
  
  She’s lost her future. He’s sacrificed his.
Now they have a chance to reclaim it—together.



Wisconsin, 1930—While fleeing for her life, Adaleigh Sirland’s rescue of a child introduces her to a family who provides her safe harbor. But all is not what it seems in the little fishing town. Danger lurks. And, though hiding under an assumed name, Adaleigh offers her ability to draw out confessions, making her a valuable asset to the police.

First mate David Martins is intrigued by the mysterious woman taken in by his grandmother, but knows she wrestles with a troubled past. When his estranged father is arrested for murder, David enlists Adaleigh's help in proving his innocence. In return, he's determined to help her find hope once again.

As the truth becomes more knotted, and Adaleigh's real identity risks revelation, David must put aside his own struggles to discern which secret threatens Adaleigh before it kills them both.

Welcome to Crow’s Nest,
where danger and romance meet at the water’s edge.



Confessions to a Stranger is the first book in the Harbored in Crow’s Nest series.








  
  
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 my husband
who showed me the magic of the waterfront and joy of fishing








  
  

When thou passest through the waters,
I will be with thee;
and through the rivers,
they shall not overflow thee:
when thou walkest through the fire,
thou shalt not be burned;
neither shall the flame kindle upon thee.
Isaiah 43:2 (KJV)
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Chapter One


Friday, May 30, 1930, Memorial Day
Crow’s Nest, Wisconsin

The caw of a seagull yanked Adaleigh Sirland’s gaze from her worn journal. Her pulse kicked up, and she gripped her mechanical pencil as she searched for the bird. It sat atop the uppermost spire of a boat docked ten feet away. Dark and murky, the water lapped at her shoes. 
Relax. No one knows you’re here.
Behind her lay Crow’s Nest. A bright, bustling place for a secluded inlet town on the western banks of Lake Michigan. Children raced. Mothers attempted to contain them. Chains clanked as boats came in and out of the harbor, creating a gentle surf. Seagulls fought with the pigeons. The evening sun dodged the clouds as it warmed her back. The summer heat soothed the ache in her soul.
Another scream tore her out of her reverie. A child’s scream this time. Not of excitement, but terror. Adaleigh stuffed her journal, pocket Bible, and pencil into her knapsack as she bounced to her feet. To the left, a young woman with pinned-up blonde hair pointed at the water as if it would jump out at her. Two school-aged boys tugged a rope closer to the edge of the boardwalk. The boy who had fallen into the water barely bobbed above the surface three feet from shore.
In an instant, Adaleigh tossed her bag on the dock that jutted out from the boardwalk, kicked out of her black Oxfords, and jumped feet first into the harbor. Her knee-length skirt flew over her face, and air leapt out of her lungs as she hit the frigid water.
Come on, Adaleigh, focus. She shoved the fabric out of her way.
The boy floated facedown, inches from a large boat’s hull. Please, God, not a child. Practiced strokes quickly brought her closer. The boy didn’t move, didn’t call for help, didn’t struggle with the water. She maneuvered around him, attempting to come up behind so she wouldn’t startle him into drowning her. That’s when she saw the blood.
She flashed to another scene. The one that haunted her nights and dogged her by day. God, not here, please. She hauled herself back to the present before panic made her useless.
Adaleigh quickened her stroke, wrapped an arm around the boy’s shoulders, and pulled his head above water. His chest didn’t rise against the pressure of her grip.
“Take this!” someone called, and a red life preserver ring landed by her elbow.
A crowd had gathered along the edge of the water. She hesitated. Not only was she inappropriately attired to be in the water, her life depended on staying unnoticed. One look at the boy whose chin she kept above the surface pushed back her fear. He needed help. Her help. That didn’t require a second thought.
She clutched the life preserver, kicking to help the bystanders pull them in. Eager hands reached down to lift the boy onto hard ground. A man in a cowboy hat held out a hand to her, but the warning in her head, the one reminding her that her own life was at stake, had her shaking her head. Getting out of the water with a dress plastered to her body in front of a growing crowd … no.
She eased back toward where she had left her shoes, treading water and clenching her chattering teeth as Cowboy Hat performed resuscitation on the boy. He had him on his stomach, arms extended over his head, and pressed on his upper back. One … two… three … The man counted to ten before the boy choked for air. Thank God. He was alive!
Now, time to disappear. Again.
With no ladder to climb up and the water barely lifting her high enough to grasp the top of the planks she’d so quickly jumped off of to rescue the boy, she would now have to pull herself up without leverage—and without help since she didn’t want to attract any undo notice. No easy feat, but she could do it. She had to.
She grabbed the edge and kicked at the water for momentum. Almost. The fabric stuck to her stomach and caught the rough boards as she fell back into the water. A shiver skittered over her body. Maybe she should have taken the help when it was offered, even if it led to embarrassment. But discovery …?
The county ambulance’s horn stopped the crowd’s commotion for a moment, then the onlookers redoubled their interest as two men in white coats pushed their way to the boy. No one seemed to notice her in the water. That’s what she wanted, right? To stay hidden? To stay … alive?
Cold wrapped its icy fingers around her chest. Or was it fear? Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Again she reached for the dock, gave a kick. And lost her grip.

