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    Praise for Out of the Ruins


    “One of my favorite cities during one of my favorite eras. Out of the Ruins is a historically rich and heart-wrenching glimpse into the San Francisco earthquake and the resilient faith, love, and spirit that rises from the ashes—both in the city itself and in the hearts and souls of a man and woman destined to fall in love.”


    —Julie Lessman, award-winning author of The Daughters of Boston and Winds of Change series


    “Out of the Ruins, set in San Francisco in 1905 and 1906, is a shining example of historical romance. I was right there with the characters, breathing in the smoke and dust, shaking and falling with the earthquake. In this her second novel, Karen Barnett is an up-and-coming author, writing quality historical fiction that is realistic and grappling with faith issues woven in intrinsically. I’m pleased to be able to endorse Out of the Ruins.”


    —Lauraine Snelling, best-selling author of the Red River of the North series


    “An earthquake, a medical drama, inner turmoil, and a touching romance! Karen Barnett masterfully weaves these together with heartfelt emotion, believable characters, and impressive research. I couldn’t stop flipping pages. Out of the Ruins is a story to savor!”


    —Sarah Sundin, award-winning author of On Distant Shores


    “From the optimism of medical breakthroughs to the tragedy of the great San Francisco earthquake and fire, Out of the Ruins immerses the reader in the hopes and fears of unforgettable turn-of-the-century characters.”


    —Regina Jennings, author of Caught in the Middle


    “Karen Barnett’s exquisite touch with emotional interplay and romantic nuance shines in Out of the Ruins, thrilling readers with a powerful story set during San Francisco’s most enthralling and heart-wrenching moment.”


    —Michael K. Reynolds, author of the acclaimed Heirs of Ireland series
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    In Memory of Brandon Aufranc 2000 – 2012


    


    Thank you to the brave scientists, doctors, and nurses who are working to make cancer a thing of the past.
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    The mountains may shift,


    and the hills may be shaken,


    but my faithful love won’t shift from you,


    and my covenant of peace won’t be shaken,


    says the Lord, the one who pities you.


    Isaiah 54:10 CEB

  


  
    Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing


    Come Thou Fount of every blessing


    Tune my heart to sing Thy grace;


    Streams of mercy, never ceasing,


    Call for songs of loudest praise


    Teach me some melodious sonnet,


    Sung by flaming tongues above.


    Praise the mount! I’m fixed upon it,


    Mount of Thy redeeming love.


    



    


    Here I raise my Ebenezer;


    Hither by Thy help I’m come;


    And I hope, by Thy good pleasure,


    Safely to arrive at home.


    Jesus sought me when a stranger,


    Wandering from the fold of God;


    He, to rescue me from danger,


    Interposed His precious blood.


    



    


    O to grace how great a debtor


    Daily I’m constrained to be!


    Let thy goodness, like a fetter,


    Bind my wandering heart to thee.


    Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it,


    Prone to leave the God I love;


    Here’s my heart, O take and seal it,


    Seal it for thy courts above.

  


  
    Part 1
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    San Jose, California


    August 16, 1905


    The doctor could be wrong.” Abby’s words cut through the suffocating silence in the bedroom. She placed her fingers on the sun-warmed windowsill, but it did little to thaw the chill gripping her heart.


    Cecelia’s voice barely stirred the air. “He’s not.”


    Abby glanced down at the novel she’d been reading, her thumb holding a place between the pages. If only she could stick her thumb on this day and prevent life from moving forward. When had time become the enemy?


    She rose from the window seat and paced back to the wooden chair pulled close to her sister’s bedside. The faded rosebud quilt covered Cecelia’s body like a shroud. Abby kept her voice crisp and no-nonsense. “Papa telephoned Cousin Gerald last night. Gerald thinks there might be doctors in San Francisco who could actually do something, despite what Dr. Greene says.”


    Cecelia opened her eyes, the flash of blue seeming out of place in her otherwise colorless face. Her unbound hair—once like so many strands of golden silk—now covered the white pillowcase, tangled and matted.


    Abby fingered her own brown braid. She hadn’t even bothered to pin it up this morning. “I’m not giving up, and neither should you.”


    Cecelia’s eyes closed again, dark circles framing their sunken depths. “I’m too tired. If God’s calling, I’m ready to go home.”


    Abby thumped the novel down on the bedside table. “Stop saying that. I’m not going to let you die and leave me here alone.”


