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            The Hottest Daddy (Book One)

          

          A Single Daddy Romance

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sunday

      

      

      
        
        I left everything behind to save my own life.  Everything.

        What I didn’t count on was finding him… River Giotto, the handsomest, sexiest man I’ve ever met.

        My body has no control when he’s near, I crave his touch, his lips on mine, his skin on my skin…

        His cock buried deep inside me.

        I might have lost my identity, but I found the love of my life…

        I just hope no-one takes him away from me.

        Or me away from him.
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      February, one year ago …

      

      He closed his eyes and listened to her voice, the way he always did when the camera moved from her to the invited guest or flicked to some B-roll of the story she was relating. He didn’t need to know about another school shooting, or the kittens rescued from a storm drain. Just her. That was all he watched the news for.

      Marley Locke. Her soft, sweet features, her dark blonde hair, curling to her shoulders in soft waves, her eyes so full of warmth and empathy.

      Those pink lips. The swell of her breasts in the stylish, expensive blouse.

      Christ, he wanted her. He’d always wanted her. Ever since that day at college when he’d walked into the library at Harvard and seen her.

      No one had come close to her … ever. With his looks, his money, his position in New York’s Upper East Side, he could have had anyone, and he’d had plenty.

      But there was always that one. The one who got away. The girl in the pink T-shirt. The library at the college had been quiet and peaceful. She had been alone in one of the aisles, reading. She’d looked up as he approached. She had been small, slim, and very young, maybe seventeen, eighteen. She had smiled at him. She was lovely, not merely pretty, but achingly beautiful, her large eyes a deep brown, the pink curve of her mouth warm and friendly. Her hair, a dark brown cloud, hanging almost to her waist, had been soft and messy. She had taken his breath away.

      She was the one he’d been looking for. He had stepped toward her.

      And just like that, she was gone. A voice behind him had called her and she’d smiled her goodbyes and walked past him. Less than thirty seconds, and his life had been forever changed.

      

      And now she was on his television every night. This evening, though, things would be different. He knew where to find her; he knew where to take her. His place out in the countryside was secluded and secure. She would learn to love it there.

      He opened his eyes as he heard the reporter hand back to Marley. He smiled when he saw her beautiful face again.

      Tonight, my darling, tonight …

      

      Marley closed out the news with a smile and waited until the camera told them they were off-air. “Thanks, everyone.” She grinned at them as the floor staff clapped her. She was one of the few anchors that treated everyone the same and always was friendly and courteous. Marley laughed off their applause, ignoring her co-anchor when he bitched about them.

      Her assistant, Rae, giggled as Marley grabbed her and twirled her around.

      “Somebody’s in a good mood.”

      Marley put her friend down and they walked back to her dressing room. “You bet I am. Cory’s picking me up and we’re going to have two blissful weeks of nothing but sun, sea, sand, and dirty dirty sex.”

      Rae laughed. “I’m not jealous at all. Really, really not.”

      Marley chuckled. “I’m sorry, boo. I shouldn’t gloat but God, I have been looking forward to this forever.”

      “Listen, you deserve it. Between you and me? I’ve been worried that you’re working too hard.”

      “Nah,” Marley grinned at her. “You know I live and breathe the news. Listen, while we’re sharing secrets … when I come back, I’m going to ask Jerry if I can take on some more investigative journalism. I love being anchor, but I miss being out in the field too.”

      Rae smiled at her. She was in her fifties, African-American, and the cream-of-the-cream of personal assistants. She and Marley had clicked immediately on meeting a year ago and had been inseparable since. She chatted with Marley now as Marley changed into jeans and a T-shirt and got ready to meet her boyfriend. She and Cory Wheeler had been together for two years now and were as in love as they had ever been. Marley knew he was the one, his fun-loving and fiercely intelligent personality so matching her in everything they did.

      Cory arrived soon after and she kissed him, lingering over the embrace. He grinned down at her, his dark brown eyes merry and excited. “You ready, baby?”

      “Lead on, gorgeous man.”

      They held hands as they walked out of the building to the waiting cab, and it wasn’t until she heard her name being called that Marley turned around to see the man waiting behind them. She began to smile, her automatic response to any fans who waited for her outside the studio.

      Then everything seems to slow down, as she saw the gun. She heard Cory’s shout, heard the gunshot, saw Cory’s chest explode. She screamed her rage as the man leveled the gun at her, and she lunged at him.

      Pain.

      Her vision went black.

      

      In the morning, in the hospital, after hours of surgery, they told her. Cory was dead and the man who had killed him and shot her was gone. Missing. In the wind.

      And Marley knew she would never feel the warmth of happiness or the feeling of being safe again.
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      One year later …

      

      Marley Locke stopped existing the moment she closed out the news that night with a smile at her audience and her usual cheery goodbye. She chatted with Rae as usual, changed into her going-home clothes, and told her friend she would see her tomorrow.

      Using the stick that she no longer needed, but kept as a way of misdirection, she hobbled out to the waiting town car, and Marley Locke disappeared.

      

      As the town car, driven by one of her FBI handlers, sped out into the dark of New York state and to the safehouse, Marley was forgotten and instead, in her place, Sunday Kemp was ‘born.’

      At the safehouse, her blonde hair was dyed professionally back to her original dark brown, her brown eyes covered with violet contact lenses, her nose pierced, even a small tattoo was made on her wrist.

      Then, the private jet carrying her to her new home arrived, and she knew this was it. The last moment of her old life. She hesitated once more before stepping onto the aircraft. Sam, her handler, who had become a good friend over the last year, put a hand on her shoulder. “You okay, Sunday?”

      Sunday. Her new name. She’d chosen it to honor Cory—they’d met on Sunday. Kemp had been his mother’s maiden name. When she’d lost Cory, she’d also lost them. It had been too painful for them to see her, even though Patricia, Cory’s mother, had stayed by Marley’s bedside as she recovered from the gunshot. As soon as Marley was released, though, she had been on her own. Her own family, long dispersed over the world, had sent commiserations, but not one of them had visited. Rae had been her family, and now she had to leave her only family behind.

      From New York, the only home she had ever known, to small-town life in the Rockies. Colorado. From news anchor to someone’s typist. They’d found her a position with an artist who lived in the small town near Telluride and she would meet him the following Monday.

      Until then, she would be set up in her new home, a small apartment on the main street of the town, high in the Rocky Mountains. She’d brought nothing from home, not even underwear, except for one photograph of Cory that she’d snuck into the lining of her jacket.

      The FBI had told her to leave everything that could tie her to her old life. “Everything will be provided for you.”