      [image: ]David Martins left the pullover and flat cap he’d shed while setting up for tonight’s Memorial Day festivities on board the deck of his boss’s lead fishing boat, the Tuna Mann. Nor did he bother with the suspenders that hung at his hips as he leapt to the dock. With a single ambulance to cover the county, seeing it head for the boardwalk never meant anything good.
Pausing at the edge of the crowd, he squinted against the sunlight, trying to make out the scene. Couldn’t from this far away. His instinct to help someone in need launched him forward. He easily maneuvered through the crowd in time to see a woman treading water as she handed off a boy to the waiting arms of his friend Silas Ward—easily recognizable by that ridiculous cowboy hat he insisted on wearing since his return from a ranch out west. David didn’t recognize the woman, but the boy was Matthew Hitchens, and his nanny, Amy Littleburg, stood nearby, furiously wringing her hands.
David’s adrenaline eased as the ambulance personnel took over the scene. The relaxed expressions suggested Matthew would be all right, despite the blood matting his hair. As a fisherman, David knew all too well that a day on the lake could quickly turn to tragedy. Several of the younger fishermen were trained in basic water rescue, thanks to the local Red Cross Life Saving Corps, but not being able to save a life when one had the power to do so made it all the more difficult.
Thankfully, the woman had acted so promptly. He scanned the water for her. Had she gotten out already? Not if the shoes and knapsack on the dock were hers. He jogged over to them. Two decades on the water warned him she needed help.
He dropped to his knees beside her belongings. Just below the surface, the woman’s brown hair swirled. His heart pounded. God wouldn’t take the life of someone who’d just saved a child, right? He leaned over the edge and plunged his hand into the frigid water, hoping he wasn’t too late to pull her out.

      [image: ]Adaleigh forced her cold limbs to cooperate. Powerful kicks propelled her to the surface. This time, a hand grabbed the back of her dress and hauled her onto the dock. She lay still for a second, teeth freely chattering, before she opened her eyes.
Above her appeared a clean-shaven face topped by wavy brown hair. She scrambled back, pulling her sopping-wet dress over her knees and putting distance between them.
“Thank you for assisting me,” she said, forcing the polite, yet casual words past stiff lips.
The man rocked back on his heels. His mouth firmed, but before he could speak, an older gentleman, probably close to seventy, with a large-brimmed hat, stark blue eyes, and a gray mustache, pressed a hand on his shoulder.
The narrow dock left Adaleigh with no escape except back into the water. She’d have to let bravado be her shield. She clamped her teeth to manage an easy smile. On the boardwalk, the boy had been placed in the ambulance, and the crowd parted in anticipation of its leaving. Time to get out of there. If these two men would let her.
She tugged her Oxfords onto wet, stockinged feet. Mustache stuck out a bony hand to help her up as Handsome leapt to his feet in one lithe movement.
“You saved that kid,” said Mustache, the gravel in his voice further showing his age.
“Someone had to.” Adaleigh ignored his offer and stood unassisted after gathering her belongings. She smoothed her dress, well aware the wet fabric clung to every curve and Handsome studied her from beyond Mustache’s thin shoulders. She raised her chin. Saving a life trumped propriety in most anyone’s book, yet her cheeks warmed nonetheless.
“You’re not from around here.” The older man’s appraising eyes ran over her from under bushy eyebrows. Then he removed his coat and held it out to her. “Let me buy you coffee while you dry out.”
“No need.” Adaleigh gave a practiced smile and pushed past the older man, only to find herself sandwiched between the two. Her ears pounded. Handsome’s eyes darkened in concern as he shifted to the edge of the dock, giving her space to escape.
“I insist.” The authority in Mustache’s voice pinned her feet. She looked over her shoulder, and he pulled a police detective’s badge from his pocket.
Fear squeezed her throat. Her sister wouldn’t have contacted the police, would she? No way. Not with how they left things.
Mustache set the jacket over her shoulders, eyebrow raised. Fine. She would go along with him. A police detective was supposed to be safe. Right?

