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“It took me five years to find out that a wall keeps things out in both directions.”
— Ryder Cole
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Prologue

RYDER

Five years earlier

The nurse showed me how to hold him three times before I got it right.

“Hand under the head,” she said. “Other arm under his back. He’s not going to break.”

“He’s barely three kilos.”

“Two point eight four kilos.” She adjusted my elbow. “There. Like that. You’re doing fine, Dad.”

Nobody had ever called me that before. I was twenty-three years old, I had a fresh burn across the back of my left hand from a muffler I’d grabbed too soon that morning, and I was standing in the maternity ward of St. Agnes in my work boots because I’d come straight from the garage when Samantha called. My leather jacket was folded over the back of the plastic chair. The nurse had looked at it when I walked in, then at my arms, then at my face, and I’d watched her decide I was a problem. I’d been watched like that my whole life. I didn’t care about it then and I didn’t care about it now.

What I cared about was the kid.

He was red and wrinkled and furious about being born. He had a full head of black hair, the same as mine, sticking up in a ridge down the middle. His fists were curled up under his chin. When I shifted him he opened his mouth like he was going to scream, and then he didn’t. He just looked at me. I knew babies couldn’t really see at that age. I’d read that somewhere in the stack of pamphlets Samantha had left on the kitchen counter for nine months and never opened. But he looked right at me anyway.

“Hey,” I said. “Hey, buddy.”

The nurse smiled and left us alone.

Samantha was in the bed by the window. She’d been quiet since they cleaned her up and handed him over. I’d figured she was tired. Eighteen hours of labour would do that to anyone. She was lying on her side with her back half turned to me, watching the parking lot through the blinds.

“You want to hold him?” I asked.

“Not right now.”

“He’s got your nose.”

“He’s got everybody’s nose. All babies look the same.”

I let that go. I sat down in the chair with him, slow, keeping his head steady. He made a small grunting sound and settled against my chest. I could feel his breathing through the thin hospital blanket, fast and shallow, and I counted it without meaning to.

“We need to pick a name,” I said. “We can’t keep calling him the baby.”

“You pick.”

“Sam.”

“I mean it. You pick. You’re better at that stuff.”

That wasn’t true. I was terrible at that stuff. I’d suggested four names over the last three months and she’d said no to every one of them without looking up from her phone. I looked down at him.

“Noah,” I said. “Noah Cole.”

“Fine.”

“My mom liked that name. She said if she’d had a third kid —”

“Ryder.” Samantha rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “I need to tell you something and I need you to not get loud.”

I’d known her for two years. We’d met at a bar in Halston where the Iron Vultures used to drink on Fridays, and she’d laughed at something Jace said and then spent the rest of the night talking to me instead. She was funny and restless and she liked the bike. She liked riding on the back of it with her arms around my waist and her hair coming loose. She’d moved into my place four months after we met. She got pregnant seven months after that. I asked her to marry me the day she told me and she said, Let’s not make it weird.

I knew what she was going to say before she said it. I think I’d known for weeks. I just hadn’t let myself look at it straight.

“I’m not loud,” I said.

“I can’t do this.”

“Do what?”

“This.” She waved her hand at the room. At me. At him. “I’m not ready. I thought I’d be ready when he got here. Everybody says you feel this rush, like, instant love, and you just know. I don’t feel that. I feel like I’m going to be sick.”

“You just had a baby. You’re exhausted. Give it a couple of days.”

“It’s not a couple of days.” She sat up, wincing. Her face was blotchy and her eyes were wet, but her voice was steady. She’d rehearsed this. “I’ve been thinking about it since February. I’m twenty-two. I’ve never been anywhere. I’ve never done anything. I was going to go out to the coast, remember? Before I met you. I had money saved and everything.”

“I remember.”

“I need to go. I need to figure out who I am before I can be somebody’s mother. If I stay, I’m going to be terrible at it. I’m going to resent him. I’m going to resent you. You’ll be better off.”

I didn’t say anything. Noah’s hand had come loose from the blanket and his fingers were wrapped around the edge of my thumb. His grip was stronger than I’d expected.

“Say something,” she said.

“Where are you going to go?”

“My cousin’s in Bayport. She said I can stay with her for a while.”

“For a while.”

“Until I get my head straight. Then I’ll come back. I swear to God, Ryder, I’ll come back. I’m not leaving forever. I just need some time.”

“How much time?”

“I don’t know. Six months. A year. I don’t know.”

“He’ll be walking in a year.”

She flinched. “Don’t do that.”

“I’m not doing anything. I’m telling you what happens in a year.”

“You think I don’t know that? You think I want to miss it?” She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. “I’m doing this for him. I’d rather leave now while he won’t remember than stay and screw him up.”

I wanted to tell her that was a lie. That people told themselves things like that so they could live with what they were about to do. My father had told himself something like that the night he left my mother with two boys and a stack of unpaid bills. I was eight. Jace was four. My mother had sat at the kitchen table until three in the morning with a calculator and a pen, and when I came out for a glass of water she’d smiled at me like nothing was wrong. I’d learned what a smile like that cost.

But I didn’t say any of it. There was a baby on my chest, and he was asleep, and I didn’t want the first thing he heard in this world to be me yelling.

“When?” I said.

“What?”

“When are you leaving?”

She looked away. “My cousin’s flying in tomorrow. She’s going to drive me.”

“Tomorrow.”

“I already packed most of my stuff. It’s in the back of Kayla’s car.”

I looked at her. She didn’t look back. She picked at the tape on the IV in the back of her hand and waited for me to make it easy for her. I’d always made things easy for her. Bills, rent, her car when it broke down, her mother when she called drunk at midnight. That was the deal, as far as I’d understood it. I handled things.

I was going to handle this too. Just not the way she wanted.

“Okay,” I said.

She looked up, surprised. “Okay?”

“You want to go, go. I’m not going to beg you to stay with your own kid.”

“Ryder —”

“But you need to understand something.” I kept my voice low and even. “If you walk out of here, he’s mine. I’m not going to sit by the phone waiting for you to figure out who you are. I’m not going to tell him his mom’s coming back next month and then explain why she didn’t. He’s going to have one parent who shows up every day, and that’s going to be me.”

“That’s not fair.”

“It’s not supposed to be fair. It’s supposed to be true.”

