
  
  She’s protecting her children.
He’s redeeming his past.
But there’s nothing convenient
about saving their patchwork family.

Wisconsin, 1931—All widowed mother Marian Ward wants is to provide for her girls. However, she faces the dead of winter with no income and dwindling resources. Then she overhears a nefarious conversation, putting her life and that of her children in immediate danger. 
Aiming to make amends to the Wards, Gilbert steps in when the threat to Marian escalates. It costs him dearly. Either lose his career or marry her, and be tied to his past until death do them part.
He leaves the decision to Marian, who will do anything to protect her girls, even marry the son of the man who ruined her family. How will their fledgling trust prove strong enough to fulfill their vows as winter tightens its grip and desperation stalks at the door?
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,
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 fellow mothers

“A mother’s love for her child is like nothing else in the world. It knows no law, no pity, it dares all things and crushes down remorselessly all that stands in its path.”
Agatha Christie








  
  
As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good.
Genesis 50:20a, KJV
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Chapter One


Wednesday, January 14, 1931
Crow’s Nest, Wisconsin

Marian Ward battled the wind and her disgust as she pushed out of the door to the Lightning Bug, where the less reputable fishermen drank the winter away regardless of Prohibition. Never would she have considered asking for a job—and still not get one—at such a place, but she was desperate. If she couldn’t find a job, couldn’t heat their home, her little girls … she shuddered, and not because of the icy wind that ripped across a sluggish Lake Michigan only to slam into her threadbare coat. 
Where else could she look for work? The Lightning Bug was the last place in Crow’s Nest for her to try, and without money to buy gas for the old truck, how could she drive to Hawk’s River to look for a job? Were there any open positions left? Just one, at a place willing to hire a woman instead of a man. A woman with children, even if she was a widow. As times became leaner, those types of jobs became even more scarce. And how she needed one.
Tears pricked her eyes as she turned her back to the deserted lake and ducked into the alley beside the Lightning Bug. Walking home along Main Street would provide a better buffer to the wind. It hadn’t snowed since the new year, making January bleak and gray. What little sunlight peeked through the overcast sky vanished in the narrow space between the buildings. However, she refused to give in to despair. Her girls, and her ill mother-in-law, depended on her. She would do anything for them.
“If you breathe a word of this …” A hushed voice came from around the back of The Lightning Bug. Marian froze before she reached the corner and pressed against the wooden side of the building.
“I know, I know,” came a second voice. Marian couldn’t place either, though both were male. “You’ll gut me like a fish.”
“It’s not a joke,” the first voice growled. “If Wilson finds out, we’ll both be dead.”
Marian clasped a hand over her mouth to contain a gasp. Did he mean Buck Wilson, the head of the Crow’s Nest Conglomerate, would … kill … them?
“Do you follow?” the first voice said. The click of a gun’s hammer was unmistakable. She knew because her father had taught her to shoot. Growing up in the logging camps, he insisted she know how to defend herself.
“Get that out of my face. Of course, I understand what’s at stake.”
Marian’s hands shook. The best way to defend herself now—and keep her girls safe—was to slip away and pretend she hadn’t heard a word of this exchange. If the men knew, would they come after her? Threaten her children? Her heart pounded in her chest, but she forced herself to take one quiet step at a time, carefully backing out of the alley the way she’d entered it. Halfway to the opening on the wharf, she turned and quickened her pace.
“Hey, you!” The shout came from behind. “Stop!”
Marian ran. Steps pounded behind her as she dashed onto the boardwalk. Think, think. How could she blend in when there were so few people?
“Stop, you!”
She ran past The Lightning Bug, then ducked into the alley between the next two buildings, shedding her coat and hat and pitching them into a trash can at the back of the building. She turned the corner onto Main Street, scanning which building would give her the best chance at hiding. There. The milliner. It was only two doors down.
In an instant, she’d dashed inside, and held the bell above the door still to keep it from clanging.
“What’s the matter?” Samantha Martins came out from behind the desk. The young single woman had secured an apprenticeship position here this past summer. “Where’s your coat?”
Marian grabbed the young woman’s shoulders. “I’ve been in here an hour trying on hats.”
Bewildered brown eyes stared back at her.
Marian shook her gently. “Okay?”
“Yeah, yeah, of course.” Samantha nodded, the ends of her bobbed black hair swinging. She spun from Marian’s grasp and snagged two hats. She handed one off to Marian before grabbing three more. “Put that on and look in the mirror.”