      She’d asked them about her money. “You have to leave everything,” Sam had told her gently. “You show up in town with millions in the bank …”

      “I get it,” she’d said. Money hadn’t meant anything but making her life more convenient; she’d never been a money-grubber. But she hated leaving her books, her piano, and most of all, her friends at the station.

      The threats to her life were constant. He, whoever he was, was relentless but very well-hidden. But he constantly sent her reminders that he was close, that he would finish the job, make her pay for her ‘betrayal.’

      Asshole. Her gut would churn with anger, and sometimes she wished her stalker would show his face. Even if he killed her, she would at least get her chance for revenge. The FBI were troubled and by the time they’d convinced her that they thought her attacker was someone connected to the Mob and that she would never escape him, Marley—Sunday—had almost resigned herself to dying young.

      The FBI, and Sam Duarte, in particular, had finally persuaded her to go into protection. “You have so much more life to live,” Sam, a kindly man in his forties, had told her. “You’re twenty-eight years old, sweetheart. Live. Live to honor Cory’s memory.”

      He couldn’t have put it in any other way that could have persuaded her. Suddenly, a slower pace of life, and the time to grieve for Cory, sounded more tempting than her career and New York.

      

      In the private jet, Sam smiled at her. “You all set, Sunday?”

      She nodded. “I think I’m ready now, Sam. Thank you for arranging all of this, I mean it. And the job too. I’d go crazy without something to do.”

      Sam patted her hand. “I don’t know much about your future employer except he keeps himself to himself. Very private.”

      “Good.” She was relieved to hear that. She knew her new boss had a large house and hoped they wouldn’t cross paths that much and that she would be left alone to work and think.

      The jet landed in Telluride, then she was given the keys to a secondhand SUV. All part of the ruse, she knew, but she didn’t care. It was comfortable and reliable. In the back were suitcases filled with her new wardrobe. Sam made sure she was comfortable. “We’ll follow you to the new apartment,” he told her, “but keep our distance so we don’t attract attention. You look like you’ve arrived on your own. The place is furnished, so you should be able to settle in pretty quickly. There are a couple of bags of basic groceries in the station wagon. You got the burner phone I gave you?”

      Sunday dug in her purse and held it up.

      “Good girl. Well, I’ll be in touch. Keep that with you, but get a new one to use for your new friends here.”

      She nodded. “Thank you, Sam.”

      “You’ll be good here, Sunday. I know it.”

      She drove to the small mountain town of Rockford and down Main Street, parking her car outside the small apartment block and sitting for a time, getting her bearings. She saw, with relief, a small diner, still open even after 1:00 a.m., a gas station and convenience store, brightly lit along the street, and various other small stores. A cute little coffeehouse was on the corner of her block. Yes. She could see herself being settled here.

      It didn’t take long to unpack. The apartment itself was small but comfortable. The open-plan kitchen and living space had a bay window overlooking Main Street, a small table and chairs nestled into it. A brand-new laptop sat in its box, and Sunday was touched to see that Sam had snuck some of her favorite books onto the bookshelves—not her own well-worn copies, perhaps, but the that fact he’d taken the time to make things homelier for her was a sweet thing to do.

      Sunday—her new name really would take some getting used to—unpacked her things and made herself some tea. It was almost 3:00 a.m. by the time she sat down at the small table and gazed out over her new town, but she didn’t feel tired at all. Instead, she took a deep breath in … and burst into tears.
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      On the other side of town, her future employer stared at a blank canvas in his studio, seeing in his mind’s eye the swirls of color that would cover it, pinks, blues, purples, green, yellow. He could almost reach out and touch the texture of the paint he would load onto his brush.

      The piece would be vibrant, exciting … and he would see very little of it. The colors had started to change a few months back and today, his best friend—and his optometrist—told him why.

      He was losing the ability to see color. Him, River Giotto, the wunderkind of the painting world for the last few years, the natural successor to Rothko or Hans Hofmann. Celebrated, feted, and admired and he was losing the colors. The cruelty of it took his breath away.

      “Riv?”

      River turned to see Luke, his best friend, standing in the doorway of the studio. “I didn’t know you were still here.”

      Luke half-smiled at him. “I was talking to Carmen. She’s worried about you. We all are, Riv.”

      River turned away, not wanting his friend to see the pain in his eyes. “I just need to adjust.” He sighed. “Goddamn it, Luke, of all the things to happen.”

      “I know, buddy. Look, you’re only thirty-six, still young. With care and the right treatment, there’s no reason you can’t …”

      “I’m already losing the colors, Luke. They’re not as sharp or as rich.” He went to a stack of canvases in the corner of the studio and found what he was looking for. “Look at this. When I painted it, the greens popped, the reds were sumptuous. You know what I see now? Watered down. Faded color. It’s not the same painting.”

      “It is to everyone else, buddy.”

      River shook his head. “But if I can’t express what I want to, paint the way I have, what kind of artist am I? What do I have left?”

      Luke took a deep breath in. “River … I’m going to say this because I’m your best friend, your brother, and I love you. Art … while it may be a part of you, isn’t all you are.”

      River gave a humorless laugh. “Then why I am I so terrified that it is?”

      

      Later, when Luke had gone, unable to cheer his friend, River went to his bedroom. The house, a piece of art itself, felt hollow and empty, ringing with silence. His housekeeper, Carmen, no longer stayed at the house at night, wanting to be with her husband, and he couldn’t blame her. He hadn’t been good company for anyone for he didn’t know how long.

      River stared back at his reflection. His large, bright green eyes didn’t look any different. They had always been his best feature, he thought, and now they were failing him. His dark, shaggy curls were wild about his head, three days of beard on his handsome face. There was a crease between his eyes that, along with his heavy brow, always made him look brooding and unapproachable and, being as reclusive as he was, he’d used that to his benefit.

      He’d also used his good looks to sleep with some of the most beautiful women around the world without ever getting too involved. Except one time, and to his chagrin, in that case he’d broken his one rule—never get involved with women in his hometown.

      Aria Fielding still lived and worked in Rockford, and although River didn’t often go down the hill into town, he still felt bad about the way he had treated her. The sex had been good, but emotionally he had felt nothing. Aria had deserved better, and from what he heard, she still held a grudge about the way things had ended between them, even after almost a year.

      Now, since his eyesight had been failing him, myopia as well as the colors fading, he had become more reclusive, by choice. His father, a man River had adored, a second-generation Italian immigrant, had passed ten years ago, fifteen years after River’s mother, and had left his billion-dollar fortune to his son, rather than his spiteful, much younger stepmother.

      Angelina Marshall-Giotto love to portray herself as a saint. A charity maven in New York, she had wasted no time after her husband’s death in trying to seduce his son. River, who had always loathed her, rejected her without thinking twice, and since then Angelina had made it her mission to destroy his life.

