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CHAPTER 1: Rain on Route 9

	The check-engine light blinked once, twice, then stayed on like it had made a decision without asking Alayah Chan how much money she had left in her checking account.

	“No,” she said, low enough not to wake Willow. “Don’t start with me tonight.”

	The Civic answered with a hard shudder under her feet.

	Alayah eased off the gas, both hands tight around the wheel, and glanced at the rearview mirror. Willow was folded sideways in the booster seat, cheek pressed against the pink strap of her backpack, one small sneaker dangling half off her foot. She had refused to leave the backpack at home again. On Mondays it held library books. On Tuesdays it held a stuffed rabbit with one ear chewed thin. On nights when Alayah worked a double at Macie’s diner, it held pajamas, crayons, emergency crackers, and a hope Willow no longer admitted to having.

	Daddy might come while I’m at Miss Megan’s.

	Alayah had stopped correcting her after the third month. Correction sounded too much like cruelty when a child still looked out the window every time an engine slowed near the duplex.

	The car lurched again.

	“Come on, baby,” Alayah whispered to the dashboard, as if tenderness had ever fixed a transmission. “Two more miles.”

	Route 9 curved ahead, dark and narrow, the mountain shoulder dropping into black trees on one side and rising in a slick bank of red clay on the other. Rain needled the windshield so fast the wipers could not clear it. The rubber made a tired scraping sound every time it dragged across the glass, and Alayah added wiper blades to the list she kept in her head because writing it down made the numbers too real.

	Rent. School shoes. Electric. New tire before inspection. Oil change. Willow’s field trip envelope, due Friday.

	The engine coughed.

	Alayah guided the Civic toward the shoulder, hazard lights clicking as if they were counting down. The car rolled over gravel, bumped once, and died with its nose angled toward a stand of pine. For a second, the only sound inside was the tick of the hazard lights and Willow’s soft open-mouthed breathing.

	Alayah sat very still.

	No signal. She knew it before she checked, but she checked anyway. One bar appeared, vanished, came back as a lie, then left again. Her phone battery sat at nine percent because Willow had used it to watch videos during the last hour of Alayah’s shift, when the dinner rush had run late and one man at table six sent back his eggs because he wanted yolks “happy, not runny,” as if a waitress making three dollars and change before tips had control over the emotional life of breakfast.

	Alayah turned in her seat and looked at her daughter.

	Willow was eight now, long-legged and loud when she trusted the room, but asleep she still had the same little crease between her brows that she’d had as a toddler waiting by the front window with that backpack in her lap.

	“I’ve got it,” Alayah told her, though Willow could not hear. “Mama’s got it.”

	The tire iron was under the passenger seat because two years ago Megan Navarro had said, “A woman with a car that old and a kid that cute needs something heavier than optimism.” Alayah reached for it now, fingers closing around cold metal.

	A headlight appeared behind her.

	Not a car. Too high at first, then dipping, narrowing as it came around the bend. A motorcycle.

	Alayah’s pulse climbed into her throat, but she did not move. Her thumb found the lock button. The click sounded small in the car. The motorcycle slowed behind her, stopped with enough distance that its front tire did not crowd her bumper, and the engine settled into a low, steady rumble she could feel through the seat.

	The rider did not get off right away.

	That was what made her look again.

	He cut the engine first. The road went bigger without the sound. Rain hit his shoulders, his helmet, the dark leather vest over a soaked gray shirt. He lifted both hands, palms out, not high like a joke and not low like a threat. Just visible.

	Alayah cracked the window barely an inch.

	“You need help?” he called.

	His voice was rough, but not raised. Southern edge. Tired, maybe. Not drunk. She had learned to hear that before she learned to admit she was listening for it.

	“I called someone,” she lied.

	“Good.” He stayed where he was. “I can wait till they get here.”

	“I said I called someone.”

	“I heard you.”

	Rain ran off his helmet in thin streams. He removed it slowly, like a man who understood sudden movements around a stranded woman were a bad idea. Dark hair, flattened by the helmet. A short beard. A face with lines made by squinting into sun and maybe saying no often enough that people believed him.

	Behind him, the motorcycle’s hazard light blinked in rhythm with hers.

	Alayah kept the tire iron across her lap. “You always stop for strangers on mountain roads?”

	“Only when their back tire’s sitting half in the lane and they’ve got a kid asleep in the backseat.”

	Her hand tightened around the metal.

	His eyes flicked to the movement, then away. He had the sense not to stare into the backseat too long.