Marian obeyed. The baby blue hat washed out her pale face, highlighting the two pink dots on cheeks more hollow than they’d been a year ago. Her lips stood out redder than usual, too. At least the wide brim hid her windblown brown hair.
“That is not your color.” Samantha rested her elbows on the wooden counter between them, in her hands a tan beret. “Want to tell me what’s—”
The shop door flung open, the bell jangling like Marian’s nerves. She spun, her hand pressed to her throat, not having to act an ounce.
Samantha sashayed around the counter. “You gentleman looking to buy a hat for the special woman in your life?” Her voice was a casual purr that caused Marian’s nerves to settle and her mother’s instinct to rise. Samantha’s mother passed away when the girl was a child, leaving her in the care of her widowed grandmother. Did Mrs. Martins know her granddaughter could flirt like a flapper? Marian was of a mind to take the girl by the elbow and escort her straight home.
The taller of the men removed his bowler. “We’re looking for a woman in a long wool coat. Brown. Faded.” His voice immediately identified him as the first speaker from the alley, the one with the gun.
With trembling fingers, Marian reached for a black veiled cap similar to what she’d worn that first year after Zachariah died. If only he were here to protect her now. She set the hat at an angle to keep from drawing attention to herself.
“No one wearing a brown coat has come into the store at all today.” Samantha’s statement pulled Marian from her memories. “Isn’t that right, Mrs.—”
“Certainly no one else has entered the store as long as I’ve been here.” Marian interrupted Samantha before the young woman could give away Marian’s last name. She didn’t recognize either man, and had no interest in giving them any help if they looked for her later. She would not put her children in danger.
“There you have it.” Samantha flashed a most flirtatious smile and batted her eyes. “You sure you won’t buy something for your lady?”
The shorter one opened his mouth, but the taller one spun him by the shoulder. “Parker, leave it.”
Mr. Parker shoved through the door. “I’m not a dog, Hayes. And I ain’t—” The door closed behind the pair.
“Whoa, you need to sit down, Mrs. Ward.” Samantha leapt to Marian’s side before Marian’s knees buckled. Samantha tugged her to a pair of upholstered chairs off to the side of the desk. “Who were those men? I’ve never seen them before. And why are you scared of them? Don’t tell me you aren’t.”
Marian pressed her hands to her legs, willing them to stop shaking. “Just some bad men.”
“They looked all right.” Samantha gazed at the door.
Marian caught the young woman’s hand in her own. “Promise me you won’t go near them. Do you hear me?”
Samantha frowned as she turned back to Marian. “You sound like my uncle. Are they Conglomerate people?”
“Sounding like your uncle—and you listening to him—is not a bad thing, Samantha.” Marian caressed Samantha’s shoulder as she would one of her own girls. “He is looking out for you, just like your brother and grandmother do. Because they love you.”
Samantha laughed. “How often have you told Nettie and Essie the same thing?”
Marian bristled at hearing her girls’ names flung at her like that.
“No offense intended, Mrs. Ward, but I’m not your daughter.”
“You’re right. I have no place giving you maternal advice. But Samantha, those two, they’re dangerous. Can you trust me on that? If your uncle were in town, I’d go straight to him about those two, if that tells you anything.”
Unfortunately, Detective Michael O’Connor was not in Crow’s Nest. Over Christmas, his nephews, Samantha’s older brothers, ran into trouble at the lumber camp where Marian’s parents still worked. Of course, that pulled Detective O’Connor out of town, even if it was out of his jurisdiction, and he hadn’t yet returned. Not that she blamed him, seeing that she knew he was getting her mama’s cooking. But the mustached older man was the only police officer in Crow’s Nest she’d trust with what she overheard. Not only was he already investigating the Conglomerate, but his boss, Chief Sebastian, wasn’t someone she’d tell anything of importance. Not after the way he treated her brother-in-law this past fall. That was a whole other story. But it meant all the men she trusted were out of town for the foreseeable future.
“I know just what you need.” Once again, Samantha pulled Marian from her tumbling thoughts. “My grandmother would love to have you for tea. You can borrow my coat and I’ll loan you a hat—not that blue one—and you can stop by and pay her a visit. You know she’s lonely with the boys gone. Though she spends most of her time with Mrs. Whittlebush now that your brother-in-law whisked her niece off to Montana. They walk to each other’s homes every other day no matter the temperature. Unless it’s raining, of course.”