She started crying then, properly. I sat there and let her. I didn’t go to her. I didn’t trust what I would do if I stood up, and I didn’t want to wake him.

After a while she lay back down and turned towards the window again.

“I’ll call,” she said. “I’ll send money when I can.”

“Keep your money.”

“I’ll call, though.”

“Sure.”

She signed the birth certificate the next morning. She put her name in the mother’s box and left the rest for me. Her cousin Kayla came at eleven, a tall girl with sunglasses pushed up on her head who couldn’t meet my eyes. Samantha leaned over the bassinet and touched Noah’s cheek with one finger. She didn’t pick him up.

“Bye, baby,” she said.

She stopped in the doorway and looked back at me. For a second I thought she was going to change her mind. I think she thought so too.

Then she left.

I stood at the window and watched them cross the parking lot. Kayla had a silver Honda with a dent in the rear bumper. Samantha got in the passenger side. She didn’t look up at the building. The car pulled out onto Fifth Street, turned left at the light, and was gone.

The nurse came in a few minutes later to check his temperature. She looked at the empty bed and then at me and didn’t ask. I was grateful for that.

“He’ll need feeding in about forty minutes,” she said. “Have you done a bottle before?”

“No.”

“I’ll show you.”

“Thanks.”

She hesitated at the door. “Do you have somebody? Family? Someone who can help at home?”

I thought about my mother, who’d been dead for three years. I thought about Jace, who was nineteen and lived on a mattress in the back of the clubhouse and couldn’t keep a goldfish alive. I thought about Graves and the rest of the club, who would show up with beer and diapers and no idea what to do with either.

“I’ve got people,” I said.

When she was gone I picked Noah up out of the bassinet. I did it right this time. Hand under the head. Arm under the back. He woke up and frowned at me, deeply offended.

“I know,” I said. “I know, man. It’s a raw deal.”

He made a sound that wasn’t quite a cry.

I sat down in the chair by the window with him against my chest. Outside, the afternoon traffic was building on Fifth. A bus pulled up at the stop across the street and let off three people and pulled away again. The world was carrying on like nothing had happened.

“Here’s how this is going to work,” I told him. “I don’t know what I’m doing. You should know that up front. I can rebuild a carburettor with my eyes closed, but I’ve never changed a diaper and I don’t know what a onesie is. I’m going to get stuff wrong.”

He blinked at me.

“But I’m not going anywhere. That’s the part that matters. Whatever happens, whoever comes and goes, I’m here. Every day. You don’t have to wonder about that. Not ever.”

He yawned. His whole face went into it.

“Yeah,” I said. “Good talk.”

I held him until the nurse came back with the bottle. I held him while she showed me how to tilt it and how to burp him over my shoulder, and I held him all that night while the hospital went quiet around us and the machines in the hallway beeped. I didn’t sleep. I watched him breathe.

Somewhere around four in the morning, I made a decision. It wasn’t a big speech. I didn’t say it out loud. But it settled into me the way things do when you know they’re going to last.

Nobody was ever going to do to him what had been done to me. Nobody was going to walk into his life, make him love them, and then walk out. I would be careful. I would be the wall between him and every person who might leave.

I would never let anyone close enough to break him.

It took me five years to find out that a wall keeps things out in both directions.
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Chapter 1

AMARA

There are nineteen children in Room 4 at Maplewood Elementary, and by the third week of September I knew all of them by their shoes.

Lily Chen wore light-up sneakers that flashed pink every time she stamped her foot, which was often. The Adeyemi twins had matching sneakers with bright green shoelaces and swapped them every morning to confuse me. Dante Russo’s laces were always undone, no matter how many times I retied them. Priya had sparkly gold flats she wasn’t supposed to wear to school because they slipped off on the climbing frame. Mateo wore his big brother’s old football boots, two sizes too big, stuffed with tissue at the toes.

Noah Cole wore black boots with scuffed toes and laces that were always double-knotted, tight and neat. Somebody at home took the time to do that every morning. I’d noticed it on the first day.

“Miss Bennett.” Lily was tugging at my cardigan. “Miss Bennett. Miss Bennett.”

“I’m right here, Lily.”

“Dante said my drawing looks like a potato.”

I looked at the drawing. It looked like a potato.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s my mommy.”

“It’s beautiful. I love the colours you chose for her dress. Dante, can you come here, please?”

Dante came over with the slow, dragging walk of a five-year-old who knew exactly what was coming. His laces were undone. I crouched down so we were at the same height.

“Did you tell Lily her drawing looked like a potato?”

“It does look like a potato.”

“Is that a kind thing to say?”

He thought about it seriously. “Potatoes are good, though.”

I bit the inside of my cheek. “They are good. But Lily worked really hard on that picture of her mom, and it hurt her feelings. How do you think we can fix it?”

He looked at Lily. Lily looked at him, arms folded.

“Sorry I said potato,” Dante said.

“Okay,” Lily said, and the two of them went back to the art table together like nothing had happened. That was the thing about five-year-olds. They could go to war and make peace in under a minute. Adults could take a lesson.

I retied Dante’s laces before he got far.

It was Thursday, a little after one, and the room smelled like poster paint and the orange segments we’d had for snack. Through the big windows I could see the playground and the field beyond it, where Mr. Hadley the caretaker was walking along the boundary with a can of white spray paint, marking out lanes for the races on Saturday. The Maplewood Family Fun Day was two days away. Every class was making something for it. Room 4 was making a banner, and the banner was a family portrait wall. Each child was drawing their family on a big square of card, and we were going to string the squares together and hang them across the front of the school hall.

It had been my idea. I’d been so pleased with it in August.

I was new at Maplewood that year. Mrs. Dunleavy had taught Room 4 for thirty-four years and retired in June, and the school had hired me in July to take over her class. Three weeks in, the other teachers still called it Mrs. Dunleavy’s room when they forgot, and I was still finding her old laminated name labels at the bottom of the drawers.

“Miss Bennett, how do you draw a grandma?”

“Same as anybody else, Mateo. What does your grandma look like?”

“Old.”

“Okay. What else?”

“She has a cat.”

“Then maybe draw the cat too.”