	“My name’s Frank Mitchell,” he said. “I own Iron Veil Garage off Old Fort Road. Well, co-own it. If you want to look it up, you can. If your phone’s got enough service to hate you but not enough to help.”

	That sounded too specific not to be true.

	Alayah glanced at the top of her phone. No service again. “You carry business cards on that thing?”

	“Bike’s got saddlebags, not a receptionist.”

	Despite herself, she almost answered. The almost scared her more than the road.

	“My car just needs a minute,” she said.

	As if insulted by optimism, the Civic clicked under the hood and released a thin ribbon of steam.

	Frank looked toward it but did not step closer. “That minute’s gonna cost more if you keep trying to start it.”

	“I didn’t ask for a mechanic.”

	“No, ma’am.”

	The ma’am landed wrong, not flirty, not mocking. Respectful in a way she distrusted because respectful men had still left bills unpaid and promises smoking on the stove.

	Willow shifted in the backseat, her sneaker dropping to the floor mat. Her eyes opened halfway.

	“Mama?”

	“I’m right here.” Alayah turned quickly. “Go back to sleep.”

	“Are we home?”

	“Almost.”

	Willow lifted her head and saw the shape outside the car. Her voice went small. “Who’s that?”

	Frank took one step back, as if the child’s fear had reached him through the glass.

	“Someone checking the car,” Alayah said. She kept her voice calm because children measured danger by their mother’s mouth before they measured anything else.

	Willow rubbed her eye. “Is he police?”

	“No.”

	“Is he bad?”

	The question passed through the cracked window. Frank’s expression changed, not enough to call it hurt, but enough that Alayah noticed.

	“No, baby,” Alayah said. “He’s just wet.”

	A sound came from Frank, almost a laugh, cut short.

	Willow seemed satisfied by that and sank back against the seat, still watching him through lashes.

	Alayah faced the window again. “What do you need to check it?”

	“Your permission.”

	That stopped her.

	He did not smile. He did not soften the words. He stood in the rain like he had all night, waiting for her to decide whether he got to be useful.

	Alayah hated that it mattered. Hated the tiny loosening in her chest because permission was not a word men in her past had used often.

	“Fine,” she said. “But the doors stay locked.”

	“They should.”

	“And I’m keeping this.” She lifted the tire iron enough for him to see.

	His mouth twitched. “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”

	She popped the hood from inside the car. Frank moved only then, passing wide around her door before lifting the hood. Steam rose into his face. He turned his head, coughed once, and braced the hood with one hand while the other pulled a small flashlight from his pocket.

	Alayah watched every movement. Not because she knew engines, but because she knew labor. The economy of it. Men who pretended to know what they were doing made a production. Frank did not. He checked, reached, paused, checked again. Rain soaked the back of his shirt until it clung between his shoulder blades. His vest had a patch she could not fully read from the angle, only the shape of wings and a circle of letters.

	Motorcycle club.

	Great.

	Megan was going to have opinions, all of them loud.

	Frank came back to her window. “Radiator hose split near the clamp. I can patch it enough to get you home if home’s close.”

	“How much?”

	“Distance?”

	“Money.”

	He blinked rain from his lashes. “Nothing.”

	Alayah laughed once, sharp and without humor. “No.”

	“No?”

	“Nothing is never nothing.”

	Frank rested one hand on the roof, then seemed to think better of touching her car and lowered it. “Lady, I’m not invoicing you on the side of Route 9 with your kid in the back.”

	“Alayah.”

	“What?”

	“My name is Alayah. Not lady.”

	A pause.

	“Alayah,” he said. Careful, like names deserved clean hands. “I’m not charging you tonight. You can argue with me tomorrow at the garage when you’re dry and mad with better lighting.”

	She should have refused. She should have waited for a tow truck she could not call and could not afford. She should have done any number of proud, stupid things that would make sense only to someone who had learned that debt put a hook in your skin.

	Willow made a small sleepy sound in the back.

	“How long?” Alayah asked.

	“Ten minutes if the tape holds. Fifteen if this car hates me personally.”

	“It doesn’t know you.”

	“Cars make fast judgments.”

	He went back to the hood. From one saddlebag he pulled tools wrapped in an oil-stained cloth, a roll of rescue tape, and a battered towel. Not new tools, but kept tools. Used things, cared for. Alayah understood that more than she wanted to. The diner had knives like that, handles worn smooth by people who could not afford replacements and refused to let anything useful die early.