    Her sister shifted under the covers, as if the very weight of the quilt caused her pain. “You’re—” she stopped for a breath, “not alone.”


    The deluge of fear returned, sweeping over Abby like waves across the shore. Who would she be without Cecelia?


    She returned to the window, staring at the summer sky strewn with a few lacelike clouds. Back when they were children, Papa always called Cecelia his “sky-girl” because of her blue eyes and her grace. And a sky-girl she remained, even as they aged. Until this illness, Cecelia had moved with charm and style, bringing light to a room simply by entering. Young men flocked to her side, anxious to spend a moment captivated by her beauty and her gift for conversation.


    Abby, a year younger—nineteen to Cecelia’s twenty—had none of her sister’s poise. Instead, she took turns stumbling over her tongue and her feet. And with her brown hair and eyes, and those incessant freckles, the only thing she ever attracted were mosquitoes on a warm summer evening. If Cecelia was the sky, Abby was the earth.


    So while Cecelia danced at the parties, Abby strolled in the family orchard, content to talk to the peach trees. There she could speak her mind without worrying about social graces.


    But if Cecelia left her . . .


    “Abby—” Cecelia broke off with a weak cough.


    Abby crossed the room in a heartbeat. “What is it? What do you need?”


    Her sister lay silent for a long moment, staring up at her. Finally, after a labored breath she pushed the words out. “Have you prayed?”


    “What?” Abby sank down into the high-backed chair where she had spent so many hours. “Cecelia . . .” Her voice faltered.


    Cecelia sighed, her eyelids closing. “I thought maybe you would make an exception . . . for me.”


    Abby’s heart sank down into her stomach. Her sister never did play fair.


    “Just talk to Him. It’s all I ask.”


    Fidgeting, Abby twisted the hem of her apron. Her sister’s ragged breathing snatched at her heart. Abby squeezed the fabric into a ball. “Fine. I will.”


    The corners of Cecelia’s mouth turned upward with a meager hint of a smile. “God will answer.” She stirred under the covers once more. “You’ll see.”


    When her sister’s breathing finally evened into sleep, Abby reached over and smoothed the quilt. As she gazed at Cecelia’s chalk-white face, Abby’s throat clenched. The doctor’s words chanted in her mind like a group of bullies in a schoolyard.


    She tiptoed to the doorway. Catching a quick glimpse in the looking glass, Abby frowned at her unkempt hair and wrinkled dress. Turning away, she continued down the hall, pausing to glance into the nursery where her brother napped. The sight of his flushed cheeks brought a different kind of ache to her heart. No one but four-year-old Davy slept well these days.


    She stole down the stairs and out through the kitchen, hearing her parents’ hushed voices in the family room. They must be discussing the doctor’s announcement, even though he’d left no room for debate.


    Pushing open the back door, Abby escaped into the fresh air, untainted by sickness and the decaying scent of fading hope. She trudged through the pasture and up the hillside toward the orchard, dragging the weight of her family’s problems with her. By the time she reached the edge of the trees, beyond sight of the house, the heaviness lessened and she picked up her skirts and fled.


    As she charged into the orchard, Abby’s throat ached with words held captive. First Dr. Greene discounts Cecelia’s symptoms, now he has the audacity to say we should prepare for the worst?


    Abby curled her fingers around the branch of a large cherry tree, placed a foot against the trunk, and hoisted herself upward into its leafy heights. Seeking to lose herself in the greenery, she climbed until her rust-colored skirt wedged between two branches. Holding on with one hand, Abby yanked the fabric loose with the other. Several years had passed since she had climbed one of these trees, and her arms and legs trembled with the effort. My skirts were shorter back then, and I never cared about soiling them. A grown woman doesn’t climb trees.


    Unless her sister is dying.


    When a bough bent under her shoes, she halted. Wrapping one arm around the trunk, Abby laid her head against the tree. She slapped the palm of her hand against the bark until her skin stung.


    Cecelia’s request echoed. “Just talk to Him. It’s all I ask.”


    Abby sighed, brushing a loose strand of hair from her face. Maybe prayer came easily to some people, but to her, God seemed too far away and indifferent. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “God, save her. I’ll do anything—anything you want.”


    The words sounded foolish, like a child wishing on a star. Abby forced herself to continue. “She believes You love us. If it’s true, then it makes sense You should heal her whether or not I ask. You know Mama and Papa couldn’t bear to live without her. And Davy—” her breath caught in her throat as she thought about her baby brother.


