
  
  He can procure anything, except his heart’s deepest wish. She might hold the key, if she’s not discovered first.

Chicago, 1933―Lucia Critelli will do anything for her ailing grandfather, including stand in a breadline to have enough food to make him a St. Nicholas Day meal. When she catches the eye of a goon who threatens her grandfather, she discovers the end of Prohibition doesn’t mean the end of the mafia’s criminal activity.
Retired Marine Scout Giosue “Gio” Vella can find anything, especially if it helps a fellow Italian immigrant, so he has no doubt he can locate his neighbor’s granddaughter, who has gone missing from a local church. Keeping her safe is another matter. Especially when he chooses to hide out with his Marine buddy in Eagle, Wisconsin, the site of a barely-held truce among striking dairy farmers.
Will Christmas bring the miracle they all need or will Gio discover there are some things even he can’t find, particularly when he stumbles upon the most elusive gift of all: love.
An award-winning holiday tale with all the Christmas feels … when a matchmaker falls in love the woman he’s protecting.








  
  
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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  In memory of my late grandparents,
Alfred and Della Grandinetti








  
  

Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the world giveth, give I unto you. Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid.
John 14:27, KJV


And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people.
Luke 2:10, KJV
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Prologue


November 15, 1933
Charlotte, North Carolina

Charles “Ice” Connors braced against the car door as their stolen vehicle darted in front of the mail truck before slamming to a stop on the quiet street. In an instant, Ice and the other three members of the crew surrounded the truck. The noonday sun glared down like a spotlight, the trees stood motionless, and the mail driver raised his hands as Dutch shoved a Tommy gun into the man’s face. 
Satisfied the driver was incapacitated, Ice wiped sweat from his temple. November weather was not meant to be this mild. He circled to the back of the truck, bolt cutter in hand. A quick snap and they were in.
Isaac Costner slapped Ice on the back. “Boss will be happy.”
Ice held back his grin and swung himself up into the truck. They hadn’t gotten away with the robbery yet.
Inside the truck, bags of money from the Charlotte Federal Reserve waited for them. Ice tossed a bag down to each of his companions, then scouted the truck, searching for a singular item. Owl, Dutch, and Costner returned and Ice tossed down another load to each, per Roger “The Terrible” Touhy’s orders. They disappeared around the side of the truck with their loot as Ice spotted the small rectangular box he’d been handsomely paid to retrieve.
Ice waited until the three men took the last of their score to the car—if any of them knew he had an agenda other than stealing the money their boss needed to beat Capone’s setup, Ice’s body would be left beside the driver’s, a bullet hole in his head. But the money! The money made this particular gem worth the risk. He glanced over his shoulder one last time before he snatched the small box and checked the address on the package against the one he’d been given, then slipped the package into his coat pocket.
“Ice, let’s go!” Dutch hollered.
Ice grabbed the last bag filled with cash and bank notes, slinging it over his shoulder and jumped to the ground. The box bumped against his thigh, and he resisted drawing attention to it by holding it still. Then he squeezed into the car, the violin case holding the Tommy gun jamming the box corner into his leg and threatening to betray its presence with an unwelcome bump.
Outside of Charlotte, they switched to a clean vehicle, then began the long drive back to Chicago. Twisting mountain roads gave way to the interminably straight drive through Indiana before they finally reached the smog-caked factories of Gary and Chicago. Dutch pulled into a warehouse dock on the west side as dusk fell the day after their successful robbery.
Touhy’s men unloaded the car as Owl, Dutch, Costner, and Ice received their payment. Then slipped into the night, leaving the car for the others to dispense with. All had gone according to plan, so Touhy should go free despite Capone and his underhanded dealings. Not that Ice cared either way. Not with the score burning a hole in his pocket.
Leaving the drop, Ice slipped around the corner of a building as rundown as the citizens of this windy city. Garbage filled the alley, accosting his nose and warning the less determined to steer clear. Ice backed into the shadows before he pulled the package from his pocket. A cold wind whistled past him, and he tucked up the collar of his coat, then flipped open his knife.
He slit the package he’d carried from Charlotte. Inside was another box—this one unadorned wood. It slipped into his palm. Ice discarded the original packaging and lifted the lid. Shining back at him was a single, clear diamond set in a gold ring. It sparkled in the fading sunlight, as out of place in the dingy alley as a snow-capped mountain in the desert. Ice ran his finger over the gem. A full carat, he’d been told. For just an instant, he considered dropping it into his pocket and disappearing.
“Do you have it?” A voice stopped him.
Ice turned slowly, fisting the ring. He knew the man, a freelancer who preferred to work for the highest bidder, which currently meant Capone had him doing guard duty at one of his churches. A cushy job. So why was he here?
“The package.” The man stepped closer. “He sent me.”
He? Ice squinted. The man who’d hired him would want this item returned personally, not through a mercenary. The newcomer’s eyes darted to Ice’s hand, a gleam betraying that he knew exactly what Ice had been thinking. Before Ice could react, the man raised a hand, and two men materialized behind him, Tommy guns firing.
Ice had no escape. He was dead.
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One