He brightened and ran off. I walked slowly between the tables, looking over shoulders. Families were coming together in crayon and marker. Lots of big round heads and stick arms. Lots of dogs. Priya had drawn her family standing in front of a house that was taller than they were, with a sun in the corner wearing sunglasses. The Adeyemi twins had drawn identical pictures and were now arguing over which one of them had copied.

I found Noah in the reading corner.

He was supposed to be at the art table. He’d been there ten minutes ago, I was sure of it. Now he was sitting on one of the beanbags with a picture book open on his knees. It was The Very Busy Spider, which he’d read so many times that the spine had gone soft. He wasn’t really reading it. He was turning the pages without looking at them.

His square of card was on the floor next to him, face down.

I didn’t go straight over. Noah wasn’t a child you rushed. In three weeks I’d learned a few things about him. He was quiet but he wasn’t shy, exactly. He was careful. He watched other children before he joined in, and when he did join in he did it completely, with a kind of serious focus that was unusual at his age. He could already read simple words. He knew what a lot of the parts on a motorcycle were called, which I’d found out on the second day when he told another boy, very firmly, that a picture of a dirt bike was not a car. He didn’t like loud noises or sudden changes. He liked the sand tray and the building blocks and the hamster, Biscuit, whose cage he cleaned every Tuesday with enormous care.

And he never talked about his mother.

Other children talked about their parents all the time. My mom says. My dad let me. My mom’s making lasagne tonight. When it was Noah’s turn in circle time to say one thing he did at the weekend, it was always with his dad. I helped my dad at the garage. My dad and me went to the lake. My uncle Jace let me sit on his bike. Never his mother. Not once.

On his enrolment form, the space for Parent/Guardian 2 had been left blank.

I went and sat on the beanbag next to his. It made a loud crunching noise and he glanced at me and then back at his book.

“Hi, Noah.”

“Hi.”

“Good book?”

“I’ve read it before.”

“I know. It’s one of my favourites too. I like the part with the owl at the end.”

He turned a page.

“I noticed your family picture’s on the floor,” I said. “Are you finished with it?”

“No.”

“Do you want some help?”

“No.”

I waited. Across the room Lily was singing loudly to herself and Mateo was asking nobody in particular what colour cats were.

“Can I see what you’ve done so far?” I said.

He hesitated. Then he reached down, picked up the card, and turned it over.

He’d drawn two people. One was tall, with black scribbled hair and arms covered in squiggly lines that I understood after a second were tattoos. He was standing next to a motorcycle drawn in careful detail, much more careful than the people. The other figure was small, with the same black hair, holding the tall one’s hand.

The rest of the square was empty. Not just white space. He’d started to draw something on the other side of the small figure and then rubbed it out so hard with an eraser that the card had pilled and torn a little.

“That’s you and your dad,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“And his motorcycle. You drew that really well. Is that the real one?”

“It’s my dad’s Harley. It’s called a Fat Boy.” He said it very seriously, like it was a fact everybody ought to know, and then he checked my face to make sure I wasn’t going to laugh at the name. “It’s black.”

“It looks very fast.”

“It is.” A small pause. “He doesn’t go fast when I’m on it.”

“That’s good. That’s a good dad.”

He nodded. He was looking at the rubbed-out place.

“Everybody else has a mom in theirs,” he said.

He said it flatly, like he was reporting the weather. He didn’t look at me.

I chose my words carefully. “Not everybody. Mateo drew his grandma and his brother. Priya drew her two dads. Families come in lots of shapes.”

“Lily said I did it wrong.”

“Lily’s five and she thinks potatoes are an insult. Lily doesn’t decide what’s right.”

The corner of his mouth moved. It wasn’t quite a smile.

“You didn’t do it wrong,” I said. “Your family is you and your dad. That’s real. That’s what counts.”

“And Uncle Jace. And Graves. And Tank. And Pop. And Dee.”

“Who are they?”

“From the club.” He frowned at the picture. “They don’t fit.”

“Then we’ll get you another square,” I said. “You can have two. Nobody said everybody gets only one.”

He looked at me properly then, for the first time. He had his father’s colouring, I guessed, from the drawing: dark hair that wouldn’t lie flat, and brown eyes so dark they were almost black. They were very serious eyes for someone so small.

“Two squares?”

“Two squares. You can draw everybody from the club. And the bikes, if you want.”

“Tank’s bike is green.”

“I’ve got a green marker.”

He got up off the beanbag. I got up too, less gracefully, and the beanbag let out another crunch. We walked back to the art table together and I found him a fresh square and the green marker, and he sat down and started immediately on a bike with enormous handlebars. I watched him for a minute. His tongue was poking out of the corner of his mouth.

“Miss Bennett?”

“Yes, Noah?”

“Are you coming on Saturday?”

“To the Family Fun Day? Of course. All the teachers will be there.”

“My dad’s coming. He said.” He didn’t look up from the bike. “But maybe he’s late. ’Cause of the garage. Sometimes people’s cars break and he has to fix them. Even on Saturday.”

“That’s okay. Lots of people’s parents run a bit late.”

“If he’s late, can I stay with you?”

Something in my chest tightened.

“Yes,” I said. “If he’s late, you can stay with me. I’ll look out for you. I promise.”

He nodded once, like we’d shaken on a deal, and went back to drawing Tank’s green motorcycle.

* * *

At three-fifteen the parents came.

This was my least favourite part of the day, if I was honest. Not because of the children. The children were always so happy at pick-up, running across the playground to whoever was waiting for them, waving their paintings over their heads. It was the parents who exhausted me. Maplewood was a public school, but it sat right on the line between two very different parts of the city. On one side was Briar Hill, where my parents lived, with its old trees and its wide driveways and its people who had opinions about everything. On the other side was the industrial strip along the river, the auto shops and the warehouses and the rows of small houses built for factory workers a hundred years ago. The school took children from both. The playground at three-fifteen made that very clear.

The Briar Hill mothers stood together near the gate in their gym clothes and sunglasses, holding iced coffees. Some of them had been to school with my sister Victoria. A few of them knew my mother through her charity board. They smiled at me when I came out and waved with their fingers, and I waved back, and I knew that at least one of them would mention to my mother at some point that they’d seen me, and that I’d looked tired.

The other parents stood wherever there was space. Dads in work boots. Grandmothers. A young mother with a baby on her hip and a toddler wrapped around her leg. People who’d come straight from shifts.

