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When the Haynes siblings fall in love, they fall head over heels fast.

 

Join Ruby, Dylan, and Birley Haynes as they each discover a passionate love worth fighting for during the holiday season. From a missing doll bringing two strangers together, a chance encounter on the roadside, and a pair of high school sweethearts reuniting, all in the rolling hills of the gorgeous Vermont countryside, love will forever sing a different tune.

 

In the Embracing You: The Complete Box Set, you’ll get three steamy small town holiday romances, including:

 

Acoustic Embrace: Ruby and Brad get locked in a creepy attic on Halloween.

Lyrical Embrace: Dylan and Erica face down her gun-wielding ex on the 4th of July.

Harmony’s Embrace: Birley and Harmony confront an arsonist on Christmas.
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Acoustic Embrace
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When attraction leads to her heart’s desire, she knows she’s in trouble.

 

Music instructor Ruby Haynes is ready for the night to be over. Her Halloween plans are ruined, so she’s handing out candy to kids at her family’s music school, a converted Victorian with a mysterious history. Then Brad Emerson and his feisty grandmother show up with a wild story on their lips—there’s a secret room in the attic, which presumably holds Gran’s long-lost childhood doll.

Is Ruby destined for one steamy night with Brad, or something more?
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Chapter One
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Ruby Haynes groaned as the doorbell chimed again. For the third time. The tinkling melody set her teeth grinding and carried across the first floor of the old Victorian for an agonizing fifteen seconds. Couldn’t her visitor take a hint and leave? She’d left a giant bowl of candy on the porch for the trick-or-treaters, so they had no reason to buzz the house. Some overeager kids, already hopped on sugar, obviously didn’t get the memo. She slapped her terrycloth down on a bookshelf in the practice room and glared at the gleaming white piano near the curtained windows.

The instrument didn’t need cleaning.

In fact, she hadn’t found a speck of dust anywhere, especially not on the wide selection of instruments at her disposal. As usual, the Haynes Music Academy was in tip-top shape.

Sighing, she strode to the foyer where the combined scents of lemon cleaner and pumpkin spice air freshener tickled her nostrils. From the ribbon-twined garland hanging across the framed music posters on the paneled walls to the little plastic spiders clinging to the fake cobwebs in the corners, she’d helped her mother decorate with all the excitement of a kid getting ready for the big night. Now, she was all bah-humbug on her second favorite holiday, Christmas being the first.

Damn. Talk about a pity party. She was in a rut. No doubt about that.

With more force than intended, Ruby yanked open the front door. No kids. Adults instead. “Can’t you see the sign on the door? We’re closed for the holiday.”

Shock snapped her back. What the hell was wrong with her, taking her frustration out on strangers? The tall, handsome man and the frail, elderly woman beside him on the covered porch gaped at her. They could be clients wanting to enroll a child in tutoring.

“Sorry about that.” Breathing deeply, she plastered on a smile and gripped the doorjamb so hard her knuckles smarted. “I’m Ruby Haynes, one of the instructors here. If you wish to view the tutoring rooms or enroll a child, I recommend returning tomorrow during our regular business hours. My parents handle the enrollment.”

“Tutoring? Uh, no.” The blond man scratched at his whiskered jaw and cast his gaze down Ruby’s jersey shirt and jeans in a slow perusal before jerking it back to her face. His cheeks reddened. “Nice to meet you. I’m Brad Emerson, and this is my grandmother, Sapphire Collyer-Emerson.” He rested his hand lightly on the older woman’s thin shoulder. “We’re sorry to bother you so late. If you have a few minutes, could we come inside and look around?”

“You want to look around, yet you don’t need our tutoring services? Haynes Music Academy accepts children from the age of five to eighteen, and we take adult clients on a case-by-case basis. If you’re not interested in learning an instrument, I see no reason why you should come in.” She blocked the doorway, swinging her gaze between the man and woman. The crisp autumn wind kicked up, carrying an eddy of wet brown leaves and the comforting scent of woodsmoke. Goosebumps marred her bare forearms, and she pushed down her shirtsleeves.

The meteorologist was right. The last thing her little community of Willow Springs, Vermont, needed on Halloween was rain, but with the dreary clouds churning above, they were going to get it.

“I like you.” The petite, silver-haired woman beamed up at Ruby and struck the foot of her carved wooden cane on the welcome mat, as though emphasizing how unwelcoming Ruby was being. “Outspoken, stubborn, confident. You’re a pretty little thing, too. But, dearie, I’m getting into this house.”

Ruby arched her eyebrow. Determination firmed the woman’s voice and stamped her already wrinkled face in deep craters.

