
  
  A story of love and second chances when secrets come full circle in this suspenseful conclusion to the Harbored in Crow’s Nest series.

A second chance to set the record straight, and rekindle a lost love.

Wisconsin, 1931—Buck Wilson refuses to accept failure as his reward for all he has sacrificed, but he’s kept secrets for too long to be believed. With his freedom on the line, there’s only one person he trusts to mine for the true story: the woman he left one month before their wedding.

All investigative journalist Caroline Wagoneer wants is to shine a light on the truth wherever darkness threatens to obscure it. Which is the only reason she agrees to help her ex-fiance when he begs for her to go undercover in Crow’s Nest. What she discovers paints Buck in a whole new light.

With lies and rumor hemming them in, Buck and Caroline realize their love may be doomed on the altar of altruism. Unless love can truly conquer all.

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








  
  
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,
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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,
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Prologue


Two months ago …

Unrepentant criminals did not deserve a second—or, in this case, a fourth—chance. Yet here she stood, cocooned within the deepening shadows of Lower Wacker Drive. The growing population of homeless who camped here churned her spirit. She, Caroline Wagoneer of the Di Stasio Giornaliste Agency, wanted to do something. Instead, she was forced to wait for her lowlife informant. 
She spotted the man slipping toward her. Stringy hair. Missing teeth. A stench that drove even the rats away. She wouldn’t have minded any of that, except he was a rumrunner who exploited the down-on-their-luck people who took refuge here. Men who drank to erase what the economy took from them. Women who drank to forget the abuse they suffered. Children—
Lord, help me shed Your light in these dark places.
“Hey, doll.” Ploughshare—that’s the name he provided—looked from her black hat down her black dress to her black shoes.
She pinned her lips shut, knowing he couldn’t see any definition thanks to the darkness, especially since she’d defied the heat by wearing long sleeves and black gloves to stay better concealed.
“I ain’t doing this no more.” Ploughshare crossed his arms. Was he trying to look tough? Carrie wasn’t that tall, but she still had two inches on him. “Unless you show some gams, this is my last snitch.”
“You have provided me no new information, Ploughshare.” Just confirmation that her suspicions were correct. His boss’s organization had at least one cop on the take. Probably more. “I’m the one who should cut you loose.”
“If yous weren’t pretty, I wouldn’t give ya this.” He unwound one arm to flutter a bill from grimy fingers.
“Really?” She battled her voice back to a whisper. “I won’t be bribed.”
“It ain’t a bribe, doll.” He wagged it. “Look.”
Gingerly, she slipped it from his pinchers, watching his expression in the flickering light of a barrel fire. No glee or anticipation flashed. This wasn’t a trap. She rolled out the bill, holding each end, and turned it toward the firelight. “A one-dollar bill?”
“See anything wrong with it?”
She studied it, recalling the lessons her ex-fiancé had taught her. “It’s too dark. But counterfeiting ones isn’t worth it.”
“It ain’t more’n a test case. Pass along enough of these, then add a zero or two.” He grinned. “Or three.”
Carrie rubbed her temple. “Ploughshare, you need to get out while you can. When the G-men find out, you’ll go to prison.”
“It’s good money, doll. And if the boss finds out I snitched, I’m a dead man. No matter where I live.” He glanced over his shoulder. “You won’t tell nobody ‘bout me?”
“I never reveal my sources.”
“Then this is goodbye.” Ploughshare backed up a step, hesitated. “Watch your back. If he finds out, he’ll silence you.”
“I’m not scared of a bully.” Carrie squared her shoulders. “The truth matters.”
“You say that now. You won’t once he gets his claws into you. Goodbye, C. C. Wagner.”
Carrie held her position, a tad shaken that Ploughshare had used her byline. She made sure her person and her nom de plume were never connected. Plus, there’d been a threat in his tone that she’d never heard before. It wouldn’t deter her, though. No sirree. She studied the dollar bill one last time before pocketing it.
She was on the right trail. Excitement coursed through her. This was the closest she’d gotten yet to finding out the real reason Buck Wilson left her a month before their wedding.
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Chapter One