Marian forced a smile. She was happy for Silas and Cora. Honestly, she was! But after Zachariah died, Silas had returned home and focused all his attention on providing for his mother, Marian, and the girls. Now Cora, as his wife, took first place in his life, as she should. It made Marian miss Zachariah all the more.
They were married for eight wonderful years after meeting one winter when he came to work at the Alaric lumber camp where she lived and worked beside her parents. She missed him terribly, but no longer accidentally set a place for him at the table, or looked for him to return from the fields as the sun drifted toward the western horizon.
The weight of providing for the family pressed heavily. Silas had returned West to send money home, but first he had to provide for his wife, then for his mother and Cora’s great-aunt, both widowed and aging. While Mrs. Whittlebush worked as a seamstress, she had fewer and fewer jobs these days, and Marian’s mother-in-law … her health was declining, and her medicine costly. What Silas couldn’t send, Marian had to make up. With no job and no prospects.
“Come.” Samantha tugged her to her feet as the bell towers of the two churches on either end of town chimed three o’clock. Mercy! Where had the time gone?
Marian gathered herself, and her purse. “I appreciate everything, but the girls will be racing home from school momentarily.”
Samantha tugged the blue hat from her head and replaced it with a tighter fitting wool hat. “It’s a brand new style from last year. A madcap, it’s called. You can borrow it. Drop it off tomorrow at Grandma’s, along with my coat.”
“Thank you, Samantha, but I can’t take them.” Marian couldn’t help pulling the young woman in for a hug, then holding her at arm’s length. “Think about what I said?”
“Of course.” But her wink said she’d do whatever she wanted, anyway. Including sending her with the hat. Marian refused the coat.
Similarly, Marian couldn’t force Samantha to follow wisdom, but she thanked her for the borrowed hat, then hurried home. She would circle back to the alley where she tossed her coat and hat tonight, after the girls and her mother-in-law were asleep. Hopefully, Parker and Hayes would be long gone by then, or drunk inside The Lightning Bug—rather a blessing not to be hired at the place, even if she needed the work—either way, as long as they didn’t see her, she’d be happy. She could wash her coat and it would be as good as new. Well, not new. Clean.
South along Main Street brought her swiftly to her husband’s family’s property. None too soon, as the cold seemed to seep into her bones. The property sat at the end of the wharf along Lake Michigan. She loved it here. The white farmhouse. The large barn she and her mother-in-law turned into a curiosity shop. She hadn’t made a sale since Christmas, though, and since her mother-in-law’s health turned this past fall they had purchased nothing new. Still, someday the business would revive. Wouldn’t it?
“Mother?” she called as she entered the house, cold air following her inside. Obviously her mother-in-law hadn’t gotten out of bed while Marian was gone or she wouldn’t have let the stove’s fire go out. It was their only means of heat now that Marian had canceled the gas and electric that ran the furnace. Her husband had been so proud of that appliance. He’d wanted to get her an electric oven, too, but his mother wouldn’t hear of it, and since they lived with her, Elaine Ward got the final say. Now Marian was glad for the wood stove, though how she’d replenish the wood supply once it ran out, she didn’t quite know. Fortunately, Silas left her well-stocked before he left.
“In here.” Elaine sat propped up in bed, a book in her lap. Her eyes appeared the clearest they had in days. “How was your trip into town, dear?”
“Very good.” Marian hated lying, but Elaine’s memory had taken a hit this fall. Sometimes she thought her late husband and Zachariah  were both still alive. It broke Marian’s heart to remind her. Marian certainly wouldn’t worry her over a couple of ruffians.
The back door banged open. “Mama!” Nettie’s voice preceded the girls’ appearance at the door to Elaine’s downstairs room. They hugged her legs just long enough for Marian to lay a kiss on top of their heads. After her scare, she wanted much longer snuggles.
“Hi, Grandma!” Essie, Marian’s six-year-old, clambered up onto the bed to plant a kiss on Elaine’s wrinkled cheek. “Read me a story?”
“Of course, sweetie.” Elaine patted the bed on her other side. “Nettie?”
“Here, Mama, catch.” Nettie, a precocious eight, practically tossed her bundle of school books at Marian before climbing up beside her grandmother.
