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    Epigraph


    I know the plans I have in mind for you, declares the Lord;


    they are plans for peace, not disaster, to give you a future filled with hope.


    Jeremiah 29:11 CEB


    



    



    


    


    . . . To give them a crown in place of ashes, oil of joy in place of mourning,


    a mantle of praise in place of discouragement.


    Isaiah 61:3b CEB

  


  
    Chapter 1


    1


    Sacramento, California


    July 6, 1906


    I refuse to attend another wedding. I’m through.” Ruby King Marshall juggled two glasses of punch in her gloved hand as she shepherded her blind cousin through the overcrowded ballroom. Each doting couple waltzing around the polished floor reminded Ruby of her loss, like a needle thrust into her heart. Widows and weddings—shouldn’t it be bad luck?


    Miriam gripped Ruby’s elbow, leaning forward to be heard over the dozens of nearby conversations. “Then I’m relieved mine was last December. I’d have been sad if you’d missed it. And don’t forget Anne Marie’s next month.” A tiny smile flirted at the corner of her lips.


    Ruby glanced out the ornate windows, the quiet evening beckoning. Only her cousin—and best friend—would have the audacity to make light of the situation. Newspaper stories of San Francisco’s earthquake refugees weighed on Ruby’s heart. “With everything that’s happened this year, it seems inappropriate to turn a simple wedding into a grand social occasion.”


    Miriam adjusted her smoky-hued spectacles. “We’re not suffering here in Sacramento, Ruby. Besides, love is always worth celebrating. Our hurts remind us to delight in life’s joys.”


    Ruby focused on the sparkling ring on Miriam’s finger to prevent her gaze from wandering to her cousin’s thickening waistline. She must be at least four months along. Ruby drew up her shoulders, pulling her elbows close to her body. What have I become?


    Miriam leaned close to Ruby’s ear, squeezing her arm. “Elizabeth told me you received a letter from your brother. How is he?”


    Ruby escorted Miriam to a corner table and waited as she took a seat. “He sounded rather discouraged. He’d lost another cancer patient.” Ruby sat, scooting her chair closer to her cousin’s so she could be heard. “With all he suffered after the earthquake and fires, I thought he might come home and set up practice here.”


    “You just want him where you can keep your eye on him.”


    “Is it so wrong? He must be lonely, working long hours at the hospital and coming home to a bachelor apartment.” Ruby’s gaze wandered back to the bride, the gown heavy with Irish lace and ivory buttons—a near duplicate of the dress Ruby had sewn for Miriam last year. “He mentioned having some good news, but you know Robert—he insisted on remaining vague about the topic.”


    “With six sisters, I imagine he clings to his privacy.”


    Two gray-haired matrons approached the table, smiles brightening their faces. Mrs. Frederick Compton’s lemony-yellow silk gown shimmered in the glow of the hall’s electrified chandeliers, her sister’s mauve dress fading in comparison. Mrs. Compton’s gaze flitted over Miriam and settled on Ruby. She clucked her tongue. “Oh, Ruby, dear. We’re so pleased you chose to attend. How are you?”


    Ruby clenched her hands in her lap. “I’m fine, Mrs. Compton. How kind of you to inquire.”


    The woman waved her handkerchief at someone across the hall and turned to her sister. “There’s Reverend Greene, Claudia. We must speak to him about the library benefit.” She nodded to Ruby. “Please excuse us, dear.”


    The second woman ignored Ruby and Miriam, apparently content to be pulled along in Mrs. Compton’s wake, a peacock feather bobbing atop her silver curls. A high-pitched voice floated back to the table. “Poor child. So young to be widowed.”


    Miriam pressed a handkerchief to her nose. “Someone needs to speak to Mrs. Compton about her cologne.” She muttered the words under her breath. “Worse than smelling salts.”


    A warm flush crept up under Ruby’s collar. “I dislike coming to these functions. This is the fourth wedding in as many months and at every one, I’m petted and cooed over like a child with a skinned knee. I’m tired of being the center of everyone’s pity.” Ruby thumped the cup down, punch sloshing over the edge and onto her gloves. “Oh!”


    Miriam lifted her shoulders. “At least women speak to you. It’s as if they believe I don’t hear, either.”


    “I wish they’d ignore me as well.” As soon as the careless thought passed her lips, Ruby winced. She placed a hand on her cousin’s wrist. “That was thoughtless of me. I apologize.”


    “Please don’t guard your words around me, Ruby. I know you better than that.” Miriam flicked her fingers through the air dismissively. “Why would I care if some stranger speaks to me, anyway? I’d rather listen to you—even if you’re being ridiculous.”


    Ruby’s skin crawled. Her cousin had an uncanny habit of seeing right through people. “What do you mean?”


    “With the exception of gossips like those, most people aren’t fussing over you. Hardly anyone gives a thought to the accident any more. You’re the one who’s stuck fast.”


    Ruby swallowed against the lump rising in her throat. Who’d have expected the mere thought of Charlie’s death would bring tears, two years later?


    “It’s good you came tonight. You’re alone too often.” Miriam touched Ruby’s sleeve.


    “I’m not alone. I have Otto.” The little black and tan dachshund sported tiny gray hairs on his muzzle. How many more years before she lost him, as well? Ruby tightened her fingers around the cup’s delicate handle. “And if you say you’ve found the perfect man for me, I’m going to march out the door.” In her haste, she splashed punch onto the white tablecloth for a second time. “Drat! I’m going to need another napkin.”


    Miriam’s gentle laugh trilled. “You wouldn’t walk out on me. We promised as girls to always speak the truth to each other.” She passed a linen square to Ruby and gestured toward the refreshment table. “Now, would you like a refill? Or have you spilled enough for one evening?”


    “I think I’ll pass for now.”


    “I do know some nice fellows, but I wouldn’t dream of trying to match you up.”


    Ruby pushed back the cup. “Everyone keeps telling me to move on, and I’m too young not to marry again. I don’t feel young. I feel like I’m a hundred years old and my life is over. I can’t even look at another man without seeing Charlie’s face.” She stared down at her hands.


    Miriam spoke, her voice hesitant. “You’re only twenty-seven, Ruby. If you won’t marry again, then it’s time to decide what you will do.”


    “What do you mean?” Ruby lifted her head.


    “You were always the one with the plans and dreams. You arranged every step of our lives when we were children.” Miriam’s hand settled on the bump in her midsection.