    Straddling a branch, Abby rested her back against the tree’s strength and let her legs dangle. “The doctor says there’s nothing more he can do.” Abby paused, letting the thought soak in. “So, I guess it’s up to You to take the cancer away.”


    Her stomach twisted at the word. Mama didn’t like it spoken aloud, as if naming the disease would make the nightmare real.


    The doctor had no such reservations. With today’s visit, he added an even more formidable word: leukemia. “Some cancers you can cut out, but leukemia is in the blood.” He raised his hands in surrender. “You can’t fight it.”


    Abby tightened her fist and pressed it against her thigh. Maybe you won’t fight it, but I will. Somehow.


    She continued her prayer, speaking as much to herself as to any higher power. “I—I don’t want to live here without her.” She picked at a piece of lace dangling loose from its stitching along the hem of her dress. “I don’t want to be alone.”


    Abby gazed up through the tree limbs. When her eyes blurred, the branches looked like jagged cracks in the sky. Was God even listening? Why should He care about her wishes? She’d never wanted anything beyond her family and the orchard she loved. The peach and cherry trees were better friends than any schoolmate, standing forever faithful in their well-ordered rows. She’d tended them by her father’s side since she was old enough to hold the pruning shears. Papa promised someday they would belong to her. What more could she need?


    The sound of footsteps crunching through the leaves stole the thought from her mind. She pulled her feet up to the limb and gripped the branch above her head to steady herself.


    A man strolled through the orchard, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his gray twill pants, a dark jacket slung casually over one shoulder.


    Abby bit her lip and leaned to the side for a better view. As she shifted her weight, the limb cracked, the sound echoing through the orchard. Abby grabbed the branch above her just as her perch gave way. Swinging awkwardly, she wrapped her ankles around the tree trunk.


    “I’m okay,” she whispered, under her breath.


    “Are you sure about that?” An amused voice floated up.


    The man had removed his derby and looked up at her with eyes as brown as Aunt Mae’s irresistible chocolate fudge.


    From her clumsy vantage point, Abby examined his strong jaw and pleasing smile. Of course—he’s handsome, and I’m hanging from a tree like a monkey.


    “There’s a sturdy-looking branch just below you and to the left.”


    Stretching out a foot, she groped for the limb with her toe. Locating it, Abby tucked her skirts tight around her legs before scurrying down.


    The stranger reached up his hand to assist her on the last step to the earth. “I suppose I should apologize for frightening you.”


    Abby plucked a twig from her apron. “You surprised me.” She regretted not taking time to fix her hair before leaving the house. Or put on a hat. What must he think?


    A crooked smile crossed the man’s face. “Well, then we’re even, because no one ever told me girls grew on trees here in California. If I’d known, I might have gone into farming instead of medicine.” He slid his hands back into his pockets. “I certainly didn’t expect a beautiful woman to fall out of one.”


    A wave of heat climbed Abby’s neck. “I didn’t fall out.” She straightened her skirt, annoyed to find this smooth-talking stranger waltzing through her family’s orchard. Beautiful, indeed. She narrowed her eyes at him. “Who are you, anyway?”


    As he nodded, the light glinted off of his dark hair. “My name is Robert King—Dr. King. I’m Dr. Larkspur’s new assistant. Are you Miss Fischer?”


    The breath caught in Abby’s throat. “Dr. Larkspur—you mean Gerald? He’s here?”


    “Yes, we drove all night—”


    “I’m sorry—I’ve got to go.” Abby grabbed up her skirts and raced back through the meadow toward the house, her braid bouncing against her back. Halfway across the field she realized her rudeness at leaving their guest in the orchard, but she pushed onward. Manners could wait.


    Spotting an automobile in front of the house, surprise slowed her steps. Automobiles belonged to rich men. She’d never thought of her mother’s cousin in those terms.


    With a fresh burst of speed, Abby pounded up the stairs onto the back porch, finishing her prayer in a rush. “God, I’ll do anything. I’ll be anything. Whatever You want—name it. Just make her better.”


    As she grasped the doorknob, Abby paused to catch her breath. “And You’d better be listening God, because I’m going to make one last promise. If You dare take her away . . . ”


    She pulled the door open, casting one last glance toward the stranger in the orchard.


