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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Namaste,” said Lucy Clough at the end of her class, her palms pressed together, her head bowed in genuine thanks for the opportunity to pay her debt to Grandpa Henry. Short-term deprivation was a small price to pay for all he’d done for her, and, she hoped, would free her from the guilt that anchored her life in the past instead of the future.

      “Thanks Lucy,” said Anna. “See you Thursday,” she added as she bounced out the door. Lucy was glad Anna came here to do yoga. Otherwise she’d miss her friend and workmate while she was away.

      “If you haven't prepaid,” Lucy said to everyone else, “you can leave your payment in the tray on the kitchen counter. See you Wednesday.” She stood and ticked names off her list as a few people dropped cash onto the lacquer tray on their way out.

      Lucy closed the door after her last student departed, then set to rearranging her studio for the rest of her workday. She sprayed the yoga mats and blocks, neatly re-folded blankets, and tucked them onto the wooden shelves under the wide bench along the back window wall. She stood a moment studying the flaking white-painted brick wall across the back lane and sighed.

      Then she counted out the money. So far she was just getting by. A few more clients or an extra class in her schedule might give her more comfort financially. But an extra class would cut into her precious research time and make her task that much harder. And the studio, perfect as it was, could accommodate only one or two more students per class without overcrowding. 

      She’d just have to keep her costs low and make this work. Her deadline was only a few precious weeks away. Once she’d achieved her goal, she could return to her regular job at the university and the money would begin to flow again. Along with the rest of her life. Maybe once she’d put to rest the sense of outstanding debt, or was it honour, to Grandpa Henry and his life, then maybe she could get unstuck and tackle her other life goals.

      The vague items on her own life list: career advancement, travel, love, family maybe, she’d not given too much thought in the past few years. Ever since Grandpa’s health took a sharp turn for the worse, she‘d felt guilt over spending time on herself instead of him when he’d needed her most. At first, when he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, she promised herself she’d spend time with him, helping him to write his memoirs, working to capture the memories before they faded forever. But finishing grad school had robbed them both of the opportunity, and now someone else would steal Grandpa’s ideas and his legacy would fade into oblivion along with his memories.

      Arms akimbo, she turned to the large hulk of a screen that sectioned off her studio and sighed. She needed an easy way to move the stupid thing back and forth every day. She had picked it up from a junk and antique shop on Main Street, but it weighed a ton. It was in fact a vintage freestanding chalkboard from a mid-century classroom, that she'd draped with inexpensive sari fabric from a shop in Little India. It did the trick of transforming her cluttered workspace into a serene and zen-like yoga studio twice each day. 

      As she shoved it inch by inch away from her worktable and against the opposite wall to give herself some elbowroom, its heavy wooden frame squeak, squeak, squeaking along the wooden floor, she knew she had to get wheels or gliders on the feet, and soon. Before her neighbours complained and she lost this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

      Lucy turned and surveyed the large room. The opportunity to sublet this space for the next few months filled her chest with warmth. A friend had told her about this building. It was a unique live-work artists’ studio complex. Considering how many sorts of people lived and ran their businesses from here, it ought to be a more common type of housing. It fit her needs to a T.

      From what she could tell in the past week since she'd moved in, and begun running her yoga classes, she'd noticed signs for artists, designers, and wellness practitioners like herself. Even a day-care for kids. If she were a career yoga teacher, this would be a great opportunity long term.

      But, in her case, it was a short-term sublet that suited her perfectly. The regular tenant Zahra’s travel plans aligned with Lucy's sabbatical from her research job at the university, giving her this window to complete her research on her grandfather's work on a tight budget. But it was a one-shot deal. If she couldn't review his journals, notes, and photos, and pull together a coherent story before her time was up, her efforts would be in vain.

      She’d have to return to work, Peter Sinnehausser would publish his book, take credit for everything, and any claims she made on her grandfather's behalf afterwards would leave a distinct flavour of vinegar. And forever after, her grandfather's lifetime of research would be lost to the world, along with his legacy. She couldn't let that happen.
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        * * *

      

      Jean Philippe Roche woke with a start when he heard the now-familiar noise. Squeak, squeak, skreeeek! He lay in his bed, the gears of his mind turning as they had every morning this week, trying to imagine what might be the source of this new and annoying alarm clock across the hall. A giant hamster wheel? A mysterious rusty weight-lifting machine? 