Marian smiled at the picture—the two girls with their brown braids and Elaine with her curly gray head all bent over the girls’ favorite fairy tale. Marian was glad it was one of Elaine’s good days. The girls didn’t quite know how to manage when Elaine had one of her spells. If only Zachariah was here to help them know what to do. Marian was a capable woman, but she didn’t realize how much she missed having a man around until Silas left with Cora. 
A shiver reminded her she needed to restart the stove. Leaving the girls with their grandmother, Marian returned to the kitchen. She carefully placed the borrowed hat on a top shelf. No need to risk the girls mistakenly ruining it and then having to pay for it.
No sooner had she gotten the fire stoked and the kettle refilled than a knock came at the door. The hairs on the back of her neck rose and her heart picked up speed. Had the two men followed her home? Did she hide or face the problem head on?
“Who’s at the door, Mama?” Nettie’s shout provided only one option. No cowering for her.
Marian grabbed her broom, the closest weapon at hand, and flung open the kitchen door. Only to find no one there.

      [image: ]Had he gone to the wrong house?
Gilbert Cox shuffled his feet, his breath a white cloud as he stood on the Ward’s front porch. He pulled his gray fedora from his head, running fingers through his black hair, belatedly remembering he’d used pomade to hold his curls at bay. He was most comfortable in a flat cap and rarely tamed his curls. But today, he needed to dress his best. Which meant donning his church suit and pulling the fedora from where it had been stashed in his closet.
Taking a fortifying breath, he knocked again. This time, footsteps bounded his way. Finally. Yet with that knowledge, his gut churned at what he needed to do. The reason he was here.
The door flew open, but instead of the adult he expected, a child appeared. In fact, she appeared to barely be of school age.
He bent at the waist to see her at eye level. “Hello, Miss. Is Mr. or Mrs. Ward at home?”
The girl cocked her head, her brown braids swinging and her nose turning pink in the cold. “There’s no Mister—”
“Essie!” A woman swept in, wearing a worn cotton dress. She tucked the child behind her skirts and gripped a broom with two hands as if he were a mouse she meant to shoo away. Perhaps he was, at that. “What do you want?”
“Mrs. Ward, I presume?” He rotated the brim of his hat in his hands. He had to set her at ease or he’d never get the chance to say what he came to.
She merely raised an eyebrow, but Essie peeked out from behind her mother’s skirt, her brilliant blue eyes staring wide at him. He was tempted to wink, but figured her mother wouldn’t approve.
“Who is it, Mama?” Another child, a little older than Essie came to her mother’s other side. She wore a wrinkled frock, though it appeared cleaner than the other little girl’s frilly dress.
The woman barred the child’s way with the bristle end of the broom. “Stay inside, Nettie. You too, Essie. It’s too cold for both of you to be standing out here.” It was cold for her, too, but Gilbert wouldn’t suggest entering her home without an invitation. And he doubted one of those would ever be issued toward him.
“Who is he, Mama?” This from Essie, who used her mother’s focus on her sister to slip closer. Gilbert tightened his grip on his hat to keep from kneeling to talk with the little one. He enjoyed children, cherished their innocence and openness, wished he’d become a schoolteacher instead of an accountant. Some day he even wanted a house full of them, maybe adopt a couple, too. For now, he contented himself with helping at a local orphanage as often as he could manage.
“Essie! Both of you. Go read with Grandma and stay inside. You hear?” Mrs. Ward tugged both children into the house, her movements furtive and her voice high with tension. Was she scared? Of him? She closed the door, leaving her alone with him not two feet away on the porch. “Can I help you?”
She wrapped her arms closely around herself, her knuckles white on the hand that kept the broom crossed against her body like a shield. A devoted mother, putting herself in between perceived danger and her children, no matter her own comfort, feelings, or safety. He needed to get through this quickly so she could warm up inside and be free of him.
Gilbert raised his hands. “I come in peace, Mrs. Ward. Actually, I came to offer an apology. More than that, if I am to be honest. I came to beg your forgiveness.”
That got her attention. Her expressive brown eyes widened and her grip on the broom lessened. A gust blew in from around the house. She ducked her chin against it and shivered.
He couldn’t let her freeze just to ease his conscience. “I can wait while you get your coat, or here’s mine.” He tossed his hat onto the porch swing behind him and shrugged out of the wool coat his mother got him a few Christmases ago. Before his father lost everything.