Monday, September 14, 1931
Chicago, Illinois

Buck Wilson did not deserve a second chance. He knew it down to his marrow, yet here he stood, outside Chicago’s Union Station, in the very town where he’d left all his hopes and dreams. The detective who wanted to arrest him at his side. 
He adjusted his fedora to cover more of his face. “If they find out I’m here, you know what they’ll do.”
“I reckon so.” Michael O’Connor braced his hands on his belt and looked around, neck craning to see the tall buildings around them. “You liked it here?”
“Let’s go, O’Connor. Quit acting like a tourist.” Buck tugged at his collar. The heat was more oppressive here in the city than up in Crow’s Nest. He couldn’t wait to leave, to return to the small Wisconsin town that had become home. But first, he had to face the one person he thought he’d never see again.
“I could have done this by myself, you know.” O’Connor kept up with Buck’s brisk pace.
“I know.” Buck turned his back on the Chicago River and headed west down Jackson. He needed the walk, even if it meant arriving looking wrung out. Frankly, he wasn’t entirely sure he wouldn’t be tossed out on his rear. He deserved nothing less. But he needed to face her like a man, not send the detective to do his dirty work.
Detective Michael O’Connor was around seventy, with blue eyes that could see into a man’s soul and a gray mustache that seemed to be a living thing at times. Buck scratched at his own usually clean-shaven chin as his eyes fell on a Beistle Devil Dancer in a shop window. The travel down from Crow’s Nest hadn’t afforded time to shave, and the scruff provided a measure of anonymity. However, showing up, looking like a hobo—or worse, a Halloween decoration—wouldn’t win him any good graces.
He halted. “We need a cab.”
“Finally. He has some sense,” O’Connor grumbled.
“Yeah. Yeah.” It was a longer walk than he remembered, and the Windy City Chicago was not today. He’d give anything for a fishy breeze off the lake. And just as much, he wouldn’t breathe a word of that sentiment to his companion. Though, as the older man folded himself into the hansom cab with a twinkle in his eye, Buck suspected the good old detective knew more than Buck wanted.
“Did you tell Matrone where you were going?” Detective O’Connor broke the silence that settled once they were on the move.
Nick Matrone was an Italian doctor who’d befriended Buck this past summer. He was one of the few men in Crow’s Nest who saw Buck as a person instead of the head of the Crow’s Nest Conglomerate. They sparred every morning. Matrone’s fiancée, Mindy Zahn, was the first to prod Buck about facing his past.
“They can’t know the truth.” Buck watched the old buildings go by, many already donning the orange and black of next month’s holiday. Black cats and witches hats. Pumpkins and masks. “Telling you is dangerous enough.”
“I wish you would have told me two years ago,” the man huffed. “Two heads and all. We could have solved this before people got hurt.”
Could they have done so? He’d been reluctant to risk it. But now, with children getting caught in the cross-hairs and his own step-brother in jail again, the counter-risks were piling up, too. “I guess we’ll never know.”
Before too long, he recognized the spire of St. Mark’s. The sun reflected off the cross that rose high above the surrounding buildings, including the one where the cabbie stopped. Buck paid the driver and sent him on his way. O’Connor stood silently beside him. He appreciated that about the detective. The man didn’t rush into things. For a moment, Buck let his eyes linger on the Catholic Church across the street, where a man in a flat cap unloaded crates of food to be carried inside.
On the edge of one of the Italian neighborhoods, smells of sausage and basil wafted through the air and punched him in the stomach. They reminded him of the blissful life he’d been forced to leave behind. O’Connor gripped his shoulder, and Buck shook himself away from the memories. If he wanted to make his sacrifices—her sacrifice—worth it, he needed her help. There was no other choice.