    “ . . . I’ll never speak to You again.”
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    Robert took a deep breath, the earthy smell of the country air delighting his senses after so many months in San Francisco. He crossed his arms and leaned against the gnarled trunk of the cherry tree, chuckling as the lady scampered across the field like a rabbit. When Gerald had spoken of his cousin Clara’s two daughters, Robert pictured them being much younger. Miss Abby Fischer was clearly an adult, probably only a few years younger than Robert, even though her undisciplined behavior suggested otherwise.


    And the shreds of leaves tangled in her hair only made her more intriguing.


    He shook himself out of his thoughts. Gerald had probably examined the patient by now. Robert had wanted to give his friend privacy for the exam, but now impatience drew him forward.


    Since he’d heard about this case, anticipation burned like a fire in his blood. Cecelia Fischer sounded like the ideal candidate for their research project. And, if they succeeded, not only would they make medical history, but Robert would have his pick of positions and research grants. On impulse, Robert had suggested they drive Gerald’s new automobile instead of hiring a horse and buggy for the trip.


    His friend’s brows had furrowed. “Is it wise? Are the roads good enough?”


    “I think it’s worth the gamble.”


    Now Robert pressed his hands against his aching back. Bouncing down the rutted road all night had left him stiff and sore, not to mention the two times he’d repaired flat tires by lantern light.


    Gerald showed an amazing lack of sympathy. “Your idea, remember?” A wry smile lit up his features.


    Remarkably, they made it in one piece.


    Apparently, his mentor was willing to take chances—as long as he had an assistant to deal with the consequences.


    Convincing him to take a risky gamble with his cousin’s health might be an altogether different matter.
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    Abby hurried down the hallway, thankful for the thick carpet runner muffling her footsteps. Mingled scents of roses and pipe tobacco perfumed the air. She paused in the shadows outside the half-closed door, pulling off her apron and running a hand over her skirt to remove any evidence of her afternoon activities. I should go change my clothes and fix my hair before I greet everyone.


    Gerald’s voice carried out into the hallway. “It’s a difficult case.”


    Abby held her breath.


    Her father had spent years ridding himself of his German accent, but in this moment, he sounded as if he had stumbled back in time. “Bitte. . . . There must be something you can do.”


    “Herman, Clara—you know I care for Cecelia as if she were my own sister, but in cases like this—”


    The familiar weight crushed against Abby’s chest. As she swung open the door, silence dropped over the room like a velvet theater curtain. Gerald sat beside the fireplace, his somber expression making him appear much older than his twenty-eight years. Her mother sat in the upholstered chair opposite him, while Abby’s father leaned on the mantel.


    Their sudden silence grated at her heart. Abby folded both arms across her midsection hiding trembling hands under her elbows. “Don’t let me stop you. ‘There’s nothing we can do.’ Isn’t that what you were planning to say?”


    Mama frowned, her dark green gown casting a sallow hue on her downturned face.


    Gerald smoothed his vest. “Abby, as I was telling your parents, Cecelia is in a terrible state.”


    “It’s not exactly news to us.”


    “Abigail, show some respect.” Mama lifted her head, her pale hair tied back in a tight knot, so unlike the soft pompadour she generally wore.


    Abby bit her tongue and walked to her mother’s side, resting her hand on the back of the chair. “I’m sorry, but Gerald didn’t drive all night just to give us bad news. He must have found something.”


    Gerald studied the floor as if weighing his words.


    Abby forced herself to remain still even though the unremitting tick of the mantel clock jarred at her nerves. Every passing second brought Cecelia’s fate a step closer.


    Her father stepped away from the fireplace and stood over Gerald, his massive height throwing a large shadow over the younger man. “Abigail is right, ja? What is it? You have found something we can do?”


    Gerald leaned back in his chair, lines creasing his forehead. “Perhaps, but now I’ve had a chance to examine her . . .” He lifted his hands and dropped them back onto his knees, eyes lowered.


    “No. I don’t accept that.” Abby rushed forward. “I won’t let you give up on her like every other doctor we’ve seen. Just tell us what we have to do.”


    “You don’t understand.” Gerald ran a hand through his hair. “We’d have to transport her to a hospital in San Francisco. Even if she survived the journey, the treatment is difficult. If I’d known earlier, maybe we could have attempted it. But she’s far too weak.” He reached out and touched her father’s arm. “This would be torture to you and your family, and in the end it would likely accomplish nothing.”