“I’m fine.” But her teeth chattered. “Say what you came to say, sir.”
He risked closing the distance. She eyed him as he set the coat around her shoulders, the scent of cinnamon wafting between them, but she didn’t stop him. He retreated a step, though not out of broom range, despite the risk of her using it on him when he gave her his name. He cleared his throat. “I’m Gilbert, ma’am. Gilbert Cox. Robert Cox is my father.”
It took only a moment for the name to sink in. He knew because her face—a rather pretty one, if he might be so bold—washed pale, then turned a brilliant shade of red. “How dare you come here after what your father did to us? Have you come to swindle us some more? Or take—”
“Mrs. Ward. I came to make restitution.”
“You …” She blinked. “What?”
Gilbert breathed a smidgeon easier, slightly more confident that he wouldn’t be run off with the broom. Though that could change at a moment’s notice. “I came to make amends for all the harm my father caused you last fall.”
The broom now rested at her side, his coat nearly closed in front for how large it was over her slender frame. “I’m not sure what to say, Mr. Cox.”
“Perhaps you might gather all the offended parties, so I must only do this once?” It was both an excuse to move her into a warmer area and a vain hope that he wouldn’t need to humble himself multiple times. But he would, if he must. His conscience couldn’t rest without doing what he could to repair the damage his father had done.
“I’m afraid the most injured parties are no longer here.” She was a striking woman, standing before him, ready to defend her household against him, but even more so now that she’d softened. He could see the capable wife, the warm mother, that she must be.
“Your husband, then, is … Silas, right?”
She smiled a most brilliant, incredible smile, and something caught in his chest. He shut it down immediately. He was here to ask forgiveness because the Lord convicted his heart, not notice another man’s wife. Lord, have mercy, please!
“Silas is my brother-in-law. He and his wife, Cora, were the ones your father kidnapped and held at gunpoint.”
Gilbert lowered his gaze, shame outweighing any strange relief to learn that Silas wasn’t her husband.
“My mother-in-law was nearly denied medical care by your father, so I don’t believe it would do her good to be reminded.”
He hadn’t heard that part of the story, and it brought his chin up. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” What his father had done to these people, all in the name of greed, Gilbert couldn’t stomach it. He turned away again as tears pricked his eyes.
“Mr. Cox?” Her hand rested on his arm. “Are you quite all right?”
He gave a humorless laugh. “How can you ask me that? You should use that broom on me after what my father did to you and your family.”
Her lips pursed. “Well, seeing that I’m the only one left to whom you might grovel, I give you permission to proceed.”
“Your husband?” The last thing he needed was a jealous husband to arrive with a shotgun—the woman already wore Gilbert’s coat—not that he deserved anything less after the attraction that had flared at her smile.
“I’m a widow, Mr. Cox. As is my mother-in-law.” The words hit him in the gut, doing anything but letting him off the hook.
“That makes what my father did so much worse. The Bible says the Lord defends the fatherless and the widow. They are to be protected, not harmed. What my father did was reprehensible.” He’d felt compelled to pay restitution for his father’s sins, but this situation was even worse than he thought.
Her head tilted, so much like her daughter’s had earlier. “Help me understand, sir. Why are you the one here asking forgiveness? It is not you who has wronged us. Why would you willingly invite guilt and shame for something you haven’t done?”
How could he explain while standing on her front porch in the cold something that he wrestled with for months? He stuffed his numbing fingers into his pockets for warmth. “Because my conscience couldn’t sit by without presenting myself to your family. I’m not asking for your trust or anything other than your forgiveness. And …”
“And?” A tiny smile peeked out, the kind that all mothers seem to have mastered. The one where she’s caught a child not telling the whole truth. Indeed, there was more to Gilbert’s visit. The forgiveness request was his doorway to ask the very thing he hoped would finally assuage his guilt.
“My boss sent me to the Hawk’s River area to visit clients. I’ll be here for another ten days.” Two weeks, total. It had just taken Gilbert a few days to work up the nerve to come here. “What I really want to know is whether there is anything I can do to make amends. Work I could accomplish around the place to pay back what my father did. Learning, now, that you are a widow, I cannot leave without doing something for you.”
A newer Ford bounced along the drive behind him, parking in the gravel area before the barn where Gilbert had parked his own car. Mrs. Ward glanced from the new car, out of which a man in an impeccable suit emerged, to Gilbert, and back to the new man again. Gilbert didn’t miss the way the color had drained from her face or the shake of her hand as she renewed her clutch on the broom handle. 