    “Exploring haunted attics and searching for lost Indian camps?” Ruby fingered her lace cravat. “Most of my schemes led to disaster, or have you forgotten? I got us into some pretty good scrapes.”


    “And then you planned a way out.”


    I never planned a way out of widowhood. A familiar ache twisted in her stomach. According to her early dreams, she should be the one expecting the baby. “I think God laughs at my schemes.”


    “Perhaps. But it never stopped you from making them.”


    Ruby’s throat squeezed as she stared at the centerpiece, the riotous flowers overflowing with ridiculous joy. “I gave up dreaming when Charlie died.”


    “Then maybe it’s time you started seeking God’s plan for your life. Find a new sense of purpose for yourself.” Ruby’s cousin landed her cup squarely in front of her. “It doesn’t have to be marriage. It’s the twentieth century, not the Middle Ages. You’re free to make your own choices.”


    Shivers ran down Ruby’s arms. The thought had been close to her heart as well. “I keep reflecting on the situation in San Francisco. I saw an article in the Evening Bee stating the need for aid workers. Thousands are still homeless. Robert mentioned they were short-staffed at the hospital, too. I suppose many of the nurses fled the city after the disaster.” She closed her eyes and pictured her own nurse’s cap gathering dust on the upper shelf of the wardrobe. How would it feel to pin it on again? To bring hope to the sick and the dying? Her heart fluttered, like the wings of her mother’s peach-faced canary beating against its wire cage.


    Miriam placed her hand atop Ruby’s. “Perhaps God is calling you back into nursing.”


    God calling? Ruby pushed the difficult thought away. She made her own decisions, she didn’t require divine guidance. “It isn’t the dream I had for my life.”


    “God has a plan for you, Ruby—but it might be profoundly different than your own.”


    Ruby sighed. Her cousin would not by swayed once she’d taken to an idea. It explained why she’d always been such an excellent conspirator. “I’ll think on it, I promise.”


    “I’ll pray God provides you swift counsel.”


    Elizabeth, Ruby’s seventeen-year-old sister, wove through the crowd, a smile dancing across her face. She hurried to the table, clasping her fingers in front of her. “Have you heard? Hattie and Ernest are engaged. Ruby, Hattie hopes you will help with the gown.”


    Not again. Ruby grabbed for the cup, desperate to distract her nerves. It clattered across the table and dumped the remainder of its contents on the linen cloth.


    Miriam giggled, pressing a hand to her mouth. “Ask and ye shall receive.”


    Ruby blew a long breath through her gritted teeth and shook her head. “Please give Hattie my regrets, Elizabeth. I’m going to San Francisco.”
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    San Francisco, California


    July 23, 1906


    A beam of sunlight pierced the stained glass window in Dr. Gerald Larkspur’s study, casting a rosy glow on the stationery in his hand. He eyed the dainty feminine script marching across the page in ordered lines. Gerald lowered the letter, staring at Dr. Robert King over the stacks of medical files littering his desk blotter. “Your sister wants to come to San Francisco now? Does she understand the city is in shambles?”


    His friend leaned on the oak desk. “Ruby wants to help with the relief work. She’s had extensive nursing training. My sister even assisted our father in surgeries, back when we were children.” Robert frowned. “Never seemed fair, since he wouldn’t let me step foot over the threshold. Sure, she was six years older, but I was a boy. If anyone should be man enough to handle the sight of blood, you’d think it would have been me.”


    Gerald passed the letter back to Robert as he fought a smirk, picturing his young medical partner as a petulant child. “Sounds like she was ‘man enough.’”


    The paper crinkled as Robert tucked it into his inside pocket. “Trust me, Ruby has a strong spirit. She put up with my antics, after all.”


    “I can imagine.”


    Robert leaned forward, placing both palms against Gerald’s desk. “I know it’s asking a lot. With your mother living here, and your cousin’s family, and me—maybe I should put Ruby off the idea.”


    Gerald rested his chin on his palm, the paper’s rosewater scent lingering on his skin. Another woman in the house? So much for the quiet bachelor life. “I can’t see why not. What’s one more?”


    Robert grinned. “Abby’s already set up an extra bed in her room.”


    “I see.” Gerald opened the nearest file, and flipped through the pages. “You two were so confident I’d say yes?”


    His young partner straightened, tugging on the hem of his gray vest. “Not confident, just optimistic. You’re always reaching out to help others. You’ve taken the rest of us in, after all.”


    The chair squeaked as Gerald rose to his feet. The scent of vegetable stew scented the air, his stomach rumbling in response. The noon meal must be nearly ready, one advantage of having three women—soon to be four—in his house. “Does your sister know about Abby?”


    Robert’s gaze lowered. “I haven’t informed my family, yet. I’m certain Ruby will be pleased.”


    A chuckle rose in Gerald’s chest. He clasped Robert’s shoulder with a firm hand. “In the same way you were sure I’d consent? Your understanding of human nature never fails to amaze me.”


    * * *


    San Francisco, California


    August 1, 1906


    I hope Robert received my telegram. Ruby clutched her wrap with one hand and the ferry rail with the other, stunned at the sight before her. She thought the newspaper stories had prepared her for the devastation, but as the boat pulled up to the dock, prickles crawled across her arms. Even three months after the earthquake and subsequent firestorm, San Francisco looked like the parlor stereoscope images of Pompeii. Skeletal buildings dominated the skyline, either half-destroyed or half-built—Ruby couldn’t decide. Stacks of building supplies lined the piers.


    The ferry eased to a stop, the passengers collecting their belongings. Ruby lifted her bag and clumsy wicker basket and clutched the items before her as she joined the stream of passengers jostling their way to the front. At the plank, a porter reached for the basket.


    “No, I’ll hold this. Thank you.” She offered the carpetbag instead, and the man grasped it with a nod before assisting her to the dock.


    Ruby froze as the crowd pushed past her. The stench of ashes lingered in the air. Beyond the hundreds of voices, she could hear a cacophony of hammers and saws.


    “Miss?” The porter held the bag toward her, a frown dragging down his bushy moustache.


    Ruby transferred the awkward container to her left hand and reached for the bag with her right, trying not to stare at the man whose face resembled a walrus minus tusks. She stumbled a few steps forward before lowering the rectangular carton to the ground and grappling with her wrap, pulling it tight around her shoulders. She swiveled her gaze from side to side, overcome with the image of the city as a giant anthill, carelessly kicked over by a mischievous child.