“Easy, Gran.” A sheepish smile curved Brad’s lips. “Ms. Haynes, my grandmother used to live here when she was a child, before her mother moved the family to New York. All she wants to do is reminisce for a while. We have no nefarious motives, I promise.” He spread his arms wide as though he had nothing to hide. “We’re staying at the Deerbourne Inn. If you want a reference, someone there could probably give it. We met the owner, Nathan.”

“No, I’m not going to bother Nate or his staff about this.” The tension in Ruby’s chest eased. “Did you say your last name was Collyer?”

“It’s my grandmother’s maiden name.”

“I see.” Ruby tapped her fingernail on her chin. “That name is marked on some of the old boxes in the attic.”

“Boxes? My family’s belongings are still up there?” Sapphire asked in a gasp and fluttered her hand over her mouth. “I never thought to find any of it. My brothers and I always assumed everything was thrown out.”

“Well, that wasn’t the case for much of it,” Ruby continued. “Long after the Collyers left, the Greer family moved in. My parents later bought the place, about thirty years ago. Parts of it were in shambles, so they had to renovate, but they kept a lot of the Collyer stuff. Mom and Dad always said someone might return for it someday.” She shrugged, swinging her smile between the grandmother and grandson. “I never thought anyone would after so long.”

As the wind picked up again, Brad stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets and rocked back on his heels. “We drove up from the Big Apple today. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. We didn’t know this place was now a music school until we parked at the curb.”

Sapphire shivered and tightened her wool, fringed shawl around her shoulders. She ducked her face against the gust.

“Oh, I’m sorry. You must be freezing. Of course, you can come in. My manners are lousy.” Ruby backed up and opened the barrier wider for them. Once they crossed the threshold, she closed the door and stilled as the older woman’s breath caught.

“I knew from the outside this was the right house,” Sapphire declared, clutching the neckline of her frilly blouse. “I’ve always had an eye for Victorians. But inside, it’s so different from what I remember—and not because of the decorations.”

“The house has gone through some extreme remodeling. Would you like some coffee to warm up? I have a pot brewing in the break room.”

Sapphire either ignored or didn’t hear Ruby’s offer as she scuttled across the foyer and stroked the armrest of a cushioned chair. “A table with a big mirror used to be right here along the wall, and a coat rack was beside it. An oriental rug ran from the door to the hallway.” Her gaze traveled along the length of the varnished hardwood floor as though she could see the long-ago runner. “After hours of playing, my brothers and I would track in grass all over the rug, then Mama would pinch our ears and shove brushes in our hands to clean it. We soon learned to wipe our shoes outside.” She laughed, tears welling in her faded blue eyes.

Ruby grinned. That was something her own mother had done when Ruby and her siblings would dirty up the house when they were children. “How many brothers do you have?”

“Two, both younger than me. They’ve since passed away. My mother and my husband have followed them into life’s next grand adventure as well.”

“That’s a healthy way of looking at it,” Ruby stated and bit her lip, tasting her cinnamon-spice gloss. “I have two brothers myself. One older, one younger.”

“They drive you crazy, don’t they?” Sapphire beamed and lightly clasped her hand with her wrinkled one. “Cherish them, Ruby dear. The years grow shorter the older you get. All the things you wish you had said or the things you should’ve done differently, they weigh on you. Believe me, I know. Do you mind if I call you Ruby?”

Ruby shook her head. “It’s fine with me.”

“Wonderful, then you must call me Sapphire.” She laughed again, the high sound filling the foyer. “Sapphire and Ruby, we’re a pair of gems, aren’t we? Bradley and I are pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“The pleasure is mine. Feel free to walk around wherever you like, but I don’t have a key to the second-story apartment. Both my brothers live there, along with my niece and nephew. They’ve all left for the night by now.”

Sapphire sighed, then nodded. “As long as I can get into the attic.” She opened her mouth as though to say more, then pursed her lips and pivoted away toward the nearest practice room.

Alone with Brad, Ruby wiped her suddenly sweaty palms on her jeans.

He smiled indulgently at his grandmother, then winked at Ruby. “Thank you for letting us in. For weeks now, Gran has been talking nonstop about her childhood and wanting to see her old home again. I finally broke this morning and agreed to bring her out here. But I should give you a heads-up. She’s going to tell you a pretty outlandish story soon. Don’t feel obligated to believe it.”

“Well, it is Halloween. I love stories, and I don’t mind this stroll down memory lane.” She clasped her hands behind her back, staring at the orange, gold, and white mini pumpkins and gourds grouped on an end table. “About my attitude earlier, I’m not usually so rude. It’s been a pretty crappy day, but I think this unexpected turn of events is just what I needed to spice things up.”

