Iris!” Lexi said as she examined the basket of candy Iris held and 
finally decided not to take any. 
 
“Thank you, Lex. So do you. I love Princess Leia.” 
 
“Me, too. My mom liked her, too.” 
 
“TRICK OR TREAT!” Deck had unwound himself from Cory’s neck enough to lean 
over and dig through the candy.  
 
While he made up for his sister’s lack of interest in sugary treats, Cory asked Iris, “It’s a 
great costume. Do you and Nolan have other plans tonight, or will you be at the library?” 
 
“We’re going to the library.” 
 
“Oh. Cool.” Should be entertaining, at any rate. 
 
Iris smirked at the message under Cory’s terse response. “I have another skirt in my bag 
that’ll go over this dress. Goes all the way to the floor. Nolan made me bring it so my dad 
doesn’t kill him.” 
 
“Wise man. Do you have another top, too?” 
 
“Nope. A woman has to make a stand somewhere. I’m making mine on my boobs.” 
 
“BOOBS!” Deck giggled, forgetting his fear of the lights and noise. “YOU SAID 
BOOBS!” He dumped his handfuls of candy into his plastic pumpkin. 
 
Cory laughed and helped him when his costume got tangled up with the handle of his 
pumpkin. 
 
“You’re alright, Iris.” 
 
Iris just grinned. 
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“There’s my babies! Come to Granny Beebs!” Bibi Elliott, the widow of Hoosier, the 
first President of the Night Horde SoCal, crouched down in the middle of the baggage 
claim area and threw her arms wide.  
 
Lexi and Ian ran to her. Lexi’s limp was still obvious when she ran, but only then. Bibi 
clutched them close and held their cheeks to hers. “Oh, I missed you so much!!” 
 
Deck held back, stepping behind Bart’s leg. Had he forgotten his California family 
already? It had only been a little more than a year. 
 
But he’d mostly forgotten Riley, so Bart didn’t know why he was surprised. He crouched 
next to his son. “Hey, little man. What’s wrong? Don’t you remember Granny Beebs?” 
 
Deck shook his head, and clutched Aloysius, his stuffed dinosaur. His thumb found its 
way into his mouth. 
 
The Christmas carols piping through the airport’s PA system seemed warped and 
discordant. All around them, travelers rushed, seeking their bags or dragging them away. 
A strand of glittering blue garland sagged from a support pole. The place was seriously 
lacking in Christmas spirit. Maybe he should have kept his kids in Signal Bend for 
Christmas, with the quaint carriage rides and fresh pine boughs, and the appropriately 
wintery weather. 
 
It had been snowing when they’d left that afternoon, and the forecast called for a white 
Christmas. Ian had been deeply offended. Last year, their first Christmas in Missouri, 
they’d had cold but no snow. This year, they’d left a white Christmas behind to spend a 
week in sunny Southern California. So Ian still hadn’t experienced a white Christmas. 
 
But then he watched Ian and Lexi hugging Bibi, and he knew this was right. They’d 
needed to reconnect with this part of their family. 
 
Connor was there, too—Hoosier and Bibi’s son, and the current SoCal President. He 
came up to Bart, who scooped Deck up and took Connor’s offered hand. 
 
“Hey, brother. Good to see you.” 
 
“Con. It’s great to see you.” The handshake wasn’t enough. Bart held out his free arm, 
and the two men embraced. 
 
“Declan. My man!” Connor said when he stepped back. “You’re a big man now.” He 
held out his fist. 
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Deck considered that fist, then smiled a little and made a fist of his own. He dropped his 
onto Connor’s and then held his out for the return. That, he remembered. 
 
“That’s my good man.” Connor held out his arms, and Deck was willing, so Bart let him 
go. 
 
Then he went to Bibi. She’d stood and was talking with Lexi and Ian, who both had a lot 
to catch her up on. As Bart came to her, she smiled. “Well, look at you, Bart Elstad. Still 
standin’.” 
 
“You, too.” 
 
“Yes, I am. Ain’t so easy to knock us down, is it?” She held up her arms, and he folded 
her into his. 
 
“I guess not. I’ve missed you, Beebs.” 
 
“I know this ain’t home to you anymore, but I sure am glad to have you back for a 
minute.” 
 
He squeezed her harder. “Me too. Me too.” 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

The air in California felt wrong. He could actually taste the difference on his tongue. He 
remembered breathing deep when he’d arrived in Signal Bend last year and remarking to 
himself how fresh and clear the air was. Even the faint tang of manure had seemed 
delightful. Earthy and real. 
 
This air was bitter. It was a bright, clear, winter day, no sign of smog, but the wind still 
carried the flavor of the millions of cars and trucks and bikes, all the factories, all the 
people. While Bart had lived here, he’d grown used to the air, but after a year away, he 
marveled that it wasn’t lethal. 
 