      JP’d missed the move-in of his new neighbour, though he knew from Zahra that she had sublet studio 7C while she was away at an ashram in India. He had not seen the new tenant.

      Perhaps it had happened when he’d been shopping or to the playground with the kids. As if conjured by his thoughts, his two toddlers waddled, rubbing their sleepy eyes, towards his bed. He glanced at the blinking red numbers on his bedside clock. 7:30 am. Thank you neighbour.

      "Good morning, Sleepyheads." He opened his arms and invited them to climb in with him. Christian managed without a struggle, his four-year-old limbs plenty powerful enough to haul his sturdy frame onto the high mattress with a bounce. Fifi needed help, though. JP reached over and lifted his plump two-year-old up and above his head, lowering her to kiss her silken sleepy face and tickle her with a raspberry on her sweet-smelling baby neck. The tinkle of her giggles rewarded him, erasing any trace of his grumpy mood.

      "Morning, Papa," said Christian, bouncing again. JP reached one hand over to touch his son’s thigh, a silent reminder against vigorous bed-jumping.

      Fifi leaned in and pressed her puckered lips against JP’s bristled cheek, regarding him with her wide blue eyes. JP wondered, not for the first time, if his wife's death somehow explained why his daughter had not yet spoken a word at two-and-a-half. Christian had been talking their ears off by eighteen months, though it had been monosyllabic to begin. Or was it, as he feared, a shortcoming in his solo parenting that caused Fifi’s silence?

      He pulled Fifi close and squeezed her, kissing the top of her head. “I love you, Fifi,” he whispered against her ear. If his silent grief after Fiona's death was in any way responsible, he would make it up to her. Christian suffered no such symptom. He already chattered about his day.

      “Did you say you're going fishing today?” JP asked.

      Christian tossed his head back and giggled as though JP’s question were the height of absurdity. “Nooo, Papa! Car-y-um,” he answered. “We’re going see fish and b’luga, Papa.”

      "Aha, the aquarium. I see. That will be fun. I guess we need to make you a lunch, then, yes?"

      The rest of the morning unfolded as usual with Jean Philippe dutifully providing the care and attention for his children that Fiona had once done while he ran his firm, that he now undertook in her stead without complaint. Only once he’d settled his children in bed, and a measure of housework done to keep the chaos at bay, could he begin his workday. He had a client coming by at ten. Thank God, this live-work studio made it possible. Not easy, no never that. But possible. In contrast, continuing to run his large graphic design firm would have been impossible, though he missed it as much today as the day he walked out.

      On their way out to take Christian to his preschool a block away, JP glared at his neighbour's door, closed, immovable and silent as a church until the early evening encore of the curious noise. He wondered what went on in there.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Lucy bid her morning guests good bye, then stepped out into the hall to glance both ways. The corridor jogged back and forth, with each studio entrance indented like a small porch. Many of her neighbours decorated and furnished these tiny spaces to personalize them. There were benches, artworks, plants, and signs that told her what they did. Light flooded in columns into the space, helping the plants grow, showing the weather and the changing time of day, contributing to the feeling that it was a street lined with tiny houses. 

      Anna paused. “Hey, Lucy? I miss you already. Why don’t you join a few of us from the department for drinks this evening at the Frog and Firkin? Everyone wants to see you.”

      Lucy turned to answer her and noticed someone who peeked through a cracked open door across the hall in 7D. She pretended not to notice. 

      “I don’t know, Anna. I’d love to catch up with you. But I feel…” Lucy cast a glance toward the hidden eavesdropper, hesitant to air her dirty laundry. “I don’t want to put a damper on your Friday night cheer. I’d better not.”

      Anna shook her head and hugged Anna as she said, “You wouldn’t. Ignore those creeps. They’re just jealous of your famous grandfather and the fact that the department head thought your project worthy of a sabbatical.”