“I do believe you can begin paying your debt right this moment.” She closed his coat over her shoulders with a tight grip on the lapels, an action that caused an odd feeling in his stomach he’d worry about later. It would also be a message to this other man. One Gilbert was surprised Mrs. Ward would be willing to say. “Just follow my lead.”
She marched toward the newcomer. Whoever he was, she feared him enough that she’d rely on the son of the man who ruined her family rather than begging this other man to run Gilbert off. Was that the real reason she’d sent her girls back inside when he knocked at the door? Had she been expecting this man? His father had caused her enough harm. There was no way he’d allow someone else to inflict any more.
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Chapter Two


“Mrs. Ward, I was hoping I might have a word.” The newcomer flashed a charming smile. Gilbert watched closely, attempting to understand the dynamics at play. Was the man a threat? An unwelcome caller? His muscles tightened. What would he do if that man resorted to violence? Gilbert had a strong belief in peace, and Jesus’ command to turn the other cheek. He’d never considered how he’d do that and still physically protect someone.
“What can I help you with, Mr. Wilson?” Mrs. Ward faced off with the man, much as she had with Gilbert when he first arrived. His respect for her rose even more.
Wilson cut his gaze to Gilbert, who stayed behind and to Mrs. Ward’s left, flexing his knees to ease his tension and keep the blood moving. His suit jacket didn’t provide quite the warmth he needed against the January wind, but he wouldn’t let on. Could Mrs. Ward feel his presence? Could she trust he had her back? It was the least he could do for her, though how he would act on it, he didn’t know.
“Perhaps in private, Mrs. Ward.” Wilson returned his penetrating gaze to Mrs. Ward.
She pulled the broom handle to her chest. “I’m sure what you can say can be said here.”
Wilson frowned, the look marring the angles of his face. Gilbert had seen good-looking men like him plenty of times. Men who thought themselves better than others because of the amount of money their parents had. Honestly, Gilbert had no desire to make enemies of a man like that, nor did he wish to cause more trouble for Mrs. Ward.
“I can step beyond earshot, if it would make you more comfortable.” Gilbert waved toward the barn. He’d give Mrs. Ward the option. Did she mind him hearing what Wilson had to say? If he stayed where he could see them, then he could still be available should she need him. And just what do you think you can do for her? The question had plagued him for months, though this was the first time he had a specific person in mind rather than the collective Ward family.
“I would appreciate that, Mister …” Wilson held out a hand as he let his sentence hang, obviously hoping for the introduction.
“Gilbert Cox.” He shook Buck’s hand. “And you are?”
Buck did not let go, extending the greeting longer than appropriate. “Buck Wilson. Are you any relation to Robert Cox, formerly of Hawk’s River?”
The man knew his father. Nothing good could come of that, no matter how they’d made their acquaintance.
Mrs. Ward stepped between them. “You know, let’s step closer to the barn, Mr. Wilson, and you can tell me what you came to say.” She hooked her arm in Wilson’s to pull him away. It rubbed Gilbert wrong that she sought to protect Gilbert from something his father had obviously done. He was here to make amends, not make things worse.
“I’m his son.” Gilbert called after them. Mrs. Ward cringed, but Gilbert wasn’t sorry. Better to get the truth in the open, than let it fester, hidden away in the dark. He’d prefer Wilson target him than her, anyway.
Wilson spun, advanced on him. “And just what do you think you’re doing here?”
Gilbert squared his shoulders. “Did he harm you, too?” 
Wilson crossed his arms, appearing large and intimidating. Gilbert stifled a chuckle. Posturing didn’t phase him. And if Wilson struck him, he’d take the blow and wouldn’t fight back. That usually caused bullies to leave him alone.
“He harmed the Wards and Marian is under my protection.” Wilson swung his arm toward her. Marian, he’d called her. “If you are here to hurt them, I—”
“I mean them no harm.” His words were quiet, but he made sure there was a force behind them. Conviction.
“Wait.” Mrs. Ward pushed Wilson’s upper arm to turn him toward her. “Protection?” Wilson’s countenance gentled. “Silas, before he left, secured a promise from me to look out for you. Mrs. Whittlebush and Mrs. Martins, too. All the widows he and David usually watch over.”  