But the air in the SoCal clubhouse was not much different from Missouri. He walked in 
through a door he’d walked out of fourteen months ago, and he felt at home. The 
members of the SoCal charter, and their old ladies and kids, were all there. The men 
stood and came together as a group, each taking his turn to welcome him back. Trick, 
their VP. Muse, their SAA. Sherlock. Demon. J.R. Ronin. Fargo. Keanu. Big Nate. 
 
The club roster hadn’t changed at all since his name had been struck from it. As his Lexi 
and Ian ran to the friends they’d missed, Bart accepted an embrace from each man, and 
then from their women. Juliana. Sid. Sadie. Faith. Veda. Lorraine. And Pilar, Connor’s 
wife, who held a baby in her arms. 
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Behind him, as Bart kissed Pilar’s cheek, Connor said, “Meet my son. Jerome—we call 
him Rome.” 
 
Jerome had been Hoosier’s given name. 
 
Pilar laughed. “Listen to him. Our son.” 
 
Bart brushed a finger over the sleeping boy’s dark hair. “He’s beautiful. Three months 
old, right?” 
 
“Almost, yeah.” Pilar fussed with the blanket her son was swaddled in. 
 
“He’s big.” 
 
“Over ten pounds when he was born.” Pride pulsed through Connor’s words. 
 
“Damn.” Bart gave Pilar a quick once-over. She’d been extremely fit when Bart had lived 
here, and she obviously still was. She seemed to have regained her figure already. “I’m 
impressed.” If anybody deserved to be proud for bringing a ten-pound baby into the 
world, it was his mother, not his father. 
 
“So am I,” she said, grinning. “And in no hurry to do it again.” That last she’d sent to her 
husband, in a firm tone. Knowing Connor, Bart guessed he was already making noise 
about more kids. 
 
Bart chuckled at the little spar Connor and Pilar had going on in their eyes, and he looked 
around the SoCal Hall. Lexi and Ian were talking with bright animation with Lucie, Trick 
and Juliana’s oldest, and Tucker, Demon and Faith’s oldest. Deck was with Bibi, having 
warmed up to Granny Beebs again, and he was becoming reacquainted with Lana, 
Demon and Faith’s little girl. Deck and Lana had been a dangerous combination before, 
both of them energetic and a little mischievous. 
 
The Hall teemed with families. The SoCal Horde, their women, their children. One 
family. 
 
Bart had missed them all, and he felt welcomed and included here. They had been his 
family for fourteen years. They had been the only Horde family Riley had ever known. 
 
But as he sat at the SoCal bar with a glass of Jack in his hands and talked to his old 
brothers while he watched his children play with their old friends, Bart knew for a truth 
that he belonged in Signal Bend. He’d been right to move his children.  
 
The SoCal Horde were out of the outlaw business, too, but these men were different from 
the Missouri Horde. He’d seen it before he’d left, how the bonds here between them were 
different. Strong, but different. 
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What was missing here was roots to the community, a connection beyond the club itself. 
On Christmas Eve in Signal Bend, the Hall was full of townspeople as well as Horde. 
Here, everybody was directly connected to the Horde. Madrone was a mark on a map, 
inert and two-dimensional. Signal Bend had a heartbeat of its own. 
 
These people would always be his extended family. But this place could no longer be his 
home. Or his children’s. He’d known that when he’d made the decision to move, but for 
the past year, he’d been racked with doubts, worrying that he’d been hasty, that he’d 
made the decision while he was too deep in the chasm of new grief, that he’d ripped his 
children from the only home and family they’d ever known. Over the summer, with 
Nolan going rogue, he’d worried, too, that he’d been wrong to trust the Missouri charter 
to stay safe and straight. 
 
And he’d worried that he’d left Riley behind. Each day that his children’s memory of her 
blurred and faded, he’d worried that he’d made a terrible mistake, that they would have 
remembered her more vividly if they’d stayed in the house that had held her, with the 
family they’d had with her. 
 
That was probably true. 
 
But it was also true that he’d brought them to a better, safer, sweeter life. 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

That night, he finished a bedtime story and tucked Deck and Aloysius into bed in the 
guest room Bibi had set up for her grandchildren, all of them of the honorary designation 
except for new little Rome. 
 
“Sleep well, little man. I’ll see you in the morning.” He kissed Deck’s forehead, and 
Deck rolled over and tucked his dinosaur under his chin. 
 
As Bart got to the door, Deck called, “Daddy?” 
 
“Yeah, Deck?” 
 
“Will Santa find us here?” 
 
“He sure will. He always knows where all the boys and girls are. He’ll put your presents 
under Granny Beebs’ tree.” Bart had had most of the kids’ gifts shipped here, and he’d 
ship them to Signal Bend before they headed home. A hassle, but worth it. 
 