“Glad to help.”

“You have a lovely piano,” Sapphire called out, hustling from the room faster than Ruby thought possible. Her cane clacked on the floor. “In my day, my mother used that parlor for visiting with friends.”

“Mom teaches keys and vocals, but her first love is the piano. She taught me to play on that one.” Ruby nodded toward the piano room. “It’s an antique piece my parents found for cheap at an auction, though they spent a pretty penny fixing it up.”

As Sapphire veered down the hall toward the bowed strings practice room, Ruby and Brad followed, letting her go at her own pace. The smile curving Brad’s lips dimpled his cheeks and quickened Ruby’s pulse. A few twisty, golden chest hairs poked from the open collar of his sexy black button-down while his gray slacks hugged him in all the right places. His come-get-me dark-brown eyes begged her to drown in the inky depths. Electricity charged the air between them. One word, one touch, could combust it.

He chuckled and ran his fingers through his dirty-blond hair. The shaggy locks cascaded over his head and dangled around his earlobes.

“Sorry. I was staring.” Heat seared her face, and she glanced away. “I was supposed to go to a Halloween party, then decided against it and spent the morning painting. I couldn’t concentrate on my canvas, so I came here to clean. Trying to keep busy, you understand. This school is my home away from home,” she rambled on and bit the inside of her cheek to stop.

“If you hadn’t come, Gran wouldn’t be having the time of her life right now. This means a lot to her, and me.”

Ruby bobbed her head and dropped her gaze to his hands. Worn hands. Callused. Manly. Desire flared in her veins, drying her mouth. Cole, her cheating snake of an ex-boyfriend, worshiped lotion and got a manicure once a month. But Brad’s hands—those she longed to feel on her body, teasing and caressing her, drawing her to fever-pitch.

Her skin tingled, and her damn nipples beaded against the cups of her bra. She had to get a grip. Brad wasn’t there to screw her brains out, no matter how much she needed a good romp. Besides, she wasn’t into seducing strangers. He was just a sweet grandson, escorting his grandmother about. That was it. After the Emersons left, she would never see them again.

Too bad she couldn’t get rid of Cole that easily.

She growled, irritation slicing through her. The prick didn’t deserve another iota of her time or brain cells. Though, if Cole and his new girlfriend hadn’t gone to Ruby’s friend’s party, she would’ve gone there herself and missed out on meeting Brad and Sapphire Emerson.

Things had worked out as they should.

“You’re a painter?”

Brad’s question drew her gaze. “Yes, mostly landscapes. Sometimes portraits. I studied art at the University of Vermont. Painting and playing guitar are my two great loves.”

“That’s awesome. You teach guitar. I’m impressed.”

Her chest puffed with pride. “About your grandmother’s story, why don’t you tell me?”

“Sure, well...” he trailed off and stepped back to lean against the wall beside a five-foot-tall scarecrow. His jacket snagged a bit of straw that poofed out from the dummy’s plaid shirtsleeve. “When I was a child, my grandmother would tell me stories about her great-grandparents who helped runaway slaves escape to Canada. This was right before the Civil War. Apparently, they hid people in the attic and sometimes in a secret room when slave catchers came pounding on the door to search the house.”

Ruby nodded. “I’ve heard that story. It’s more like a local legend. The Heritage Society believes this house was a stop on the Underground Railroad, but no one has been able to prove it.”

“Because they did not know where to look,” Sapphire insisted, joining them. “I played in that room, you see. Had imaginary tea parties there. On the day we were supposed to move away, I hid in there with my favorite doll. Sally was her name. My, she was beautiful. Made of porcelain, as all the best dolls were. Her dress was pink, and she had yellow pigtails.” Her cloudy eyes sharpened as a smile curled her mouth. “Sally belonged to my mother and her mother before her. Well, my uncle later pulled me from the room. I cried and screamed, but he hauled me out of the house, leaving my doll behind.” Eyes now glassy with a sheen of tears, she twisted her bony fingers in the fabric of her slacks. “The doll, Ruby dear, is why I’m here.”

Brad straightened from his lean and addressed Ruby. “When your parents renovated, did they find any blocked-off rooms or passages?”

She hooked a lock of her hair behind her ear. “I’m afraid not, but they didn’t do much work in the attic. While the roofing boards and shingles were replaced, no one mentioned finding anything unusual up there. For all we know, the room could’ve been torn down before my family bought the place.”

Sapphire worried her bottom lip, removing her mauve lipstick. Her brow furrowed as she stared around the hall. “Where are the stairs? I remember them being in the front of the house.”

