
  
  
A baby in danger, a man in turmoil, and a woman determined to save them both. 

Wisconsin, 1929—When her best friend is murdered, Eira Mae Pryce gains guardianship over her friend’s baby. A baby in danger. Charged with the child’s protection, she must outrun a snowstorm, her grief, and a killer to seek refuge with the man who saved her life last Christmas.

All ex-sheriff Casper Yarwood wants for Christmas is to be left alone. With failure ringing in his ears, he retreated to his family’s cabin in the densely wooded portion of his former jurisdiction. But when his uncle’s secretary–and the woman he believes he failed–arrives on his doorstep with an endangered child, Casper cannot turn them away.

Casper and Eira Mae face impossible odds that require facing their pasts, sacrificing their futures, and ignoring their growing feelings for one another. But they’ll do so if it means they keep their charge alive long enough to experience his first Christmas.

One cabin in the Northwoods … a decade of Christmas miracles.











  
  

In Confessions to a Stranger, Danielle Grandinetti weaves a tale that is at once mysterious, suspenseful, romantic, and inspiring. I was drawn into Adaleigh’s story and her admirable strength … Filled with truths that made me ponder my own life, this novel is a lovely start to what is sure to be a wonderful series!

—Heidi Chiavaroli,
Carol Award-Winning Author of The Orchard House





Danielle Grandinetti has crafted a wonderful tale of suspense and romance that will keep you on the edge of your seat. With well-drawn characters authentic to the era, a gripping plot, and a strong message of hope, Confessions to a Stranger is a read I recommend!

—Misty M. Beller,
USA Today bestselling author of the Sisters of the Rockies series





Riveting from the first scene, As Silent as the Night offers a unique, edge-of-your-seat Christmas read … A beautiful, gripping, and romantically suspenseful Christmas story you wouldn’t be able to put down if you tried.

—Chautona Havig,
Author of The Stars of New Cheltenham








A Strike to the Heart is a compelling story. From the very first page, I was immersed into the thrilling action and remained gripped with intrigue until the satisfying ending. The romance escalated right along with the winding plot, creating a layered mystery that is sure to delight readers.

—Rachel Scott McDaniel,
Award-winning author of The Mobster’s Daughter







A Strike to the Heart is an entertaining story that grabs you on the first page with its intriguing plot, as Grandinetti expertly balances action with the tender stirrings of a romance that will woo your senses until the very end.

—Natalie Walters,
Award-winning author of Lights Out
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To all those who, like me, love Christmas


In the words of Ebenezer Scrooge:
"I will honor Christmas in my heart,
and try to keep it all the year."










  
  

Trust in the LORD with all thine heart;
and lean not unto thine own understanding.
In all thy ways acknowledge him,
and he shall direct thy paths.
Proverbs 3:5-6, KJV
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Chapter One






Manitowish Waters, WI
December 18, 1929

“Miss Pryce, a word.” Judge Cavanaugh opened and closed the door to his chambers only long enough to rumble those words.

Fingers flying over typewriter keys, Eira Mae Pryce finished transcribing her notes before smoothing her serviceable gray skirt. The older man could be gruff, especially after an hour spent cloistered away with the woefully young interim Sheriff Wilburn. The man was attempting to replace the judge’s own nephew, Casper Yarwood, the rather handsome man who saved her life last Christmas.

Christmas. Her gaze darted to the garland she had strung over the door to the judge’s chambers. He didn’t approve, of course, but his wife sided with her. What harm could a bit of Christmas cheer do before meeting with a judge?

She adjusted the collar on her white blouse. She planned to stop by the general store on her way home today, see how far she could stretch a dollar in order to get an extra gift for each of her siblings. They would devour penny candy too quickly, so if she could find a toy that would last longer, she would bring it with her when she returned home for Christmas.

A consideration for when she reached the store. For now, she knocked lightly on the judge’s door before entering. The scent of pine from the garland overhead followed her inside. “Your honor?”

Both the judge and the sheriff looked at her from where they stood behind the judge’s massive oak desk, then exchanged significant looks with each other. Cold crept down Eira Mae’s back. They were discussing her. Why?

Her eyes roved the room until they landed on the brown basket the sheriff had carried in when he arrived. The side bowed suddenly, as if something moved within. Her attention darted back to the gentlemen.

“Do you have any prospects, Miss Pryce?” Judge Cavanaugh fingered his gavel. “Any gentleman callers?”