“Will he be mad that we didn’t help him give presents to the other little girls and boys?” 
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The Christmas Eve gift drive in Signal Bend. The SoCal Horde collected toys and other 
gifts, too, but they just turned them in at the homeless shelter and the women’s center. It 
wasn’t the big production here that it was back home. 
 
Back home. 
 
“No, Deck. Santa doesn’t get mad. And remember when we put the toys in the box where 
Aunt Cory works? That was us helping. Okay?” 
 
“Okay. Daddy?” 
 
Bart laughed. “Yes?” 
 
“I’m lonely for Aunt Cory. I asked Santa for a mommy, but I don’t want him to make me 
one for under the tree. I want Aunt Cory.” 
 
That made him drop his hand from the doorknob and come back into the room. He sat on 
the edge of the bed. “You asked Santa for a mommy?” 
 
“Uh huh. In my head. Lexi said it doesn’t work if you don’t say it in your mouth when 
you’re on his lap, or in a letter, but sometimes it does. Like when I made movies of my 
other mommy in my head and then she was there.” 
 
All at once, Bart’s head ached and his stomach went sour. “Your ‘other’ mommy?” 
 
“Uh huh. The one that went away. She had yellow hair like Lexi and she read me stories 
in a pretty voice that made me sleepy.” 
 
Deck hadn’t forgotten Riley after all. But, too, he had. She was little more than a faint 
impression, a sketch in the picture book of his memory. 
 
“She didn’t go away, Declan. She died.” 
 
Deck blinked at him, not comprehending the difference. “But I don’t have a mommy. I 
want Aunt Cory as my mommy. I don’t want Santa to make me one.” 
 
Bart needed to be free of this bizarre and painful conversation, and Deck obviously 
wasn’t capable of understanding reality. So he said, “Then ask Santa in your head not to 
make you one. He’ll hear you.” 
 
“Will he give me Aunt Cory?” 
 
“Aunt Cory’s not your mommy, Deck. She’s your aunt—and you already have her.” 
 
Tears welled up in his son’s eyes and spilled over. “But I want her all the time! I want her 
to live in my house!” 
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All his emotions frayed, Bart couldn’t take it anymore. “Deck, that’s enough. Cory is not 
your mother. Your mother died. You only get one. Now lie back down and go to sleep.” 
 
Deck lay down, wailing at full force now. He rolled away from his father and curled into 
a tight ball. 
 
Fuck. He’d fucked that up so badly. But he couldn’t handle any more of it. He had to get 
out and find somewhere to be by himself and calm down. 
 
When he left the room, his son still sobbing great sobs of despair, Bart almost crashed 
into Bibi.  
 
“Everythin’ okay?” She squinted up at him. “No, obviously. You mind?” She nodded 
toward the door he’d just closed. 
 
Bart shook his head. No, he didn’t mind. Women had been taking up his slack since 
Riley’s death. And she had taken up his slack since Lexi had been born. 
 
He went out to the living room, where Connor and Demon and their old ladies were 
settled, talking. Lexi, Ian, and Tucker were playing a board game. Lana and Jude had 
been tucked in. Rome slept in his father’s arms, his little head cradled against Connor’s 
neck. 
 
The big Christmas tree glowed in the corner. The kids had decorated it, and the 
ornaments were mostly clustered on the bottom four feet. 
 
“I need a bike.” 
 
Connor looked over the back of the sofa. After a glance at Bart, he stood, holding his son 
to his chest. He kept his voice low as he asked, “Trouble?” 
 
“Just need to ride.” 
 
For a moment, no one spoke. Bart couldn’t hear his son crying anymore; Bibi had calmed 
him. A set of keys came through the air, and he caught them. 
 
“She’s all yours,” Demon said. 
 
“Thanks, man. I’ll take care of her.” 
 
“I know you will.” It was both a vote of confidence and a quiet threat. 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 



 17 

 
Bart rode his old head-clearing route, getting out past Madrone and the populated areas of 
San Bernardino County and into the desert. He rode until his head was quiet, and then he 
rode a little longer, until the lights on the ground gave way and let the lights in the sky 
shine. 
 
Then he could think. 
 
If Deck was thinking of Cory like his mother, then Bart was leaning way too hard on 
Cory for help. 
 
He needed to back off, sort out the system of their life in Signal Bend and make some 
changes. He’d thought he’d found a good balance, one that had him with his kids enough, 
and kept them active and engaged with their family—their whole family. But yeah, Cory 
was around a lot. 
 
And not just helping out, either. They ate supper together three or four times a week—all 
of them: Bart and Cory, Loki, Lexi, Ian, and Deck. Even their dogs were best friends. 
Seven times out of ten, it was Cory who picked the kids up from school or kept them 
overnight when he was on club business. 
 