“That was one of the major renovations. The stairs were moved to the back of the house.” Ruby dashed past her and opened the last door on the right. “The steps are narrow and steep. Are you sure you want to go up there? Brad and I can look for the room.”

“No, no. I must go myself,” Sapphire replied with a quick shake of her head and shuffled over. A tenacious stamp pinched the corner of her eyes.

As the Emersons climbed the staircase together, Brad just one step behind in case his grandma tripped, Ruby gathered three flashlights from the supply closet near the back door. Cautious optimism rushed through her. The Underground Railroad, a forgotten room, a child’s beloved doll. How many secrets did the house hold?

Autumn was truly upon her. And now, a mystery awaited.

She followed them up the stairs, down a short hall that passed the door to her brothers’ apartment, and ascended a short, walled-in staircase that creaked with her every step. The glow of a dingy yellow light bulb welcomed her as she stepped into the past—a veritable time capsule.

“Ugh.” Ruby twitched her nose and blinked rapidly from the dust particles flying in the stale air. The ceiling rose high in the center and sloped low and jagged on all sides while clinging to chimneys that hadn’t been scrubbed in years. Decades, even. Old boxes and sheet-covered furniture cluttered the right side of the cramped room while several of her family’s slightly dusty leather instrument cases and a few plastic totes were stacked on the left. 

She grabbed an old brick from the floor and propped open the door.

Brad cocked his eyebrow at her.

“The lock sticks,” Ruby answered his unspoken question. “It can only be opened from the outside, so we don’t want to get stuck in here.”

“Ah, I see.” He strode over and squatted in front of the brass knob and keyhole. “I’m a locksmith by trade. If I had my tools, I could fix it for you. I got my lockpick kit, though, so I’ll be able to get us out if the door does close and gets jammed.” He cast his gaze over his shoulder as his grandmother headed down a makeshift aisle and disappeared behind a mass of boxes. “Gran tends to lock herself in the bathroom, so I always bring my lockpick kit with me when I know I’m going to be with her,” he whispered to Ruby.

She handed him one of the metal flashlights. “You’re really good with her. My grandparents on my dad’s side died when I was a kid, and my mom was estranged from her folks, so I never met them. She seems like a wonderful person.”

“Gran is one in a million, but she can grate on my last nerve sometimes. Still, I adore her. My brothers and parents do as well, but none of them could go with her on a wild-goose chase in the Vermont backcountry. Tonight, of all nights.”

“Halloween, right. They had other plans.”

No question, but Brad nodded anyway. He straightened to his full height.

She licked her suddenly dry lips, taking the gloss clean off. The top of her head reached his nose, and she would bet every cent in her bank account that she would fit up against him perfectly. Not that she would test that theory.

“Well, you’re a good grandson.” She scurried away, heading toward his grandmother, and ducked under a low-hanging cobweb. The sound of his amused chuckle echoed behind her and heated her cheeks. She really had to watch what she said and did around him. Otherwise, he’d get the wrong idea—or the right idea—and she’d jump his bones. The hair on the back of her neck prickled as he caught up with her.

Instead of looking through boxes, Sapphire ran her hand over the planked wall, as though searching for a hidden latch. She grumbled under her breath and stepped sideways. Her cane clanked against a ceramic chamber pot. “Ahh!” She tumbled sideways, her feet kicking out. Her cane slipped from her grasp and thudded on the floor.

“Whoa. I got you.” Brad leapt forward and caught his grandmother around the waist. He steadied her and rested his hands on her shoulders. “How about a break?”

“I just got up here.” Face splotchy, she pushed off his hands.

“Here.” Ruby scooped up the woman’s antique cane and quickly admired the carved flowers in the stick before handing it over. “Would you like a flashlight?” She held out the light.

Sapphire accepted it. “Thank you, dearie. I swear the hidden door was somewhere around here. There’s a loose board. If you push it, the door pops open.” A frustrated sigh split her lips. “My eyes are old. Tired. Maybe I’m not seeing it. Maybe it was another wall.” She grimaced at the sea of cardboard, then sneezed and wrinkled her nose. “It’s so musty in here. Hard to breathe.”

“Let’s open a window.” Brad darted to a dormer and pushed on the frame. Then he frowned at the sill. “Nailed shut. Damn.”

“All of them are. Sorry,” Ruby added and kept her arms loose at her sides in case Sapphire tripped again and Ruby needed to catch her.

Brad returned. “I saw a rocking chair right when we first walked in. It was half under a sheet. You need to rest, Gran. The stairs were tough, and I know you weren’t comfortable in my car on the drive up.” As the stubborn woman pursed her lips, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Ruby has been more than gracious to let us come up here. I say this with all due respect, Gran, but we don’t want to cause her any trouble if you get hurt.”