      [image: ]Intrigued, David considered the woman he’d pulled from the water. She was definitely scared of something, even if she seemed determined to hide it. Tempted as he was to join them for that cup of coffee, to satiate his curiosity and see what else he could learn about her, as Captain Mann’s first mate and fleet manager, duty pulled him in other directions. He loved the work, but the hours were long during fishing season, especially since the economic crash last fall.
He parted with the lovely stranger and her detective escort at the edge of the dissipating crowd, snapping up his suspenders, then turning his steps toward Mann’s fish shanty set up beside The Wharfside Café, the hub for all of Crow’s Nest’s independent fishermen and direct competition for Buck Wilson’s Crow’s Nest Conglomerate. He needed to speak with his boss before he finished preparing the boat. The holiday meant he could be home for a late supper with his grandmother, brother, and sister before daylight slipped away. However, a glance at the sun told him he’d have to finish up quickly if he wanted to make it tonight.
It took a moment for his eyes to adjust as he stepped into the dim interior of the wooden structure. Empty. He could have sworn his boss planned to come straight here after leaving the boat. Captain Mann was a cantankerous enigma. Rotund and jolly, often jawing the day away, yet a stubborn old man who’d built his own business out of nothing but fish. He’d given David his first and only job back when David was just a teen. Now David basically ran the company, even if Captain Mann wouldn’t admit it. The man usually returned to the shop like a homing pigeon, but today, perhaps the excitement outside had distracted him. 
Before David could turn around and head out the front door, Captain Mann’s raised voice came from the back room. “I will not—”
David paused, his hand pressed to the closed door. He barely made out the rumble of a second voice.
“You city boys are all the same,” Captain Mann said, launching into his typical tirade about the wealthy businessmen who sought to regulate the fishing waters and those who wished to claim the same waters for sport. The Great Lakes fish population seemed to be declining, and no one could agree on fixing the problem. Something would need to give soon, whether his boss liked it or not.
Ever since the financial crash, bitterness crept into his boss’s voice more often than not. His mentor’s succumbing to the growing divide among the fisherman weighed on David. Buck Wilson’s conglomerate was supposed to bring the small businesses of Crow’s Nest together, give them a voice in the national and international—Canada bordered the Great Lakes, too—fishing conversation. It did the opposite.
“I’d take my business elsewhere, but yours is the boat I need.” A man in a dark suit and red tie emerged from the back room ahead of Captain Mann, who wore his usual overalls. “Though this place is as old and dusty as I expected.”
David bristled. He swept the wooden floor every night before he closed up and dusted the shelves whenever he restocked the various goods they kept on hand for fishermen to purchase.
“I assure you …” Mann stopped beside the counter, not making eye contact with David and cracking his knuckles. “Our boats are kept to the highest standards.”
“Humph. I need the boat every afternoon next week.”
How were they supposed to fish if this man commandeered their boat?
“Put it under Joe Spelding.“ He pulled out more money than David had seen in the past six months combined. “I’ll make it worth your while.”
“Make it happen, Martins.” Mann gave a definitive nod.
David reluctantly slipped behind the counter. Mr. Spelding glanced over at a red-faced Mann with an air of derision. Or was it conquest? David swallowed down his protest. He loved the lake, loved fishing, loved being a first mate, and hated the injustice of pretentious snobs thinking their money made them better than everyone else. Even if money was getting hard to come by these days.