      His carelessness in sleeping with woman after woman had come back to bite him and Angelina had made sure that everyone found out about his secret daughter.

      River had gotten one of his one-night stands pregnant, and Angeline had used that to funnel money from River to herself. Finding out, River had met with the mother of his child and offered her a settlement. Lindsay, the woman, had turned him down. “I don’t want your money, River,” she’d said coolly. “I want you to know your daughter.”

      He’d balked but, knowing Angelina would swoop in and turn the girl against him, he’d finally agreed.

      The moment he’d met five-year-old Berry, however, his life had changed. The little dark-haired girl stared back at him with clear green eyes, so like his, and River had been lost. Berry was the very best of his world. He and Lindsay had reached an agreement on custody and child support, taking Angelina out of the loop once and for all.

      His one regret was that Berry lived in Phoenix most of the time. It had been on her last visit to him that he’d begun to notice the changes in his eyes. She had been wearing a little dress that he’d brought back from Paris. The flowers on it, which had been a vivid mix of red, oranges, and pinks, to his eye suddenly looked faded. He’d frowned. “I guess your mom has to wash that a lot, huh?”

      Berry, already precocious, completely confident in front of her father, shook her head. “No, I only wear it on special occasions, Daddy.”

      River had brushed the matter aside, putting it down to his memory, but later, when his paintings had begun to change, he had known it was something serious.

      

      River leaned his head against the cool glass of his window and closed his eyes. I have to get out of this funk, he thought. Berry needed him. Luke, Carmen … he would have to try to make the best of his situation, even if his heart was breaking. He sighed and went to bed.

      

      The next morning, Sunday woke, freezing cold and stiff. Groaning, she rolled out of bed and felt the radiator. Cold. Dammit. Her lower back ached—the bullet had smashed into it and was still lodged there—and she felt a wave of nausea at the pain. It was always worse in the cold.

      She cranked the heating up to full and made herself some tea while she waited for the apartment to warm up. In New York, things like that had always been taken care of for her.

      She grinned to herself. Talk about entitlement. Sunday pulled the comforter around her as she drank her tea and soon enough, her new home was warming up.

      It was still early, just after dawn, and when she could face going to the window, she looked out onto the streets of the small town. It looked quaint, even old-fashioned, to her Manhattan eyes, but she could see from the lines of stores and businesses that it was a working town, not as flashy as its near neighbor, Telluride. She’d never been to Colorado before and the sight of the mountains, the snow, the pine forests was almost magical to her.

      It was February, and the snow lay in thick drifts at the sides of the street. Even this early, some people were clearing the sidewalks, sprinkling salt or kitty litter down on the ground. Nothing got in the way of the business here. She saw a tall, pale white young woman emerged from the coffeehouse on the corner, her long dark hair flying as she skidded on the icy ground. Sunday grinned as she saw the girl laugh, her head thrown back as she clung to the streetlight nearest to her. Sunday heard some men calling out to the girl, saw two local deputies going to her aid, watched as the girl laughed with them and beckoned them into the coffeehouse.

      She looked so free, so relaxed. Sunday made up her mind to go to the coffeehouse as soon as she was dressed and say hello. The girl looked approachable and fun.

      Luckily, in the shower, she took care to wait until the water ran warm before stepping into it. Once in, Sunday shampooed her dark hair then let the water soothe her aching body. The bed was little more than a makeshift cot, and she resolved to buy herself a proper bed as soon as she could afford it.

      Which was weird. In her New York account sat nearly two million dollars … and she couldn’t touch it. Her credit cards, were all destroyed now. The FBI had given her a certain amount to survive on while she earned her first paycheck and waited for new credit cards in her new name, but it would only be enough for food and rent.

      Jesus, she thought now as she dried her hair, all of this because of one asshole’s obsession. A whole life erased. She felt a jolt of guilt. At least you have a life to be changed, Marley Locke. What about Cory?

      She dug the photograph of him out of her jacket and traced the shape of his face. God, I miss you, baby. I’m so sorry, so, so, sorry. She could feel tears threatening again but dashed them away with an impatient hand. No. No more wallowing.

      

      Outside, the temperature was below freezing and big clouds of her breath almost fogged her vision. Sunday tottered uncertainly along the sidewalk, smiling shyly at people who said hello to her, hoping no one would recognize her. Without her signature blonde hair, without the carefully applied makeup, she doubted it. She had, after all, decided against the violet contact lenses. She hated the feel of the things and besides, she mused to herself, her brown eyes were nothing remarkable, especially without makeup.

      She pushed her way into the Lumia coffeehouse to be greeted by a wave of chatter. Clearly, everyone in Rockford gathered here, and for a moment, she almost thought about turning around and escaping.

      But then the girl she had seen this morning appeared in front of her with a wide smile. “’Allo,” she said in a broad English accent, “You’re new here, ain’t you?”

      Sunday grinned back at her. The woman’s smile was huge, infectious, and friendly. “I am. Hello, I’m Sunday.”

      She held out her hand, and the other woman balanced a tray on her other arm and shook it. “Hello, sweets, I’m Daisy. Nice to meet you. Want some coffee?”

      “Please.”

      “Come and sit at the counter with me and I’ll give you all the gossip.”

      She followed Daisy back to the counter, nodding politely at some curious customers. Daisy was resplendent in a red dress which clung to breakneck curves, her almost-black hair tumbling in waves down her back. Even at eight in the morning, Daisy had applied bright red lipstick, which only enhanced her thousand-watt smile.

      “What’s your poison?”

      Sunday settled on the stool at the counter and looked at the beverage list. “I’d kill for just a huge mug of black coffee.”

      “My favorite too,” Daisy said easily and poured out a steaming cup for Sunday. “Here. Now, welcome to Rockford.” She studied Sunday as she sipped her own coffee too. “You here with family?”

      Sunday nodded. Here we go. The questions she and Sam had practiced until she was word perfect. The lies. The fake histories. “No, just for work. Time from a change from California.”

      They’d decided on California because of the accent. She could pull that off easily. Daisy rolled her eyes, grinning. “Yes, a break from all that sun sounds like heaven.”

      Sunday smiled. “Seriously, when there is no change of season for years on end, it gets a little wearying. So, I decided to come here. It’s beautiful.” That wasn’t a lie, at least.

      Daisy nodded. “It is, I’ll give it that.”

      “You’re obviously not from these parts.”

      “How d’you guess?” Daisy chuckled. “My dad met my step-mum in London, but she had to come back here. She was the daughter of the owner of the old ski place up the mountain so when he died, she had to run it. So me and Dad moved over to the States.”