Like a popped balloon, Sapphire’s chest deflated. “The chair, then. Take me to it.” She held out her arm.

He guided her back down the aisle with Ruby at their heels.

“I got it.” Ruby yanked off a dusty sheet and balled it up.

“Thanks.” He helped Sapphire into the well-preserved rocker and tightened the woman’s shawl around her shoulders. “There you go. Taking a breather never hurt anyone.”

Sapphire snorted. “You fuss over me too much, boy. But you’re right. My bones needed a rest.” She set her cane and the flashlight on her lap before she slumped back and softly moaned.

He knelt beside his grandmother and clasped her hand. “As much as I want you to find your doll, you must be prepared that it’s long gone, even if by some miracle we can find this room. If it even exists,” he muttered under his breath, ducking his head.

“It does exist, young man,” she snapped and yanked back her hand.

“Okay, I’m sorry. I’m sure it did at some point, but it might be long gone and the doll with it. Just be prepared,” Brad implored. Creases framed his pursed lips and narrowed eyes.

Ruby rubbed the back of her tight neck. The grandmother and grandson had obviously discussed this before and were still at odds. For Brad to drive his grandmother to the backwoods of Vermont on the slim chance of finding an antique doll in a secret room that may or may not still be there spoke volumes of his love and respect for her.

Sapphire heaved another long sigh. “You two keep looking. Call out if you find anything.” She waved her hand, shooing them away.

He nodded and lightly gripped Ruby’s elbow to pull her across the room. “Let’s appease her for a while and look around,” he whispered and cast furtive glances over his shoulder, even though Sapphire likely couldn’t hear or see them. A creaky noise resounded as his grandmother rocked in the chair. “I doubt we’ll find a secret room, but I’m sure there are some family treasures in these boxes.” He rested his hand on the nearest one. “Gran always said that her mom regretted leaving so much behind, but they couldn’t afford to transport everything, and she didn’t have room to store it anyway when she moved back in with her parents.”

“I can’t imagine what a difficult time that must’ve been for Sapphire and her family. Why did they move? My parents have always wondered why the original owners abandoned this house.”

“The mortgage. Sapphire’s dad, John, enlisted in World War II, leaving her mom to provide for the family. She had to borrow money against the house to make ends meet. After he died in the war, Granny Jean received his death benefits, but it wasn’t enough to pull the family out of debt. So she let the property go.” He wiped his dusty hands on his pants. “Only John’s side of the family was from Willow Springs, and he was the last of them.”

Ruby sighed. “I’ve seen the property records. The bank couldn’t sell the house, so it stood empty for over a decade until the Greer family moved in sometime in the fifties. By the late ’70s, the last Greer died without a will, so the house was abandoned once again until the State finally sold it off to my parents.”

“Did the Greers leave anything of value?”

“No, but my parents were amazed by the antiques up here, which all dated from the ‘40s and earlier. I guess the Greers didn’t care to clean things out or didn’t realize what they had.” She swung her gaze from the rusted blue-and-white bike leaning against a roughhewn post to a tin wash bin. Then she opened the stiff, dusty flaps of a cardboard box and withdrew a handful of faded vintage ladies’ magazines. “I’m surprised my parents didn’t sell this stuff to help fund the renovation, but they were adamant that the original owners—or their descendants—might return for it. Mom and Dad are firm believers in not profiting off someone else’s loss.”

“They’re a rare bunch.”

“Quite true. Like your grandma, Freddie and Brenda Haynes are one in a million.” She neatly stacked the magazines back in the box and closed it up. “It’s a shame. All this stuff belongs in a museum. If you and Sapphire don’t want it, I’m going to speak with my parents about donating everything. It deserves more than a lifetime trapped in a musty attic.”

“By all means, do with it as you will. Legally, it’s yours anyway. All Gran wants is her doll.”

“Let’s hope we find it.”

“I’d better check on her.”

Once Brad hurried off, Ruby rubbed her sleeve against the cold, smudged glass panes of a dormer window and cleaned off a wide section. The vast sky had turned a heavy pewter, as though it wished to wear dark colors for Halloween. The trees and shrubs scattered around the property swayed in the wind, the red and gold leaves dazzling to her eyes.

Cute little princesses, colorful clowns, and creepy goblins raced down the sidewalk with candy bags in hand. A few exterior lights shone from the elementary school across the street and cut a deep swathe through the encroaching darkness. The squatty brick building was a blot on the land, surrounded by old-fashioned and modern houses in the quaint, quiet neighborhood.