      [image: ]Adaleigh and her detective companion stayed silent as they approached The Wharfside Café, an old weather-beaten building with seven outdoor tables. It made Adaleigh think Ishmael could have eaten here before sailing off on the Pequod, like in Mr. Melville’s tale. A large mastiff got to its feet, its hind quarters wagging in an undignified fashion.
“Have you been a good boy?” The detective rubbed the dog’s massive head and untied the leash, which was wrapped around one of the fence posts that sectioned off the outdoor tables, with ropes slung between them and the public area.
The dog barked—a sound that shook the beams of the boardwalk—and pressed close against the detective’s legs.
“Easy. I’ll get something for you.”
The dog whined but plopped down under the table they neared. The detective suggested she use the water closet inside to change out of her wet clothing. For a moment, she considered slipping out the back. But she was chilled and had nowhere warm to go. When she returned outside, the detective held out a chair on the far side for her to sit in. He took the one next to the dog.
Adaleigh leaned against the chair back, the warmth of its wooden surface seeping into her skin, then slipped off her shoes, letting the wood beams of the boardwalk heat her stockinged feet. As her shivering stopped, Adaleigh’s hypervigilance began to relax, and curiosity popped out its head. Why had this detective invited her for coffee?
Before she could ask, a young waitress with a catching smile appeared, carrying a notepad. “Coffee, Mr. O’Connor?”
“Please, Mindy.” The detective’s voice was deep and calm, like a tidal pool.
“The usual?” Mindy asked. “And water for Samson?”
“It’s my day off, so let’s shake it up.” Dozens of tiny lines broke out over Detective O’Connor’s face.
Mindy smiled. “We have all but the cranberry muffins left. How about a cinnamon roll?”
“That’ll do. Warmed up, too, if you would.”
“And for you, miss?” the waitress asked. Adaleigh guessed her to be about her same age, early twenties. It appeared Mindy lacked the ostentatiousness of most of the girls Adaleigh knew; perhaps they’d even be friends in another life.
“The same for my guest.” The detective tossed his hat on the chair between them.
Adaleigh rubbed her bare arms. “A muffin please, any flavor.” While she occasionally enjoyed a gentleman ordering for her, she couldn’t let the detective get the upper hand. Who was she kidding? One of the highlights of growing up as she did was being treated like a lady, and the detective had just won major brownie points.
Before Adaleigh could launch into a full internal debate on the subject of male chivalry, out of the building next to the café, the one with the hanging sign that read Captain Mann’s Fishing Shanty, stepped a man dressed too well for the setting.
Of medium height, with an impeccably tailored suit, he had jet-black hair, a closely trimmed beard, and sculpted facial features. He reminded Adaleigh so much of her next-door neighbor that she not-so-surreptitiously watched him round the old fence to enter the café seating.
He took a table two over from where they sat, unbuttoning his suit and letting the red tie swing loose.
A throat clearing brought Adaleigh back to her own table. “Sorry.” She rested folded hands in her lap and zeroed her attention on the man across from her.
Detective O’Connor’s blue eyes felt like light beams, reading every message she intentionally, or unintentionally, sent him. His gray hair was matted, and he wore a blue-and-gray-plaid dress shirt under a navy vest—a conventional appearance, neither striking nor haphazard.
“Your name?”
Adaleigh blinked. “Pardon?”
“We have not had the pleasure of exchanging names.” He smirked.
Adaleigh straightened her shoulders. She couldn’t tell him, so how could she redirect?
The muscle below his left eye twitched.
“Here is your coffee.” Mindy set a cup of the steaming liquid on the table in front of each of them. Then she placed a bowl on the ground for Samson. He lapped at it lazily, spreading more slobber than water.
Mindy moved to the table where the smartly dressed gentleman sat.
“Got a little sugar for my coffee?” The man’s sultry baritone drifted over. He intrigued Adaleigh more than she cared to admit. Could her sister have sent him?
“I’m working, Joe.” Mindy swatted his hand away, but he slapped her backside. Not everything is about you, Adaleigh. Those two had history. Not the good kind.
“Your turn.” Detective O’Connor’s voice pulled her back.
Goodness gracious. Adaleigh had never been this distracted by a good-looking man before. But she’d been off ever since—
“You have not told me your name.” Detective O’Connor looked at her from under those bushy eyebrows, making her squirm.
“It’s Leigh,” she lied. Well, partially.
That muscle under his eye twitched again.
Regret stung. She loved her name, her full name. Adaleigh Grace Sirland. With her two newly minted college degrees in psychology and rhetoric from the University of Illinois.
Adaleigh switched gears. “You’re with the police here?”
“Special investigations.”
“Special?” Mercy. Once he returned to his station, he would no doubt track down her whole history. Family drama, educational independence, general philosophical leanings, and spiritual practices. So much for the anonymity she craved.
A smile lurked under the detective’s mustache.
“Mr. O’Connor.” Mindy appeared, placed the pastries on the table. “Anything else?”
“Thank you, Mindy.” Detective O’Connor smiled at her, bringing out all his wrinkles again. “A little trouble with the customers today?”
Adaleigh used her fork to break up the blueberry muffin, letting the air cool it.
Mindy fumbled for her notepad. “It’s nothing.”
Detective O’Connor touched her arm and gave her a look of fatherly concern. She gave a faltering smile and turned away. Emotion clutched Adaleigh’s throat. Why in all creation did she have to lose everyone who cared for her like that? She was on her own. But she was a fighter, a survivor, and she believed in God, even if He seemed rather silent when she needed Him most.
“Okay, time to tell me everything,” Detective O’Connor said before tossing Samson a bite of cinnamon roll. “I’ve seen people like you before. You didn’t give me your real name because you don’t want anyone to know you’re here. Beau trouble?”
“No.”
“Family trouble.” It wasn’t a question.
Adaleigh folded her arms. “What do you want from me?”
He laughed. A jolly, good-natured, crazy uncle laugh. The kind that clears a person’s head and makes them feel good inside. “I want you to finish eating.”
Adaleigh stared at her plate. Her recent lack of sleep left her helpless to sort out the concoction of emotions bubbling in her stomach.
“You can be safe with me.” He reached a weathered hand across the table. “It’s not about how far away you go, it’s how little a trail you leave behind.”
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Chapter Two