    Abby’s throat constricted. “Nothing? Are you saying my sister’s life is worth nothing?”


    A shadow crossed her cousin’s face. “Abby—”


    “No!” She threw up her hand to stop his words. “You said likely. Then there is a chance. And any chance she will survive is worth attempting.”


    A strangled sob cut through the air from the direction of her mother’s chair.


    Abby pressed onward. “Tell us, Gerald—what are your colleagues in San Francisco doing our doctor can’t?”


    “My assistant and I have been offered a small research project at Lane Hospital—part of the medical college.” He stood and paced to the far side of the room, near the door. “But I fear you’d be pinning your hopes on a risky experimental treatment—one Cecelia doesn’t have the strength to survive.”


    Abby moved to follow, ready to grab Gerald’s jacket and shake some sense into him.


    Her father dropped his large hands onto her shoulders and squeezed. “Answer the question, Gerald. What exactly is this new treatment? Could it save meine . . . my daughter?”


    Footsteps in the hall drew their attention. Abby held her breath as the young man from the orchard stepped into the room.


    His dark eyes gleamed under the parlor’s electric lights as he spoke a single word.


    “X-rays.”
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    The force of Miss Fischer’s intense gaze sent a charge rushing through Robert’s body, reminding him of the time he had accidentally brushed a fingertip across a live wire while helping his father string electrical line.


    She took a step closer to him. “What are X-rays?”


    Gerald clamped a hand onto Robert’s shoulder. “Herman, Clara—I don’t believe you have met my new assistant. Dr. King, may I present my family—” his grip tightened as he spoke. “My cousins, Mr. and Mrs. Herman Fischer and their daughter, Miss Abigail Fischer.”


    As the man released his hold, Robert fought the urge to rub his shoulder. He nodded to the family. “Please, accept my apology for interrupting your conversation. I shouldn’t have spoken out of turn.”


    Mr. Fischer shook Robert’s hand, the farmer’s rough skin showing evidence of hard work. “What are these X-rays?”


    Gerald cut in. “X-ray treatment is very new. We have no guarantees it would help Cecelia at all. Frankly, I’m not certain it would be a wise choice in your daughter’s case.”


    Robert set his jaw. Caution wasn’t going to save any lives. Some treatment must be better than no treatment.


    Twisting a handkerchief in her lap, the mother frowned. “Isn’t there some type of medicine you can give her here?”


    Shaking his head, Gerald ran a hand across his chin. “Nothing beyond what your own physician has already recommended. Arsenic is the standard treatment for leukemia. And morphine for the pain.”


    The young Miss Fischer stood behind her mother’s chair, her lips pressed into a thin line. “But you already said the medicines won’t help her.”


    “They will make it easier,” he said.


    Scowling at her cousin, Miss Fischer dug fingers into the finely upholstered chair. “Easier for her to die?” She fixed her gaze on Robert. “What about these X-rays?”


    The strength of her hope crossed the space between them like ripples in a pond. Explanations hovered on the tip of his tongue, but a brief glance at his mentor’s face warned him to remain silent. He set his jaw and kept the words to himself.


    The father folded his arms across his broad chest. “We will send Cecelia to San Francisco. If this treatment has even a slim chance of working, we must try.” Bushy whiskers did little to obscure the lines of resolution around his mouth.


    Rising to stand beside her husband, Mrs. Fischer placed her small hand in his. Shadows hovered around her eyes, but she lifted her chin in a mirror of her husband’s strength.


    A wave of excitement built in Robert’s chest. Gerald’s opposition was losing steam as the desperate family drew together.


    Gerald pushed a hand against his brow. “Herman . . .”


    The young woman stepped out from behind the chair, coming to stand beside her mother and turning her attention back to Robert. “Dr. King, do you believe the treatment could work?”


    The yearning in her coffee-colored eyes captivated Robert, blurring his thoughts until his mentor’s disapproval scattered to the edges of his consciousness. Whatever this chestnut-haired beauty desired, he wanted to give it to her, no matter the consequences.


    “It’s her only chance.”
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    Abby forced her lips into a straight line, squashing the smile threatening to spread across her face. Finally. Her toe tapped under her long skirt, but she folded her hands around her elbows, locking them to her sides. It wouldn’t do to start dancing around the room.


    Gerald tugged at his collar, as if the garment were snug about his throat. “We need to move her to San Francisco immediately if there is to be any chance for success. Dr. King and I will take her in the automobile. One of you should come, also.”