      “You like it?”

      “I do, actually. It was so different to me, the whole culture, but I’ve been here nearly half my life now, twelve years. I’m used to it.” Daisy nodded at her coffee. “It’ll get cold.”

      The coffee was smooth and rich. “God, that’s good.”

      “I thank you.” Daisy did a small curtsy which made Sunday laugh. She warmed to the woman instantly. “So, what do you do?”

      “I’m a copywriter and transcriber. I’m here to work for River Giotto, transcribing his father’s journals.”

      Daisy stopped and a wary look came into her eyes. “Really?”

      Sunday nodded, her interest piqued. “Is that notable?”

      Daisy shook herself. “No, no, just a little surprising. River is a little reclusive. I’m surprised he’s allowing a stranger—no offense—into his home. You know where he lives, right?”

      “Kind of. I mean, I have an address.”

      Daisy made a signal for her to wait and disappeared into the backroom. A second later she emerged and waved an iPad at her. “Look.”

      She turned the tablet towards Sunday so she could see. Sunday gave a gasp. The house—was it even right to call it a mere house? —was magnificent, set by a lake and surrounded by mountains. A sprawling single-level home which almost seemed to be made entirely from glass, it had clean lines and a simplicity to it which belied the majesty of the place. Daisy flicked to a photograph of it lit up at night, reflected back at itself in the surrounding lake.

      Sunday could feel herself boggling at it and knew Daisy was gauging her reaction. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Isn’t it? We tend to call it ‘The Castle’ but in truth, we’re all slavering to own something like that. River can afford it, of course.”

      “What’s he like?”

      Daisy considered. “For an old dude, he’s okay. Very handsome, very rich. Listen,” she leaned in closely, “my stepsister, aka ‘the dragon,’ used to date him so don’t mention him around her.”

      “Mention who?”

      Daisy sighed as the voice came from behind her. Sunday saw a diminutive, but staggeringly beautiful woman behind them. Her hair was cut short, close to her head, and her face was utterly exquisite, and her dark brown eyes were piercing as she looked at Sunday with a distinct lack of friendliness. “Who’s this?”

      “Ari, this is Sunday, my new friend. She just moved here. Sunday, this is the Dragon, or Aria, as we sometimes call her when she’s being nice. Which is rare.” Daisy grinned easily at her stepsister, who scowled at her. Aria slipped out of her coat, and Sunday saw she had the athletic body of a dancer. Something clicked in Sunday’s brain.

      “You’re Aria Fielding.”

      Both Daisy and Aria stopped. Aria studied Sunday. “You know me?”

      “You used to dance at NYSMBC … under Grace Hardacre.”

      Aria’s eyes were flinty. “You know ballet?”

      Sunday shook her head and cursed inwardly. “Not a lot. A cousin I was staying in New York with took me to a performance. You were wonderful.”

      There was no discernible thawing in Aria’s attitude; if anything, she seemed even frostier now. “Thank you.” The words were stiff, and she soon walked away from them.

      Daisy sighed. “Sorry about her. She’s, um, difficult.”

      “Artistic temperament,” Sunday said, patting her new friend’s hand and Daisy smiled at her gratefully.

      “You’re a sweetheart. Listen, if you need anything, any help to settle in, you’re always welcome. I know all the best maintenance guys or the best stuff at the farmer’s market—avoid the cheese counter. Seriously. Go into Telluride for your dairy cravings.”

      Sunday chuckled. “I’ll remember that. I guess I’ll just take a drive around, get my bearings.”

      “Come and have supper with me tomorrow night,” Daisy said. “I’m not much of a chef but I can rustle up some pasta.”

      “I’d like that, thank you.” The weight of her new life was already lifting, thanks to this sweet English girl. They arranged a time and Sunday thanked her again.

      

      She found the farmer’s market and shopped for a week’s worth of groceries, avoiding the cheese counter as Daisy had advised. Feeling restless and not wanting to spend all day alone in the apartment, she flicked her phone onto GPS mode and decided to go check out her future employer’s place.

      She drove up the mountainside carefully, cringing a little at the sheer drop on one side, imagining her SUV crashing through the pine trees and exploding. Dramatic, much? She chuckled to herself and concentrated on the road ahead. Soon enough, she was turning into a long driveway.

      She parked a little way from the house, not wanting to intrude, but she could see from here that the photographs of the place didn’t do it justice. She felt a pang of sadness—Cory, one of New York’s up-and-coming architects, would have loved this place. Not only was the design out of the world, but the tranquility here, the peace, was breathtaking.

      She heard another vehicle coming up the hill behind her and got back into her station wagon guiltily. She smoothed her face into a bland smile as the car pulled up beside hers. A pleasant young man smiled at her as he rolled down his window. “Hey, you lost?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, feeling her face burn. He had kind hazel eyes and a sweet smile. “I’m just checking out my new job.”

      His eyes lit up. “Oh, are you Sunday?”

      Was this River Giotto? No, surely not. This man seemed far too outgoing to be a reclusive artist. He seemed to read her mind. He got out of his car and shook her hand. “Luke Maslany. I’m River’s friend, for my sins.”

      “Sunday Kemp. Honestly, I didn’t mean to intrude or pry, I was just getting my bearings. Ready for Monday morning, you know?” She was rambling in her embarrassment, but this guy had the nicest smile.

      “Listen, why not get a proper jump? Come up to the house. Carmen will be there—River’s housekeeper. You’ll probably see more of her than anyone. We might even be able to persuade River to show his face.”

      Sunday hesitated. She had no makeup on, her hair was a mess … did she really want to make this first impression? “I think maybe I should wait until Monday. I don’t want to intrude.”

      Luke Maslany nodded, but his eyes crinkled when he smiled and Sunday couldn’t help but like him. “Listen, entirely up to you, but I know for a fact that Carmen is making brunch, and she always makes a ton. River barely eats, so I,” and he patted his flat stomach, “get the guilts on his behalf and end up stuffed. You’d be doing me a favor.”

      Sunday laughed. He was so charming … and once again she found herself marveling at the friendliness of these people. “Well, if you promise I’m not imposing.”

      “Of course not. Shall we?”
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      River felt a jolt of annoyance at the knock on the door but kept his voice level. “Come in.”

      Luke poked his head around the door and grinned at his friend. “Hey, dude.”

      “Hey, Luke.” Even in his glum mood, River was always happy to see Luke. “You come to Carmel’s feast?”

      “Of course—and I brought a guest.”

      “Oh?” River couldn’t have been less interested. He rarely joined Carmel and Luke in the kitchen, preferring to eat alone in his studio.

      “Your new employee.”

      “The typist?”

