
  
  

In Confessions to a Stranger , Danielle Grandinetti weaves a tale that is at once mysterious, suspenseful, romantic, and inspiring … 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





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





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






The Neighbor and the Gifts is a poignant tale that transforms a familiar carol into a stirring journey of faith, love, and danger … For readers who love historical romance, mystery, and want a deeper meaning in their holiday stories—this one’s for you.

—Natalie Walters,
bestselling and award-winning author of Living Lies and the SNAP Agency series
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To all the little girls and boys looking for a princess or prince who looks like them.










  
  



Two things have I required of thee; deny me them not before I die: Remove far from me vanity and lies: give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with food convenient for me: Lest I be  full, and deny thee, and say, Who is the Lord? or lest I be poor, and steal, and take the name of my God in vain.

Proverbs 30:7-9, KJV










  
  
One




CHICAGO, Ill., Sept. 14, 1892—Alessandra Di Stasio dodged three well-dressed gentlemen, two bickering ladies, and one startled cat before she ducked into the first alley that opened to her right. Around debris, over refuse, and under metal fire escapes … 

Digging in a trash bin should not cause cops to chase her.

Whistles and shouts followed, but Ali’s short stature allowed her to slip between narrow alleyways and weave through the crowded streets of her city until she dashed up the steps of St. Mark’s.

She hurried down the aisle under the narrowed gaze of Padre Leo, who stood before the altar readying for the evening mass. His deep Italian voice flowed over her like the warmth of a cozy fire. “Did you find proof, my child?”

Ali dropped to a knee and made the sign of the cross. “I ran out of time.” Her jaw clenched as her ears noted the nearing of the cops. If only they’d do their jobs instead of chasing the likes of her.

“Go on with you.” Padre Leo nodded his head toward his alcove, which had a rear exit. “Tell Suor Filomena I’ll arrive early to visit Maria.”

Ali jerked her chin in comprehension and scrambled to her feet. Maria was the most recent addition to the girls’ orphanage behind St. Mark’s. She was a child no more than seven with skin as darkly olive as Ali’s, which only made the dark purple bruising she sported clash against her little face.

Oh yes. Ali would find the shopkeeper who did that to her and expose his sins in black and white … as long as she had proof to present to her contact at the Chicago Tribune.

Ali dashed across the courtyard, through the kitchen door of the orphanage, then dodged the cook’s rolling pin as she skidded toward the stairs.

“Rallentare!” Suor Filomena called after Ali, but Ali hadn’t listened to her command to slow down since the day she arrived at the orphanage covered in soot from the Fire almost twenty-one years ago. One never knew when their time on this earth would be over, and Ali had too much to accomplish to waste even a moment.

She owed Papà that much.

Up the stairs she flew, only slowing so as not to startle Maria with a burst through the infirmary door. The black-haired child raised her head at her entrance. Her dark eyes lit up like sparkles in the night sky.

“How is la mia stellina questo pomeriggio?” Ali quieted her voice and eased onto the old mattress to avoid jostling her.

“Bene.” The smile Maria attempted was lopsided thanks to her swollen cheek.

Ali shoved down the anger at the injustice. Maria had done nothing to warrant such violence. Unless begging for a crumb of food was wrong, which it most assuredly was not. The girl knew no English and had been living in a box in an alley when Ali found her.

“Here. È per te.” Ali removed the newspaper-bound package from one pocket and her slip-joint knife from the other. Maria’s eyes widened as Ali uncovered a half-rotten apple. “Il mio papà ha detto, fruit heals.”

“Non ho m….” Maria’s little voice trailed off as Ali lopped off the bruised part, then sliced a thin piece, handing it to the girl on the flat edge of her knife. She hummed with each little nibble. “Grazie, grazie, Ali.”

Ali’s throat closed, so she merely cut off another piece. As she waited for Maria to enjoy the treat, Ali’s gaze fell to the news on the paper she’d taken from the trash bin along with the apple. Apparently, one of the Astor Street heirs had returned from Europe. Usually, she’d scoff at one of Chicago’s wealthiest bachelors taking up print space when children like Maria were suffering. However, this heir’s surname was Moorland, which meant he could only be the son of the orphanage’s wealthiest patron.