I handed children over one by one. Lily to her mother, who told me Lily had been talking about the banner all week. The twins to their father, who tried to work out which one was which and gave up. Dante to his aunt. Priya to one of her dads, who asked how she’d been and listened to my answer like it actually mattered to him.

Noah stood beside me with his backpack on both shoulders and his hand on the strap, watching the gate.

In three weeks I had never once seen his father at pick-up. Somebody from the club came for Noah every day, whoever his dad had chosen to send that afternoon, and their names were all on the pick-up list in the same heavy, slanting handwriting, signed R. Cole. Most days it was Pop, a huge man with a white beard down to the middle of his chest, who called me ma’am and held Noah’s hand like it might break. I’d seen R. Cole’s signature every single day. I had never seen R. Cole.

At three-twenty-five the playground was nearly empty. At three-thirty it was just us.

“Is somebody coming for you today, sweetheart?” I asked.

“Uncle Jace.”

“Not Pop?”

He shook his head. “Dad said Uncle Jace.”

I looked at my clipboard. Jace Cole was on the list, second name down, but he’d never come before, and I’d never met him.

“Okay,” I said. “We’ll wait.”

We waited. Noah didn’t fidget. He just stood there, watching the gate, the way I imagined he’d been standing and watching for things most of his life. I thought about the rubbed-out place on his drawing.

At three-thirty-four I heard it before I saw it, a low, rough engine noise coming down Oak Street. A motorcycle. The Briar Hill mothers who were still lingering by their cars all turned their heads at once, like birds.

The bike pulled up across from the gate. It was big and black and loud, and the man who swung off it was in his early twenties, lean and fair-haired, with a leather vest over a grey hoodie. There was a patch on the back of the vest, a black bird with spread wings and the words IRON VULTURES curved above it. He pulled off his helmet and jogged across the road and through the gate, already grinning.

“Sorry, sorry,” he said. “Light on Fourth was out. Hey, little man.”

Noah’s whole face changed. He didn’t run, but he walked very fast.

“You’re late,” he said.

“Four minutes. Four minutes is not late. Four minutes is fashionable.” The man scooped him up and swung him around once, and Noah made a sound I hadn’t heard him make in three weeks. A real laugh.

Then the man set him down and looked at me and stuck out his hand.

“Jace Cole. I’m the uncle. You must be Miss Bennett. He talks about you.”

“Does he?” I shook his hand. His grip was firm and his hand was calloused. “Nice to meet you. He’s a great kid.”

“He’s the best kid. Don’t tell him I said that, it’ll go to his head.” Jace ruffled Noah’s hair. Noah ducked out from under his hand.

“Where’s Pop today?” I asked. “He’s the one who usually comes.”

“Pop’s out with the tow truck. Somebody’s van died on the bypass.” Jace shrugged. “My brother sends whoever’s free. Most days that’s Pop, because Pop’s the only one of us the Briar Hill mothers don’t cross the road to avoid.”

“And Noah’s dad?” I tried to say it lightly. “I’ve had Noah for three weeks, and I still haven’t met him.”

Something careful went across Jace’s face. “He’s stuck at the shop. There’s a guy in there with a transmission that basically exploded.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “He works a lot. It’s just him, you know? Somebody’s got to keep the lights on. But he does everything else. He packs the lunch. He does the boots every morning.” He nodded down at Noah’s double knots. “Anyway. I’ve got the spare helmet and I’m cleared on the form. You want to see my ID or anything?”

“Please,” I said, and he showed me his licence without any fuss, and I checked it against the pick-up list on my clipboard. Jace Cole. Approved. Signed by R. Cole.

“Thanks,” I said. “Noah, did you want to show your uncle what you made today?”

Noah shook his head. “It’s a surprise. For Saturday.”

“Ooh,” said Jace. “Mysterious. I like it.”

“Will your brother be able to make it on Saturday?” I asked. “It’s at ten. Noah’s in the sack race.”

“He’ll be there.” Jace said it lightly, but he glanced at Noah when he said it, and I saw something pass between them. “He’ll be there. Might be a bit late, but he’ll be there. He never misses the important stuff.”

“Good,” I said.

Jace crouched down and helped Noah into a small black helmet with a cartoon flame painted down the side. Noah stood still while his uncle did up the strap and checked it twice. Then Jace stood and held out his hand, and Noah took it.

“Bye, Miss Bennett,” Noah said.

“Bye, Noah. See you tomorrow.”

They crossed the road. Jace lifted him onto the bike in front of him, tucked between his arms, and said something into the side of his helmet that made Noah nod. Then the engine started up again, low and rumbling, and they pulled away slowly. Much more slowly than Jace had arrived.

One of the Briar Hill mothers, a woman named Celeste Harmon whose son Oliver was in Room 6, wandered over to me with her iced coffee. She had very white teeth and a very good blowout.

“Amara,” she said. “Is that one of yours?”

“Noah? Yes, he’s in my class.”

“That poor child.” She watched the bike turn the corner at the end of Oak Street. “Riding around on one of those things. And that patch. You know what that is, don’t you? That’s one of those gangs. My husband says the police have been watching them for years.”

“It’s a motorcycle club,” I said.

“Same thing.”

“I don’t think it is.”

She looked at me over her sunglasses with an expression of pitying amusement, the way you’d look at a puppy trying to climb stairs.

“Well, you would know,” she said. “You’re so good with all of them. Your mother says you’ve always had a soft heart.” She smiled. “Tell her I said hello, won’t you? We missed her at the Arts Council lunch.”

She walked back to her car.

I stood on the empty playground for a long time after that, holding my clipboard. I thought about Noah’s double-knotted laces, tied neatly every morning by somebody who took the time. I thought about the man in the drawing, holding his son’s hand, with all that empty space beside them.

I thought, He’ll be there. He never misses the important stuff.

Then I went back inside to finish the banner.
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Chapter 2

RYDER

The Silverado came in at seven-forty on Saturday morning on the back of Pop’s tow truck, steam still leaking out from under the hood.

“Radiator,” Pop said, climbing down from the cab. He was sixty-one, built like a fridge, with a white beard down to the middle of his chest. “Guy was doing eighty on the interstate with the temperature needle in the red for twenty miles. Said he thought it was a suggestion.”

“He needs it today?”