	The smell of hot coolant crept through the cracked window, sweet and chemical. Rain blew in and dampened her sleeve. Her feet ached inside black nonslip shoes, and the hem of her uniform dress stuck cold against her thighs. She wanted her bed. She wanted Willow under their own blanket. She wanted a life where one broken hose did not threaten the whole week.

	Frank cursed under his breath once, not at her, not loudly enough for Willow, then bent deeper over the engine.

	“Problem?” Alayah called.

	“Clamp’s stubborn.”

	“That the professional term?”

	He glanced back. “The professional term costs extra.”

	She did answer that time, a small breath through her nose that was almost a laugh. She regretted it immediately.

	He did not make a thing of it.

	That made it worse.

	Ten minutes became twelve. He shut the hood, wiped his hands on the towel, and stepped back to her window. “Start it, but don’t rev.”

	Alayah turned the key. The Civic coughed, hesitated, then caught. The engine sounded offended but alive.

	“Oh, thank God,” she muttered.

	Frank pretended not to hear. “Keep the heat on high even if it gets uncomfortable. It’ll pull some heat off the engine. Drive slow. If the temperature gauge climbs, pull over.”

	She looked at the dashboard, then at him. “You’re following, aren’t you?”

	“If that’s all right.”

	“It’s two miles.”

	“Then I’ll be annoying for two miles.”

	“You think I’m giving you my address?”

	“No.” His voice stayed even. “You drive. I stay back. When you pull into wherever you’re going, I keep moving unless you wave me down.”

	Alayah studied him through the gap in the window. There were men who offered safety because they liked the sound of themselves offering it. Frank Mitchell looked tired, soaked, and faintly irritated by the fact that the world had made this caution necessary.

	“Why?” she asked.

	He looked toward the backseat, then back to her. “Because if that patch fails on the next bend, you won’t have service there either.”

	No poetry. No charm. Just the road, the car, the child.

	Alayah rolled the window up before the answer could get under her skin.

	The drive home took nine minutes because she kept the Civic under thirty and watched the temperature gauge like it was a heart monitor. Frank’s headlight stayed behind her, never close enough to pressure, never far enough to vanish. At each curve, it dipped and returned in the mirror. Willow slept through most of it, one hand resting on the backpack buckle.

	The duplex came into view with its porch light still on because Alayah paid that bill even when she let others slide. Light meant home. Light meant Willow never walked from the car to the door in darkness. Light meant a woman could manufacture one small promise and keep it.

	She pulled into the cracked driveway and parked. Frank slowed at the curb, exactly as he’d said he would, one boot touching the ground.

	Alayah should have let him ride away.

	Instead, she lowered the window.

	“Frank.”

	He looked over.

	“Thank you.”

	He gave a short nod. “Get that hose replaced tomorrow. Don’t let someone talk you into a new radiator unless they show you why.”

	“I know how garages work.”

	“Not mine.”

	The answer was too quick, not defensive enough to be salesmanship.

	Willow stirred again, lifting her head as the porch light fell across Frank and the bike. Her eyes widened with the soft confusion of a child pulled from sleep into a story she would remember wrong in the morning.

	“Mama,” she whispered, “is he a knight?”

	Alayah closed her eyes for half a second. “No, baby.”

	Frank’s laugh came then, low and surprised, as if it had been knocked loose from a place he did not use much. It changed his face before he could stop it.

	Willow smiled and tucked her cheek back against the backpack. “He has a horse.”

	“It’s a Harley,” Frank said, still half laughing.

	“That’s a horse name.”

	Alayah should have corrected her. She should have ended the conversation, carried her daughter inside, locked both locks, and filed Frank Mitchell under temporary roadside assistance.

	Instead she sat with the engine ticking, the porch light burning, and the sound of his laugh still hanging between the rain and the open window.

	For the first time in a long while, help had arrived and not asked to come in.

	That was the part she did not trust.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 2: The Window Seat

	Alayah did not unlock the front door until Frank Mitchell’s taillight disappeared around the bend at the end of the street.

	She stood under the narrow awning with Willow heavy against her shoulder, the backpack strap caught beneath two of her fingers, and listened until the motorcycle’s low engine thinned into the wet hush of the neighborhood. Mrs. Darnell’s porch chimes clicked in the wind next door. Somewhere behind the duplexes, a dog barked at nothing useful. Alayah shifted Willow higher on her hip and worked the key into the deadbolt with the practiced patience of a woman who had carried groceries, a sleeping child, and a late rent notice all at the same time.