    Papa nodded. “Clara will go. The rest of the family will follow as soon as we are able.”


    “I’ll pack a bag for Cecelia.” Abby glanced over at her cousin’s assistant, his dark-eyed gaze quickening her pulse as she hurried from the room.


    The murmured conversation faded into the background as she climbed the stairs, attempting to shift her focus from the intriguing Dr. King to which items Cecelia might need for a hospital stay in San Francisco.


    A man with all the answers drops into my life as I am praying? Maybe God is listening after all.


    “Miss Fischer—”


    The deep voice broke through the chaos of her thoughts. Abby clutched at the banister and peered down at Dr. King, waiting on the landing. All sensible words fled her mind, perspiration gathering on the back of her neck. Abby retraced her path until she stood facing him.


    The young doctor examined her with deep-set eyes. “I hope Dr. Larkspur will forgive me. I’m afraid I overstepped myself back there.”


    She ran her hand along the stair rail. “I’m glad you did.” She lowered her arm, clamping her fingers together to keep them still. “Besides, Gerald would have told us eventually. He never could stand up against Papa.”


    Dr. King leaned against the post. “Your father strikes me as a formidable man. Have they clashed before?”


    The men’s voices wafted into the hall, Gerald’s mellow tones obscured by the staccato consonants of her father’s accent.


    “Many times.” A smile pulled at her lips. Standing on the bottom step, she stood at perfect eye-level with the doctor. The glimmer of hope he represented—for Cecelia—spread through her, like the dawn’s warmth touching frozen ground. Abby lowered her eyes, focusing instead on his hand curled around one of the carved balusters.


    “Dr. King . . .” She took a deep breath, trying to slow the hammering in her chest. Cecelia was much better at this. “I want to thank you.”


    “Thank me? For what?”


    Abby risked meeting his eyes. For being an answer to prayer. “For allowing us to hope.” A tremor raced through her. Why was it so difficult to speak to a man?


    “You might not thank me in a few days.” His brows pinched together. “Even with the treatment, it’s still unlikely she will recover.”


    Leave it to a doctor to light a spark of optimism, then turn around and pour cold water all over it. She smoothed her hands across the fabric of her skirt. “It will work. I know it will.”


    “You should be prepared. If your cousin is correct, there is a strong possibility your sister won’t survive the trip to the city, much less the treatment.”


    Abby pushed her chin forward. “My sister is stronger than she looks.”


    Dr. King waved his hand, dismissing her comment. “You don’t know this condition. Leukemia steals every ounce of strength a person has. It consumes from the inside out.”


    Abby’s chest tightened. “I’m quite familiar with this disease. I’ve watched its evil spread through my sister’s body, like a fungus invades the roots of a tree and causes them to rot out from below.” She clenched her fists, hiding them behind her back.


    Dr. King’s mouth snapped shut. He glanced down for a moment before meeting her gaze. “I—I’m sorry. I misspoke.” His lips pressed into a thin line. “Again.”


    Abby nodded. She understood the challenge of controlling one’s tongue. She hunted for a new topic of conversation. “Can you explain to me how these X-rays help? No one has mentioned this treatment to us before.”


    “It’s all still very experimental. When X-rays were first discovered, it was immediately obvious how they could be used to identify fractures and dislocations of the bones and joints. A few years ago, a researcher in Chicago discovered one of his cancer patients improved when he irradiated the tumors. Apparently, the radiation not only penetrates the body, it appears to target and kill cancerous cells specifically. Gerald and I have been invited to participate in a study at Lane Hospital, in connection with Cooper Medical College. In fact, we’d already been screening patients before we received the news from your family.”


    Abby’s heart beat faster. “Could it actually cure her?”


    Robert shook his head. “We’re not certain. But it could help her regain some vitality and provide more time. If she survives long enough for the treatment to work.”


    “She will.” Abby squeezed her fingers into a fist. She has to.
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    Abby hovered in the doorway as Mama explained the situation to Cecelia.


    Her sister’s eyes widened. “San Francisco? Today?”


    “It’s for the best, sweetheart.” Her mother perched on the edge of the bed and caressed Cecelia’s arm.


    Cecelia brushed her hand away. “No. I don’t want to.”


    Abby marched in. “Don’t be ridiculous. Gerald is going to drive you to the city in his automobile—won’t it be exciting?”


    “I can’t even . . .” her sister paused for breath, “walk down the stairs.”