The detective’s large mastiff loped ahead of them, sniffing at fire hydrants and tree trunks. Detective O’Connor walked beside Adaleigh with easy strides, leading her over cracked roads that wove north of the boardwalk. She found she liked the quaint town of Crow’s Nest. 
With the lure of a home-cooked dinner, the detective had managed to convince Adaleigh to at least go along to his sister’s house, a simple frame structure set back on a shady lot, as it turned out. He also said she had a spare room she’d let in exchange for light housework. Adaleigh’s stomach growled at the thought of food—the muffin hadn’t touched her hunger—and her muscles ached at the idea of a soft bed. She had no experience with housework, but how hard could it be for a few days? And surely, she could keep her guard up while obtaining much-needed rest and still be out of Crow’s Nest before her sister was any the wiser.
“Afternoon, Em.” Detective O’Connor beamed at the woman who answered the door.
Short, plump, and with a bob of silvery hair, Marie Martins did not look one bit like her brother. Except for the eyes. They both had those squinty, smiley eyes with creases at the corners. Unlike her brother, who had studied and interpreted Adaleigh, Mrs. Martins seemed to know everything from a simple glance.
Adaleigh recoiled at how exposed Mrs. Martins made her feel, but the older woman planted her hands on Adaleigh’s shoulders. “What have you brought me, Michael?”
“The girl needs a place to stay.”
“What’s your name, dearie?”
Adaleigh stammered.
“Leigh is new to town.” Detective O’Connor nodded, encouraging her to pick up the explanation. What story could she give them? How much of the truth did she want to share? She’d already lied to the detective about her name.
“Michael, be nice. She’ll tell us in her own time.”
The detective leaned closer to Adaleigh. “I told you my sister takes in everyone.”
Mrs. Martins harrumphed. “The Lord said to welcome the stranger, so I do what I can.”
Detective O’Connor rested his hands on his belt. “Like that one pickpocket who just needed a little guidance.”
The two stared at one another for a few moments, silent conversation passing between them, until Detective O’Connor grinned. Mrs. Martins gave a martyr’s sigh.
“Come with me.” She spun around and headed down the long hall. “We’re just about to have supper.”
“Why do you think we’re here?” Detective O’Connor called after her, winking at Adaleigh before following his sister.
Adaleigh entered the kitchen. Its beige, marbled linoleum separated it from the front room’s tan carpet, which peeked through a wide doorway. Cracked cupboards, a wood stove, an electric refrigerator, and a large sink with a hand pump surrounded the large wooden table on three sides. Two people stood near the table: a lanky man with a mop of blondish hair and scraggly whiskers and a fresh-faced woman holding the cone of the wall phone to her ear.
“Who’s she?” The woman glared at Adaleigh, voice full of annoyance, eerily reminding Adaleigh of her sister.
Samson moved underfoot, Mrs. Martins shooing him away as she put bowls full of food on the table.
“Leigh, meet my sister’s adult grandchildren.” Detective O’Connor pointed at each in turn. “Patrick and Samantha.”
Adaleigh nodded, apprehensive with all the eyes staring at her.
Samson let out a howl. Adaleigh barely contained the yelp that bubbled out of her throat. Detective O’Connor squinted at her as the dog raced toward the opening front door.
“Thank heavens.” Mrs. Martins placed a bowl of potatoes on the table. “I didn’t think he’d make it before the food got cold.”
“Grandma, it smells amazing!” A cheerful voice echoed down the hallway followed by the man who’d pulled her out of the lake this afternoon. He ran his fingers through short brown hair as his gaze landed on Adaleigh.
“Leigh, this is my other grandnephew, David Martins.” Detective O’Connor made formal introductions.
David—Mr. Martins felt too formal in her head—bowed slightly. “Happy to officially meet you, Miss Leigh. I’ll forgive my uncle for not allowing us the pleasure earlier.”
Adaleigh kicked herself into turning an unusually shy smile into a genuine one, especially when she met his gaze. She was struck by the kindness in his eyes, like his grandmother’s. A deep brown. A hint of sadness added to their depth, though humor flashed for a moment while he spoke. A few freckles attempted to peek from under the tan that covered his shaven face. And the faint whiff of water, sun, and fish reminded her of how easily he’d pulled her from the water.
“But what’s she doing here?“ Samantha replaced the receiver on the phone and flipped her bobbed black hair as she placed a well-emphasized whine in her words. It snapped Adaleigh’s attention away from David.
“Will you be staying with us?” David asked before he placed a kiss on his grandmother’s cheek en route to carry over the platter of fish before the older lady could do so. Lean and lithe, he moved easily, as if accustomed to being in the kitchen. Intriguing.
“Wait.” Patrick squinted at Adaleigh. “You match the description of the girl who saved Matt.”
Heat infused Adaleigh’s body. She hadn’t considered people would make note of her description. Wouldn’t that just make her sister’s day? She already had her Pinkerton boyfriend searching for her. A news article would lead him here in days.
“It was Amy’s fault, wasn’t it?” Samantha’s charcoal-lined eyes stared at her.
Adaleigh had to do a double-take to assure herself it wasn’t her sister standing there. Fear tightened every muscle in her body. She couldn’t stay here. Couldn’t bring danger to this family. She had to get out of Crow’s Nest. Now.
“Nonsense.” Mrs. Martins stirred something in a pot on the stove.
“What do you mean? This is exciting.” Patrick pushed past his sister, reaching for the house phone. “Wait until I tell—”
“Sit down!” Detective O’Connor growled, stopping Patrick—a grown man—in his tracks.
Warmth heated Adaleigh’s left arm, drawing her attention. David had materialized beside her and placed a hand on her arm as he watched her with a mixture of question and concern. He undoubtedly had the same disconcerting ability to read her that his uncle and grandmother had. Yet … he grounded her—perhaps because of his touch—more than either his uncle or grandmother had done. More than anyone in a long while.
“Patrick, that’s enough.” Mrs. Martins snapped a towel at her grandson. “You children need to learn to respect a person’s privacy. Leigh is our guest. She is not an exhibit, and my house is not a zoo. You treat her right. Is that clear?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Both bowed their heads.
“Even a hero needs to eat,” David whispered in Adaleigh’s ear as he nodded to a chair at the table. “Impressive rescue, by the way.”
