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“Mommy! Motorcycle! Look!”

Zaliah’s excited voice carries across the yard.

I’m standing at the kitchen counter, chopping onions for dinner, but the knife stops halfway through the next slice. I wipe my hands on a dish towel and step outside.

“Where?”

My eight-year-old daughter is standing at the fence that divides our yard from the house next door, practically bouncing on her toes.

“There!”

I follow her pointing finger.

A woman is climbing off a black motorcycle parked beside a large moving truck. She pulls off her helmet, shaking out a mass of black curls that fall almost to her waist.

Oh.

I know who that is.

Granny Suzy mentioned her yesterday while we were talking over the fence.

My granddaughter is moving into the house next to you, she had said.

Apparently, the house had been empty for months, and Suzy’s granddaughter had finally decided to move in.

I glance toward the kitchen.

I usually bake something whenever someone new moves into the neighbourhood. It’s a tradition I picked up from my mother, and one I’ve stubbornly kept alive even though she’s been gone for years.

Luckily, I have a bundt cake sitting in the refrigerator. I retrieve it, place it on a plate and carry it outside. Zaliah has already made her way as close to the fence as possible. The woman has crouched down in front of her.

“Well, hello there.” She smiles. “Who might you be?”

“I’m Zaliah Lewis!” my daughter announces proudly. “I’m eight!”

The woman laughs.

“Nice to meet you, Zaliah. I’m Alecia.”

“Do you have a motorcycle?”

Alecia glances over her shoulder at the bike.

“I do.”

“Is it fast?”

“Very.”

Zaliah’s eyes widen. I can already tell I’m going to have to listen to motorcycle facts for the next three weeks.

“Zaliah,” I call.

She turns around.

“Mommy!”

I walk over, holding out the cake. The woman stands when she notices me. And that’s when I get my first proper look at her.

She’s beautiful.

Not just pretty. Beautiful.

Her black curls cascade down her back, framing a warm face with dimples that appear whenever she smiles. But it’s her eyes that catch me off guard.

Bright blue. I blink once. Twice. I’ve never seen eyes that blue in person.

“Hi there,” she says.

“Hi.”

I suddenly become very aware that I’m staring.

I clear my throat.

“Are you Zaliah’s mother?”

“Yes. I’m Cassidy Lewis. Welcome to the neighbourhood. I made you a cake.”

I hold it out. Her face lights up.

“I’m Alecia. Thank you.”

She takes the plate from me.

“I love bundt cakes.”

“Good. Because I wasn’t sure what you liked.”

“I like cake. That makes things easy.”

I laugh. She smiles again. There are those dimples. Cute.

Very cute.

“So,” I say, glancing toward the enormous moving truck, “are you living alone in that big house?”

Alecia nods.

“Yeah. Just me.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

I look at the house. It’s one of the larger homes on our street. More than enough space for a family.

“You moved here by yourself?”

“I did.”

She seems completely unfazed by the idea.

“I came here for retirement.”

I frown. I look at her again. She can’t be—

“Aren’t you a little too young to be retired?”

She laughs.

“I get that a lot.”

“How old are you?”

“Thirty.”

My eyebrows shoot upward.

“Thirty?”

“Thirty.”

“You’re retired at thirty?”

“I am.”

I stare at her. She shrugs.

“I became affluent at a young age. My business did very well, so I figured I’d stop working while I still had the chance to enjoy my life.”

There’s something almost absurdly casual about the way she says it. Like retiring at thirty is something people do every Tuesday.

“What kind of business?”

“Technology.”

Of course. She looks like someone who owns a technology company. Actually, she looks like someone who could casually buy the entire street.

“My grandmother spoke highly of Pennyworth,” she continues. “She always talked about how peaceful it was here. I figured I could use some peace.”

“You definitely found it.”

I gesture toward the street.

“Pennyworth is quiet. Everyone knows everyone. Sometimes too well.”

Alecia smiles.

“That sounds nice.”

“It is. Most of the time.”

Zaliah tugs on my shirt.

“Mommy, can I see her motorcycle?”

“From a distance.”

Alecia laughs.

“You can take a closer look if you want.”

Zaliah looks at me hopefully.

I sigh.

“Fine. But don’t touch anything.”

She races toward the motorcycle. Alecia watches her go, amusement in her eyes.

“She’s adorable.”

“She’s also a handful.”

“I like handfuls.”

I glance at her.

She grins.

“Well, I’ll let you get back to unpacking,” I say. “I hope you settle in well.”

“Thanks, Cassidy.”

She says my name so naturally that something about it makes me pause.

“See you around.”

“See you around.”

Alecia turns and walks toward her house. Zaliah runs back to me.

“She’s a pretty lady.”

I bite back a smile.

“Yes, she is.”