“We’re being observed,” O’Connor’s gravelly voice rumbled.
Buck turned toward the old brownstone, nearly stumbling over a newsboy as the kid darted by, a package of newspapers tied with twine in his arms. Sometimes, he missed the hustle and bustle of the city, but most times, he did not. And there were plenty of children to trip over on the wharf in Crow’s Nest.
He scanned the building. A paper apple with a cut-out smile hung below the agency name painted on the picture window beside the door. On the second floor, he spotted the flutter of a curtain. The Di Stasio Giornaliste Agency was home to some of the most dogged female journalists he’d ever met. Curious women who would have no trouble tossing him to the street for what he’d done to one of their own.
Enough stalling. He fortified himself as he climbed the five steps to the brownstone’s door, O’Connor to his left. Lord, please let me find favor in her eyes. Grant me this grace.
He knocked and stepped back, arms loose at his sides. The confident arrogance he wore in Crow’s Nest had no place here. It was but a disguise. One he had worn so long, now he wasn’t sure what to do with his hands. Maybe he should have brought flowers? No. This wasn’t a date. He wasn’t even here to apologize. Though he surely would. Maybe he should begin on his knees in penance. Begging for her help.
“Take a breath, Wilson,” O’Connor spoke almost silently. “You’re going to Lindy Hop your way out of here.”
A laugh jerked up his throat, and his shoulders relaxed. He stuffed his left hand in his pocket and raised his other to knock again—only for the wood to vanish before his fist. He stumbled a step forward, catching himself on the doorframe. For there, before him, stood the most beautiful woman in the world. His heart stuttered, and an ache bloomed in his chest as the realization of all he had given up crashed in on him.
“Caroline.” Her name on his lips emerged broken, just like him.
A variety of emotions danced across her round features before she shuttered them away. She was not overly tall, but neither was she short. Indeed, diminutive she was not. Dressed in her typical white blouse and black skirt, a tie at her throat, and a black eyebrow cocked, she looked like the warrior he knew her to be. Her dark hair was exactly as he remembered, pinned up with combs to soften the bob. She shifted. With one hand, she held the door open, but she relaxed a hip, resting her other hand on it as it jutted out in her signature stance. Still, not a word left her unsmiling mouth.
He’d rehearsed this moment in his mind since they left Crow’s Nest. No, ever since he’d made this ridiculous plan with Detective O’Connor, his nemesis-turned-partner. Though if this didn’t work, the man beside him might have to arrest him, as he had surely dreamed of doing the last few years. Buck could picture the older man’s bushy mustache twitching in glee as he secured Buck’s wrists in cuffs.
“Did you have something to say?” Carrie spoke firmly, neutrally, showing the skills that made him first admire her. Her gaze took in his companion but focused on him. “Or are you going to stand here in a daze until supper?”
“I need your help.” Dunderhead. Those were not the first words he’d planned. Beside him, O’Connor sighed.
The index finger of Carrie’s right hand bounced against her belt, the only sign he’d caught her off guard. “The girls think I should slam the door in your face.”
“I deserve it.”
She huffed and threw the door closed.
“Your eloquence leaves something to be desired,” O’Connor growled.
Buck cringed. But before his brain engaged, Carrie flung it open again. “Get your posteriore in here, Wilson. And shut the door.” She spun on her heels, leaving him gaping on her front step and O’Connor laughing like a crazy old man.
Caroline Wagoneer had used those exact words the first day they met over six years ago.
“I like her.” O’Connor pushed into the house.
Yeah. So did he.
And, for the first time in two years, his heart gave a pitiful thump of hope.