December 6, 1933
Chicago

Lucia Critelli lowered her head against the bitter wind that raced the cars rumbling down the city street. She’d been standing in the bread line since before first light, and now the rising sun had turned the black sky to a haunting shade of red. A forewarning? She hoped not. She desperately wanted to get a special treat for Nonno on this cold St. Nicholas Day. 
Her grandfather had been ailing more than usual, what with their inability to properly heat their apartment. Lucia tried to find work where she could, but half the city was out of work, and jobs were incredibly difficult to come by. Especially for a woman, let alone an immigrant’s daughter. Lucia often spent her days in lines like this only to be turned away for not getting to the door before all the food or work had already been disseminated.
Not today. Today she’d bring bread home to Nonno. No matter what.
She raised her eyes to the spire of St. Mark, her destination, the sun gleaming on the cross that rose high above the sooty buildings surrounding it. The rumble of a truck interrupted her silent prayer. She recognized it as it passed her, and when it stopped at the front of the church, a warm, fluttery feeling filled her. Giosuè Vella was delivering supplies.
Most of the girls in their neighborhood had a crush on the gregarious Italian. Their mammas all tried to create a match with him, and their papas all approved. Yet Gio remained unmarried and seemingly happily so, which meant all the nonnas welcomed him to their table without hesitation, even if it seemed his own mother fed half the Italian community.
With what appeared to be effortless grace, Gio lifted a crate overflowing with fall vegetables from the bed of his truck. Neither tall nor short, his stocky frame seemed to easily carry any type of load, whether physical or emotional. Whenever anyone needed something, Gio was always the man people in their neighborhood went to for help. Somehow, Gio always knew how to find exactly what a person needed, whether the right word, a certain food, or a unique trinket. It made him greatly loved and admired.
And that was the problem. Everyone loved Gio Vella. It made it hard for Lucia to know whether her feelings toward the man were simply the hero worship of the masses or something more. Especially since Gio made her feel special, as special as he made every other person he met.
Stop this! Lucia tucked her chin again and stomped her numbing feet. At twenty-five, she should be well past schoolgirl crushes and pining after a man who obviously had no interest in her, romantically. Right now, she needed to focus on Nonno. Her grandfather was the only family she had left, and she was determined to make sure he knew just how much she loved him before his health stole him from her.
The line moved forward slowly as the sun rose. Its beam hit her squarely in the face as she aligned with an alley across the street, where a newsboy shouted the morning’s headline—Prohibition was officially over. The Volstead Act had been repealed. Alcohol was legal once more. Lucia shook her head. What would that do to a city like Chicago?
No need to borrow trouble. Lucia shielded her eyes until the line shuffled her back into the shadows. Gio continued to carry in crate after crate, yet stopped to talk with those standing in line, as if balancing something heavy on his shoulder was no trouble if it meant making someone’s day. See! That was what she liked so much.
Lucia muttered to herself in Italian until she realized Gio had also stopped to talk to the two goons standing outside the church doors. Goons who obviously still had a job even though Prohibition had ended. Lucia shivered. Everyone knew they were two of Mr. Capone’s men, that even though the mobster was in jail, he kept his empire running. Would that continue after today’s news headline? For all his evil, the man also supplied churches with food for people like her, Italians who were out of work and needed a hand. Would this provision dry up as the alcohol flowed legally once more?
One of the thugs caught her staring and flashed her a lecherous grin. With desperation high, Capone’s goons provided security for the food he donated. Did that mean Gio was somehow involved with the crime family since he also provided food? She didn’t think so, but Gio managed to get things no one else could. And he was talking with Emberto Ettore.
Lucia tore her gaze away before she showed her disgust. Emberto wasn’t always at this bread line, but whenever he was, he always showed her unwelcome attention. She had nothing good to say about the man other than for his ability to keep the church’s food from being stolen. He could probably read her distaste all over her face, even though she purposefully ignored him as she climbed the steps into the church. His chuckle followed her inside.
The December chill swirled around the hall where the tables of food had been set up. She missed the sun’s warmth as her eyes adjusted to the dim interior. The marble and stone echoed the many voices chattering over the free food staples. The woman behind her pressed into her back, causing her to stumble.
“Excuse me,” Lucia muttered, ducking her head. No need to draw attention. She, like everyone else, was anxious to get to the tables, praying there would be something left for her. But when the minutes lengthened without the line moving and the chatter grew louder, Lucia rose up on tiptoes, her short height now a disadvantage.
“What do you wish to see?”