“He needs it yesterday. He’s a contractor. Got a crew waiting on a job site in Fairmont and all his tools are in the bed.”

I looked at the clock on the garage wall. Seven-forty-two. The fun day started at ten. Noah’s sack race was at ten-thirty. I’d checked the schedule four times. It was taped to the fridge at home with a magnet shaped like a spark plug.

“Put it in bay two,” I said.

The Vulture Works garage sat on the end of Canal Street, where the road ran out and the river started. It was a long brick building with three roll-up doors and the club’s black bird painted over the office window. The Iron Vultures had owned it since before I was born. Graves’s father had bought it in 1979 for eleven thousand dollars and a motorcycle. These days it was the most honest thing the club did. We fixed cars and bikes for anybody who came in, and we charged a fair price, and half the people on this side of the river wouldn’t take their vehicles anywhere else.

I ran it. Officially it was Graves’s, but Graves had a bad back and a wife who wanted him home, and three years ago he’d handed me the keys and said, Don’t make me regret it. So far he hadn’t.

The radiator was cracked straight down the side. Not a hairline. A proper split. The hoses were cooked and one of the clamps had rusted through. I stood looking at it with my hands on my hips.

“How bad?” Pop asked.

“It’s fucked. Split right down the side.” I wiped my hands. “I’ve got a radiator on the shelf that’ll fit. Hoses I’ll have to rob off the Ford in the back.”

“Three hours?”

“Two, if nothing else is wrong.”

Something else was wrong. Something else was always wrong. The water pump was weeping where the gasket had failed, and when I pulled the fan shroud one of the bolts snapped off in the housing and I had to drill it out and re-tap the thread, which took forty minutes on its own. By the time I had the new radiator in and the system filled and bled, it was nine-fifty. By the time I’d run it up to temperature twice and checked for leaks and called the contractor to tell him he could pick it up, it was ten-fifteen.

My phone buzzed on the bench. Jace.

Jace: you on your way

Jace: he keeps looking at the gate

I wiped my hands on a rag and typed back with my thumb.

Me: 15 min

Jace: race is at 10:30 bro

Me: I know when the damn race is

I didn’t change. There wasn’t time to change. I washed my hands and forearms at the big sink in the back with the orange grit soap until the skin stung, and I scrubbed my nails with the brush, and my hands still looked like what they were. A mechanic’s hands, cracked across the knuckles and stained in the creases from the morning’s work. I grabbed my vest off the hook by the door and pulled it on over my T-shirt, because I wasn’t leaving it at the garage, and I got on the bike.

Maplewood Elementary was twelve minutes away if you obeyed the speed limit. I made it in eight.

* * *

The school field was packed.

There were bouncy castles and a face-painting tent and a table selling cupcakes with a hand-drawn sign. A man with a microphone was standing on a hay bale announcing the egg-and-spoon race in a voice that was way too excited about eggs. Kids were running everywhere. Parents were standing in clusters on the grass, holding coffee cups and phones.

I parked the bike on the street, pulled off my helmet, and walked through the gate.

I felt it the second I came onto the grass. Heads turning. A small, quiet shift in the crowd, the way water moves when something heavy drops into it. A woman in a white tennis skirt pulled her daughter a step closer. Two men by the coffee stand stopped talking and watched me go past. I could feel their eyes go to my arms, the sleeves of ink down to the wrists, and then to the patch on my back.

I’d been getting that look since I was fifteen. I’d gotten it in grocery stores and hospital waiting rooms and at the bank. I’d gotten it at Noah’s paediatrician’s office, where the receptionist had asked me three times if I was sure I was the father. I didn’t mind it for myself. I’d stopped minding a long time ago.

I minded it for him.

I scanned the field. The starting line for the sack race was at the far end, near a long white tent where kids were climbing into burlap sacks with a lot of shrieking. No Noah. I looked at the bouncy castle. No Noah. I looked for Jace and found him by the cupcake table, holding two cupcakes and talking to a red-haired woman who was laughing at something he’d said. Of course he was.

Then I saw my son.

He was standing by the school building with a woman. She was crouched down next to him, helping him with something. Tying his shoelace, I thought, from the way she was bent over his foot. He was holding her shoulder to keep his balance and talking. Actually talking, his free hand moving while he explained something to her. Noah didn’t talk to strangers like that. Noah barely talked to people he’d known for years.

She stood up. She was shorter than I’d expected, from a distance. She had brown skin and a mass of dark curly hair tied up on top of her head with a yellow scarf, with a few curls coming loose around her face. She was wearing jeans and white sneakers and a yellow T-shirt with MAPLEWOOD STAFF printed across the front. She laughed at something Noah said and put her hand on top of his head.

And Noah smiled up at her.

It wasn’t the polite smile he gave people when I told him to say thank you, or the half-smile he gave Jace when Jace was being an idiot. It was a real one, his whole face open and his eyes crinkled up.

I stopped walking.

I knew who she was. He’d been saying her name for three weeks. Miss Bennett let me feed Biscuit. Miss Bennett has a book about engines. Miss Bennett said I’m good at reading. He’d said it at dinner and in the bath and while I was tucking him in. I’d figured she was some older woman, somebody’s grandmother type with reading glasses on a chain. I hadn’t figured on this.

Noah saw me.

“Dad!”

He let go of her and ran. He didn’t usually run to me in public. He was getting to the age where he was embarrassed by stuff like that. But he ran across the grass and hit me around the legs so hard I had to take a step back.

“Hey.” I put my hand on his back. “Hey, buddy. Sorry I’m late.”

“You smell like the garage.”

“Yeah. Somebody’s radiator blew up.”

“Was it bad?”

“Pretty bad. I fixed it.”

“Was it a truck?”

“Big white pickup. A Chevy.”

“I like Chevys.” He nodded like that settled it.

“I’m in the sack race,” he said. “It’s soon. My lace came undone and Miss Bennett tied it. ’Cause I could trip. She’s my teacher.”

“I figured.”

She’d followed him over. She stopped a few feet away and looked at me. Her eyes were a warm, light brown, lighter than I’d expected with her colouring, and they moved over me the way everybody’s did, over the ink and the vest and the grease stain I’d just noticed on my jeans above the knee.

But she didn’t step back. Most people did, even if it was only half an inch. She didn’t.