      “The transcriber,” Luke said with a tone in his voice. “Don’t think she’d be impressed with being described as a typist.”

      River shrugged. “Whatever. Carmel hired her. She’ll tell her what to do, where to go.”

      “Come meet her, Riv,” Luke said, and he sounded weary, as if he was tired of being the intermediary on River’s behalf. “She’ll be here five days a week, all hours. You’ll meet her sometime.”

      “Then I’ll meet her sometime.” River knew he was being obtuse, but he really wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries. Lindsay had called him this morning, asking him if he could take Berry for a few weeks for some unknown reason, and although River had agreed, and looked forward to seeing his daughter, he was irritated that possibly his final days of being able to paint the way River Giotto painted would be even more limited.

      He was in no mood to meet anyone and nothing Luke could say to change his mind. Luke left him alone, clearly pissed, but River sighed with relief. He continued painting, and yet from the other side of the house, he could hear laughter and chatter and felt the weight of loneliness. He could smell the delicious scent of one of Carmel’s signature curries filling the house and felt his mouth water. He knew she would leave him some leftovers in the refrigerator. He put down his paintbrush and wiped his hands. Barefoot as ever, he padded silently through the house to the guest bedroom. The window there looked out over the kitchen and he could watch them unseen.

      He saw Carmen fussing around the breakfast counter, talking to a young woman with waist- length dark hair. River watched her as she moved around the kitchen to help Carmel, the way her body moved, almost like a dancer, graceful and strong. River narrowed his eyes to see her features and felt his groin tighten.

      She was lovely. Truly a beautiful young woman. Her features were soft, kind, a faint blush on her olive skin, her smile wide. She was about five-five, a foot shorter than River’s six-five, and slim but curvy. He watched her chat easily to Carmen, joke around with Luke, and wondered who the hell this woman was. She was stunning, but did he really need stunning in his life?

      No. Hell, no. He’d stay away from her, take her out of the equation, concentrate on Berry, and on his eyesight. Despite what Luke had told him, there had to be something, somewhere in the world, which could help him.

      Because otherwise what was the point? It was too cruel. He looked back at his newest employee one last time and wondered if she’d even known true despair. He doubted it.

      River turned away from the sight of his friends enjoying each other and went back to his lonely studio.

      

      Sunday put a hand over her stomach and protested as Carmen packed two large plastic boxes with curry. “I can’t, you’ve spoiled me enough.”

      “Nonsense. You just moved in; you need feeding. Take it.” Carmen grinned at her. She and Sunday had clicked straight away. “You need a taste of home.”

      Sunday smiled at her. Carmen was a second-generation Indian American and when Sunday had told her that her own grandmother hailed from Kerala, it had sealed Carmen’s approval of Sunday herself. “I’ve never been to India,” Sunday told her, “it was one of those things that …” She stopped. She was about to say it was one of those things she and Cory had planned to do, possibly for their honeymoon. “I just never got around to it.”

      “There’s still time,” Carmen said, shrugging. “You’re what, twenty-five?”

      “Twenty-eight.”

      “Gah, plenty of time. So, we’ll see you again on Monday?”

      Sunday smiled. “You will. Bright and early.”

      She hugged Carmen, feeling as if they had known each other for ever. Luke, too, was easy to talk to, and he walked her back to her car. “I’m sorry about River. He’s an ornery pain in the ass, but he’ll come around.”

      Sunday shrugged good-naturedly. “Hey, as long as I do my work and I get paid, it’s no bother to me.”

      Luke shook her hand, and she was strangely touched by his old-fashioned manners. “Good luck with the job,” he said to her, “I can already tell you’re going to fit in with us. Some of us, anyway,” he added with a grin. “You can find your way back into town okay?”

      “I can, thanks. And thanks again for inviting me in. You’re right, it will make it easier to start work.”

      “Good. See you around.”

      

      By the time she drove back into town, just after lunchtime, the light was already fading, snow clouds making the sky a riot of purple, pink, and black. As Sunday carried her bags of groceries and the plastic boxes of curry into her apartment, she reflected that in just a few hours, she had made—if not yet friends—certainly people with the potential to be friends. Daisy. Carmen. Luke.

      She read for most of the rest of the day, falling asleep on the couch—a couch, she noted, that was vastly more comfortable than her bed—and waking to see thick, fluffy snow falling. She sat at the window for hours just watching it fall, listening to the silence, the peace. The streetlamps struggled to illuminate the main road through the snow. Sunday shook her head, chuckling softly to herself. It was like a dreamland, a Christmas fairy tale, not real life.

      And yet, this was her real life now and for the first time since that terrible night where she’d lost everything, lost Cory, lost the life she had planned for, had worked for, the former Marley Locke felt hope.

      

      When his man reported back that Marley hadn’t been home at all for the entire weekend, Brian Scanlan was irked but not surprised. “She thinks she can hide from me,” he shrugged, as his employees listened to him. There was an air of nervousness in the room, as if the other men were waiting for Brian’s temper to explode. But tonight, he felt magnanimous.

      Let Marley think she’d escape him, that she wasn’t still alive merely because he’d allowed her to be. That night, a year ago, when his hitman had taken out the boyfriend—as he’d been ordered to—and shot Marley—which he had been explicitly told not to—Brian had known that next time, he would do the deed himself. He couldn’t risk her getting away again and she’d made his planning easier by not skipping town after she’d been released from hospital.

      But then again—where the hell would she run to? He knew better than anyone that she had no one. Her family was scattered; her boyfriend’s family would blame her for his murder. She had friends, yes. But he’d been right—Marley had stayed put, albeit with increased security.

      As if that would stop him. No one even suspected the great Brian Scanlan, doyen of the Upper East Side, to have such close ties with the Mob, let along be a stone-cold killer. The man he’d hired to kill Cory Wheeler was himself now dead—a punishment for hurting Brian’s love. The night he’d found that Marley was in the hospital with a gunshot wound to the belly … no. Only he would decide whether she lived or died. She belonged to him, and no other.

      He’d been magnanimous long enough, giving her time to grieve for her lost love, but now it was time. He’d made the arrangements over the past year—a new apartment for them to live in together on the Upper East Side, a whole new wardrobe for Marley, each piece tailored just for her in the colors that he, Brian, had approved. He’d make her dye her hair back to its natural color—she looked like a whore with that blonde mess. Make her scrub the makeup from her beautiful face—the mother of his children would not need it.

      Yes, he had everything planned for her, and now it was time to put that plan into action.

      

      It was only the next morning, when Marley failed to appear on his television screen, that Brian Scanlan discovered that he had been wrong. Marley had escaped him.

      Marley was gone.