Gilbert filed away the names to learn more about these people later. Ever since he’d left home, it was his mission to care for widows and orphans. If his father had harmed these widows, he’d add them to his list of people to whom he desired to pay restitution.
Mrs. Ward glanced back at the house. Was she looking for her girls? Gilbert was surprised they hadn’t reappeared yet. The orphanage children rarely left him alone when he visited.
“Let’s go inside and talk.” Wilson gently touched her shoulder. He must have been thinking the same thing. Gilbert blew into his cupped hands, then reddened when Mrs. Ward noticed, and stuffed his hands in his pockets.
“You both need a warm cup of coffee, and the kettle should be boiling by now. Follow me, both of you.” Mrs. Ward led the way back toward the house, the men following. Though Gilbert had to fight the urge to step a hair faster than Wilson, just to prove he could.
Right on cue, Nettie, the older girl, swung the door open and stuck her head outside. “Mama, Grandma fell asleep right in the middle of the story. I told Essie not to wake her, but she keeps trying. Grandma sure sleeps soundly, though.”
Mrs. Ward’s face washed pale. With one look at Wilson, she tossed the broom aside and flew into the house, Wilson right behind her. Left behind, Gilbert waffled. Whatever was going on inside sounded serious. Obviously Buck Wilson—whoever he was—understood the situation without explanation. Should Gilbert offer to help? Be there for Mrs. Ward? She had his coat, so he didn’t want to just leave. Nor did he feel right about inviting himself into the house without her permission. Though he was getting colder by the minute.
Nettie stared at him. “Who are you?”
He squatted down to Nettie’s level. “My name is Gil. You can call me Mr. Cox.”
She cocked her head. “Like Anne’s Gil?”
“Um … I’m not sure.” He could wait in his car, but that didn’t sound like a suitable answer, either. He was worried about what had happened to the elder Mrs. Ward.
“Anne Shirley, you know.” Nettie beckoned him inside and he followed, surprised not to find it all that much warmer in the front hall. Maybe the door had been opened too long.
Gilbert scanned the house, wanting to know more about where Marian Ward lived. Did she buy this house with her husband and then invite her mother-in-law to live with them? Yet his search had shown that Silas Ward lived here, too. Or had. What had Mrs. Ward said about him not being here anymore?
Nettie flung out her arms. “Anne of Green Gables. Don’t you read stories?”
Gilbert laughed. “That Anne and Gilbert. Yes, I have read her story.” Only a hundred times to the children at the orphanage. Some of the girls seemed to especially love the story, hoping they’d be taken to a home like Anne Shirley, and be able to leave the orphanage forever.
“Mama won’t let me help wake Grandma.” Essie trotted down the hall, arms crossed. “She yelled at me. Mama never yells.”
If only he had medical knowledge, he could offer aid rather than be in the way. Then again, the pout on Essie’s little face offered a way he could be of help. Once again, he crouched down to the girls’ level. “Sometimes mamas don’t mean to yell, but their voice gets away from them because they’re worried about something.”
“Do you think Mama is worried?” Nettie inched closer.
“She yelled at Mr. Wilson to call Dr. Thompson.” Essie shrugged.
Gilbert’s mind raced to scenarios, each worse than the next. He needed to keep the girls occupied until their mother could tell them what was happening. He could only pray the worst hadn’t occurred. If his father had caused a medical condition that could lead to the death of these girls’ grandmother… Gilbert already struggled to forgive his father. Now he wasn’t sure he ever could.
“What do you girls say we read about Anne Shirley? Is the book nearby?”
“It’s on the shelf.” Nettie skipped into a room behind Gilbert that he guessed doubled as a front parlor. Its walls were lined with bookcases, and a sofa and two chairs sat on a large rug. 
While Nettie pulled a worn book from a shelf, Gilbert went to sit on one of the upholstered chairs. Except Essie slipped her little hand into his first, and pulled him to the sofa. He sat, and she climbed up beside him. Nettie also clambered up next to him, resting her little head on his shoulder as he opened the book. His heart squeezed. This was a dream he had one day, reading to his own children while their mother listened nearby.
He banished the vision. How could he think that when the older Mrs. Ward might be fighting for her life? He cleared the emotion from his throat and read. “Mrs. Rachel Lynde lived where the Avonlea main road dipped down into a little hollow …’”

      [image: ]Marian held her mother-in-law’s hand, praying with all her might that Elaine would emerge from this episode. She didn’t even pray that Zachariah’s mother would emerge unscathed. All she wanted was for the dear woman to be alive. She checked Elaine’s pulse again. Erratic, but present.