      Lucy watched Anna shrink down the long corridor and turn a corner at the far stairwell. No. They weren’t jealous. Anna was okay, but she knew a few of her work colleagues thought she was nuts. She hadn’t been out of grad school long enough to risk her prestigious research position on a crazy vanity project to redeem an old man’s reputation. An old man who was long forgotten, and moreover, dead. It wouldn’t advance her own career, either, though they’d accused her of that.

      Lucy bent to poke a finger into the soil of her bamboo plant, sensing for moisture and addressed the peeping Tom, who still watched her, or at least hesitated to close the door and draw attention to themselves. It was likely a nosy older person.

      “Hello? Can I help you?”

      Silence. Staring at the gap in the door, she straightened. She sensed them still there, holding their breath.

      “I know you’re there. Come out and introduce yourself.” She turned to face the neighbour’s door, smiling “I’m Lucy.”

      After another long, awkward silence, the door creaked open a few inches.

      Oh, hello neighbour!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy fell back a step, her jaw dropping to see a youthful, sexy Dr. Who standing in his doorway. Not the nosy granny she’d expected. Though he was wearing plaid flannel pyjama bottoms, from which she tore her curious gaze. He was a tall, lean, incredibly hot guy with black bedhead and sexy scruff. Her mouth went dry.

      He blinked at her. His vivid blue eyes radiated kindness, and she smiled at his obvious embarrassment. She saw, in a flash, her grandfather’s steady aquamarine gaze, and how it made her feel so seen and so centred. It was like that.

      “Oh! H-hi.” She tugged her top down.

      The gorgeous man was slow to speak, but as he opened the door wider and stepped through it, his lovely toned chest rose and fell with a deep sigh, and pink tinge his bearded cheeks. His throat moved as he swallowed. 

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to spy on you.” He rubbed his beard-shadowed face with the back of his hand and then raked his fingers through his messy hair, grimacing, as though checking himself in an imaginary mirror and finding his reflection lacking.

      “Yes, you did. That’s exactly what you meant to do.” She laughed. “But it’s okay. Hi, again. I’m Lucy.” She put out her hand. “I’m new here.”

      He huffed, glanced over his shoulder, then stepped forward and took her hand, shaking it, with a flash of teeth that disappeared. “Yeah, I know. Nice to meet you Lucy. I’m, ah… Jean Philippe. JP to my friends.” He spoke softly, almost a whisper.

      “Hello, JP.” Lucy brought a hand to cover her mouth, unable to restrain the grin of amusement that pulled at her face. His embarrassment and shyness were so endearing. And weird, because he was a super handsome hunk she would usually be too shy to talk to. She had a hard time tearing her eyes from his sculpted pecs to meet his warm blue gaze, feeling more than her own share of embarrassment for ogling him.

      “Can I do something for you?” 

      Then he pulled himself together, shaking his head and chuckling. He tugged his shoulders back, ran his hand over his bare chest, self-conscious of her gaze on his bare skin. “I apologize. You’ve caught me at a disadvantage.” He drew a breath. “I was spying, I admit. But only because of the mystery sound.”

      “Sound?”

      “Yes. All week I’ve woken up to a mysterious, uh…” He imitated the noise, squeak, squeak, squeak, and she smiled in response to the funny face he pulled, and the crazy, curious brightness that shone in his vivid blue eyes. “I thought maybe if I peeked out before the noise at seven thirty, I’d discern its origin.”

      She processed that. “You set an alarm before the…”

      He nodded, his dark brows lifting in apology. 

      “Ah. I see.” She cleared her throat. “Well, that I can explain. So sorry I’ve been waking you. I have to get some… something to fix it, but I haven’t yet.”

      He stood, eyes wide, waiting for the information he sought. 

      “Right, so–”

      Just then a small face popped around the door jamb and mashed itself against his thigh, startling her. She flinched and squealed before realizing it was an adorable little boy, four or five, his full round cheeks pink and creased, his eyes still sleepy. She smiled, her chest filling like bread rising in a warm kitchen.