      And his rage knew no limits.
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      Monday morning, Sunday tried to put the fact that she was gone from New York would today become public and tried to concentrate on the drive up to the Giotto house. The night before, she’d spent a fun evening with Daisy Nash, and now she was full of optimism that her job would be just what she was looking for.

      Carmen greeted her like an old friend and showed her to the little office where Sunday found a state-of-the-art laptop set up for her, as well as a comfortable chair and solid oak desk. A couch completed the room, of which one wall was solid glass looking out over the valley below.

      Sunday shook her head, chuckling in disbelief. “How am I supposed to concentrate in the face of that?” She indicated the view and Carmen smiled.

      “You’ll do fine. Listen, anything you need, come find me and please help yourself to anything in the kitchen, food, drink. You have a mini-fridge with water and sodas, but anything else, please, really, help yourself.” Carmen glanced at her watch. “I’ll do lunch for one o’clock, okay?”

      “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

      Carmen rolled her eyes, smiling. “See you later. Oh, bathroom at the end of the corridor on the right.”

      Sunday sat down at the desk and pulled her reading glasses from her bag. Two fat journals sat at the side of the desk—presumably the ones Giotto wanted transcribed. She wondered why he hadn’t done it himself but when she opened them, she realized why. The handwriting was neat but incredibly tiny, the script beautifully rendered. Instantly Sunday knew this would be the work of months rather than weeks and she was relieved. She’d wondered how on earth transcribing two diaries could take more than a few weeks, at least, but now, seeing the thickness of the books and the writing that covered every page? Yeah, she’d be okay for a few months.

      She flicked on the laptop, saw it was set up with every piece of software she could hope for, and spent an hour or two setting it up the way she liked it. Then she took one of the journals and sat on the couch to read through the first few entries, curling her legs up under her and winding her hair up into a bun.

      She soon got absorbed into the diary. Ludovico Giotto had been a man of vision, of incredible intelligence and warmth, that much was obvious even from the first few pages. They dated back almost fifty years to when Ludo’s father had brought his young wife to America to begin their family. Already a billionaire, Giovanni Giotto had doted on his four children, especially his eldest, Ludo, but had also been determined they would have the best of everything only when they had learned to appreciate it. He had sent them to prestigious colleges on the understanding that, afterward, they would all give five years of their lives to voluntary service. All of them, except his daughter Perdita, had fulfilled their promise. Perdita, Ludo’s adored youngest sibling, had never lived to go to college, succumbing to tuberculosis when she was eight.

      Ludo, and his surviving sisters had worked even harder after that, and not only had given their promised five years but extended that promise to their future spouses and children.

      We all lived lives of great privilege, Ludo wrote, but none of us ever took it for granted. We saw many among our peers and our father’s peers who lost everything and had no way to pull themselves up, for they had never witnessed or experienced true hardship. We, at least, knew nothing in this world is certain, and certainly nothing we had in material worth meant anything in the long run.

      “True story,” Sunday murmured to herself and looked up from the book, rolling her neck. Her journalistic senses were tingling in a way they hadn’t for a long, long time and she wondered idly if River Giotto would allow her to work on an official biography of his father and his family.

      She closed the book and went to the computer. Opening up a browser window, she paused. Monday. The first day that Marley Locke officially didn’t show up for work. Would it be torturous to see if her absence had made any news? That’s presumptuous, she thought, shaking her head. No. Behind the scenes they would be wondering, even worrying, but nothing would be said on screen until it had to be.

      And then … God, she could barely even think about the lengths the FBI had gone to protect her. An unidentified Jane Doe matching her description. Someone’s daughter, someone’s baby, would be used as a decoy. Someone from the police would ‘identify’ the body as Marley’s. A suicide. Or an accident. Marley Locke would be officially dead.

      Sunday shivered. What a life. She stood up and stretched, closing the laptop. She didn’t need to know what was going on in New York, it would just upset her. Focus on your job.

      At lunchtime, she shyly went to the kitchen and Carmen waved a spatula at her as she hovered around the stove. “We’re having omelets. I hope that’s okay? His majesty isn’t eating, so it’s just the two of us.”

      For some reason, Sunday felt relieved. After reading River’s father’s diary, she felt as if she would want to pepper the man with questions, and it really wasn’t an appropriate time for that.

      Carmen flipped a stunning-looking omelet onto a plate for her. “It’s just veggie—we have meat-free Mondays here, much to River’s disgust. But it keeps him just a little healthier.”

      “He likes his meat?”

      “He does. Red meat, red wine, cigarettes. That’s River’s fuel. Thankfully, I’ve banned smoking in the main house.”

      Sunday giggled. “You really are the boss.”

      “I have to be. River takes artistic temperament to the nth degree.” Carmen’s smile faded. “But he’s going through a hard time at the moment, so I’ll let him rant and rave if he wants to.”

      She didn’t offer any further information and Sunday didn’t feel as if she had the right to pry. They chatted happily while they ate their lunch, Sunday complimenting the chef on the light, fluffy omelets. She finished it all to Carmen’s approval.

      “Good girl.”

      “I’m never one to say no to food.”

      “Favorite?”

      Sunday considered. “A good flame-grilled steak and a bloomin’ onion. God, onions. I can be summoned by someone just frying them near me.”

      Carmen laughed. “Then I’ll remember that.”

      Sunday thanked her for lunch again and went back to her office, feeling happy. If this was to be her life now, then she felt blessed. Going back to the chapters she had read, she began to transcribe them onto the computer, and by the time she looked up from her work, it was dark outside. She stared at her reflection in the window. She saw sad eyes, dark hair escaping from the messy bun, the tiny glint of the nose stud in her ear. She had to admit, she looked nothing like the polished news anchor she had been only a few days ago, but in a strange way, she felt she looked more like herself.

      Just after seven, she packed her bag and walked through the house to say goodbye to Carmen. As she walked into the kitchen, she saw a movement out of the corner of her eye and turned to look out of the window. Across the courtyard, the far wing of the house stood mostly in darkness. Was she imagining it or was there a figure silhouetted against the black, watching her?

      Sunday squinted. Yes. He was there … somehow, she knew it was her mysterious employer. Feeling awkward, she raised her hand halfway in greeting then let it drop. Weirdo. She turned and walked away from the kitchen, running into Carmen in the driveway and bidding her goodbye for the evening, without mentioning the incident.

      

      The apartment was cold again and Sunday decided that, while the heating did its job, she would go out to eat supper. There was a diner along the block and, gratefully, she huddled down into a corner booth.

      A young, punky-looking waitress whose nametag read Cleo came over. “What can I get you?”