“Ali?” Suor Filomena peeked into the infirmary, her black habit robes swirling as she entered. “We will have visitors momentarily. You best—”

“I know.” Ali didn’t want Maria to worry. Whenever Ali got herself into one of these predicaments, she would make herself scarce to avoid any unwelcome backlash on the orphanage. She sliced up the rest of the apple—Maria watching each movement—then folded the rotten portion in the newsprint.

Suor Filomena tapped the paper. “Visit the Moorlands for me?”

“There wasn’t a … death notification.” Ali dropped her voice so Maria wouldn’t hear and kept to English with the hopes she wouldn’t understand. “The son has returned, but it says nothing about Mrs. Moorland. Surely they would have printed news of her.”

“As far as I know, Mrs. Moorland yet lives. However, I received a letter from Mr. Moorland’s lawyer. They’re cutting our funding in half.”

“Half?” Ali barely retained control of the word. “Does she know?”

“Find out.” Suor Filomena caught Ali’s elbow as the bell rang below. Probably the cops. “Without anyone knowing, if you please. I make an official visit to the Moorland residence at four.”

Ali nodded. Suor Filomena had saved Ali from a life of homelessness, becoming the parent she lost in the Fire, and the girls were the family she never had. Ali kissed Maria’s head, whispered a sweet word in her ear, and then headed for the fire escape. She’d get Suor Filomena answers before the only home she remembered disappeared, too.


      [image: ]“We need to talk.” Griffeth Moorland pushed into his father’s study. His anger had stewed the entire voyage from England, but it erupted when his father didn’t even respect him enough to greet his arrival last night. Not until late this afternoon had the man returned to the extravagant brownstone.

Sullivan Moorland peered at his son over wire-rimmed frames, afternoon sunlight filtering through the large windows behind him. “Don’t be impertinent. Sit down.”

“No.” Griff planted his palms on the massive desk. “Mother is fading and you forced me to … to …” leave her. With a threat of selling the family’s English country estate out from under them, should Griff not return to America immediately.

“Son, she’s been fading for years.” Father waved at the papers on his desk, showing the rise and fall of the various agrarian goods they shipped. M & V Industries was a conduit, a broker, assuring the best delivery times for their clients. For a price. “You’re wasting your life being her nursemaid. I need you here. We have a business to run.”

“I’ve been managing the European branch just fine.” He’d overhauled much of the processes to improve cost-effective measures. “You have a partner here. Why do you need me, and so urgently?”

“It is time you marry.” Father glanced at a piece of paper and moved it to another stack as if he were talking about his favorite biscuit. “You’re nearly thirty, and Vivian is attracting the attention of other suitors.”

That was what this was about? Griff dropped into a chair. “I told you when I took Mother to England that I would never consent to marry Viv. She’s ten years my junior and …” Griff stopped the rest of his words. Perhaps seven years had changed the manipulative girl into a kind woman, but he doubted it.

“Son.” Father sighed as if Griff was solely responsible for the multitude of gray in his hair. He probably was. “You will either marry Vivian Vizard and officially bring the partners of M & V Industries into a familial relationship … or marry an heiress who brings a dowry that will compensate for the loss of such a partnership.”

The same argument they’d been having for seven years, and the only reason Father permitted him to accompany Mother to England. Seven years to wait for Viv to grow up or find an English noble lady with a dowry to bring home. Of course, he hadn’t found such a girl in England. He wanted a wife with a heart of gentleness, not a gentle lady with a sharp tongue or one who agreed to his every whim. Could Griff bide his time until another wealthy businessman swept Viv off her feet?

The doorbell chimed, and Father set aside his paperwork. “That will be my four o’clock appointment. I will see you at supper. The Vizards will be joining us. Dress appropriately.”

Griff refused to move. “I’m not marrying Viv.” 

“Then find an heiress.” His father waved a hand as if Griff could merely stop at the market and have his pick. He probably could, frankly, but that wasn’t what Griff wanted. “Oh, and son? You have a month, or your mother will lose that estate she loves so dearly.”