    She didn’t belong here. A wave of emotion swept over her. Charlie, why’d you have to buy the fool horse, anyway? Ruby stepped close to the basket, brushing it with her shoe tips. She shouldn’t have allowed Miriam to bully her into making new plans. It wasn’t her place to save the world. She should be home where life remained predictable and secure. And boring.


    Ruby tucked a stray curl under her hat before grasping the wicker handle and hoisting it up over her arm. She straightened her posture, willing confidence into her steps. She’d come to help the people of San Francisco. And poor Robert, slaving away in this broken carcass of a city. No more talk of weddings and babies. Robert was clearly too immersed in his work for such nonsense. It still seemed remarkable her impish baby brother would grow up to be a doctor like their father. If only she’d been a boy.


    A shout from the distance drew her attention.


    “Ruby!” Robert pushed through the crowd, arms extended.


    Ruby dropped the bags and fell into his arms. “I am so relieved to see you. This place is such a mess.”


    He laughed. “This is nothing, Sis. You should have seen it a month ago.” He pulled her into an embrace so tight it lifted her off her feet.


    Robert’s touch crumbled the last of her resolve and tears stung at her eyes. “It’s a joy to see your face.” She squeezed his arm. “I can’t believe I’m actually here. We’ve been so worried about you. It’s been months since we received your last letter. Mother is irate.” A shiver rushed through her and her voice trembled. “Why haven’t you written, you lout?” She dug into her pocket for a handkerchief.


    Her brother laughed, pressing a silk square into her hand. “I’m fine, Ruby. I’ve been a little busy.” His face lit up in a huge boyish smile. “Just wait until you hear all my news. You’ll forgive me in a heartbeat.”


    “Never. There can be no excuse for keeping us all wondering. I’m sure you’re not at the hospital every hour of the day. Certainly you could have spared a moment to write.”


    He pushed his chocolate-brown derby to the back of his head, a familiar puckish grin lighting his face.


    She took a step back and studied him. Shadows under Robert’s eyes showed the effects of the disaster and his difficult work—these she’d expected—but his expression also contained a spark of unspoken delight. He didn’t look the part of a lonely, overworked bachelor.


    Robert stepped to one side, revealing a well-dressed man and woman standing directly behind him.


    Ruby dabbed at her reddened eyes, a wave of heat crawling up her neckline beneath the collar of her traveling jacket.


    The man flashed a disarming smile, his Bristol-blue eyes causing Ruby’s breath to leak from her chest. Fine lines around his mouth spoke of a life filled with either worry or laughter.


    Ruby glanced down, awash with emotions after the long, exhausting trip. She certainly wasn’t going to swoon over a man, even if his eyes were a dead-ringer for her Charlie. Especially because of that.


    Robert clasped a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Ruby, this is Dr. Gerald Larkspur, my mentor and friend. I’ve written to you about him, right?” He turned his attention toward Dr. Larkspur. “Gerald, may I present my sister, Mrs. Ruby Marshall?”


    Ruby reached her hand out to the doctor, noticing too late she still clutched the damp handkerchief.


    Dr. Larkspur took her fingers, with only a quick glance at the fabric crushed between their palms. With his other hand, he touched the brim of his black hat. “It is an honor to meet you, Mrs. Marshall. But your brother does himself a disservice. I can’t be called a mentor any longer. He’s left me in the dust, I’m afraid. I keep reminding him, we’re partners now.”


    Ruby bobbed her head, giving herself a second to string words together into a polite greeting. “Dr. Larkspur—the honor is mine. My brother has spoken most highly of you.” She retrieved her hand and tucked the handkerchief into her sleeve, casting a final glance at the man’s eyes. Not exactly like Charlie’s. A tad darker. She pushed the memory from her mind.


    Ruby directed her gaze at the young woman hovering near her brother’s other arm. Mrs. Larkspur, perhaps? The woman glanced up at Robert, her sweetly freckled cheeks sporting a light blush. Ruby’s stomach crawled up into her throat. Oh, no. Please, no.


    “Ruby,” her brother turned back to her. “I’d like to introduce you to someone very special.”


    Ruby fought the urge to cover her ears and run screaming back to the ferry.


    Robert cleared his throat, his eyes warming as he gazed at the young woman. “This is Miss Abby Fischer. Abby is Dr. Larkspur’s cousin . . .” his words rushed toward her like an engine roaring down the track, “. . . and my fiancée.”
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    Gerald toyed with the watch chain hidden in his pocket as he studied the young woman standing on the dock. As a confirmed bache-lor, he never considered himself a good judge of female emotions, but the woman’s pinched brows and puckered lips suggested Robert’s announcement was something akin to the taste of quinine.


    Mrs. Marshall clutched her bag against her midsection, her pale blue eyes growing wider by the second. “Your—your fiancée?”


    Robert darted a quick glance at Abby before focusing on his sister. “I’m sorry to spring this on you, Ruby. I only received your letter a few days ago, so I didn’t have time to write. I had hoped to bring Abby home to meet everyone.”


    Gerald’s cousin took a step backward, bumping into his elbow. “I shouldn’t have come. I ought to have let Robert get you settled in first.”


    Gerald brushed his hand against Abby’s back. Since her family had moved to San Francisco, he’d stepped into the role of protective older sibling. If Robert’s sister dared say one unkind word to Abby, she’d have to deal with him.


    Robert latched onto his fiancée’s arm. “It was my idea. I couldn’t wait to introduce you.” He cleared his throat. “Abby, may I present my sister, Mrs. Ruby Marshall?”


    Mrs. Marshall’s mouth opened and closed like a fish in a glass bowl. She reached up and tucked a curling wisp of red hair behind her ear.


    Gerald’s eyes traveled down to her other hand, clenching the folds of her blue skirt just below her tiny waist. He forced his gaze upward in time to spot the color draining from her heart-shaped face. She’s going to faint.


    Gerald took a swift step forward and put a hand on the woman’s arm. “Mrs. Marshall—”


    Robert had also spotted the sudden shift in his sister’s demeanor and caught her other elbow. “Ruby?”


    “Robert, there’s a bench behind you.” Gerald gripped Mrs. Marshall’s hand and motioned with his head. “Let’s sit her down. Shall we?”


    Mrs. Marshall’s arm stiffened, resisting his attempt to steer her to the seat. “No, thank you, Dr. Larkspur. I feel . . . it’s been a long . . .” her voice faltered. “I’m fine now, thank you.” She turned to her brother. “I’m sorry, Robert. I’m a bit overwrought from the trip.” She pulled her fingers from Gerald’s grasp and clamped her mouth into a tight-lipped smile, directing her gaze back to her brother. “You’re getting married? Why it’s—it’s wonderful news. I am so pleased.”