Warmth settled in her chest as Brad’s voice reverberated softly behind her. She couldn’t make out his words, but the gentle note stirred something within her. She’d finally met a decent guy. A wonderful guy, if she could trust his actions regarding his grandmother.

Why did he have to live in the largest, busiest city in the country?

Her time at the university had opened her eyes to a faster pace of life, though it didn’t compare to the hustle and bustle of New York City. All that crime, noise, and pollution—no thanks.

As much as she liked Brad, he wasn’t the man for her.
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Chapter Two
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After taking his grandmother to the inn, Brad returned to the Haynes Music Academy and parked in the small lot beside the house, the street now overrun with excited, laughing kids. On the narrow concrete path cutting through the grass to the house, he stepped aside right before a giddy astronaut and a cowboy zipped past with their candy bags swinging like a pendulum from their arms. On the porch, he shook his head at the half-empty candy bowl.

Ruby’s sign stating “Take One!” hadn’t done its job.

He jabbed the doorbell and huddled into his jacket, warding off the cold. A tinkling melody echoed faintly throughout the house. The scent of woodsmoke and fresh earth carried on the damp night breeze and filled his nose with promise, a far upgrade from the noxious smog thickening the air back home. His stomach grumbled, the ham sandwich he’d eaten for lunch long gone, so he unwrapped a chewy mini caramel and sank his teeth into it. Yum. The sugary, tantalizing goodness doubled his saliva.

The door swung wide open.

Ruby’s eyes widened. She flashed him a grin. “Can’t stay away?”

“You have candy.” He grabbed another piece and popped the chocolate ball into his mouth. With a crunch, the nougat filling exploded across his tongue in pure bliss.

“Help yourself,” she teased and fiddled with the candy in the bowl.

A strange sensation clutched his chest. The festive orange lights that encircled the porch columns cast a fiery glow across her body and lit her beautiful face in stark relief. Were her lips sweeter than candy? He longed to find out.

“Trick or treat!” a trio of children shouted, dashing onto the porch.

Brad jolted away from Ruby as if those kids had dumped a bucket of ice water on his head. He forced a grin as Ruby grabbed the bowl.

“Happy Halloween. What great costumes!” She handed out a few pieces each to the ballerina, the black cat, and the witch.

“Thank you!”

After the kids left, he cleared his throat and shifted his feet. “I just wanted to thank you properly for earlier. I felt like I rushed the goodbyes when getting Gran out of here. Since she was falling asleep in the rocker, I needed to get her settled in bed sooner rather than later.”

Ruby set the bowl back on the white-wicker table. “No big deal. I figured you guys would be back tomorrow to search the attic again. Is she doing all right?”

“Just tired. She’s taken her pills and will be out until morning.”

“Good. After a long night’s rest, she’ll probably be more apt to look around.”

“You don’t mind then, if I bring her here tomorrow?” he asked.

“Not at all, but classes resume in the afternoon. We could meet here before noon and go up.” She stepped back and opened the door wider. “Would you like to come in?”

“Thanks.” He crossed the threshold and shoved the candy wrappers in his jacket pocket, his knuckles bumping his cell. “I’m happy I caught you. I thought, maybe, you would’ve gone home by now.”

“Not possible. That secret room is on my mind. I played in the attic a bit when I was a kid—my parents raised me and my brothers in the converted apartment when we were all little—but none of us ever found it.” She closed up behind him. “I’m actually in the middle of dinner. Care to join me? We can head back up after.”

The mingled scents of cheese, pumpkin spice, and lemon drifted through the air. His stomach gurgled so loud she laughed. Heat flushed his face. “Sorry. I don’t mean to intrude.”

“C’mon.” She turned and headed down the hall. “I have more than enough pizza to share. Hope you like green peppers and olives.”

“Love it.” He followed her to one of the rooms his grandmother hadn’t inspected. Ah, the break room. His gaze zeroed in on the half-open pizza delivery box on the scuffed coffee table.

The older-model fridge clanked and whirred as she grabbed a white mug from an overhead cabinet. “Coffee to warm you up?” She lifted the pot and shook the dark liquid.

“Sure. A little cream, if you have it.”

“You got it. Make yourself at home. Napkins and paper plates are on the table.”

As she fixed his drink, he shucked off his jacket, sat on the worn brown leather sofa, and pulled two slices of gooey cheesiness from the box onto a flimsy plate. The rich tomato sauce, spices, and vegetables teased his taste buds and ripped a groan from his mouth.

“I know, right? It’s so good.” She set the steaming mug on the table, plopped down beside him, and grabbed the half-eaten slice from her plate. “I didn’t realize how much of an appetite I worked up until after you and Sapphire left, so I ordered a pizza.”