The warmth rose to her hairline and her stomach grumbled as David held her chair. So much for leaving. She’d stay for dinner, then decide what to do. Food made for a clearer brain.
“Enough antics now. It’s suppertime.” Mrs. Martins set the last bowl—cooked carrots—on the table and settled at its head. David sat opposite her with Patrick to his left. Detective O’Connor took the chair beside Patrick, Samson underneath, and Samantha sat across from him so that Adaleigh found herself with Samantha on her right and David at her left.
After Mrs. Martins insisted upon saying grace, people dove into the food. Platters passed every which way. Empty plates were handed off, then returned, overflowing. Butter dish, salt, bread … all distributed in no certain order. It took Adaleigh a minute to catch on to the chaos. Actually, it took David handing her the breadbasket with a look that said, jump in before nothing’s left.
Baked fish, boiled potatoes, cooked carrots, fresh bread … everything smelled so delicious. It baffled her on where to begin. Fortunately, the manners that had been ingrained in her head for as long as she could remember kept her from shoveling the food into her mouth at an unladylike rate, no matter how much her stomach complained over how little she’d consumed over the past few weeks.
As Adaleigh took one purposeful bite after another, she watched the Martins family. Patrick ate and talked at the same time—all about Adaleigh’s rescue of young Matt, who had apparently suffered only a minor concussion. Samantha responded to his tale with eye rolls and dramatic sighs. David ate silently, his eyes on his plate, though sometimes he’d glance at Adaleigh with a smile timed well with one of Patrick’s outrageous comments, which kept her from fully panicking. Mrs. Martins and Detective O’Connor seemed to talk without saying a word, letting Patrick’s voice fill the silence, even though Adaleigh wished they would make him stop.
It was something like dinner at home the last several years. Mom and Dad would silently communicate from across the table. If Ashley was present, she would tell fabricated stories aimed to wound Adaleigh in their parents’ eyes, no matter what scolding, threatening, or cajoling Mom and Dad would do. Adaleigh limited herself to reporting on her day, then kept quiet. It wasn’t like it used to be. Nothing was like it used to be.
“Leigh?” It was Detective O’Connor. “Ah, you are with us.”
Adaleigh smiled, quickly tucking away her embarrassment.
“He just wanted the potatoes.” David winked at her, looking like what she imagined his uncle would have forty-odd years ago.
“Hey!” Patrick swatted at the potato bowl David held over his plate.
Mrs. Martin cast warm eyes on Adaleigh. “Now, tell us, dearie, what’s brought you to Crow’s Nest?”
What could she say? That, for the second time in her life, she was now penniless? Mrs. Martins would probably brush that aside. How about that her sister ran her off from the only home she knew? The dear lady would surely start to wonder about her then.
Thankfully, Detective O’Connor took the potatoes and redirected the conversation. “David, who was the man, about thirty, black suit, red tie, who came out of the Shanty after Leigh’s rescue? Saw him at the Wharfside.”
Adaleigh’s head turned. The Shanty? Captain Mann’s Fishing Shanty? The old building next to the restaurant Detective O’Connor had taken her to?
“Gave his name as Joe Spelding.” David rested his fork on his plate. “The hotshot made me feel like he deigned to step foot inside the Shanty.”
“Need you conduct business at the table, Michael?” Mrs. Martins snatched the potato bowl out of her brother’s hand. “Let our guest talk.”
Detective O’Connor’s mustache bobbed. Adaleigh ducked her chin.
“Spelding met with Captain Mann,” David said between swallows of water. “Then insisted on using our boat all next week.”
“You work too much,” Samantha mumbled around a bite of potatoes.
“Meeting up with friends.” Patrick pushed away from the table.
“And where do you think you’re going?” Mrs. Martins called after him, then shook her head. “He’s all grown up and I can’t manage him anymore. I’m afraid he’ll …” She stopped with a glance at David.
“Become like Dad?” David wiped his mouth with his napkin.
The silence stiffened like muscles held still too long.
Samantha broke it, scooting her chair back with a scrape. “I’m meeting friends, too. Don’t wait up.”
“Young lady!” Mrs. Martins called after her, but Samantha was gone.
Adaleigh’s wasn’t the only dysfunctional family.
Detective O’Connor leaned back in his chair and tossed Samson a crust of bread. “This is why I don’t come to supper, Em. You and I have a lovely time, but your grandchildren …”
“They’ll be the death of me, Michael.” Her face aged suddenly, making her appear closer to ninety than the seventy-some Adaleigh had guessed earlier.
“Regardless, the meal was delightful.” Detective O’Connor’s voice changed the mood in the room, as if the curtain closed and the play ended. “I’ve got to report bright and early tomorrow.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Adaleigh saw David shift. He looked as if he wanted to leave, too, but something kept him there.
“You also work too much.” Mrs. Martins glared at her brother.
He stretched and stood. Samson followed suit. “The Conglomerate has been making more serious power moves since the new kid kicked out old man Baxter. Buck is a cunning devil and a pain in the—the hindquarters. I don’t like it.”
“Do be careful, Michael.”
“You know I will.” He kissed her cheek. “David, let me know when you see more of that Spelding character.”
“Of course, Uncle Mike.”
“Leigh, you’re in good hands.” He patted his sister’s shoulders, then whistled for Samson to follow him out.
“Grandma, what can I do?” David stood.
“Be a lad and clean the table for me.” She unfolded herself from the chair rather slowly. “This old body can’t do what it used to. I’m going to bed. Leigh, will you be in need of anything? It is a struggle for me to climb the stairs much anymore, and with Samantha gone, I’m afraid David will have to show you to your room.”
“I’m sure it will all be lovely. Thank you.” Adaleigh half stood, then sat again, unsure what to do next, but needing to know the answer to one question. “Mrs. Martins, why let a stranger stay in your house?”
“You can tell a lot from someone by watching them.” Mrs. Martins smiled. “I think you need a safe place. A harbor to moor your boat for a while, if I may use the analogy.”
Adaleigh blinked away prickly tears.
“Ah, well, dearie, these old bones are done for today. David can see that you’re settled. But, if you ever need to talk, I’ve got two fine, listening ears.”
Mrs. Martins tottered down the hall, leaving Adaleigh alone with David.