      [image: ]Carrie strode directly to the kitchen, unsure whether she hoped Buck would follow her or go on his way. Strike that. For his own safety, he better follow her. The women of the Di Stasio Giornaliste Agency were both loyal and fierce, and they all knew what Buck had done to her. If he dilly-dallied, or worse, left, they’d pounce.
She glanced over her shoulder. Good. He kept close, his older companion on his heels. Beneath the man’s gray eyebrows were eyes that saw way more than most. He had to be a cop. The puzzle pieces swirled as her heels clacked on the wooden floor. When Buck left Chicago, he left his job, his life, everything. All supposedly because of unscrupulous dealings—something she didn’t quite believe him capable of. So why would he now show up with an officer of the law? Unless the man was dirty.
Another look over her shoulder. This time, her gaze shot past the men to the dark brown gaze that watched from the parlor door. Her boss, sixty-five-year-old Alessandra Di Stasio, gave a subtle nod, and Carrie’s shoulders relaxed. Ali had her back, as did all the female journalists who worked for her. If Buck hurt Carrie again, there was no telling what the fearless stunt reporter would do to him.
She still hadn’t decided what to do with him. Honestly, the man left her a month before their wedding. Disappeared, leaving only an apology and no explanation in his wake.
At first, she’d been hurt, then angry. But once her curiosity took hold, she’d chased lead after lead, needing to find the truth. She thought back to the one-dollar bill Ploughshare had given her. What she’d found since Buck left did not match what she’d been told about why he disappeared.
“How’s the job?” Buck’s halting question reminded her to check the watch that hung from her belt.
Forty-five minutes before she was due to meet the agency’s best source: Gio Vella. The handsome Italian could find anything, including information. How one of the doting females he garnered hadn’t yet convinced him to marry, Carrie didn’t know. Then again, Buck was the only man who had convinced her to set aside her desire to remain unmarried.
She pushed away the memories, not having time to reminisce when Signore Vella would be waiting at St. Mark’s for her shortly. He’d sent a note around this morning that he’d discovered a person who claimed to have knowledge of the press printing those unbacked one-dollar bills. She wouldn’t be late.
“Not that it matters, but the job is fine.” She waved her hand to dismiss the topic and set about pouring three cups of coffee. Hers and Buck’s tastes matched: strong, black, and rich, without cream or sugar. Very unladylike, but she was a journalist first, a female second. And no matter how tight finances got, the agency always splurged on quality coffee beans. She slid one cup across the table, aimed her question at the older gent. “Black?”
The man tipped his chin. She turned her back on them and poured.
“You remembered.” Buck’s voice resisted surprise. Why would he think she didn’t remember? She remembered … everything. The partnership, the dreams, the kisses.
She slid the cup to the older man, leaned a hip against the table, and hid behind a sip. “Why are you here, Buck?”
Standing on the opposite side of the table, he avoided looking at her and turned the cup ninety degrees. The man was nervous. He glanced at the older man, then finally met her eye. “I need your help, Carrie.”
“So you said.” Another sip. “What kind of help?”
“I’m in trouble.” He dropped his gaze again, appearing nothing like the confident man she’d known. Compassion inched up her spine and she shoved it away.
“Oh, for pity’s sake.” The older man slapped Buck’s shoulder. “Be a man and spit it out.”
Carrie gaped, and Buck turned as red as an apple.
The older man huffed, held out a hand to Carrie. “Since he hasn’t had the decency to introduce us … I’m Detective Michael O’Connor, special investigator in Crow’s Nest, Wisconsin.”
“A pleasure.” She shook the man’s gnarled hand, cataloging everything she could about him. From his flat-brimmed hat, which he’d tossed on the table, to his gray facial hair, tall form, and serviceable clothes. “Caroline Wagoneer. Investigative journalist.”
His grip tightened, as if testing something. She cocked her head.
“Trust her yet?” Buck grumbled. “She isn’t Alistar.”
More details revealed. As a journalist, she knew the negative perceptions people in her career received. It frustrated her because, thanks to a few unscrupulous journalists, they all received a bad name. Or maybe it was because the above-board journalists sought the truth no matter the consequences, and powerful people hated having their sins revealed in black and white.
“No, she’s not. She’s much prettier.” Mr. O’Connor winked at her as he released her hand, and she realized she liked him even though she usually kept her opinions of people as neutral as possible.