“You must be Noah’s dad,” she said. She held out her hand. “Amara Bennett. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

I looked at her hand. It was small and clean, with short unpainted nails. I looked at mine. I’d scrubbed them raw and they were still a mechanic’s hands.

I shook it anyway, quickly.

“Ryder.”

“Ryder. He talks about you constantly. I’ve heard all about the garage. And the Harley, which I’m told is called a Fat Boy, and which I’m told is the best motorcycle in the whole world.” She smiled at Noah. “I’ve been very thoroughly educated.”

“Right.”

She waited, like she expected me to say more. I didn’t. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t do small talk, and I definitely didn’t do small talk with a woman who looked like that, standing in the middle of a school field with half the Briar Hill PTA watching.

“He’s doing really well,” she went on. “Settling in, I mean. He’s a wonderful reader. Way ahead of where most children are at this point. And he’s very kind to the class hamster.”

“Thanks for watching him,” I said. “I’ve got him now.”

It came out harder than I meant it to. I heard it as soon as it left my mouth. It sounded clipped, like I was dismissing her.

Her eyebrows went up, just a fraction.

“He wasn’t any trouble,” she said. “We were just talking about motorcycles. He was explaining the difference between a cruiser and a sports bike. I’ll be honest, I’m still not totally clear on it.”

“Cruisers go far. Sports bikes go fast,” Noah said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“See, he explained it much better that time.”

I didn’t smile. I could feel how stiff my face was. Over her shoulder, the woman in the white tennis skirt was still watching us, talking to another woman behind her hand.

“Is Jace not watching him?” I said.

“Jace went to get cupcakes about fifteen minutes ago. Noah asked if he could wait for you by the building, because he was worried you wouldn’t be able to find him in the crowd. I said I’d stay with him.” She paused. “Is that a problem?”

“No.”

“Because it sounded like it might be.”

“It’s not a problem.”

“Okay.” She folded her arms. She was still smiling, but it had changed. It wasn’t for me anymore. “Good. Because I promised him on Thursday that if you were running late, he could stay with me. And I don’t break promises to my students.”

I looked at Noah. He was looking at the ground and kicking at the grass with the toe of his sneaker.

“You asked her that?” I said.

He shrugged without looking up. “You said you might be late.”

I felt it then, low in my gut. The same thing I felt every time I was late to pick him up, every time a job ran over and I pulled into the school car park to find him sitting on the bench by the office with his backpack in his lap. He never complained. He never cried. He just waited. He’d gotten good at waiting, and I hated that he’d gotten good at it.

I crouched down so we were eye level.

“I’m sorry, bud,” I said. “I tried to get here.”

“I know.”

“I’m here now.”

“I know.” He looked up at me. “Are you going to watch the race?”

“Front row.”

The man on the hay bale shouted through the microphone that the kindergarten sack race was starting in two minutes and all kindergarteners needed to make their way to the starting line. Noah’s head snapped round.

“That’s me.”

“Go on. I’ll be at the finish.”

He ran. Halfway there, he turned around and ran backwards for a few steps and shouted, “Miss Bennett! Are you watching too?”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” she called back. “Go get ’em.”

He turned and kept running.

I stood up. She was still standing there. She hadn’t left. She was watching me with a look I couldn’t read.

“He was worried,” she said. “About you not finding him. That’s all.”

“I’d always find him.”

“I’m sure you would. But he’s five. Five-year-olds don’t always know that.”

I didn’t like the way that landed. I didn’t like that she was right. I didn’t like that a woman I’d known for three minutes was standing on a school field telling me things about my own son.

“I know my kid,” I said.

“I never said you didn’t.”

“You’re kind of saying it.”

“No.” Her chin came up. “I’m saying he was anxious, and I made sure he wasn’t alone while he was anxious. That’s my job. You don’t have to thank me for it, but you also don’t have to treat me like I did something wrong.”

I looked at her properly then. Really looked. She was small, maybe five foot four in her sneakers, and soft-spoken, and she had the kind of face that probably made people assume she’d fold if you pushed her. She wasn’t folding. She was standing on that grass with her arms crossed, looking up at a six-foot-two biker covered in tattoos who’d just been rude to her, and she was waiting for me to fix it.

Nobody did that. People either got scared or got nasty. She’d done neither.

“You’re right,” I said finally.

She blinked. I don’t think she’d expected that.

“That came out wrong.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’ve been under a truck since half seven, and I was late, and that’s on me. Not you.” It wasn’t much of an apology. It was the best I had standing in the middle of a school field with half of Briar Hill watching. “Thanks. For staying with him.”

Her arms loosened. “You’re welcome.”

“He likes you,” I said. “He doesn’t like a lot of people.”

“I like him too. He’s special.”

“Yeah.” I looked over at the starting line, where Noah was stepping into a burlap sack that came up to his armpits. He was concentrating very hard on holding it up. “He is.”

The man on the hay bale started counting down from ten. Parents were crowding along the finish line with their phones out. I needed to move.

“I should —” I nodded towards the finish.

“Of course. Go.”

I started walking. I’d taken maybe four steps when she said, “Mr. Cole?”

I turned around.

“He made you something,” she said. “For the banner in the hall. Don’t tell him I told you. But when you go inside later, look for the squares with the motorcycles on them. There are two.”

“Two?”

“He couldn’t fit everybody on one.” She smiled, and this time it was for me again. It was small and a little uncertain. “Apparently your family’s quite big.”

Then the man on the hay bale shouted GO, and a line of five-year-olds in sacks lurched forward across the grass, and I turned and jogged for the finish line before I could figure out what to say to that.

Noah came fourth out of eleven. He fell over twice and got back up both times without crying, and when he crossed the line he looked straight for me, and I was right there, front row, like I’d said.

I picked him up, sack and all.

“Did you see?” he said. “Did you see I didn’t quit?”

“I saw. You were awesome.”

“I came fourth.”

“Fourth’s good. Fourth’s really good.”

“Dante won. He cheated. He was running in his sack.”

“Running in the sack is legal, bud.”

“It shouldn’t be.”

Over his shoulder, across the field, I could see the yellow scarf by the school building. She was crouched down again with another kid, a little girl with a scraped knee, holding a tissue to it and talking to her. She wasn’t looking at us.

I watched her for longer than I should have.

“Dad,” said Noah, squirming. “You’re squishing me.”