    Gerald fought off a smirk, amused to witness his cocky partner rendered into a wide-eyed silence.


    Mrs. Marshall stepped forward to Abby. “Miss Fischer, was it?”


    “Please, call me Abby.” His cousin fingered the locket she always wore.


    Gerald winced at the quaver in Abby’s voice. The poor girl had been through so much in the past year, the last thing she needed was a meddling older sister.


    Mrs. Marshall’s lips turned downward. “You agreed to marry my kid brother?”


    Abby’s freckles stood in sharp contrast to her pale face. “Yes.”


    The woman reached out gloved hands to grasp Abby’s elbows. “I hope you know what you’re in for, Abby, because he’s a handful.” A bright smile replaced her frown, like warm sunshine breaking through the fog. With a shrug, she tipped her head in Robert’s direction. “And any woman capable of taming Robert’s heart, I’d be honored to call a sister.”


    Gerald pushed his hat back. Ruby King Marshall was clearly made out of stouter material than he’d given her credit for.


    Abby released a sudden laugh, her expression brightening.


    Gerald let his attention flicker back and forth between the two women. Though smiling, his cousin appeared on the verge of collapse, her face blotchy. Mrs. Marshall’s eyes shone, but he couldn’t ignore her shallow, rapid breathing. He shook his head. He’d never figure out why women acted the way they did. Probably why he was still unmarried.


    Abby ran fingers down Robert’s sleeve. “If anyone did the ‘taming,’ it was your brother, Mrs. Marshall. He has the patience of a saint.”


    Mrs. Marshall laughed. “Patient? Are you sure we are talking about the same Robert King—the boy so eager to practice medicine that at fourteen, he sneaked into our father’s office and pretended to be the physician? He had at least half of the patients completely hoodwinked.” She shook her head. “I don’t think he knows the meaning of the word patience. Outside of medical patients.”


    Abby brightened. “Tell me more.”


    Robert’s sister linked arms with Abby as the two walked toward the Ferry Building. “I have many such tales. Where shall I start? First, you must begin by calling me Ruby.”


    Robert grasped the handle of the wicker basket. “Ruby, no stories. Please.”


    His sister shot a smirk over her shoulder, eyes flashing.


    Gerald chuckled. Obviously, Robert was not going to get off scot-free for this little escapade.


    Robert grunted as he hoisted the wicker container in the air. “Ruby, what have you got in here?”


    His sister smiled. “Otto, of course.”


    Gerald froze, staring at the hamper now jostling in Robert’s hands. “Otto?”


    Robert’s jaw hung open. “Ruby, you didn’t.”


    The basket growled in reply.


    “You didn’t expect me to leave him in Sacramento with Mother, did you?” Mrs. Marshall cocked her head to one side, her elbow linked with Abby’s.


    Gerald’s stomach dropped. Not only a meddling sister, but a yapping dog, too?


    Robert gripped the container under his arm, reaching for the carpetbag with his other hand. He glanced up at Gerald, the corner of his mouth rising. “It won’t be a problem. Right, Gerald?”


    * * *


    Robert is getting married.


    Ruby walked down the cobblestone street, arm in arm with the stranger, soon to be a sister. She lifted her chin, pressing away the thought. She’d squashed her own feelings, put Robert on the defensive, and pulled Abby close. Next on the agenda—inform Robert she’d decided on a brief visit.


    Coming to San Francisco had been a mistake. As usual, she had blundered ahead with her plans, not bothering to consult anyone. She shook her head and glanced heavenward. God laughs at my schemes, right, Miriam?


    Ruby’s mind wandered, barely registering the landmarks Abby pointed out as they walked along Market Street. Once they reached Robert’s apartment, he and Ruby would have a long talk. They would chart out her short stay and buy a ticket for the return journey. She wasn’t staying around to help plan a wedding. When our mother and sisters hear the news, they’ll be on the next ferry.


    The two men followed, Robert occasionally putting in a word or two. Dr. Larkspur remained silent. Back at the Ferry Building, his probing eyes had caught her unprepared—as if the stranger could read her thoughts as clearly as her sightless cousin. If she had Robert and Abby convinced of her sincerity, why would someone like Dr. Larkspur believe any different? And why should she care what he thought?


    The group stopped beside a gleaming red automobile.


    Ruby stepped back, a cold chill washing over her. “I thought we were walking to Robert’s apartment. You don’t live far, do you?”


    Robert tucked her luggage and Otto’s basket into the rear seat. “My apartment building was destroyed in the fires. I wrote and told you. Remember?”


    “Where are you staying?” The street noise multiplied, as if pounding its way inside her brain. She’d arrived with no thought to accommodations.


    “It’s not a problem, Sis. I talked to Gerald about it, and he doesn’t mind. We’ll just shuffle around a bit. Everyone in the city is getting used to tight quarters.”


    “I thought I was coming to help, but I’m just going to be in the way.” Ruby covered her burning cheeks with her hands.


    A huge smile danced across Abby’s face. “Don’t feel bad, please! We’ll all make space. It will be fun.”


    Ruby’s stomach jolted. “Am I staying with you?” She turned to Robert. “You haven’t answered my question. Where are you living?”


    Her brother’s face split into an annoying grin. “I’m staying with Gerald—Dr. Larkspur. And so is Abby’s family. And Gerald’s mother, Mae Larkspur. But it’s a large house. There’s plenty of room, really.”


    “You’re—you’re all living . . .” Ruby’s idea of coming to the city to console her lonely brother crumbled, replaced by the reality of being trapped in a houseful of strangers.


    Dr. Larkspur swung open the vehicle’s rear door. “If you will just step in, Mrs. Marshall, I’m sure we can explain everything on the way.”


    Ruby grabbed the edge of her coat and twisted, glancing from one face to another and then at the automobile. The door yawned open like a mouth preparing to devour her. Scurrying backward, she stumbled on a loose cobble, nearly landing on her backside.


    Robert reached out and caught her elbow. “Ruby, what’s gotten into you?”


    She leaned heavily on Robert’s arm as her stomach churned. Beads of sweat broke out between her shoulder blades. Get in the car, you silly goose. Panting, she heard her own words as if from a distance. “I—I can’t. I’m sorry!” Pulling away from Robert’s grip she retreated toward the Ferry Building.