      JP dipped his chin. “Ah, good morning Christian.” He ruffled the boy’s messy auburn hair, smiling at him. He took him by the shoulders and moved him like a chess pawn in front of his knees. “This is Lucy. Our new neighbour. Say hello, please.”

      The boy gazed up at her with cautious curiosity. “Hello, Lucy.” 

      “Where is Fifi?”

      Christian turned to look behind him where a second tiny face shone in the shadow behind them. “Ah, Fifi, darling.” JP twisted, bent and straightened with a tiny dark-haired girl in an onesy covered in butterflies and bumble bees. “And this is Fifi. My daughter.”

      “Hello Fifi,” Lucy smiled at the girl, but got only a wide-eyed blue stare and a serious cupie-doll mouth for her efforts. Oh, my God she was cute. Lucy met JP’s gaze, grinning. She tilted her head. “Nice to meet you, Christian.” Lucy crossed her arms in front of her. Here she was ogling this man’s naked chest and handsome face when his wife was lying in bed somewhere behind that door. “I didn’t realize there were families living in any of the studios,” she said to the floor, then glanced along the hallway.

      JP nodded. “A few, yes. Special circumstances. I’m a web designer and work from home, and it’s just us so I have to live somewhere I can…” He shrugged, as though that made sense. “Work.”

      Just us? “Okay. Did you want to see what makes the mystery noise?”

      “The squeak?” Christian said.

      “Oh, so you’ve heard it too, have you?” Lucy said and turned to her door. “Come and see then.” She led them inside, standing by the open door as JP, carrying Fifi, and Christian, tiptoed into her dim space, looking around as though entering a haunted house. Together, they gave off a lovely, warm, domestic aroma of warm skin, fresh laundry and sour milk that had her hormones swooning and fanning their faces like little groupies at a rock concert.

      “What’s this?” Christian said and sat on a stack of yoga blocks. “Why don’t you have any chairs?” he chattered.

      “Christian!”

      “It’s okay.” Lucy laughed at his look of horror. “I teach yoga classes twice a day, early, before my students go to their workplaces, and again in the evening.” The floor was still littered with yoga gear, but she stepped across the strewn blocks and blankets toward her screen.  “This is the culprit. I have to move it back and forth twice each day, between yoga and my other work.” She waved her arm back and forth, painting its diurnal path, like the sun across the sky.

      JP squinted, tilting his head to see behind the screen, blinking at her paper-strewn work table. Then looked at its blocky wooden feet. “So these legs squeak? That’s it?” He chuckled, shaking his head. He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand, drawing Lucy’s gaze to his flexing biceps and gorgeous stretching pecs and lats. Cotton fluff filled her mouth. He must work out to keep in such amazing shape. The computer-geeky types she’d dated before were skinny, enervated, like sprouts run up in a dark cupboard. 

      “You can’t know how many fanciful explanations I’ve come up with this week, lying in bed imagining.” He waved his arm above his head, displaying yet more pretty muscles. Lucy forced the image of him lying in bed out of her head. “Elaborate machinery. Some Steampunk inventor’s lair. Or a torture chamber.”

      It was Lucy’s turn to laugh. What an imagination! “Sorry to disappoint. Just plain old friction.” The moment the words were out of her mouth she felt her face heat. Jeez. Why did the word friction conjure images of skin on skin, limbs tangling, heavy breathing. He’s married, married, married. Stop it Lucy. 

      “You have boy hair like Papa,” Christian observed, generating yet another grimace of apology from JP. She grinned. “Mama’s hair’s rust like mine, but really long.” He pointed to his elbow. “Do you have a cat? Cats are soft but Papa says we can’t have a cat. Do you have kids? There’s no kids to play with here. That’s why I go to school.”

      “Shh, Christian. Not so many questions, okay?” He gently set fingers over the little boy’s mouth. “We just met Lucy.”

      “But I like her!” Christian shrugged and pulled away, his voice tapering off, happy enough talking to himself. He bent to stack the yoga blocks. “I like going to school because I can play with Lawrence. He’s my friend. He has red hair like me. But he has spots…”

      “Sorry,” JP said.

      “They’re really cute,” she said to put him at ease, trying not to laugh out loud. 