“Sir?” Eira Mae stammered, gaping at him. Sure, she’d fended off her fair share of flirtatious men, from criminals to lawyers to spectators watching a trial. She’d allowed a few to call on her, especially in the early days of her job with the judge. But, to a man, when they realized she was the sole breadwinner for her widowed mother and six siblings, they left rather quickly. “If you require references, sir, my landlady would provide you with information. I do not stay out late. I do not entertain male visitors. And I do not engage in vices.”

“I’m not concerned about that. I know your reputation.” The judge gave her a smile. The one he gave her the occasional times when their conversation turned personal. Like when he asked after her mother, or questioned whether she earned enough to support her family, or passed along an invitation from his gregarious wife to join them for supper.

“Miss Pryce.” Sheriff Wilburn tugged at his tie. “Don’t you wish to be a mother? With so many siblings, surely you have plenty of experience with … babies.”

“Pardon?” She stared at the red-faced sheriff, her own cheeks heating at his impertinent question. What was the purpose? Her gaze shot toward the basket, a low hum of fear vibrating across her shoulders. “I love children, sir, but what does that have to do with me?”

The sheriff tilted his head toward the judge. “We have to tell her.”

Tell her what?

“Miss Pryce. Eira Mae.” Judge Cavanaugh rounded the desk and took her hands as a grandfather would. He’d never strayed so far from the professional before, even when she joined him and his wife for a meal. “I have an assignment for you. It is not to be undertaken lightly, as it will permanently end your job here and likely affect the hope of any future marital prospects.”

Dread dropped her heart into her stomach. “My family, sir.”

“I will see them cared for.” The judge inhaled as if preparing to issue a sentence. “As I’m sure you will care for your friend’s baby.”

Her friend’s baby? Molly’s baby? Cold numbness spread from her fingertips up her arms. Molly had confided that her brother-in-law was none too happy about things her husband had been doing to grow the Bayfield family business, while keeping it on the right side of the law.

The sheriff crossed the room to the basket, and the bundle cried as he picked it up. She recognized the blue blanket and her legs turned to jelly. Please, Lord, let Molly be all right! Her dearest friend had married the wealthy Mr. Bayfield a little over a year ago and had recently delivered her first baby. A precious little boy named Lewis, after his father. The blanket was a gift Eira Mae had knitted for her godson.

“Please sit before you collapse.” Judge Cavanaugh hooked his arm around her waist, escorting her to the cushioned leather chair behind his desk.

Eira Mae couldn’t take her eyes off the bundle. Molly and Lewis Senior loved their son and Eira Mae couldn’t help but love the little one, too. So small and innocent. The baby in the sheriff’s arms mewled. Then Eira Mae remembered her last visit to see Molly. She’d made Eira Mae promise that if anything happened to her, Eira Mae would become Lewis’ mother.

She pressed her fingers to her mouth. “Something happened, didn’t it? Something happened to Molly.”

“The babe’s parents were found murdered this morning.” Judge Cavanaugh patted her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Eira Mae.”

“How?” A sob strangled her, but she reached for the bundle. Sheriff Wilburn set Lewis in her arms and Eira Mae held the little one close. Smelled the rose and lavender from the sachets she and Molly had made together this summer. Her tears dripped onto his pudgy little cheeks.

“This was your friend, so do not speculate. You’ve heard worse from my cases. I assure you it was not gruesome, but it was definitely murder.” The judge let baby Lewis wrap his little fingers around his big one and the child tugged it into his mouth. “What’s important right now is that the child is Lewis Bayfield Senior’s only child, which means he is the heir to the Bayfield empire.”

This sweet little orphan? Molly had loved entering her husband’s society. She was grace itself, with a humility that wouldn’t allow her to abandon her oldest friend even after their economic statuses became so different. She would have been a wonderful mother. And baby Lewis, oh, he must be so confused. Missing his mother. Her tears turned to sobs, and she bent over her best friend’s child. His other fist tangled in one of her curls. Images of Molly’s face, tired and yet joyful, washed across Eira Mae’s mind. Her friend was gone.

“Miss Pryce,” Sheriff Wilburn cleared his throat. “I hate to rush your grief, but this is an urgent matter.”

Eira Mae lifted her head with a nod and a sniff. She needed a hankie, but it was in her purse, back at her desk. Judge Cavanaugh must have realized, because he pulled his from his pocket, his monogram perfectly stitched into the center of the folded square.

Sheriff Wilburn waited a moment for her to clean her face, then folded his arms and continued. “Lewis Bayfield’s brother wants the inheritance. The two have been at odds for months now and it’s no secret he lost significant holdings in the market crash this past October.”