      Sunday scanned the plastic menu quickly. “Oh, um, black coffee and a … um …”

      Cleo grinned at her suddenly. “I’ll give you a minute, honey, don’t worry. Nice tattoo. I’ll get your coffee.”

      Sunday smiled her thanks at her. Really, people were so nice. The place was pretty full, obviously a favorite haunt of the locals, and when later on, Cleo brought Sunday a stacked burger and fries, Sunday could understand why. She moaned as the savory burger juices hit her taste buds, and the salty, hot fries crunch satisfyingly under her teeth.

      One good thing about not being on camera anymore, she thought with a grin to herself, is no more calorie restrictions. She had warm apple pie for dessert and then groaned as Cleo offered her a second helping on the house. “God, no, that’s so kind, but I will actually explode.”

      Cleo grinned. “Daisy said you were nice. We’re buddies.”

      “That makes sense. I hope we will be too.”

      “Right back atcha.” Cleo looked around to see if her manager was watching then slipped into the seat opposite Sunday. “Listen, just a quick word of warning, friend to friend. Daisy tells me you’re working for River?”

      Sunday nodded. Cleo sighed. “Then watch out for Aria. Daisy won’t say this, but Aria’s a grade-A bitch. She’ll make trouble for you if she can. Ignore it.”

      “I will, thanks. Not here to make any enemies.”

      Cleo grinned at her. “You are nice. Hey-ho, boss is back. Listen, let’s have coffee soon, yes? Not here, I mean.”

      “I’d love to.”

      

      Sunday lingered over her coffee, not wanting to leave the warmth of the diner. Cleo, having finished her shift, had left a half hour before and Sunday had made sure she got the generous tip she had certainly earned.

      Cleo had thanked her and left her cell phone number. “For whenever or whatever,” she’d said.

      Sunday was reading news stories on her cellphone when she heard someone come into the rapidly-emptying diner. She looked up and saw a man, tall, with shaggy dark curls, brush snow off of his coat. He glanced across at her and their eyes locked.

      Sunday felt a jolt through her entire body. The man was spectacular looking, a ruggedly handsome face, but it was his eyes that got her. Light green and thickly rimmed by black lashes, they gazed at her without wavering. She felt that glance everywhere.

      Time seemed to freeze but then he walked over to her booth. “May I?”

      Oh, darn it. Why did he have to have that deep, sexy, gravelly voice too? She nodded dumbly. He sat down opposite her. Another waitress drifted over and took his order for black coffee. He looked at Sunday questioningly.

      She shook her head. “Just one, please.”

      Sunday felt like a lovestruck teenager and she cleared her throat, trying to stop her face from burning.

      “You’re new here.” A statement, not a question, but she nodded anyway.

      “Sund—”

      “No names.”

      A thrill of something shot through her and suddenly she knew that whatever was going on here, she was going to let happen. She wanted this man, whoever he was, and she didn’t need complications. A one-night stand? Yes, please. She let the desire show in her eyes and his mouth hitched up in a satisfied smile.

      His arrogance was compelling and strangely sexy and Sunday grinned back at him. “You’re very confident.”

      “I know what I want.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “You. I don’t like to mess around or play games.”

      “Me neither.” Sunday straightened her back. “Nor do I want complications.”

      “Then we agree. Do you have a place nearby?”

      “Yes.”

      He tilted his head onto one side. “Are you’re sure about this?”

      “Like I said, no complications. You want to fuck? Let’s fuck.” Sunday couldn’t quite believe the words were coming out of her own mouth, but what the hell? New life, new rules. The last thing she wanted was a relationship with anyone, but her body had needs, for chrissakes.

      Her suitor gazed at her for a long moment, then grabbed her hand, pulling her to her feet. “Let’s go, beautiful.”
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      They ran through the snow to her apartment. Inside, he drew her close and crushed his lips against hers. God, he tasted good. She snaked her hand down and cupped his cock through his jeans. Huge. She moaned in anticipation and he chuckled.

      “That’s all for you, beautiful. Now get your clothes off.”

      They stripped each other quickly, tumbling onto her bed. His body was hard and well-muscled, broad shoulders leading down to slim hips and strong legs. He ran his hands over her body, admiration clear in his eyes. “Sensational,” he murmured, then bent his head to take her nipple into his mouth.

      “Wait … wait … I don’t have any protection …”

      Without breaking contact with her breast, he leaned over and grabbed his jeans, pulling a condom out of his back pocket. Sunday relaxed, closing her eyes as his tongue flicked around her nipple, sending sweet sensations through her body.

      Sunday stroked his long, thick cock against her belly, feeling it quiver and tremble under her touch, swelling in her hand. “You keep doing that, gorgeous, and I’ll have to fuck you before I do anything else.”

      Sunday grinned at him and began to stroke harder. He groaned. “God, you dirty little girl …”

      She tore the condom packet open and rolled it down his cock as he hitched her legs around his waist. “You’re gonna take this all, pretty girl.”

      He thrust into her and Sunday almost screamed at the pure animal pleasure of it. They fucked hard, each clawing and biting at the other, kissing until their mouths were sore. God, it felt so good be fucked without inhibition, to know there were no feelings involved, to be this animal, this feral, this abandoned.

      Eventually their fucking grew so rough, they tumbled to the floor, and he pinned her hands above her head as he drove her towards a body-shattering orgasm.

      Sunday came hard, her back arching up, her belly pressing against his. A year’s worth of pent-up emotion poured out of her and tears streamed down her face as she cried out. Embarrassed, she turned her head away from him but he gently kissed them away without saying anything.

      They lay side by side, panting, then, not needing words, they made love again, slowly, exploring the other’s body. She loved how his body was so much bigger than hers, his arms thickly banded with muscles cradling her as if she was the most precious thing in the world. She stroked her fingers down his face—he was so beautiful, he didn’t seem real—seeing the trouble in his eyes and wondering about it.

      But, no. Don’t wonder that. Don’t wonder about him. Keep this as what it is… a wonderful, sensual, spectacular interlude. She pressed her lips to his, wanting to remember every inch of him because she knew in her heart—this was a one-time thing.

      They made love into the early hours before Sunday was unable to keep her eyes open a moment longer.

      In the morning, he was gone.

      

      In the shower, Sunday flexed her muscles and felt the delicious ache of the recently fucked. Her thighs throbbed; her vagina was raw from the pounding of her lover’s huge cock. There were faint bite marks on her breasts, her shoulders. Her mouth was still tingling from his kiss.

      And inside her, something had been released. Something she hadn’t known was there, a block. The lack of intimacy since Cory’s murder hadn’t been something she had thought about, but now, after last night, she realized how distant, physically, she had kept everyone else for the last year.