Thankfully, the butler stopped Griff’s snap response as he introduced Sister Filomena from the St. Mark’s Girls’ Orphanage and showed her in. Griff rose as the woman entered. He remembered her from before they left for England. She’d aged since, the wrinkles lining her face more evident against the white part of her nun’s habit. Why had his father invited the director of one of his mother’s dearest charities to meet him?

“I’ll see you at dinner, Griff.” Father didn’t rise to greet Sister Filomena, who glanced at Griff on his way to the door. An uneasiness grew, and he never mistrusted his instincts.

“Mr. Moorland?” Sister Filomena sighed, weariness evident. “Why have you cut our funding?”

Griff eased into the hall, ears straining for his father’s reply. But he shouldn’t have worried. His father’s voice boomed after him, much louder than necessary. “Because I have no money to spend on ungrateful children who won’t work for their food.”

A double meaning, Father? Griff gritted his teeth and hastened toward the back of the house. This required investigation. He’d find out why his father was so intent on his marriage,  and why he took the funding from the orphanage. Money, of course. It was always the common thread. But why? And why now?

Griff slipped out the back door to circle around to the front, grateful for the cool lake breeze that washed away the cloying closeness of the city. Staying in the shadows across the street, he watched for Sister Filomena’s departure. 

He hadn’t been to the orphanage since his mother took him as a boy. It’d been after the Fire and she wanted him to see how they could help other children who had been harmed in the tragedy. If he could only remember the location, he’d meet Sister Filomena there. Instead, he waited in the shadows like a thief. It grated, but what other choice did he have? He couldn’t advertise to the staff what he was doing. His mission couldn’t get back to his father. The Master of Moorland House gave no quarter if secrets were withheld.

The front door opened, and the sister left, looking dejected. Griff would wait for the nun to walk out of sight of the house, his best option being to join her in a couple of blocks and offer to escort her as she returned to the orphanage.

Sister Filomena turned south, likely headed to the tram. Griff followed from across the street for another block. Just as he stopped to check for traffic in order to cross and meet her, a vise grip yanked him into a dim alley. And before he could think to fight, it registered that a tiny woman had pressed him into an alcove with a finger raised to his lips.

“If you want to live, keep still,” she whispered, leaning so close the side of her head rested against his chest. She neither searched for his money clip nor revealed a knife, so she couldn’t be the one making an attempt on his life. Still, she kept one hand against his mouth, and the other lay splayed over his breast pocket with enough pressure to keep him stationary. 

She seemed oblivious to her proximity to him, what with her gaze pinned on the opening to the alley, but Griff was not. Even while dancing back in England, he’d never held a woman so close. Not that he held her, per se. No. In fact, his arms were firmly at his sides as he awaited an explanation. She seemed no immediate threat to him, and he could brush her aside with a swipe, but—

Footsteps pounded toward the alley. The woman tensed against him, covering his mouth more firmly and pinning him more assuredly against the wall. If the situation were the opposite, it would be an entirely traumatizing situation for her. As it was, surely she could hear his heart pounding. What did she sense that had caused her to think she could … protect … him?

“Where did he go?” a male voice demanded as the footsteps stopped. “An easier mark hasn’t come along all day.”

“Alley,” another man said. “Circle around. We’ll ambush him. It’s that Moorland heir. His father will pay handsomely for him to keep all his fingers.”

The tiny woman emitted a low growl that reverberated against his chest, then silently dragged Griff deeper into the shadowed alley. 

“Where …” he hissed. Not that he minded escaping thugs who apparently knew his identity—though most people did. But who was this woman?

“The orphanage.” She cut a glance at him, her words barely audible. “But before we get there, you’ll tell me why you clandestinely followed Sister Filomena. And then why you cut our funding.”

His feet stuttered. “How?”

“Not yet, Signore Moorland.” She tugged him into a run as they dodged trash bins to slip down an even darker alley. “These thugs enjoy preying on pretty rich boys like you. Let’s not give them that satisfaction today. Andiamo.”
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