“I was hoping you’d have dinner with me somewhere in town, so this works.” The admission slipped out uncensored. Heat flared in his cheeks like mini infernos.

Blushing, she peeled off a sliced black olive and popped it between her lips. “Back when my mom and dad were renovating, they took pictures of everything. The gutted floors, the stripped walls, the exposed wiring and plumbing—I mean everything. You wouldn’t recognize the place. I wish I had those photos here to show you.”

“I’ve heard stories about this place all my life, and it doesn’t look anything like I pictured. Not that I mind. Your school is awesome, and it’s pretty cool your parents picked a house and not some bland, stoic brick building for their business.”

“This place is their pride and joy.”

“I get it.” Brad plucked a brown paper napkin from the small stack and wiped his hands. “My grandfather had just started a locksmith company on Staten Island right before he met and married my gran. They built Emerson Locks together from the ground up. My dad, aunts, uncles, brothers, the whole family works in one part or another of the business.”

A tight smile curved her lips. “So we’re both chained to family businesses. That’s ironic.”

He chuckled. “I’ve always had a fascination with locks, but do I want to spend the next however many years working for my dad? No way. It’s time I strike out on my own. Be my own boss. Somewhere out of the city. I went to school for business administration, but the best education I ever got was hands-on.”

“Hear, hear.” She raised her mug.

He clanked it with his before he sipped the delicious hot coffee. The strong, creamy flavor and the aromatic scent of roasted beans settled his nerves. “Locksmithing isn’t an exciting trade, but I enjoy it.”

“Teaching kids to play instruments isn’t exciting either. Painting, though, gives me the jolt I need. My older brother, Birley, is the most career-minded of us Haynes kids. Dylan, my younger bro, ran off a few years back to join a rock band. He’s back home now, having sown his wild oats, as the saying goes.”

“Wait. Dylan Haynes? The drummer for Fortune’s Glory?”

“Oh, God.” She laughed and bobbed her head. “Ex-drummer. You’re a fan?”

“Yeah. I saw a few of his concerts back in the city. He plays the drums like he was born with the sticks in his hands.” Brad munched on another slice. “You never wanted to perform?”

“Not in a band, no.” Ruby dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “The wild lifestyle that comes with it isn’t for me. I’m a laid-back kind of girl.”

Laid-back—that was exactly what he was looking for in a woman.

When he’d woken up that morning, he had no idea Gran was going to sucker him into driving her to Vermont. At this time, right now, he should’ve been wearing some ridiculous costume and partying with his girlfriend at one of the hottest clubs in the city. Instead, Laura had dumped him the week prior, leaving him with two expensive club tickets that he handed off to his brother. Laura wanted what she wanted when she wanted it—and his now-ex best friend was her newest conquest. Good riddance. He should’ve ended the relationship himself. God only knew he and Laura had nothing in common outside the bedroom.

Ruby ducked her head. “My first instrument was a guitar—a cute mini with pink flowers painted on the soundboard. After that, I tried the banjo, the mandolin, and the ukulele. Anything I could pluck or use a pick with. I love the piano, too. What about you? Play anything?”

He stretched his arm along the back of the sofa. “I took piano lessons as a kid. Didn’t stick with it. I don’t even know if I’d remember middle C, but I liked it back then.”

She laughed softly, and the sweet sound struck him in the groin. He shifted sideways, easing the pressure against his zipper.

Comfortable silence spread as they finished the pizza and coffee. Once they each made a quick restroom stop, they grabbed a pair of flashlights and headed back upstairs.

The dry, stale air assailed him, burning his nostrils. Brad sneezed in the crook of his elbow, clearing his sinuses, and wrinkled his nose.

He flicked on the flashlight, the stark white beam cutting through the hazy yellow glow from the light fixture and the eerie shadows clinging to the junk. As much as he loved his grandmother and appreciated the fact that Ruby’s parents kept the Collyer family belongings, he wasn’t sentimental enough to take any of this stuff home with him.

As Ruby braced the door with the brick, he pivoted toward the black leather instrument cases and the plastic totes lined up against the left-side wall. “What’s all this for?”

“My parents store the rental instruments up here, as well as the holiday decorations. All the instruments downstairs in the practice rooms have their own cases, which are here, too.” She ran her fingertips through the fine layer of dust on the guitar case, then wiped them clean on her jeans. “Where do you want to start?”

“You lead the way. I’m overwhelmed by all this stuff.”

Ruby strode across the attic, pulled the top box off a stack, and set it on the floor. “I’ve looked through a lot of these boxes before, but it’s been a while.” She rested her flashlight in an old wooden crib and drew a black cast-iron skillet from the box. “Nice. You can never have enough cookware. Want it?”