“Gio!” Lucia’s heart skipped a beat as she realized the handsome man stood beside her, a twinkle in his beautiful brown eyes. Heavens, she was as bad as the hungry, addle-pated youths in their neighborhood, dreaming of a wealthy patron who would rescue them from the streets. Even the sour-faced woman behind her didn’t protest Gio’s presence.
“There is plenty today.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets, his wool coat flopping open to reveal a faded blue vest. “Your nonno, how is he? I have not seen him in days.”
Her heart melted at his concern. “He has a cough, so I’ve insisted he stay out of the cold.”
“He misses the people, si?” Gio took a step with her as the line finally shifted.
“He does love to talk with all the neighbors.” 
Lucia felt the irritated stare of the woman behind her boring into her back.
Gio let loose a heart-stopping grin. “He is … how do you say …” He waved his hands, drawing her attention to him alone.
Happiness bubbled. “People-loving? Outgoing? Gregarious?”
Gio snapped. “Gregarious! That is it!”
Lucia laughed with him. She’d forgotten Gio’s English stumbled at times. She was born in Chicago, and though Nonno spoke little to no English, Lucia barely possessed an accent. Most of the parents who had children once they arrived in America insisted their children learn English and only use Italian when necessary, such as when talking to the older adults who spoke no English. Papa was no different before he passed away. However, being an American-born Italian left her feeling as if she belonged in neither world, Italian nor American.
“I have more crates,” Gio was saying, gesturing outside. “Tell your nonno, per favore, soon I will visit. I wish to see him.”
Lucia nodded. If only Gio wanted to see her too.
“Perhaps you … you will be home also?” Gio squeezed her gloved fingers, then disappeared before she could react, leaving Lucia’s face warming despite the coolness inside the church. 
Frankly, the man was infuriating. Did he have no knowledge of the heartbreak he left in his wake? And why couldn’t she act like the spinster she was? Her life was about taking care of Nonno, as he’d taken care of her. She couldn’t let Gio and his winsomeness muddle her head. Or her heart.
She pushed away thoughts of Gio as she reached the table. Opening her bag, she added a crusty loaf of bread, an acorn squash, and two large potatoes. She would make a delicious soup for Nonno to celebrate the holiday. He would be so pleased!
As she turned to leave, she ran into a solid body. Jumping back with a start, Lucia looked up into the bronze face of Emberto Ettore.
“Signorina Critelli.” The man smiled, but it had the opposite effect on her heart as Gio’s smile. Emberto could be considered handsome, as he was taller and broad-shouldered, dressed well, and sported a strong jaw that was rarely covered with scruff. But his brown eyes didn’t twinkle like Gio’s. Any life and light were snuffed out in Emberto’s dark orbs.
Lucia gripped her bag. Even with the number of people in the room, no one would interfere with one of Mr. Capone’s goons. She raised her chin. “Excuse me, sir.”
“I heard your grandfather was ill. You must wish for a way to provide for him.”
Lucia struggled not to show any response to his words as she attempted to shoulder past him.
“I have a proposition.” He winked. “Come with me and we’ll discuss it.”
Lucia’s blood turned to ice. This is what she feared every time she saw Emberto Ettore. One did not say no to a man like him, and she knew full well what his proposition entailed.
“It is nothing untoward, I assure you. I have need of a messenger. Follow me.” He reached for her elbow. 
Lucia spun on her sturdy Oxford heels. Skirt swishing against her legs, she dashed for the front door, drawing attention and hopefully Gio’s eye.
“Stop running.” Emberto grabbed her arm, yanking her into an anteroom.
“I’m not going with you.” Lucia tried to pull away, but his grip only strengthened. “I don’t want anything to do with your proposition.”
His silence was more chilling than anything he could have said. If she didn’t get out of the church, he’d make sure she disappeared. However, even if she succeeded in escaping him, he would come after Nonno. What choice did she have but to be his messenger? What did he want delivered?

      [image: ]Gio lifted the last crate to his shoulder and climbed the steps of the church. His breath puffed out in frosty billows as the rising sun warmed his neck. He’d gathered extra vegetables today, hoping to bless as many people as he could for St. Nicholas Day. Seeing the smiles as they spotted the squashes, potatoes, and onions he delivered caused joy to sprout in his heart.
He nodded to people as he passed, but found himself looking for another glimpse of Lucia Critelli. Something about her always lit a feeling he had yet to name. It was a gentle feeling, like the soft light of a candle. It glowed strong, however. Made him work harder when in her presence. Made him wish for a future he refused to seek, especially with someone as innocent as Lucia.
There was no sign of her when he reached the tables, which was odd because she couldn’t have passed through the line and gotten past him in the time it took to get the last crate. Now that he thought about it, Emberto Ettore hadn’t been at his post outside either, and Gio hadn’t missed the look Ettore gave Lucia when she entered the church. Instincts honed from working on the corrupt streets of Chicago and New York, as well as the years as an advance scout for
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