    * * *


    Gerald released the door handle as Mrs. Marshall fled, her brother trailing behind. “What is wrong with her?”


    Abby’s chin trembled. “It’s me. She doesn’t approve of me, and now she thinks Robert and I are . . . are . . .” She drew her hands up to cover her eyes. “This is a disaster.”


    “She thinks what?” Why was he always two steps behind the conversation when speaking with women? And Abby always seemed one of the sensible ones.


    She shot him a withering look. “Robert and I are living in the same household, Gerald.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous. She couldn’t possibly think you two have done anything improper.”


    “Then why would she rush off?”


    Gerald glanced toward the siblings. Robert had caught up to his sister, and they were talking in hushed tones. Gerald laid a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “Well, whatever has put her out of sorts, Robert will straighten it out. She does seem a little flighty, don’t you think?”


    Abby frowned. “Robert said she was quite levelheaded before her husband died.”


    Gerald swiped a palm across the back of his collar. “She’s young to be a widow. Do you know what happened to her husband?”


    Abby raised an eyebrow at him. “Don’t you men ever talk about anything but medicine?”


    A rumbling growl drew his attention to the back seat. Gerald shoved his hands in his pockets and scowled at the pile of luggage. Lord, you told us to take care of widows and orphans. You said nothing about widows with dogs. He turned his gaze back to Robert and his sister, arguing just out of earshot. Mrs. Marshall’s hat hung slightly askew.


    Gerald leaned closer to Abby. “How did he die?”


    “Mr. Marshall’s horse was spooked by an automobile. He broke his neck in the fall.” Abby sighed. “Robert was apparently away in medical school when it happened.”


    The sound of hooves clattering across the stones obscured the rest of his cousin’s words. Spooked by an automobile? Gerald ran his hand along the car’s frame, the metal growing warm in the sunlight. “Wait here, Abby.” He strode toward his friend.


    Robert’s voice carried on the breeze. “Ruby, you just arrived. You can’t return home today. Be reasonable.”


    Mrs. Marshall’s gaze fluttered over her brother’s shoulder, widening as Gerald approached.


    Gerald pulled a watch from his vest pocket and clicked open the cover, glancing down at the Roman numerals. “Robert, you wanted to get back to the hospital this afternoon, right? I know Mrs. Meier needs another treatment. She favors you over me.” He leaned toward Mrs. Marshall, cupping a hand about the corner of his mouth. “I believe Mrs. Meier is a little sweet on your brother. In fact, most of our female patients seem to prefer his attention. I can’t understand why, myself.” He snapped the lid closed.


    Mrs. Marshall’s eyes softened.


    “You would think they would fancy someone wiser and more mature.” He cocked his head to one side, appreciating the flush springing to his partner’s face. “But apparently not.”


    Robert frowned. “Yes, I did want to get back, but I couldn’t abandon my sister on her first day.”


    Gerald turned to the young widow and tipped his hat. “Mrs. Marshall, have you had the pleasure of riding one of San Francisco’s famous cable cars?”


    Her countenance brightened, her lips parting. “No, I haven’t.”


    “Perfect. The cable line is running again, as of a few days ago.” Gerald turned to Robert. “You and Abby take my car over to the hospital and meet with Mrs. Meier. I’ll escort Mrs. Marshall to the house and help her get settled into Abby’s room.”


    Robert huffed. “The cable car would take—”


    “Robert,” Mrs. Marshall grasped his sleeve, “I would prefer to take the cable car if it isn’t an inconvenience for Dr. Larkspur.”


    Gerald’s chest swelled. He’d called that one exactly right. Maybe there was hope for him, yet.


    Robert pulled off his derby and scratched his head. “Well, if you’re certain.”


    She smiled, looking from her brother to Gerald and back, cheeks pink. “I am. I don’t want your work to suffer during my visit.”


    Gerald presented his arm to Mrs. Marshall, rewarded by a smile and the touch of her hand.


    Robert raked fingers through his dark hair. With a shrug, he assisted Abby up into a seat. “I’ll retrieve your trunk and bring it to the house when we’re done at the hospital.”


    Perhaps Robert’s ability to understand the female species didn’t apply to his own sister. Gerald studied the graceful curve of Mrs. Marshall’s fingers resting against his coat sleeve. And perhaps having one more woman under his roof wouldn’t be such a bother after all. It might be entertaining to watch her keep Robert on his toes.


    * * *


    Ruby gripped Dr. Larkspur’s arm as they strode down the sidewalk. She hoped she hadn’t given the man the wrong impression. She stopped in her tracks. “Robert and Abby took my luggage.”


    “Is it a problem?”


    “Otto’s still in his basket. He doesn’t much like Robert.”


    The man chuckled. “How dangerous could the dog be if it’s small enough to fit in a picnic basket?” He paused, his voice lowering. “I assume you don’t approve of automobiles?”


    Ruby bit her lip. Did this man miss nothing? “Actually, I’ve never ridden in one. And I don’t want to. Not now. Not ever.” First, she falls apart on the ferry dock, and then she runs from the vehicle like a frightened child—what must he think of her? Ruby tugged at her lace collar. “Of course, I could if I wanted to. I’m not afraid of them.” She cast a quick glance at his face.


    The corner of his mouth curved upward. “If you say so.”


    “I’m not.” A wave of heat crept up her back.


    “Of course.”


    She cleared her throat. “Or rather, I wouldn’t be, if I could be in the driver’s seat.”


    Dr. Larkspur stopped, his brows nearly disappearing under the brim of his hat. “You can’t be serious. You want to drive my automobile?”


    “Not yours in particular.” The intense blue of his eyes sent a tingle across her skin. “I’m sure it sounds outlandish. I just thought if I were driving, it might not be so fearsome.” Ruby thrust her shoulders back. “Things we can’t control are frightening. Things that control us are truly terrifying. But things we control are—” she lifted her hands, palms up, “­—well, if you shrink from them, I suppose you don’t have much faith in yourself.”


    Dr. Larkspur rubbed a hand across his chin. “I suppose there’s truth to what you say. And yet, I think you might be missing a part of the puzzle.”


    “What?”


    “We’re never really in control.”


    She laughed, the sound bubbling from deep in her chest. “Are you a philosopher?”


    He smiled. “Hardly. But I am an observer of life. One who just rode out a major earthquake.” Dr. Larkspur rubbed a finger across his chin while he spoke.