    “Dr. King is waiting to help you.” Abby wrapped her fingers around the bedpost.


    Cecelia’s gaze fixed on Abby’s face and lingered there. “Dr. King?”


    “Gerald’s assistant.” His handsome new assistant. Heat crept up Abby’s hairline, but she kept her face firm.


    “We must get you ready.” Mama gathered an extra quilt from the end of the bed.


    Cecelia sighed and looked down at herself. “Not like this.”


    The tension in Abby’s chest eased. Cecelia hadn’t thought about her appearance in days. Nothing like having a man nearby to make her take notice.


    “Nonsense.” Mama took charge. “I’ve brought you my best dressing gown and we’ll wrap you in quilts to keep you from getting chilled. Who will see you?”


    Cecelia glanced toward the window, blinking in the strong light. With a sigh, she nodded.


    Abby clutched the dressing gown to her chest while Mama helped Cecelia to her feet. Cecelia lifted her arms, wincing as the fabric settled over her bony frame. Her complexion faded to the color of damp fireplace ashes and she swayed against Mama’s arm.


    Mama touched her hair. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. You can rest soon.”


    “My locket.” Cecelia reached a shaking hand toward the nightstand.


    Abby scurried over and retrieved the gold necklace. She ran a finger over the design of a flower etched on the front. It contained no portrait. Always the romantic, Cecelia reserved it for a future sweetheart.


    Even though Cecelia had worn it faithfully for years, the weight had become an irritation in her weakened state. Abby wrapped the necklace in a handkerchief and tucked it into the pocket of Cecelia’s silk gown.


    Stepping into the hall, Abby’s breath caught in her chest when she spotted Dr. King waiting. “Are you leaving already?”


    He gestured to the stairway. “There’s no time to waste. If the treatment has any likelihood of working, we should begin immediately. Dr. Larkspur and your father went to prepare the car. Is she ready?”


    Abby nodded, holding the door open for him.


    He stepped into the bedroom. “Miss Fischer? Can I assist you down the stairs?”


    Cecelia’s eyes closed and she went limp in her mother’s arms.


    Dr. King rushed to her side, lifting Cecelia back to the bed.


    Her eyes fluttered open. “Wh—what?”


    The doctor straightened, his face shadowed. “I think perhaps Dr. Larkspur was correct. Maybe this isn’t wise.”


    Cecelia touched his sleeve. “No, I . . . I’m fine. I just felt a little dizzy.” She struggled to sit up. “I’m ready now.”


    Abby held her breath.


    Dr. King nodded and bent down, sliding his arms under Cecelia’s shoulders and knees and lifting her like one would a sleeping child, her head falling against his shoulder.


    Abby’s stomach churned as her gaze drifted across Cecelia’s body, taking in her sunken cheeks and birdlike legs barely obscured by Mama’s pale pink dressing gown. Her sister’s abdomen bulged, in stark contrast—an enlarged spleen, Dr. Greene had explained.


    The weight of Gerald’s warnings warred with Abby’s resolve, the tension in her chest making it difficult to draw a breath. Cecelia might not survive the journey. She gulped back a sudden wash of emotion and leaned against the doorframe for strength.


    Dr. King turned toward the door, her sister’s body firm in his grip.


    “I . . . I . . .” Abby’s heart throbbed. I’ve changed my mind. The words refused to leave her mouth.


    He glanced toward her, waiting.


    Cecelia opened her eyes and lifted her head—a slow, pained motion. “Abby,” her voice rasped. “I’ll see you . . . there.”


    Abby nodded, swallowing hard. Is this really the answer to my prayer? She stepped aside to let him pass.


    Mama followed close behind, clutching several quilts to the bosom of her green dress.


    Abby pressed back against the door, the sound of her own breathing loud in her ears.


    Yes. I’ll see you there.
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    Robert wrenched the steering wheel back in line with the road ahead, gritting his teeth as the automobile bucked a second time. After having learned to drive on the cobblestone streets of San Francisco, this road—if one could even call it that—reminded him of a smallpox photo from his textbook of infectious diseases.


    Gerald’s voice rose from the back seat. “Steady, Robert. Slow down. Let’s see if we can’t even the ride out a touch.”