“Dr. Thompson is on his way.” Buck returned to the room. She felt bad for nearly shouting at him to call the doctor, but panic had overtaken her when she saw Elaine slumped over and her little Essie trying to wake her. “Are you all right?”
She swiped at an errant tear. “This is the third episode since Silas and Cora left. Should I write them to return home?”
Buck clasped his hands in front of him. “You can tell them the truth and let them decide. I know Silas aims to provide for all of you.”
Gone was the charming smile he’d greeted her with. Marian had never fallen for his charismatic ways. A snake oil salesman, Buck was. Hiding something, and after hearing those two—Hayes and Parker—talking about Buck maybe killing them… She trusted him even less than before. But he couldn’t know she knew that. And Silas did trust him. Why, she didn’t understand.
Buck shifted. “What did Cox want?”
She realized then that she still wore the man’s coat and that he hadn’t followed them into the house. “Do you know where he is?”
“Reading to your daughters in the front room.”
“Really?” Her girls were more curious than she’d like sometimes, but they didn’t open up to just anyone and they’d never asked Buck to read with them. She needed to check on them. “Sit with Mother for a moment?”
“Of course.” Buck caught her elbow as she moved toward the door. “Be careful around him, Marian. I wouldn’t be honoring my promise to Silas if I kept silent.”
“I appreciate that.” But she didn’t want to send Mr. Cox away. There was strength in numbers, and she was pretty sure Buck and Mr. Cox would not unite against her. Considering the animosity she felt between them, they would watch the other, keep one another in check.
Buck appeared to want to say more, but Marian slipped away. She supposed he was a good-looking man, but if she were to compare them, Mr. Cox, with that black hair fighting to curl against his collar, was more handsome. Not that she was interested. Zachariah was her one true love, and no man would ever live up to the down home country boy she had loved with her whole heart.
She heard Mr. Cox’s animated voice before she reached the front room. “‘I’m not expecting a girl,’ said Matthew blankly. ‘It’s a boy I’ve come for.’”
Nettie giggled. “We’re about to meet Anne.”
“Shh.” Essie hissed.
They’d made it into chapter two? Nettie rarely sat still long enough for more than a chapter, and was constantly wandering off. Essie, on the other hand, could read all day, unless she needed something from her mama. Marian peered around the door frame and her heart melted at the sight. Mr. Cox held the book well in front of him, elbows tucked close, leaving plenty of room for the girls to see the pictures without getting close to him if they didn’t wish to do so. Her girls weren’t overly affectionate with just anyone except her and their grandmother, certainly not strangers, but here they were, leaning against Mr. Cox as he read them their favorite story. 
Marian cleared her throat, and three sets of eyes met hers.
Mr. Cox closed the book over his finger, but Marian motioned for him to stay. She needed to think. He was keeping her girls busy, away from the troubling scene of seeing their grandmother this way. It broke her heart that they had witnessed Elaine losing consciousness at all. Yet what did she know about this man other than that he was Robert Cox’s son? It troubled her. What was the best way to protect her children in this situation? Who was the biggest threat to them? The sight of their grandmother? Buck, who could kill someone? Or this criminal’s son who wanted forgiveness?
“Did Grandma wake up?” Essie leaned her head on Mr. Cox’s shoulder. He inclined his head toward her littlest as she spoke, but met Marian’s gaze, his asking an unspoken question. Did Grandma live?
“She is stirring, but hasn’t woken yet.” In other words, she was still alive, but not well. “Dr. Thompson will check on her.”
Mr. Cox pressed his mouth closed, as if he wanted to tell her something, but wouldn’t with little ears. She appreciated his deference. It made her want to pull him aside and lay out her problems. But his father had caused many of them.
“I wish Dr. Nick was still here.” Nettie slouched on the sofa beside Mr. Cox. “He always knew how to help her.”
Ah, Nick Matrone. Cora’s friend, a good-looking Italian immigrant and doctor who lived in New York City. While he welcomed her correspondence regarding her mother-in-law, she felt awkward doing so since Dr. Thompson was the one treating Elaine. Marian ignored the curiosity that sparked in Mr. Cox’s eyes. She’d consider contacting Dr. Matrone, depending on what Dr. Thompson said once he arrived.
An
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