      JP’s cheeks had bloomed with colour at his son’s rambling. He set Fifi down beside her brother and walked to the screen, grabbing the edge and moving it a bit. Squeak! “I see.” 

      “Um. Yeah, so it’s awfully heavy. And I have to push it an inch at a time, from here…” she pointed. “To here. So I can, um, pull out my work table.” She waved her hands, palm down, to show the space she spent her days bent over the table piled with notebooks and files, the underside stacked with file boxes.

      He squatted to examine the feet, then stood. “Industrial casters would be best, eh? Silent, and much easier for you. It’s incredibly heavy.”

      “Yes. I guess.”

      “Do you want a hand with it?”

      “Oh, that’s not–”

      “My friend Mark is coming to work with me around ten, ten thirty. If you buy the casters, we can help you tip it over and screw them on the bottom.”

      She thought a moment. How would she do it herself? She couldn’t. Ever since two burly moving men delivered the thing, she’d been struggling with it. “Thank you. If you have time, and it’s not a bother?”

      “No bother. I’m handy with tools. And I’m just across the hall.” He smiled then, with straight white teeth set off against his dark beard, and she felt another wave of wooziness. Gosh, he was handsome. 

      “Your… wife… won’t mind?”

      His smile and his gaze dropped to the floor, and he stared at his children. “I no longer have… but she wouldn’t have minded, no. I’m happy to help a neighbour.” He flashed a tight smile at her. “I’ll see you later.”
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        * * *

      

      JP and his kids returned home and resumed their morning routine. But it was no longer routine. Routine was irrevocably disrupted. Now there was Lucy. And a date… no, not a date, an appointment, for later in the morning. Only to be neighbourly. He had trouble shaking off the exchange and resuming normalcy. Or what had passed for normal this past year and a half, since Fiona’s death.

      And there it was, the reality check he needed. For fifteen minutes, he’d almost forgotten his dead wife in the glow and sparkle of that girl across the hall. Almost forgotten his duty and his deathbed promises. 

      Meeting the sweet girl across the hall had shaken him. She was so different! A bold, brilliant breath of fresh air. But nothing so clichéd as that. She was so much more. A pixie. A fairy. A sprite. With boy-length short dark hair, large dark doe eyes–so innocent–and petite, with a slender figure. She was Tinkerbell, who’d cast an instant spell on him, blanking his mind. 

      He’d felt like a man again, admiring a woman, and having carnal responses, instead of a dull dutiful father and a domestic drudge.

      He hadn’t looked at another woman in years. Once he’d met Fiona, there had been no other women. She’d been the one for him. He’d fallen hard and loved her harder. And they’d launched their careers, married and started their family at record speed. He’d never entertained a single doubt. She was his woman, for life, til death did they part.

      But a long life it was not to be, and death did indeed part them. Their blissful optimistic life together had been short lived. Christian was less than two years old when Fiona’s ovarian cancer was diagnosed, simultaneous with the discovery that Fifi was on the way, already eighteen weeks grown. A dual explanation for why Fiona had been feeling so ill. And then the impossible choice. He would have chosen Fiona. Naturally he would. But she had chosen Fifi. He was just glad she’d survived until Fifi was a year old. At least she had that.

      Now he had Fifi but not Fiona. He would never, ever wish his delightful little daughter away, but if he could have Fiona back? The thought tortured him.

      The worst two years of his life. 

      And since then? No women. Nothing but… this.

      JP stood at the kitchen counter, waiting for his coffee to brew while the kids wandered around the studio doing their thing, which seemed to involve pulling things out and spreading them everywhere. Toys, clothes, cups, pillows and other random objects. He’d found life more peaceful once he’d stopped trying to control all that in the moment, and just clean up in one fell swoop after the kids were in daycare and school. A few times a week at least. 

      Drinking his coffee, his eyes scanned the piles of project notes on his corner desk. He did his graphic and web design work at home now, alone, so the days that Fifi were with him were chaotic and scattered. Most of what he accomplished happened while she watched shows, napped, or in the evenings while both kids slept. Every second day, on Mondays, Wednesdays and Friday mornings, she
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