      [image: ]David focused on peeling off whatever meat was left on the remaining salmon instead of letting his eyes wander to the stranger he’d pulled from the water only a few hours ago.
Melinda “Mindy” Zahn, a waitress at the Wharfside, was the only other woman he felt this comfortable around, but their friendship—and that’s all it had ever been—lacked the spark he felt around Leigh, which couldn’t be her real name. Who would name their daughter a boy’s name, for heaven’s sake? This Leigh seemed cloaked in a mystery he wanted to uncover. If only he’d gotten home early enough to wash up before supper. He hadn’t expected to see her again, let alone for his uncle to bring her home.
Leigh grabbed her empty plate and Samantha’s, setting hers on the countertop to use both hands to manage Samantha’s leftover food. The fish into the stockpot, the potatoes into a bowl for later. Still, David cringed at the amount of food his adult siblings wasted. As the primary breadwinner in the house during the recent economic downturn, he knew the cost of things all too well. 
“Need help?” David asked, unsure how else to start a conversation with her. 
Leigh must have been lost in her own thoughts, since she had stalled, potatoes half in the bowl. She seemed so self-contained, and his curiosity warred with her signals to leave her alone.
She glanced down. “Distracted, I guess,” she said, then finished emptying the plate.
He could sense a crack in her walls, or maybe he just wanted to hear her talk. Regardless, he tried again, adding in a teasing tone with the hopes it would help her open up. “So, other than being a beautiful lady who heroically rescues children, will you tell me about yourself?”
She pursed her lips, hazel eyes twinkling for the first time. “I do believe you’re a flirt.”
A flirt! A laugh exploded from his belly, warming his chest on the way out. How long had it been since he’d let out such a hearty laugh, let alone flirted with a girl?
“I’m sorry,” he said, wiping good tears from his eyes. “I’m just so rarely accused of being a flirt these days. Not at all, really. I guess I just didn’t expect to pull someone as pretty as you out of the lake.”
“See? You did it again. You’re incorrigible,” she said, but her tone seemed to say she liked that about him. In fact, was that a glimpse of a smile lifting the corner of her mouth before she turned to the table to gather two more plates? The pleasure filling his chest held an addictive quality that made him want to coax her smile out of hiding more than ever.
“So, how did you end up at our supper table?”
She bobbed her shoulders, still collecting utensils, without looking at him. “Your uncle insisted.”
“He’s like that, knows a good person when he sees one. Grandma, too. They read people.”
“Rather unnervingly so.”
David chuckled. She was right about that.
“What about you?” Finally, she turned to separate Patrick’s leftovers into their proper containers. “How did you end up here with your grandma? You and your siblings.”
That question. He hated answering it. But the way Leigh avoided his gaze as she worked told him she wouldn’t divulge more until he did. She circled the table, gathering utensils that she placed in the wash bucket. Each move was graceful and purposeful. She didn’t fit in a worn down town like Crow’s Nest, but her bravery at rescuing Matt, her discomfiture when he pulled her from the water, her willingness to stay here … his curiosity hadn’t been peaked this much in ages.
He lifted the fish carcass and dropped it into Grandma’s garden bucket. She’d use the bones in her garden. “Grandma adopted us while we were all still rather young.” He could have moved out when he finished school, gone on with his life, but Grandma needed him here. His family needed him. So he’d put his dreams on hold to be the provider his dad couldn’t be.
Leigh wrung out a dish rag. “No parents?”
“Mom died when I was twelve. Dad …” He shrugged. What else could he say?
“I don’t mean to pry.”
Of course she didn’t. She was diverting from herself. Knowing that didn’t make his own story any easier to tell. There was an awkward silence as they worked in tandem to place the rest of the dishes into the washbasin. He wrestled his emotions back into their box. He should be able to handle questions about his parents by now, but no, he had to make everyone uncomfortable with how the whole situation still affected him.
Enough. He didn’t need to burden her with his family’s troubles, even if she managed to get him to share more easily than other people. He wanted to know more about this beautiful stranger, and he might only get one night to do so. Memorial Day Night, no less.
“Have you seen much of Crow’s Nest?” David asked as he scrubbed the dirty dishes.
She grabbed a towel to dry them. “I only discovered your town this morning.”
She reached for another plate, her shoulder brushing his arm, wisps of her brown hair escaping her braid and catching on her sleeve. A feeling he barely recognized—longing, if he had to name it—skidded through him. He needed to tread carefully, for both their sakes, but his curiosity was too strong to ignore.
“To honor Memorial Day—after the parade and speeches this morning, the decorating of the gravestones this afternoon—the boats put on a nighttime light show. Captains hang lanterns from the prows and wheelhouses of their boats, illuminating the harbor, so it’s as if the wharf comes alive, celebrating life after a day of mourning. There’s music, dancing …”
“Sounds magical.”
He didn’t miss the wistfulness in her voice. “Come for a walk with me? I’ll show you.”
“Really?” She narrowed her eyes as she studied him, but was that a flicker of interest he detected?
“No obligations.” He held up his hand as if swearing on the Bible in a court of law. “I’ll have you back before ten. I do have to work in the morning.”
She stared at him a beat longer and his hope rose. Then she smiled. “I’d be delighted to join you. Thank you.”
He grinned. Perhaps he could finally get her talking.
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Chapter Three