She sipped her coffee. “I also have morals, which I’d guess this other journalist does not.”
Respect flashed in the detective’s eyes. Score one for her!
“Alistar has no morals whatsoever.” Buck lowered himself into a chair, rested elbows on the table. An ungentlemanly move that raised her concern still more. “Carrie, you know as well as anyone that the truth is elusive, and I need you to find it.”
“You know how to pull a gal in. Go on.” Her tease didn’t cause even a twitch of his lips. Santocielo, she thought, using one of Ali’s favorite Italian exclamations. He really did need help.
She set her cup on the table and circled around to him, laying a hand on his arm. He stared at where her fingers touched his sleeve, his throat working double time. This close, she could see the black marring the skin beneath his eyes. Eyes that lacked the sparkle she remembered of her fiancé. His skin was chapped, worn, as if he’d aged ten years, not two, since she last saw him.
That tug inside turned into a crack. Buck was indeed in trouble. The evidence filled in a few of the gaps in her investigation, but there was more she needed to know. “Is this a matter for my ears alone, or may I invite Ali into the conversation?”
“Your ears.” He met her gaze, his own a shimmering well. The man was crying! “Just telling you could cost everything, but I can’t do it alone anymore.”
The crack in her heart fissured as pieces fell into place. She glanced over her shoulder at the detective, then lowered her voice to a whisper. “You’re undercover, aren’t you? You’ve been undercover this whole time. Over two years. Buck! That’s too long!” Her boss set the limit at six months.
“I didn’t have a choice.” His head sank into his hands. “Over two years, and I can’t find the proof I need. Enough to keep my job, but if I don’t come up with it soon, my superiors aren’t just going to cut me loose. I’ll be tossed in a cell beside Capone.”
It’d been a few months since the mob boss’s indictment for tax evasion, after a lengthy investigation by the Treasury and Justice Departments.
“After all this, they’d still take your badge? Buck, can they do that?” She twisted toward the detective. “Can they?”
“It’s the US Treasury, Carrie.” Buck brought her attention back to him. “I was found with counterfeit money in my possession without an explanation.”
That she’d heard, and didn’t believe. “Was it true?”
“That I had counterfeit bills in my possession, yes.”
Her stomach twisted. “And the explanation?”
“None. Officially.” He rubbed his face. “You know Prohibition Agents were moved to Justice, so my boss doesn’t even work for the Treasury Department anymore. One minute, we were about to get married, the next my cover was blown, I was in cuffs, and removed from the counterfeit-prohibition task force.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” The question had burned since the day she’d been told of his arrest.
“Because then my uncle would have come after you. Carrie, I have known ties to a suspected bank robber and drug trafficker, counterfeiter, and who knows what else he’s done. My history is the only reason my boss—former boss, I don’t even know any more—gave me a shot at redeeming myself. My colleagues think I was fired, and the only way I have a chance at saving my career is to drag my sorry, worthless uncle in by the bootstraps.”
Carrie’s pulse pounded in her ears and she paced the kitchen as she filtered in details from her own investigation. She suspected Buck had been set up, that a dirty cop had played a role. But she couldn’t prove it. “It’s not right. It’s not just. You shouldn’t pay for someone else’s mistakes.”
Buck scrubbed his face again. “You think I haven’t told my boss that? Problem is, Perry Baxter is a slippery conman, and my boss is under pressure because his boss and all my colleagues are convinced I’m his partner. And the longer I take to find evidence Baxter is the only one of us that is actually a criminal, the less my boss can protect me.”
Carrie stopped in front of Detective O’Connor, hands on her hips. “Do you think Buck is a criminal?”
The man’s eyebrow twitched. “I have not found enough evidence to arrest him. Yet.”
“Yet?” Carrie tossed her arms out. “Then why are you here? Trying to get me to incriminate him?”
The detective raised his chin, his gaze darting over her shoulder. “Mindy was right.”
“Mindy?” Carrie’s stomach dropped. Had Buck moved on to another girl? “Who is Mindy?”
Buck glared at his companion. “Shut it. You’re not helping.”
A gleam flashed in the detective’s eye. “Oh, I think I am. Mindy Zahn is the reason you’re here. She’s the one who convinced you to admit you needed help. And you listened to her.”