      She drove up to the Giotto house, taking some fresh bread from the town bakery for Carmen, who thanked her and invited her to share a coffee with her. “I have some news. Not that it will directly affect you, but you should know.”

      She indicated the stool and Sunday sat, watching her new friend curiously. “What’s up?”

      “Well, River’s daughter will be coming to stay for a few weeks, is all, and Berry is adorable, but a handful.”

      “Mr. Giotto has a daughter?”

      “Five years old, but he’s only known her for a few years. I believe she was the product of a one-night stand.”

      Sunday hoped her face wasn’t as red as it felt. “It happens. So, Berry—and what a great name, huh?—she’s coming to stay for a few weeks?”

      Carmen nodded. “River has promised me that he’ll do most of the heavy lifting, but I know him. There will be days when he’s in his studio and he forgets about everything, including Berry. Those days you might find yourself with a little helper.”

      “I don’t mind that, as long as Mr. Giotto understands I’ll be distracted from work.”

      Carmen grinned. “You can call him River, you know.”

      “Do you think I’ll ever meet him?” Sunday had already imagined what he’d look like—gray-haired, grumpy. Daisy had said he was ‘old,’ but then Daisy was twenty-four. ‘Old’ could mean anyone over thirty.

      Carmen sighed. “I hope so, sweetheart, I do. I know this might seem a strange situation to you but River has never been a very sociable person. He got worse after his mother died and his father remarried.” She lowered her voice. “His stepmother is a vile, vicious woman. Something happened between her and River and he was never the same.”

      “God, how awful.”

      Carmen nodded. “He would never tell anyone what happened, but it must have been pretty bad. He had bruises, but he wouldn’t tell his father.”

      “How old was he when this happened?”

      “Sixteen. It’s been twenty years and he still won’t talk about it.”

      So ‘old’ was thirty-six? Sunday blinked, adjusting her image of her enigmatic employer. “That’s just awful. Is she still around?”

      “Unfortunately, but thankfully, she lives in New York. She’d better not show her face here anytime soon.”

      Sunday nodded, and soon she went back to her office to start work. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Carmel had told her and wondered if Ludovico’d had any idea his son was being abused by his wife. Sunday shook her head, angry for River. She had no time for men or women who abused kids. She gave into temptation and typed Ludo’s name into a search engine. She found pictures of a handsome, silver-haired man with a much younger woman—a woman Sunday recognized immediately. “No fucking way,” she hissed under her breath.

      Angelina freaking Marshall. The Wicked Witch of the Upper East Side. Sunday smiled grimly. Suddenly, the abuse didn’t seem so surprising. Angelina was both feared and reviled, but her money, her position as the daughter of one of New York’s most powerful families, meant people fawned around her, regardless. Sunday or rather, Marley, had interviewed the woman once for a segment on the early show and had disliked her immensely. She’d nicknamed Angelina ‘Our Lady of Perpetual Victimhood’ after the woman had claimed to have suffered from several serious illnesses without any evidence of such poor health. When Marley had called her out on air, she’d made an enemy of the other woman. Angelina had called Marley’s boss, demanding Marley be fired. Jack, the station owner, had refused point blank. They didn’t pander to people like Angelina Marshall.

      Now, Sunday wondered if Ludo had written about his ex-wife. She flicked through the diaries but found they stopped before River’s mother had died. Sunday chewed her lip. On a hunch, she went to find Carmen and asked her if there were more diaries.

      “Oh yes, honey, there’ll be a few more volumes. River told me to give you a couple at a time so you didn’t feel overwhelmed.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “Any reason you asked?”

      Yes. I know Angelina Marshall. “No, just wondered, as the two you gave me seem to only got to a certain date.”

      Carmen wiped her hands. “Come with me.” She led her through the house and into a large study. “Now, don’t judge, but this is Ludo’s study. Not his actual study, you understand, but River had it copied exactly when he had the house built. Over here.”

      She pointed to a bookcase that reached from floor to ceiling. Sunday almost moaned with happiness when she saw it. It looked a little like the library from Beauty and the Beast. She ran a flat hand over the spines of the books. “Heaven.”

      Carmen chuckled. “I knew you were hiding your inner geek. River’s the same about libraries. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you want to borrow anything. And if you want more of Ludo’s diaries, have at them.”

      Carmen left her to enjoy the library at her leisure. Sunday hoisted a few of Ludo’s diaries out and bore them back to her office. Her interest was piqued now, and she searched through them until she found the first mention of Angelina. Settling on the couch, she read for a few hours. The day soon went and although she had read nearly a whole journal, she had found nothing out of the ordinary. She marveled at Ludo’s attention to detail, though—the man documented everything except his bathroom habits, she found, and yet it was never boring. She decided she would have liked to know Ludovico Giotto very much. He was warm and humorous and obviously adored his first wife and his son.

      Carmen had told her that today was her half-day off and so, at suppertime, Sunday packed her bag and walked through the silent house. There was something both comforting yet charged about the silence of the house. Outside, she stood for a moment, listening to the faint sound of snow falling and breathed in a lungful of the freezing air. Yes, she could get used to this peace.

      Once again, the feeling of being watched came over her. She looked toward the far end of the house and smiled. “Why don’t you come talk to me?” she said out loud, out into the silence, but there was no answer. Who are you? “Whatever she did to you, I’d like to make her pay for it.” Sunday said that softly, to herself.

      Even after everything had happened to her, she still went out, made new friends, had experiences. She could not imagine being so scarred by something that she would disappear into exile.

      Isn’t that just what you’ve done though?

      Not by choice.

      Sunday got into her truck and drove back into town. She saw the coffeehouse was still open and stopped to say hi to Daisy.

      Her friend seemed delighted to see her. “Hiya. Americano?”

      “I’m in the mood for hot chocolate, actually. I need the sugar.”

      Daisy grinned and nodded to a chair. “Grab a pew. I’ll bring it over.”

      Sunday sat, dumping her purse on the floor next to her. She nodded at Aria, who smiled blandly but didn’t come over. She was talking to a handsome young man with dark blond hair and blue eyes, who looked at Sunday with interest. Aria murmured something to him and they both laughed, and Sunday felt her face flush. What was this, ninth grade?

      Daisy brought over two cups of hot chocolate and sat down, flashing an annoyed glance at her stepsister. “Ignore her,” she told Sunday, “she never grew up. So, how’s things? Settling in? Met River yet?”

      Sunday smiled at her new friend. “Good. Yes and no. The mysterious Mr. Giotto remains a stranger. I did meet Cleo at the diner last night.” For some reason, she didn’t want to mention the delectable stranger whom she had taken home. That was for her alone, her dirty little secret.
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