“All yours.” He laughed as she set it aside, then she rummaged through the box before checking another. He headed to a cardboard tower and found musty books. Lots of them. Ugh. Sneezing again, he rubbed his shirtsleeve across his nose and bit back a groan. He flipped open another box and pulled out a battered leather binder, its cover fraying at the edges. “Hey. Check this out.”

She hurried over. “A photo album. I vaguely remember that.”

Brad lay the album open-faced on a waist-high tower of boxes and angled his flashlight on the first page. A stern-faced couple stared up at him from the black-and-white square photograph on the page. Inscribed beneath the photo was John and Jean Collyer, 1939.

“Your great-grandparents?”

He nodded and narrowed his gaze at the columned porch and windows of the house behind his ancestors. “That’s this house. I never met them, but of course, I’ve seen pictures of Granny Jean. None when she was this young, and none of John. He died in Germany about a month before the war ended. Jean didn’t take any pictures of him when she moved the family to New York. Gran said it had hurt her mom too much to see his face.” His throat clogged, sorrow he hadn’t expected choking him. He forced out his words. “Gran has always resented her mother for not keeping John’s photos. She was only ten when he died and when she left here. For most of her life, she had no idea what he looked like. She couldn’t remember his face.”

Ruby squeezed his hand, her silent encouragement urging him to turn to the next page. And the next. On the fifth, his heart skipped a beat.

A skinny blonde girl beamed from the photo and clutched a porcelain doll to her chest—a doll with pigtails and a frilly dress trimmed with lace.

“Sapphire and Sally.” Ruby reverently stroked the aged photo with her fingertip. “We have to find that room, Brad.”

His stomach flip-flopped. The awe in her eyes and the steel in her voice nearly undid him. Dear God, this woman was magic. She actually cared about his grandmother. He itched to touch her, kiss her, sink himself inside her. And never leave.

Thunder blasted right overhead, shaking the house and quickening his pulse. A hard slam echoed like a gunshot, and Ruby gasped, bumping into him. He clasped her elbow, drawing her into the shelter of his body. A low, sharp metallic hum rent the air as the light bulb flickered, then shattered, sinking the room in shadows so heavy he could nearly feel them. Taste them. Rain and wind suddenly pelted the house as if dead set on reaching him.

“You all right, Ruby?” he asked, his voice thick with gravel and need. Swallowing hard to soothe his tight throat, he trailed his fingers down her arm.

“Oh, no.” She snatched up her flashlight and darted away, pulling from his grasp.

“Hold up!” He tripped on the skillet and caught himself on a worn, roughened post before he could quite literally plow headlong into his family history. Grumbling under his breath, he carefully made his way through the minefield and stomped on the broken glass. “Ruby?”

“Over here!” she called out. “We got a problem.”

He followed the sound of her voice to the door. The closed door. “Hell. Is it stuck?”

“Yup. Won’t budge.” She’d set her light on the floor and now yanked on the doorknob.

“Here.” He handed her his flashlight and pulled his kit from his pants pocket. “Shine the light on the lock.” He squatted and set to work. His tools clinked inside the old brass mechanism, moving wards, but the lock wouldn’t shift free. Grimacing, he jerked hard on the rake and increased the tension on the wrench, trying to force it open. No luck. “You weren’t kidding about this lock. I bet some of the warding is corroded or misaligned, which is why I can’t jimmy it open.” Frustration heated his words. Some professional he was. If only he had his full set of tools, he could make short work of the problem.

“Don’t beat yourself up. Mom had a handyman up here to fix the lock a few years ago, but it broke again. The brick usually works well, so fixing or replacing it was never a big priority. The lock and knob are original to the house, I think, having survived the renovation.”

“Oh, yeah. That hardware is turn of the century.” He stuffed his leather pouch back into his pocket and patted his chest, searching for his phone. Aw, hell. He’d left his jacket downstairs. “Do you have your cell?”

She pulled the phone from her jeans pocket. The backlight coming from the device lit her face in stark relief. “No signal. And my battery is about dead. Fifteen percent left.” She powered down the cell and slid it back into her pants. “Birley will be home soon. He’ll see that all the lights are on downstairs and that my car is still in the lot. He’ll search the house for me.”

“When do you think that will be? An hour from now?”

“More than that, probably. After he and Mom take Andy and Kay—Birley’s kids—trick-or-treating, they’ll go to the carnival at the high school. They’re likely on their way there now since the storm broke.” She handed the flashlight back to him, then grabbed hers. “Dad is home, handing out candy, and
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