“Sorry.” I put him down.

“Can we get a cupcake?”

“Uncle Jace has two. Let’s go take one off him.”

He took my hand. I let him lead me across the grass towards the cupcake table, past the woman in the white tennis skirt and her friends, who watched us go by and didn’t bother to hide it.

I didn’t look back at the school building again.

It took more effort than it should have.
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Chapter 3

AMARA

By noon I had put plasters on six knees, found two lost juice boxes and one lost grandfather, and been sneezed on by Mateo directly in the face.

The grandfather had been sitting in the shade behind the face-painting tent, eating a hot dog and perfectly happy. His granddaughter had been less happy. I’d walked her around the field holding her hand until we found him, and he’d looked up at us with mustard on his chin and said, “What? I was right here.”

I loved Family Fun Day. I genuinely did. But by noon my feet hurt, my yellow scarf had come loose twice, and I’d been smiling for so long that my cheeks ached.

And I’d been watching Ryder Cole for most of it.

Not on purpose. That was what I told myself. It was just that he was very hard not to notice. Everywhere he went on that field, people moved slightly out of his way. He didn’t seem to see it, or if he did, he didn’t care. He stood at the side of the bouncy castle with his arms folded while Noah jumped, and he didn’t look at his phone once. He stood in line at the cupcake table behind three mothers who kept glancing back at him, and when he got to the front he bought four cupcakes and paid with cash and said thank you to the girl selling them. He let Noah drag him to the tug-of-war and stood behind the Room 4 team holding the end of the rope, and when the Room 5 dads started to pull, he leaned back an inch and the whole Room 5 team came stumbling forward over the line.

The Room 4 children went wild. Lily Chen hugged his leg. He looked down at her like she was a small animal he’d never seen before and patted her twice on the head.

I had to turn away so nobody saw me laugh.

He wasn’t what I’d expected. I didn’t know what I’d expected. Something louder, maybe. Someone who wanted to be looked at. The way he’d spoken to me by the building had been short and cold and I’d been annoyed about it for a good twenty minutes. But then he’d apologised. Properly apologised, standing there with his hand on the back of his neck like it physically hurt him, and men didn’t usually do that. Not in my experience. The men in my family didn’t apologise. They explained why you’d misunderstood them.

“You’re staring,” said Nadia.

Nadia Osei taught Room 5. She was thirty, married, with two children of her own and absolutely no filter. She’d come up beside me holding a cup of lemonade and was looking where I was looking.

“I’m not staring. I’m supervising.”

“You’re supervising the hot biker dad.”

“Nadia.”

“What? I’m married, I’m not dead.” She sipped her lemonade. “That’s Noah’s father?”

“Yes.”

“Huh.” She tilted her head. “I thought he’d be older. The way Noah talks about him, I pictured a big bearded guy in his fifties. Like Santa, but on a Harley.”

“He’s not that kind of biker. It’s a different club.”

“Oh, well, excuse me.” She grinned at me. “You’ve been doing research?”

“His brother picked Noah up on Thursday. I saw the patch.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“I’m going to go check on the egg-and-spoon,” I said, and she laughed at my back as I walked away.

* * *

At one o’clock the school hall opened for the art displays.

Each class had its work up somewhere. Room 2 had made paper-plate fish and hung them from the ceiling on fishing line so they turned slowly in the air. Room 6 had a volcano made out of papier-mâché that was supposed to erupt at two o’clock with baking soda and vinegar, and Mr. Pratt was guarding it like it might go off early. Room 4’s banner hung across the stage at the front, nineteen squares of card strung together with yellow ribbon. Twenty, now. Noah’s second square was on the far end.

I stood off to one side by the fire exit and watched families find their children’s squares. That was the part I’d been looking forward to. Lily’s mother took a photo of the potato portrait and told Lily it was the most beautiful picture of her she’d ever seen. Mateo’s grandmother came in, very slowly on a walking frame, and found her own face in his drawing beside an orange cat, and she cried a little. The Adeyemi twins dragged their father from one identical picture to the other and made him say which was better. He said they were both the best. They were not satisfied with that.

The hall was hot and crowded and loud. I liked it like that.

I saw Ryder come in through the main doors with Noah on his shoulders. He had to duck under the frame. Noah was holding onto his father’s hair with both hands and steering him like a horse.

“That way,” Noah said, and pointed at the stage. “Dad. That way.”

“I’m going that way.”

“You’re going slow.”

“I’m going around people, bud.”

They made their way to the front. I didn’t move closer. I wanted to, but I didn’t. This was Noah’s thing to show him, not mine.

Near me, by the drinks table, a group of Briar Hill parents had gathered. Celeste Harmon was there, and her husband, Grant, a tall man with silver at his temples and a watch that cost more than my car. There were two other couples I knew vaguely from school events and from my mother’s dinner parties. One of the women, Pippa Langford, had been in Victoria’s year at Ashcombe Academy. She used to call me Little Bennett and pinch my cheeks.

They were all watching Ryder.

“Well, that’s a choice,” Pippa said quietly. “Bringing him to a school event dressed like that.”

“I suppose he came from work,” said one of the men.

“What work?” said Grant Harmon. He laughed. It wasn’t a nice laugh. “I can guess what kind of work.”

“He’s a mechanic,” I said.

I hadn’t meant to say anything. It just came out. They all turned and looked at me. I felt my face get warm.

“Amara!” Celeste smiled her white smile. “I didn’t see you there.”

“He’s a mechanic,” I said again. “He runs a garage on Canal Street. He came straight from fixing somebody’s truck so he wouldn’t miss his son’s race.”

Grant raised his eyebrows. “A garage. Owned by that club, I expect.”

“I don’t know who owns it.”

“I do. I sit on the planning committee. That building’s been owned by the same group of men for forty years. You’d be amazed how many complaints we get about it. Noise. Bikes parked on the pavement. Gatherings at all hours.” He swirled the ice in his drink. “My understanding is the police have quite a thick file on that lot.”

“Do they?” I said. “Have any of them been charged with something?”

He paused. “I couldn’t say.”

“So that’s a no.”

“Amara,” Celeste said gently, the way you’d talk to a child who’d said a swear word at the dinner table. “Grant’s only saying we should be careful. There are a lot of vulnerable children at this school. You of all people should understand that. You’re with them every day.”