“Her eyes are blue.”

“I noticed.”

“Like the swimming pool.”

“Exactly like the swimming pool.”

“Can we visit her?”

“We just met her.”

“So?”

“So you need to give people some space.”

She pouts.

“Come on. Inside. You need to pack your toys away before dinner.”

She groans dramatically but follows me. I return to the kitchen and resume cooking. For the next hour, the sounds of cardboard boxes and furniture being dragged around come from next door. Every now and then, Zaliah sneaks toward the window to watch.

“Stop spying on the new neighbour.”

“I’m not spying.”

“You’re absolutely spying.”

“I’m observing.”

I laugh.

“That is spying with a fancy word.”

She disappears again. I’m sautéing the onions when my phone rings. I glance at the screen. My stomach sinks.

Carson.

Zaliah’s father.

I answer.

“Hello?”

“Hey.”

His voice is rushed.

“What’s up?”

“I just wanted to let you know I can’t take Zaliah for the next few months.”

I close my eyes.

“Why?”

“I’ll be in Japan.”

I stare at the pan.

“You’re going to Japan?”

“For work.”

“For months?”

“Yeah.”

I take a slow breath.

“Carson, you can’t just—”

“I’m sorry, Cass. I don’t have a choice.”

I almost laugh. Of course he doesn’t. There’s always a reason. Always an excuse.

“I’ll call you when I can.”

The call ends. I stare at my phone. Fantastic. Absolutely fantastic. I have to be at work every weekday. I can’t pick Zaliah up from school at one in the afternoon, and I can’t exactly leave an eight-year-old home alone until seven.

Where am I supposed to find a babysitter on such short notice?

I shove the thought aside. I’ll deal with it later. For now, I have dinner to finish.

A few hours later, Zaliah and I are sitting at the dining table.

She’s telling me, in great detail, about everything she learned about motorcycles today. Apparently, Alecia’s bike has “a really cool engine.” I nod as if I understand what she’s talking about. After dinner, there’s a knock at the front door. I wipe my hands and open it.

Granny Suzy stands on the other side, holding a basket.

“I brought you some lemons,” she says. “I have too many from my tree.”

“Thank you!”

I take the basket.

“I was actually thinking about making lemon cake.”

“You and your cakes.”

She walks inside without waiting for an invitation. That’s Suzy. She’s been doing that for years. At seventy, she has decided doors are merely decorative. Zaliah squeals when she sees her.

“Granny Suzy!”

Suzy opens her arms.

“My girl!”

Zaliah runs over and climbs straight into her lap. They hug tightly. Watching them together always makes something ache in my chest. My mother died when I was seventeen. Suzy isn’t related to us by blood, but she stepped into my life afterward and never really left.

Over the years, she became the grandmother Zaliah never got to know. They’re practically best friends. Suzy settles onto the couch with Zaliah curled against her.

“So,” she says, looking at me. “How was your day?”

“Fine.”

I hesitate.

“Actually...”

She raises an eyebrow.

“What?”

“I need a babysitter.”

Her expression changes immediately.

“What happened?”

“Carson called.”

“Uh-oh.”

“He says he can’t take Zaliah for the next few months because he’s going to Japan.”

Suzy rolls her eyes.

“Of course he is.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. I can’t leave her alone while I’m at work.”

“What about Alecia?”

I look at her.

“Alecia?”

“My granddaughter.”

“I know who you mean.”

Suzy smiles.

“She has too much time on her hands. She was complaining to me this morning about how bored she is.”

“She’s retired.”

“Exactly.”

“I wouldn’t want her to feel like she has to work.”

“She wouldn’t. She’d love it.”

Suzy pats Zaliah’s head.

“She’s always been good with children. Besides, she needs something to do besides work on that motorcycle of hers.”

I laugh.

“She really likes that motorcycle.”

“She’s obsessed.”

I think about Alecia. Her blue eyes. Her dimples. The way she immediately got down on Zaliah’s level instead of simply talking over her. She did seem comfortable around children.

“I could ask her,” Suzy says.

“Okay.”

She reaches for her phone.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.”

She grins.

“I’ll make sure she agrees.”

Suzy stays for the rest of the evening. We talk about her garden, her perpetually grumpy husband and my job at the accounting office downtown. By the time she finally leaves, Zaliah is half asleep on the couch.

“Come on, sleepyhead.”

I carry her upstairs and tuck her into bed. The house becomes quiet. For a moment, I stand in the hallway, listening to the silence. Next door, I can hear faint footsteps. Alecia must still be unpacking.

I wonder what kind of person moves to a tiny town at thirty after retiring from a successful business. I wonder why she chose Pennyworth. And, more importantly, I wonder how long she’ll stay.

The next morning, someone knocks on my door. I frown. It’s
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