	Inside, the house smelled faintly of lavender detergent, crayons, and the slow cooker she had forgotten to unplug before leaving for work. The chicken inside had gone dry at the edges. She set Willow on the couch first, slipped off the dangling sneaker, then checked the front lock twice. The second check was not necessary. She did it anyway.

	Willow blinked up at her from the couch. “Did the motorcycle man go home?”

	“Yes.”

	“Does he live in a castle?”

	Alayah looked toward the kitchen ceiling, where a brown water stain had been spreading since March. “No, baby. Men with castles usually don’t fix radiator hoses in the rain.”

	Willow considered that with the seriousness she gave to cereal choices and school library rules. “He was nice.”

	“He was helpful.”

	“That’s the same.”

	“No.” Alayah crouched to tug the damp sock from Willow’s foot. “It isn’t.”

	Willow’s mouth pushed to one side. She had Ledger’s dimple there, which Alayah hated only on the days she was too tired to be fair. “Will he come back?”

	The question reached into the room and touched the front window.

	Alayah went still with one sock in her hand. The window had old white blinds, one slat bent from when Willow used to lift it every morning with her backpack on, waiting for a silver pickup that never turned into the driveway. Three years old, hair in crooked pigtails, pajama shirt tucked into jeans because Daddy had said he might take her somewhere fun when he got back from his trip. For two weeks Alayah had let the backpack sit by the couch because she did not yet know how to tell a child that some adults used the word soon because it was easier than goodbye.

	“Mama?”

	Alayah made herself fold the sock instead of squeezing it. “No, Willow. He won’t come back. He fixed the car. That was all.”

	The sharpness came out before she could soften it.

	Willow’s lashes lowered. “I was just asking.”

	“I know.” Alayah touched her daughter’s ankle with her thumb, a small apology her voice had not earned yet. “I know you were.”

	Willow turned her face into the couch cushion. After a moment, she murmured, “His motorcycle is a horse.”

	Alayah sat back on her heels, damp uniform clinging to her knees, and almost smiled despite the ache starting behind her eyes. “Go to sleep, wild girl.”

	By the time Willow was tucked into bed, the backpack placed on the chair instead of the floor, Alayah’s phone had charged to fourteen percent. A missed call from Megan. Two texts from Macie asking whether she got home. One message from an unknown number.

	Iron Veil Garage. Replace hose ASAP. Don’t drive farther than necessary. Frank.

	No bill. No sales pitch. No winking little joke to make himself memorable.

	Alayah stared at the message until the screen dimmed. She saved the number under GARAGE, not Frank, because names made people too easy to reach for.

	In the morning, Willow refused oatmeal because the raisins were “too wrinkly,” the school uniform shirt still had a blue marker line on the sleeve, and the Civic started with a sound that made Alayah promise several things to God and the transmission at the same time.

	The heater blasted hot air against her shins all the way to school, as instructed. Every time the temperature gauge moved, Alayah’s fingers tightened on the wheel. Willow sat in the back with her backpack on her lap and one finger tracing the glittery unicorn keychain that Ledger had bought from a gas station rack the last weekend he took her anywhere.

	“Can we go to the motorcycle garage?” Willow asked as they turned into the school drop-off line.

	“No.”

	“Why?”

	“Because garages are not zoos.”

	“I know that.” Willow sounded offended. “I wanted to see if the horse has a name.”

	“It’s a Harley.”

	“That can be a name too.”

	Alayah stopped behind a minivan with three stick-figure children on the back window and a bumper sticker about honor students. Willow’s school sat low and brick-faced, with a flag snapping hard at the pole and parents leaning from cars with travel mugs, permission slips, and the clipped voices of people already late.

	Willow unbuckled before the teacher on duty opened the door. “Mama?”

	“What?”

	“You said he won’t come back.”

	Alayah kept her eyes on the minivan’s brake lights. “Yes.”

	“But sometimes people do.”

	There it was. The tiny courtroom where children retried every absence.

	Alayah turned, reaching between the seats to fix Willow’s collar. The fabric was warm from the heater. “Some people do,” she said. “But we don’t build our morning around it.”

	Willow studied her with those dark, too-watchful eyes. “Okay.”

	It was not okay. They both knew it.

	At Macie’s diner, the breakfast rush hit like punishment.