Without realizing it until this moment, Bart had been thinking of Cory as the first go-to 
for everything. If she was busy, then he asked somebody else for help. Because he 
wanted Cory to be there. 
 
He enjoyed her company. They talked about the kids most of all, but when they were 
alone, they talked about Havoc and Riley. And they just talked. About anything. 
Everything. 
 
Bart didn’t want to make changes. He enjoyed having Cory in his life and in his kids’ 
lives. She was a good influence and a calm, steady presence. She understood him. She 
understood his kids. She was helping them all heal. 
 
Parked off the road on a dusty turnout for a vista point, Bart pulled his phone from his 
pocket and dialed. 
 
Cory’s sleepy voice answered after five rings. “Hello.” 
 
“Fuck. I forgot it’s later there. I’m sorry.” 
 
“Bart?” Her voice was alert now. “Is everything okay?” 
 
“Yeah. It’s all good. Deck is missing you.” 
 
She chuckled softly. “I miss him, too.” 
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“Cor, can I ask you something?” 
 
“Sure.” 
 
“Do you love my kids?” 
 
There was just one beat of silence before she answered, and Bart knew that he’d surprised 
her. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
He knew that was true, and he knew it was deeper than just loving them because they 
were family and loving family was the right thing to do. 
 
“I figured something out tonight,” he said, looking up at the stars. Lexi saw her mother’s 
love in the starlight. 
 
“What?” Cory asked from her bed in Signal Bend. 
 
“You’re my best friend.” 
 
The silence this time was longer. “You’re mine, too.” 
 
He knew that was true, too. “Go back to sleep. Sorry I woke you.” 
 
“It’s okay. You’re okay?” 
 
“Yeah, I am. Merry Christmas, Cor.” 
 
“Merry Christmas, Bart.” 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

Back in Madrone, Bart went to the cemetery. He’d never seen Riley’s marker. He’d taken 
his children away from the hole her casket had been lowered into, and he’d never gone 
back. 
 
Deep in the night, the cemetery gates were closed. Bart parked Demon’s bike discreetly 
along the side road, then climbed the fence. Though he hadn’t seen her marker, except as 
a sketch the designer at the memorial monument company had shown him, he 
remembered exactly where her grave was. He walked through the dark grounds with a 
sure step. 
 
The marker he’d chosen wasn’t ostentatious. No looming angel atop it, no praying hands, 
no long sentiment crowing about her achievements, no photo captured in oval glass. Just 
rose marble etched with her name—her legal name. Riley Anne Elstad. He hadn’t wanted 
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her to be mobbed by fans here as she had in life, so he hadn’t included her famous name, 
Riley Chase.  
 
And yet, as he came upon her grave, he saw that she’d been found by a few fans. Wilted 
bouquets of supermarket flowers, and little mementos, all from the television series she’d 
starred in, had been left on the grass at the base of her marker. Those fans had always 
been the most devoted and intrepid. 
 
Under her name and above her dates were words from a poem she’d loved, something a 
character she’d played in a film had recited: You were. You are. The brightest thing. 
 
Bart sat on the ground and studied his wife’s gravestone in the moonlight. 
 
He didn’t know why he was here. He didn’t need to be staring at her grave to have her 
with him or to talk to her. He talked to her in his head almost every day. So he simply sat. 
 
He sat until he understood why he’d come. Riley wasn’t here. He was sitting directly 
over her casket, but he was alone here. His wife was with him, in his head, his memories. 
His grief. She was in their children. In Lexi, who was Riley’s clone in looks and 
temperament both. In Ian’s nose and his laugh. In Deck’s friendly spirit and compassion. 
 
Deck might not remember his mother at all for very much longer. He’d been so young 
when she was killed. He was still so young. But Riley was all around him and within him 
nonetheless, and it was Bart’s job to keep her present for Deck and all the kids, not 
merely as a memory, but as their mother, who would shape their lives even after her 
death, because she was a part of them. 
 
He’d been sliding on that responsibility, too wrapped up in keeping her present in his 
own mind, too masochistically obsessed with watching her children move on without her, 
to understand that they needed him to help them remember her, and to do it in a way that 
allowed them to heal and live and be happy. 
 
Riley wasn’t here, in this dark, chilly cemetery. He hadn’t left her behind when he’d 
moved away from her grave. Like Lexi had said one year ago, on their first Christmas 
without her, Riley was in the stars. Wherever they looked for her, they would find her. 
 
He stood and kissed his fingers. “Love you forever, princess,” he murmured as he pressed 
his hand to her name etched in rose marble. “Let’s go.” 
 
Then he walked away, headed back to their children. 
 