    An endearing gesture. She remembered the feel of Charlie’s face—the bristly stubble when he rose in the morning, the freshly shaven silkiness of his cheek against hers when he kissed her goodbye. She pulled her gaze away and blinked rapidly.


    “In my field, I’ve learned there are few events over which we have power. People become ill. They attempt to regain some authority over their bodies by coming to me. I do what I can,” he cast his eyes downward, “but too often it’s out of my hands. I can do everything right and still lose the patient.” Dr. Larkspur pressed his lips into a thin line. “You can’t always be the one in charge, Mrs. Marshall.”


    Her throat tightened as she studied the man’s drawn expression. He must have a grief story of his own.


    A shadow passed over his face as he shrugged one shoulder. “Sometimes you have to trust someone else to drive the car.”
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    The mahogany-paneled dining room echoed with the sounds of voices and the clatter of silverware. Gerald leaned back in his chair and gazed around the table. Five years ago, when he’d bought this house, he’d hoped to fill it with family. He’d dreamed of an adoring wife and a collection of bright-eyed children. Instead he got his mother, his cousin and her family, his best friend, and his friend’s widowed sister. Even so, warmth crept into his chest as he enjoyed the presence of the people he loved. The beautiful guest added an extra sweetness to the blend.


    His mother lowered a chicken-laden platter to the tablecloth. Gerald took a deep whiff as fragrant steam rose from the serving dishes, the scents of roasting meat mingling with rosemary and cornbread. His stomach grumbled in response.


    Gerald’s cousin, Clara Fischer, added a dish of creamed peas before taking her place next to her husband, Herman. She smiled as her daughter Abby helped four-year-old Davy draw his seat up to the table.


    A German accent colored Herman’s words. “Clara, Aunt Mae—everything smells wonderful.”


    Clara smiled as she touched her husband’s shoulder, the evening light glinting off her blonde hair.


    Gerald pulled his gaze away. Every time he noticed Clara’s resemblance to Cecelia—her daughter, Abby’s older sister—a new thorn embedded in his heart. The family had come to San Francisco last year seeking treatment for Cecelia’s leukemia. She’d improved under his and Robert’s care, but the cancer had been far too advanced. She passed away a few months before the big quake.


    Losing a patient was always difficult—losing a member of his own family left a scar on his soul.


    Robert cleared his throat. “Yes, you’ve outdone yourselves. Dinner looks delicious.”


    At least one good thing came out of our tragedy. Robert and Abby. What a perfect combination.


    “Gerald, would you ask the blessing for our meal?” His mother sat in a chair at the corner of the table, between him and Abby, and reached for their hands.


    Gerald nodded, clasping her palm and extending his other hand to Mrs. Marshall.


    Her crystal blue eyes widened, but she didn’t pull away as his fingers settled over hers.


    “I hope you don’t mind.” He squeezed her small hand. “It’s a family tradition.”


    “Of course.” Her fingers were icy cold.


    Gerald nodded and bowed his head, forcing his eyes closed, trying to direct his mind away from the gentle touch of her skin against his own. “Father, we thank You for this glorious day and for Your many blessings, especially another guest at our table. Lord, bless this food and the loving hands which prepared it. Amen.”


    Ruby tugged her hand free, a flush brightening her cheeks all the way to the tip of her nose.


    His mother’s silvery brows drew low over her eyes. “Gerald, what’s this on your palm?”


    His throat tightened as he pulled away from her grip. “It’s nothing, Mother, just a burn from the machinery.”


    She frowned, lines deepening around her mouth. “Another? Or the same burn you had last month? Hasn’t it healed?”


    Gerald pulled his arms under the table. The glow of being head of a large household fizzled under the scrutiny of an overanxious mother. Suddenly, he felt about eight years old. “I’m the doctor here, remember?”


    “And sometimes doctors are so busy caring for others, they neglect themselves.” She reached for the platter of chicken and passed it to him.


    Robert placed a spoonful of vegetables on his plate. “Do you want me to look at it, Gerald?”


    “It’s nothing.” He lifted the platter from his mother’s grip, grasping the dish from underneath to obscure his palm from her inquisitive gaze.


    Clara placed a piece of buttered cornbread on her young son’s plate, smiling as little Davy licked his lips. “Ruby, it was brave of you to travel all the way to San Francisco by yourself at such a time. Was your mother concerned for your safety?”


    The young woman took a sip from her water glass. “She was concerned, but I assured her Robert would be here to greet me.”


    Abby, sitting on the child’s far side, placed a napkin on Davy’s lap. “We’re glad you decided to come. Robert’s spoken so lovingly of his sisters.”


    Ruby glanced at her brother with a smile. “We’ve missed him very much. Even though he wrote us after the disaster, it was a relief to actually set eyes on him. His letters had been a bit vague.” Her eyes darted toward Abby.


    Herman ran a hand over his whiskers. “Your Robert has been a wonderful help to our family. First, with Cecelia,” his voice faltered, “and then with meine Abigail during the earthquake. He has earned a place of honor in this family. Even if Abby hadn’t accepted his proposal.”


    Abby smiled and ducked her head, freckled cheeks glowing.


    Clara reached over and squeezed Robert’s arm before turning to Ruby. “I know your family has missed him, but Herman and I already think of him as our son.”


    Gerald swiped a second helping of mashed potatoes, wincing as the serving spoon brushed against his sore hand. He gripped the silver handle with his fingertips, guiding the steaming food to his plate. How long had it been since he’d seared himself with the X-ray machine? Two months? Three? His mother was right—it should have healed long before now. The sound of laughter echoed off the walls, scattering Gerald’s thoughts. He frowned, attempting to concentrate on Robert’s story. His friend held the table enthralled.


    “She insisted the X-rays had improved her skin. She sidled right up to me. ‘Dr. King, don’t you think I look beautiful?’” Robert shook his head. “I thought you were exaggerating, Gerald. But every time I see her, she flutters her eyelashes a little more. She’s starting to make me nervous.”


    Mrs. Pembroke. Of course. “I’ve been telling you for months, Robert. She’s clearly sweet on you.” Gerald leaned toward his cousin. “You should keep a close eye on this one, Abby. She might steal him from you.”


    Abby’s laugh made his heart swell. Her sister’s death had taken a toll. It’s good to see Abby smile again.


    Ruby’s nose wrinkled. “Robert, have you informed this woman you are engaged to be married?”


    Gerald finished chewing, the buttered cornbread practically melting in his mouth. “I don’t think she cares.”