“I am,” I said. “I’m with Noah every day. He’s the most polite child in my class. He says please and thank you without being told. He tidies up after himself. He’s gentle with the other kids and he’s gentle with the class hamster. He can read at a first-grade level and he’s five years old. Somebody taught him all of that. And from what I’ve seen, it was the man you’re talking about.”

Nobody said anything.

“He’s a good father,” I said. “That’s all anybody here needs to know about him. And he didn’t come to this event to be judged by people standing by the lemonade. He came to see his son’s drawing.”

Pippa Langford actually took a step back. Celeste’s mouth had gone very small. Grant looked at me over the rim of his glass with an expression I knew very well. I’d seen it on my father’s face my whole life. It was the look of a man deciding whether you were worth the effort of correcting.

“Your mother,” he said finally, “would be very interested to hear you talk like that.”

“Then tell her,” I said. “I’m sure you’ll see her at the gala in November. You can tell her there.”

I walked away before my hands started shaking.

They did start shaking, a little, once I got to the other side of the hall. I stood by the window and pressed my palms flat against my jeans. My heart was going very fast. I didn’t do things like that. I was the Bennett who kept the peace. Victoria was the one who argued at dinner. I was the one who passed the potatoes and changed the subject. I’d been doing it since I was six.

I didn’t know why I’d done it now.

That wasn’t true. I knew exactly why. I was thinking about the rubbed-out space on Noah’s card.

“That was something.”

I jumped. I turned around.

Ryder Cole was standing behind me. Noah was nowhere in sight. Ryder’s arms were folded and he was looking at me with no expression at all.

“Where’s Noah?” I said.

“With Jace. Watching the volcano. It’s supposed to go off at two.” He didn’t move. “I came over to say thanks for the banner. I got about halfway across the room.”

My face went hot all over again. “You heard.”

“Most of it.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have —”

“Why are you sorry?”

“Because it wasn’t my place. It’s your business, not mine. I don’t want you to think I was —” I stopped. “I don’t know what I was doing.”

“Sounded to me like you knew.” He glanced over at the drinks table. Grant Harmon had his back to us now. “Who’s the guy with the watch?”

“Grant Harmon. He’s a property developer. He’s on the city planning committee.”

“That why we keep getting inspected?”

“I genuinely have no idea.”

He looked back at me. His eyes were very dark. In the hall light they looked almost black, the same as Noah’s.

“You know those people,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“Some of them.”

“You’re one of those people.”

I felt that one. I didn’t let it show. “I grew up in Briar Hill, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I’m not asking. I can tell.”

“How?”

“The way you talk. The way you stand.” He shrugged. “The way that guy talked to you. Like he’s known you since you were in diapers.”

“He has, actually. He used to play golf with my father.”

“There you go.”

“So what?”

“So nothing. I’m just wondering why a girl from Briar Hill is starting fights with her dad’s golf buddies over a guy she met two hours ago.”

“I wasn’t starting a fight.”

“Looked like one from where I was standing.”

“I was correcting a factual error. He said you were a criminal. You’re a mechanic. Those aren’t the same thing.”

Something happened at the corner of his mouth. It wasn’t a smile. It was the place where a smile would have been, if he’d let it.

“You don’t know that,” he said.

“Know what?”

“That I’m not a criminal. You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know you double-knot your son’s shoelaces every morning.”

That stopped him. I watched it land. He actually blinked.

“Everybody else’s laces come undone by ten o’clock,” I said. “Noah’s never do. Somebody gets down on the floor every single morning and ties them properly. That tells me more about you than Grant Harmon’s police file.”

He was quiet for a moment. Across the hall, Mr. Pratt was shouting at somebody not to touch the volcano.

“You notice a lot,” Ryder said finally.

“It’s my job to notice.”

“Is it your job to defend everybody too?”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m just saying.” He unfolded his arms and put his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “I don’t need defending. I’ve had people like that looking at me sideways since I was a teenager. They’re not going to stop because some kindergarten teacher yells at them by the lemonade.”

“I didn’t yell.”

“You were close.”

“And I didn’t do it for you,” I said. “I did it because Noah was in this room, and children hear things, and I didn’t want him hearing grown adults talking about his father like that. So you don’t have to thank me. But you also don’t have to stand there and make me feel stupid for doing it.”

“I’m not trying to make you feel stupid.”

“Then what are you trying to do?”

He opened his mouth and closed it again.

“You know what your problem is?” I said. I couldn’t seem to stop. It was like the thing with Grant had opened a door and now everything was coming through it. “Every time anybody tries to do something nice for you, you treat it like an attack. This morning I watched your son so he wouldn’t be scared and you looked at me like I’d stolen him. Just now I stood up for you and you came over here to tell me off for it. You are unnecessarily rude, Mr. Cole. Has anyone ever told you that?”

“Most people,” he said. “Most people tell me that.”

“Well, they’re right.”

“Probably.” He looked down at me. He was very tall. I had to tip my head back to keep looking at him, and I wasn’t going to stop looking at him, because I wasn’t going to let him think he’d won. “You know what yours is?”

“My what?”

“Your problem.”

“I’m sure you’re about to tell me.”

“You want to fix everybody.” He said it quietly, not unkindly, like it was simply true. “You see some kid sitting in a corner and you’ve got to make it better. You see some guy getting talked about and you’ve got to make it better. I watched you out on that field all morning. You didn’t stop for five minutes. Every kid who fell over, every grandpa who got lost. You were there.”

“That’s my job.”

“No. Your job is to teach kindergarten. The rest of it is something else.”

I didn’t have an answer for that. I hated that I didn’t.

“Not everything needs fixing, Miss Bennett,” he said. “Some things are just the way they are. Some people are just the way they are. You can’t make those people over there like me. You can’t make me into something they’d like. And you don’t need to make my kid into one of your projects.”

That one hurt. I felt it right in the centre of my chest.

“Noah isn’t a project,” I said. My voice came out lower than I wanted. “He’s my student. And I care about him. If you can’t tell the difference, that’s your problem, not mine.”

We stood there looking at each other. The hall was so loud around us. Children running, parents talking, the hum of the old fluorescent lights. I was aware of the window behind me and the heat coming off the glass. I was aware that my scarf had come loose again and a curl had fallen across my forehead, and that I wanted to push it back and
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