Buck leapt out of his chair, fists clenched as he launched himself in front of O’Connor. “Your insinuations are not welcome.”
The detective crossed his arms with a smug smile. “Maybe it was her pretty smile that finally won you over.”
Was it possible to have one’s heart broken into so many pieces the dust would simply blow them away?
Buck grabbed the detective by the lapels. “How dare you talk about her like that! She’s Nick’s fiancée! I have never, never, looked at her as anything other than a friend.”
“And why is that, Mr. Wilson?” Detective O’Connor asked, unruffled by Buck’s loss of control. Something Carrie had never seen in Buck before.
She stared, stunned, yet trying to snatch up the details of Buck’s last few years that these two men unwittingly dropped. The woman—Mindy—wasn’t Buck’s girl. Did that mean he didn’t have someone new? He hadn’t moved on from her? Carrie took a gulp of coffee. Not the details she needed to focus on. Still, it hurt to hear he had friends she didn’t know, a life apart from her. Even if he was undercover.
Buck deflated like a hot-air balloon whose heat source had run out of fuel. “What do you want me to say, O’Connor? That I still love Carrie? I do. I’ve never stopped. And you know that.”
“You still love me?” Carrie covered her mouth, but that didn’t stop the question from slipping out.
Detective O’Connor patted Buck’s shoulder, nodded to Carrie, and left the room. He’d goaded Buck into that admission. For what purpose? 
Buck pulled Carrie to the chair beside him. “Truth is, I left to protect you. I know I’ve ruined everything between us. I’m sorry.”
Battling the emotions that threatened to overwhelm her, she returned them to the issue at hand. “How exactly do you expect me to help you find proof if you haven’t been able to find it in two years?”
“Because I think I finally found Baxter’s source. I thought it was my stepbrother, but I’m eighty percent sure it’s a journalist.”
“Alistar.”
Buck nodded. “Greg Alistar of the Crow’s Nest Gazette. He’s unscrupulous, dirty, and plays close enough to the rules that I can’t get him fired.”
“I can’t abide people like that. But you didn’t answer … what can I do to help?”
“Occasionally, your articles get syndicated into the Gazette.” Buck’s thumb rubbed over her knuckles. “You’re making a name for yourself. I’m proud of you.”
The praise felt too good.
“O’Connor suggested you visit Crow’s Nest under the guise of doing a society piece. There’s a big wedding—Sorry.” He ducked his head.
Carrie ignored him as more details snapped together. “Crow’s Nest is where that socialite ended up. What’s her name? Parents were killed in an accident. Sister tried to murder her.”
“Adaleigh Sirland.”
“That’s it! Wait, is it her wedding?”
Buck nodded.
“I can work with that.” Carrie grinned, the scent of a story coursing through her.
“We can’t know each other.” Buck broke into her plans. “O’Connor is the only one who knows the truth. Well, and Mindy and Nick. Sort of.”
“Mindy.” She shouldn’t be jealous.
“They only know I was supposed to marry you, not why I left or my real … job.”
The job that took him away from her. It’s what she’d suspected, after she got past the anger and hurt. Buck Wilson did nothing without a good reason. And to abandon her a month before their wedding would require a very good reason.
Like the transcontinental railroad, if they approached this investigation from two sides, perhaps they’d find the proof—the golden spike, as it were. 
Over the last eighteen months, she’d moved from source to source, digging to find the truth, whether or not she liked what she discovered. She’d needed to know. What she found, however, only brought more questions. Dirty cops. Mafia ties. Counterfeiting rings. Memory of the one-dollar bill she’d tucked away surfaced again. Somehow, Buck’s original disappearance was tied to that one-dollar bill. Helping Buck was the next step in her investigation, and his.
Carrie released a long-suffering sigh. Then another thought hit her. “Am I going to like the Crow’s Nest Buck Wilson?”
He closed his eyes. “I don’t know. But I’m having trouble remembering where he ends and I begin.”
Carrie couldn’t help herself, she cupped his cheek to bring his gaze to hers. “You’ve been under too long. We’re going to get you out of this so you can have your life back.”
“My life was with you, Carrie. I already forfeited it. Yet here I am, begging you to help me. I still would have stayed away except children are getting caught up in this mess. Their lives are being threatened and I won’t stand for it. This has to end.”
“All right, all right.” Carrie checked the time. She needed to leave if she didn’t want to be late meeting her source. “When’s the wedding?”
“Saturday, the third of October.”
“I’ll be there.” Even if Buck hadn’t been there for theirs.
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Chapter Two