    “Perhaps you should insist she see Dr. Larkspur, instead.”


    Gerald snorted. “Oh, no you don’t. I was more than happy to turn her attentions over to Robert. I’ve dealt with her for five years now. I think it’s his turn.”


    Ruby’s intense stare caught him off guard. Gerald swiped the napkin across his chin in case he’d somehow smeared crumbs on his face.


    “But if she’s your patient, why don’t you speak to her about this inappropriate behavior?”


    “She’s not my patient anymore. She requested Robert.” Gerald nodded toward her brother.


    “What exactly am I supposed to say?” Robert smirked, leaning back in his chair.


    Ruby tucked a loose curl into place, sending an onyx earbob swinging. “You could politely inform her you’re not interested in her advances. It would be the most respectful way to handle the lady’s feelings. It is discourteous to allow this young woman to continue and for you two to make sport of it behind her back.”


    Gerald fought to keep the smile from his face. He pointed an authoritative finger toward his partner. “You heard your sister, Robert. You’d best inform the ‘young lady’ her amorous attentions are unseemly.”


    Ruby’s glance darted between the two men. “I recognize Robert’s mischievous expression. What am I missing here?”


    Gerald’s mother huffed, setting her fork on her plate. “You boys are insufferable.” She leaned toward Ruby. “Mrs. Pembroke is ninety, if she’s a day. Honestly. One would think you’d have a little more respect for your patients. And your elders.”


    “Mother, if you could see the way she behaves, you would understand.”


    His mother touched her silver hair and frowned. “Ruby is correct in accusing you of being disrespectful.”


    Gerald sobered. “You’re right, of course.” He glared at his friend. “You will show Mrs. Pembroke the ultimate respect, Robert. Even when she’s trying to steal a kiss in the exam room.”


    Ruby gasped. “She didn’t. Now you’re just being ridiculous!”


    He reached for the water glass. “Nope. It’s the God’s-honest truth. Isn’t it Robert?”


    Robert rubbed a hand through his hair. “Yes, well, sort of.”


    She twisted in her seat to stare at her brother. “But, why would she?”


    He took another forkful of mashed potatoes and shrugged his shoulders. “Overwhelmed by my staggering good looks?”


    The room dissolved into laughter. Even Ruby smiled, rolling her eyes at her brother’s attempt at humor.


    Robert swallowed. “No, I think it was just a thank-you kiss—a peck on the cheek. I’d finally agreed to give her more of the liver medicine she swears by.” He pushed the food around his plate. “Of course, the stuff is primarily alcohol with a hint of opium. I hate giving it to her.”


    Abby added an extra spoonful of applesauce onto her little brother’s plate. “So why do you?”


    “Would you want to tell a ninety-year-old woman the medicine she’s been taking for forty-odd years is nothing but spirits? She believes it’s why she’s lived so long.” He shrugged. “And who knows? Maybe she’s right.” He smiled at Abby. “And it makes her happy.”


    Gerald snorted. “Really, really happy.”


    “Besides,” Robert continued. “It’s nice to have one content and relatively healthy patient—even if she is overly affectionate.”


    Gerald offered the dish of creamed peas to Ruby. “Focusing on research was your idea, Robert. I was satisfied treating fevers and broken bones. You couldn’t resist the glory of X-rays.”


    Ruby passed the dish on to her brother. “So, you two are primarily treating cancer patients now?”


    Robert nodded. “We still have a few of Gerald’s older patients, but we are trying to concentrate our efforts on research. And we’re making good progress, too. But it’s a long process.” He glanced about the table as his voice quieted. “We’ve lost several patients.”


    Abby lowered her gaze to her plate.


    Clara jumped to her feet and began clearing dishes. “I hope everyone saved room. I baked lemon pie for dessert.”


    As his mother and Abby rose to join her, Ruby slid her chair back.


    Gerald’s mother waved her away. “Sit still and enjoy your visit. Who would like coffee?”


    Gerald sighed, pushing away from the table. “I would love some, but I’m afraid I must head to the hospital.”


    His mother set a dish down with a clatter. “Gerald, no! At this hour?”


    “Healing doesn’t wait, Mother.” He dropped his napkin beside his plate.


    “I thought when you and Robert decided to focus on research, you would keep more regular hours.”


    “Someone forgot to inform our patients. One of us needs to check on Mr. Michaels, and I assumed Robert would be helping his sister get settled.”


    Clara reentered the room with a meringue-topped pie balanced in one hand, a pie server in the other.


    Gerald gripped the back of his chair. “I sure hate to miss dessert.” He raised a brow at his cousin. “Perhaps you could save me a slice?”


    Clara smiled as she slipped a large serving of pie onto her husband’s plate. “Well, aren’t you fortunate? I baked two.”


    Gerald squeezed Clara’s shoulder as he walked past. “I knew I was making the right decision when I invited your family to stay.”


    Herman frowned, removing a pipe from his pocket and clamping it between his jaws. “It’s only until we find our own place. Don’t you be worrying about it.”


    “Who’s worried? When has a bachelor like me ever been this well fed? With Mother and Clara competing to see who can make the finest desserts, I’ve put on almost five pounds. I’m going to need a new belt soon.” Gerald tugged on his waistband.


    His mother entered the dining room with the coffeepot. “Sheer nonsense.” Her gray eyes sparked. “We aren’t competing.”


    “Of course not!” Clara echoed. “How can you say such a thing?”


    Gerald chuckled. “Whatever you say.”


    Ruby smiled as Clara handed her a dish with a sliver of pie. “This looks delicious, thank you, Mrs. Fischer.”


    Clara set the pie plate in the center of the table. “Please, Ruby, we’re going to be family, you must call us by our given names.”


    Gerald rubbed the back of his neck, remembering the patient waiting at the hospital. He forced himself out of the pleasant room, voices trailing after him into the hall.


    Was there anything better than a home overflowing with family?


    He glanced down at his hand, closing his fist over the open sore on his palm. Now, if only God would see about providing the adoring wife to go with it.


    * * *


    Ruby opened her eyes to the morning sun already pouring through the bedroom windows. She rolled to her back, glancing across at the other bed. It lay empty and already made up for the day. Ruby leaned back against the pillows, fighting the urge to pull the covers over her head.


    She threw an arm across her eyes as her thoughts galloped off. She had obviously misjudged the situation here in San Francisco. Robert seemed happy and content. He had a new family. He didn’t need her. Did I come here for him or for myself?