	By seven-thirty, Alayah had coffee splashed on her wrist, a ticket wheel full of orders, and an older man at table two asking for his toast “not tan, not white, just respectful.” The diner had vinyl booths repaired with silver tape, a bell above the door that stuck on humid days, and a coffee machine that screamed before it brewed. Bacon grease sat in the air. Maple syrup sweetened it. Someone’s wet jacket left a wool smell near the counter.

	Alayah carried four plates along her forearm and hip, the way Macie had taught her years ago. Eggs over easy. Hash browns extra crisp. Side of grits with butter only. Pancake short stack for Mr. Darnell, who always said he was cutting down and always ordered sausage.

	Megan Navarro slid behind her at the pass, chewing mint gum and tying a fresh apron around a waist that had never met a stress pastry it could not defeat.

	“You look like roadkill with mascara,” Megan said.

	“I’m not wearing mascara.”

	“That explains the roadkill.”

	Alayah set the plates down at table five and returned with an empty coffee pot. “My car died on Route 9.”

	Megan stopped tying her apron. “With Willow?”

	“Asleep in the back.”

	“Do I need to hate someone?”

	“No one to hate. Hose split.”

	“Who got you home?”

	Alayah reached for the full coffee pot and pretended to check the level. “A mechanic stopped.”

	Megan’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of mechanic drives past a stranded woman at midnight?”

	“The stopping kind.”

	“Cute?”

	“Megan.”

	“That bad, huh?”

	“He was not cute. He was wet. There’s a difference.”

	“Wet can be cute.”

	Alayah gave her a look over the rim of the coffee pot.

	Megan held up both hands. “Fine. Was he creepy?”

	“No.”

	“Pushy?”

	“No.”

	“Did he ask for your number?”

	“He already had it because I texted the garage after he gave me the name.”

	Megan leaned her hip against the counter. “Garage name?”

	“Iron Veil.”

	The gum stopped moving.

	Alayah did not like that pause. “What?”

	“Motorcycle club garage.”

	“I saw the vest.”

	“Frank Mitchell?”

	Alayah hated that a small part of her was pleased to have a full name confirmed by someone who knew the town’s undercurrent. “You know him?”

	“Everybody knows of him. VP of Iron Veil. Widower. Quiet. Fixes bikes. Scares men who need scaring. Tips well.”

	“That is not a character reference.”

	“In Black Mountain, it’s close.”

	The bell over the door jammed halfway through a ring, and Macie Christian came out from the back with a towel over one shoulder and a white envelope in hand. Macie was built like a church basement cook, soft in the arms and hard in the eyes, with gray curls pinned up by whatever pen she had stolen from the register that week.

	“Alayah,” Macie called. “You got mail at my counter.”

	“I live somewhere else.”

	“Man from a parts courier dropped it. Said it was for you.”

	Alayah wiped her hands on her apron before taking the envelope. Her name was written across the front in block letters. No flourish. No phone number tucked in the corner.

	Inside was an invoice from Iron Veil Garage.

	Radiator hose, clamp, coolant top-off, labor.

	Total due: $0.00.

	At the bottom, in the same block print, someone had written: Paid.

	Below that: Don’t drive it hot. F.M.

	Alayah read it twice.

	Megan peered over her shoulder. “Well.”

	Macie leaned in from the other side. “That’s helpful.”

	“That’s annoying,” Alayah said.

	Macie’s eyebrows climbed. “I can start charging you for compliments if free bothers you.”

	“It isn’t free.”

	The bell gave one final delayed jangle as Brianna Herring entered, shaking rain from a navy umbrella. Brianna came in every Thursday before her legal-aid clinic opened two blocks over, ordered tea instead of coffee, and read case files with colored tabs sticking out like warning flags. She wore sensible shoes, pearl earrings, and the permanent expression of a woman who had heard every excuse and filed most of them alphabetically.

	“Morning,” Brianna said, taking her usual seat at the end of the counter. “If the kettle’s working, I believe in miracles.”

	“No miracles here,” Macie said. “Only overcooked grits and public judgment.”

	Alayah tucked the invoice into her apron pocket too quickly.

	Brianna noticed. Lawyers always noticed the movement people hoped would disappear. “Everything all right?”

	“Car trouble.”

	“Expensive?”

	“Apparently not.” The answer came out flatter than Alayah intended.

	Brianna waited, but Alayah went to pour hot water into a mug. The steam dampened her face. Her feet were already beginning to throb inside her work shoes, and the paper in her pocket felt heavier than paper had a right to feel.

	When she set the tea down, Brianna slid a flyer across the counter. “We
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