Adaleigh grabbed her cream sweater from her bag and followed David out the front door as he slapped on his flat cap. He’d taken five minutes to change into a collared shirt, dark dress pants, and a gray sweater jacket. He cut as handsome a look as he did in just his shirtsleeves. Not that she was looking. 
Outside, stars blinked in the pink sky, and a stiff breeze blew in from the lake. The air, though still warm from the day, had Adaleigh pulling her sweater tighter around her shoulders. For the first time in weeks, she felt … normal, which is why she’d ignored caution and accepted David’s suggestion.
They walked three blocks east and two blocks south before they reached the northern end of the wharf—or boardwalk, as Adaleigh considered it. It stretched half-a-mile south, if she’d judged the distance correctly this afternoon. Bordered by shops, restaurants, and boat docks, it had seemed a tame place by day, but tonight, it pulsed with energy, as David had said it would.
Gas lamps Adaleigh hadn’t noticed before lined the boardwalk, casting a flickering glow that reflected on the pale yellow of her cotton dress. Light also spilled from every doorway, along with music and voices. On the waterside, the docked boats swayed, brightening up the night with song, light, and laughter.
… When sorrows like sea billows roll ... Thou hast taught me to say … it is well with my soul. Horacio Spafford’s hymn danced through Adaleigh’s thoughts, causing hope to whisper for the first time since the fateful day that landed her here.
“Great, isn’t it?” The light reflected in David’s light-brown eyes, making them sparkle.
Adaleigh smiled back, caught up in how relaxed this stranger made her feel. Perhaps it was a connection built from his rescue of her, but perhaps it was something deeper. He made her forget her troubles. Gave her hope that she might be safe again someday. A dream, when hiding meant survival, but she could indulge the daydream for a night. Right?
David directed her down the boardwalk, one hand lightly resting on her back to aid in dodging other pedestrians, the other indicating various points of reference—the police boat dock, the lighthouse at the mouth of the harbor, places his mother would take them as kids to play. People they passed called out a rowdy hello. Most knew David’s name. There was something special about small towns.
Technically, Adaleigh grew up in a small town not far from Chicago. It had possessed the outward charm while lacking substantial reality. With every house a sweeping monolith to wealth, what could a person expect? Every couple weeks, they would attend a party at one of those houses. They’d wear their Paris-designed dresses, their hair perfectly curled, everything elegant and refined. Money created an alluring facade, but pretentiousness drained any essence of a small town. Any kindness.
Tears sprouted and Adaleigh quickly blinked
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