Two weeks later …
Saturday, October 3

“This is where Buck’s been hiding?” Ali craned her neck as she parked her husband’s Ford behind the long line of parked automobiles, then shielded her eyes against the bright sunlight. “It’s beautiful.” 
Carrie tried not to bristle at the word hiding. Her boss meant well, but like the rest of her colleagues, their loyalty lay with Carrie, not Buck. Why she thought to defend her former fiancé, she didn’t know.
Crow’s Nest was beautiful. Though also set along the coast of Lake Michigan, it was a quaint little town, not a dirty metropolis like Chicago. As they’d driven through town, she’d noticed the buildings were a mix of weathered and new, especially a swath along Main Street. Made her wonder the cause. The trees also lent a beauty to the area. While not fully cloaked in their autumn colors, there were many more trees with tinges of red, orange, and yellow here than in Chicago.
“Are you sure you’re ready?” Ali rested long olive fingers on the navy fabric covering Carrie’s arm. “You haven’t attended a wedding since Buck left.”
Carrie rubbed her breastbone beneath the fabric bow that hung loosely from her neck, praying the heartache wouldn’t be too distracting. She knew seeing another woman wed would hurt, and require all her undercover prowess to keep from reacting. Ali thought she could do it or she wouldn’t have approved the assignment. “I’ll be fine.”
Ali hummed and reached into the back seat for the camera case.
Technically, it belonged to Ali, but Ali called it the Agency Camera. Frankly, most of the Agency’s belongings were purchased by Ali’s husband. A wealthy man, he funded his wife’s business. She did not go by her husband’s name within this business in order to keep him and their children from the scandal her work would cause. Few knew the powerful couple behind the Di Stasio Giornaliste Agency.
A fact that had Carrie asking, “Why didn’t you send one of the other girls with me? You are rarely in the field.” First because she had children who needed her attention, and then because age had slowed her in recent years.
“Because Buck’s position is delicate. Detective O’Connor and I thought it best if only the barest few knew the entire operation.”
“What about Buck’s friend Mindy?” She tried not to let her jealousy bias her against the woman who had become Buck’s friend after he’d left Carrie at the altar. Sure, Buck had relented to telling Ali everything, but that was only because her boss wouldn't sanction Carrie's operation without all the details.
Ali didn’t miss a trick. “Mindy and her fiancé, Dr. Nick Matrone?” The way the doctor’s name rolled off Ali’s tongue betrayed her Italian heritage. Usually, her accent lent only an exotic lilt to the cultured tones she’d developed since her marriage. No one would guess she was once a homeless street urchin after her immigrant parents died.
Carrie rolled her eyes. “Yes, that Mindy.”
Ali chuckled. “They only know that you and Buck were once engaged. Unless Buck decides otherwise, the four of us will be the only ones who know everything.”
Carrie reached into the backseat for her sweater. “Why am I so nervous, then?”
“Because this is important to you.” Ali clucked her tongue. “Buck is still important to you.”
“He shouldn’t be.”
“I know, la mia stellina.” The nickname plunged the motherly love Ali showered on all her little stars deep into Carrie’s heart. “Now, watch yourself. Please. Just because Buck came begging for you to find the truth doesn’t mean you’ll like what you discover. Are you sure you want to go through with this? I can turn the car right back to Chicago.”
Carrie took a bracing breath. “If nothing else, I need closure.”
“There’s my journalist.” Ali winked. “You ready for my mean boss persona?”
Carrie grabbed her satchel and followed Ali from the car, but halted on the walk to the white house where the wedding would take place. Ali went on without her, but the view stalled Carrie’s feet. The house overlooked Lake Michigan from a raised cliff. Brilliant blue stretched toward the azure sky, meeting at a small bank of clouds on the horizon. To the left and right, the coast stretched above the waves that

      [image: ]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
IOURNALIST

DANIELLE GRANDINETTI





OEBPS/images/69df248e-842d-45a5-b1ae-fcbbc5b70bc7.png





OEBPS/images/06d864f0-e0d5-4065-8351-ea0623fac69a.png





OEBPS/images/524915b5-950f-4ee3-bef2-ec419c336eeb.png
LY 4