“I know.” Her mind tumbled through the conversations she’d had with Molly during her confinement. Had she missed something that could have saved Molly’s life?

“Then you also know,” Sheriff Wilburn continued, “that Mr. Bayfield set up a contingency in case something happened to him. The babe is to go to an unrelated guardian who will also manage the company until the child comes of age. Then he can inherit. Mr. and Mrs. Bayfield chose you.”

“Molly said …” She looked between the two men, details snapping into place. Bayfield’s brother. Unrelated guardian. Managing a company. Murder. Her tears dried up. “There is more, isn’t there?”

Sheriff Wilburn nodded. “Legally, you are the baby’s guardian now, and even if the babe’s uncle wishes to contest the will, Judge Cavanaugh and I plan to uphold it. However, we suspect the uncle is involved in his brother’s murder, which puts the child in immediate danger. If the child dies, the uncle would inherit.”

A shiver shook Eira Mae’s body, and she held the baby tighter. Lewis sucked on his fist, blue eyes watching her. Nothing could happen to Molly’s baby. She wouldn’t allow it.

Judge Cavanaugh leaned against his desk. “Your landlady won’t suspect you are missing until this evening, which gives you enough time to flee the area. We’ll cover your tracks for as long as possible without hinting that you took the child.”

“Flee? Where am I to go?” Eira Mae’s mind raced. She saw the wisdom in hiding until the murderer was caught, but she was a single woman, alone. And her family would be left without her financial support. She would be without her financial support. “How am I to care for myself, my family, and the baby without this job?”

The men shared a look that set a rock in Eira Mae’s stomach. They had an idea. One they didn’t think she’d like. Lewis whimpered, and she realized she’d clutched him too tightly. She forced herself to take a deep breath, to relax, so the baby didn’t sense her unrest. The moment caused the questions about whether she had a beau to flood back.

“That is why you asked me about a man in my life. What is it you expect of me?”

Judge Cavanaugh met her gaze. “My nephew, Casper, if you remember, has a cabin up in the northwest corner of the county, deep in the woods. He’s been there this past year. It’s secluded. He rarely leaves it, so no one would suspect you were there. And I trust him to protect both you and the baby, even if he’s decided he’s better off without anyone.”

“You—you want me to stay in his cabin with him? Alone?” The rock in her stomach grew to a boulder. Casper Yarwood was a good-looking man, and, she believed, an honorable one. Frankly, she’d stolen many a surreptitious glance over the years. Kind, chivalrous, yes. But staying with him without a chaperone, and with a baby … it would permanently destroy her reputation.

Sheriff Wilburn rubbed the back of his neck. “You could do a lot worse than Casper Yarwood, Miss Pryce. I know he abruptly resigned from his post as sheriff, leaving me holding the office completely unprepared, but he would protect you. It’s who he is. And, I think, why he ran. He thinks he failed us. You and me. This would give him a chance to redeem himself.”

“So I’m saving both the baby and the man who is supposed to protect us?” Eira Mae stood, shifting the baby to her shoulder, gently bouncing him as his fussiness grew. He had to be hungry. She rifled through the bag beside the basket, but couldn’t focus on the items as her hand brushed them. While she admired Casper, his rejection of her gratitude stung more than she wished to admit, and now the judge expected her to … what? Show up unannounced on his doorstep and demand—she spun on the men. “Do you expect me to marry him?”

“Only if you wish to marry him, of course.” Judge Cavanaugh joined her, picking up where she left off pulling the jug of milk, glass bottle, and a nipple from the satchel in order to feed Lewis. “Casper will protect you, no matter what. He’s proven that already. You know he’s an honorable man—a hurting man—but one who will not leave you defenseless nor take advantage of you.”

Eira Mae could only nod. She believed that about him, too. But it would mean sacrificing her future for Lewis’ immediate protection. Judge Cavanaugh handed her the bottle, and she held it to Lewis' little lips.

The judge cleared his throat. “What I fear is that staying with my nephew alone at his cabin will ruin your reputation, unless you chose to marry him.”

“And I cannot say how long you will need to disappear.” Sheriff Wilburn flanked her other side. “I will investigate the murder and get word to Casper when it’s safe for you to return. Please know we do not ask this lightly, Miss Pryce. But we need your answer. We must get you on the road immediately.”

Eira Mae looked down at the infant in her arms, eyes closed in satisfaction, as his mouth suckled the bottle. The boy’s life was in danger, her dearest friend’s only child … how could she turn a blind eye? No matter the cost to her. “Of course I’ll do it.”
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