    Ruby climbed out of bed and walked to the wardrobe, stretching her stiff muscles.


    Otto jumped up from his makeshift pallet and padded over to sit at Ruby’s feet, his tail thumping a steady rhythm against her ankle. Ruby leaned down to scratch her dog’s ears, noting the gray hairs sprouting along the little dachshund’s forehead. “Poor boy—you’re feeling your age, too, aren’t you?”


    The dog yawned in response, stretching his long back and bowing his front end toward the floor at her feet.


    She opened the wardrobe and pushed aside the russet-brown day dress, a navy suit, and her rose-colored skirt, settling instead for the black silk with the leg-of-mutton sleeves. Ruby turned the dress around and held it before the tall Cheval glass, tilting the mirror’s frame so she could see her whole length.


    “What do you think, Otto? Does it say, ‘Robert, I mean business’ or ‘look at the poor, miserable widow?’” Ruby frowned at her reflection as the dog offered a noncommittal tail wag. Apparently even her dresses couldn’t make up their minds.


    She returned the dress to the wardrobe. Puffy sleeves were falling from fashion, anyway. Ruby fingered the walking skirt. Paired with the lace blouse, it would create a softer look. She reached for a pinstriped vest—the tailored shape would add the strength she needed for the day.


    Ruby slid the skirt over her petticoats and corset. Wandering over to the window, she fastened the long row of buttons along her wrist, staring out the window.


    The homes lined up along the street with barely a breath of space between each structure. They look like a line of children marching off to school. She studied the tidy, peaceful neighborhood, standing in stark contrast to many other areas of the city. So many homes had been lost. Dr. Larkspur had been fortunate.


    Reaching up, she touched her hair, the curls popping loose from their restraints. If only she had glossy brown hair like Robert’s fiancée. Ruby sat down at the dressing table.


    The dog plopped on the rug at her feet. He whined, the sound morphing into a yawn before his jaws closed with a snap.


    “In a moment, Otto.” She removed the ribbon securing her braid and ran fingers through the strands. She shook her head, the curls bouncing free, bushing out like a ruddy crown. Her hair didn’t behave any better than her late husband’s wild horse. Opening a bottle of Macassar oil, she allowed a few drops of the precious liquid to drip into her palm.


    She could still remember Charlie running his fingers through her loose hair. “I love it like this. Wild and wooly.”


    Ruby smoothed the oil through her curls. A woman’s hair, like so many other things in life, needed to be carefully controlled and trained. She settled the padded pompadour roll onto her head like a crown and with quick fingers, tucked each curl up over the support and added several hairpins to keep it in place. Turning from side to side, she examined her handiwork in the looking glass. Perfect—for a few minutes, anyway.


    Otto trailed at her heels as she hurried down the stairs. The dog halted halfway down, his front feet on the lower step, a growl emanating from his barrel chest.


    Robert stood in the front hall, pushing his arms into the sleeves of his gray coat.


    Ruby joined him. “You’re leaving already? What about your breakfast?”


    “I’ve already had a quick meal. I need to get to work.” He retrieved his hat from the rack and cast a glare at the bristling dog.


    Ruby bit her lip. She’d barely had two minutes alone with him. “I need to talk to you. Must you leave so soon?”


    Robert buttoned his coat, sliding his palms over it to remove any wrinkles. “Why don’t you come with me? The hospital ward might not be terribly exciting, but I could show you a bit of the city afterward. We could have lunch downtown.”


    “I wouldn’t be in the way?”


    He laughed. “Of course not. And I promise not to put you to work on your first day.” His brows pinched together. “But I planned to drive Gerald’s automobile.”


    Moisture gathered under Ruby’s lace collar. “Can’t we take the cable car to the hospital?”


    “Normally, yes. But Gerald ended up staying with a patient all night. He has a meeting across town this afternoon and will need the car. He telephoned this morning and asked me to bring it.”


    Ruby pulled an arm tight around her midsection to quell the fluttering. “I don’t know.”


    “Come on, Ruby. This isn’t like you. You were never afraid of anything when we were children. Was it Charlie’s accident?”


    Lacing her fingers together, Ruby cleared her throat. “I am not afraid—not exactly.”


    Robert rolled his hat around his fingertips. His eyebrows drew downward. “I understand now better than I used to. It’s been three months since the earthquake, but at night if the house so much as creaks,” his voice softened, “I leap out of the bed, anticipating another disaster. I still haven’t gotten a full night’s sleep.”


    She reached out and touched her brother’s sleeve. “It must have been terrifying.” Did she have more to fear than Robert who had lived through such a horrible nightmare?


    A squeak from the stairs made them both jump. Otto yipped as he spun around to stand guard at Ruby’s toes, paws sliding on the wood floor.


    Abby paused on the steps. “Am I interrupting?”


    Ruby touched her chest to slow her thudding heartbeat.


    Robert chuckled, leaning close to Ruby’s ear. “Do you see what I mean?” He reached for Abby’s hands, drawing her to his side and brushing a kiss across her cheek. “What perfect timing you have. I was trying to convince my sister to drive in to the hospital with me.” Robert’s gaze returned to Ruby.


    Abby’s eyes lit up. “Ruby is going, too?”


    Ruby’s stomach tightened. Would she never get a moment alone with her brother? “I’m considering it. Are you coming along?”


    “No. I—” A shadow crossed the young woman’s face. “I don’t like to spend much time at the hospital.”


    Robert shrugged. “I suppose most folks don’t.”


    “Besides, I am going down to Golden Gate Park this morning. There are still refugees living in the camp there, and the Red Cross has a kitchen. I like to help out whenever I can.”


    Ruby straightened. “I’d like to see the camps, too.”


    Robert stood up tall and gave her a curt nod. “Everyone’s pulling together to make this city strong. Abby, we could drive you to the park on our way to the hospital. Then you can show her the camp, if you’d like.”


    Ruby swallowed. She had yet to agree to this driving business.


    “It’s such a nice day, I’d prefer to walk. Ruby, you can volunteer with me tomorrow, if you’re interested. I’d love for you to join me.” Abby started toward the kitchen. “Aunt Mae is going to be disappointed we are all running off today. I’ll go talk to her.” Abby disappeared into the other room.


    “So? What’s your decision?” Robert buttoned his jacket. “Are you ready to brave the new world of automobile travel? I’m a careful driver, I promise.” He pushed the hat over his dark hair.


    I cannot continue to let this fear control me. “All right. But you better steer clear of any horses.”
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