    Gripping the wheel with his gloved hands, Robert nodded. “Sorry. I’ll try not to let it—” The words had barely escaped his mouth when the tires bounced over a small crater in the road. Robert gritted his teeth, easing back on the throttle until the vehicle edged along slower than a gimpy mule slogging off to the glue factory. The delays made his skin crawl. Time was running short for their patient, but every jounce and bump produced a cry of pain from the backseat.


    He shoved his hat lower over his eyes, the glare of the late afternoon sun cutting through the trees lining the roadway. Two months ago, he’d taken his first drive behind the wheel of Gerald’s automobile, giddy with the vehicle’s power and speed. He drove straight into a ditch. Horses had the sense not to gallop off the road and generally corrected for their driver’s oversight. Motorcars, on the other hand, took finesse. It took a bit of effort, but he mastered the art of precise steering.


    Robert cast a quick glance over his shoulder. Gerald’s gaze remained locked on his cousin, his fingers gripping her wrist, as if assuring himself of a steady pulse. Cecelia, her pallid face framed by a rose-colored quilt, stared vacantly ahead.


    Robert turned his eyes forward, his mouth growing as dry as the dust swirling up from beneath their wheels. He reached for the throttle, his hand closing on the lever.


    We need to hurry.


    He pulled his arm back. And yet we can’t.


    The engine spluttered, and several loud cracks cut through the evening air. Robert’s stomach lurched with the slowing motion of the vehicle. “No, no, no.” He leaned forward, fiddling with the controls, but the engine heaved a final hacking cough before hissing into silence.


    He smacked the wheel with the heel of his hand. “No! Not now.”


    “What’s the matter?” Mrs. Fischer’s voice quavered.


    Gerald cleared his throat. “Don’t worry, Clara. Robert’s become quite the crackerjack mechanic over the past months. I’m sure he’ll have us back on the road in no time.”


    Robert stripped off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. “Sure.” He sighed. “No time.”
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    Abby swung her arms as she chased Davy down the wooded path. “When did you get so fast?” She panted in mock exhaustion, allowing the little boy’s legs time to pull far ahead, her laughter mingling with the scolding cries of the birds flitting into the trees. The pair burst out of the woods and into the yard as the sun began to dip low in the western sky, emblazoning the horizon above the peach orchard with wide stripes of crimson and plum-colored light. The cooling air tasted sweet and she breathed deeply, gulping in the fresh evening breeze.


    Rushing forward, Abby swept her brother up into her arms, twirling him about in the fading light.


    He screamed and kicked in protest. “No, I won! I won!”


    “Of course you did, you little racehorse. You’re even faster than Cousin Gerald’s automobile. Now you better get washed up for bed.” She set Davy down on the top step of the porch and followed him inside.


    She left the door standing open, the evening birdsong bringing life into the quiet house. “Papa?” She walked down the hall, following the lingering scent of her father’s pipe.


    He glanced up from the newspaper, his lanky legs crossed at the knees as he reclined in the chair by the fireplace.


    She hurried to his side, the news spilling from her mouth before he had a chance to inquire. “Mrs. Franklin says Mama telephoned an hour ago. They made good time—only one breakdown, which she said Dr. King put to rights quickly enough. Cecelia is all settled at the hospital.”


    He lowered the paper, the lines around his brown eyes deepening. “How is she?”


    “She did fine on the journey. Some pain, but it’s to be expected.” Abby sat in her mother’s chair. “Gerald is going to give her morphine, to help her rest.”


    “When will they begin the treatments?”


    “First thing in the morning—if she has a good night.” Abby let her mind drift, imagining her sister bathed in the healing lights of a humming machine. “Isn’t it extraordinary? A light that can kill cancer—like the sun’s rays chasing away the morning dew.”


    A gleam appeared in her father’s eyes. “It’s what makes this country great. Folks aren’t afraid of embracing progress. This century has already seen many advances.”


    Abby ran her hands down the arms of the chair. “And progress is what’s going to save Cecelia.”


    “God willing.” Her father mumbled the words around the stem of his pipe as he lifted the paper.


    “Of course.” Abby rose from the chair. God willing.
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    San Francisco, California


    Wednesday, August 30, 1905


    The street squeezed in, the tall homes looming over Abby’s head. She clutched at the edge of the buggy seat with one hand and kept Davy locked tight on her lap with the other.


    A trickle of sweat wandered down her father’s face, his knuckles whitening on the reins as he urged the horses up the steep hill. A shiny black automobile careened around them, cutting back just in time to avoid colliding with the cable car. The growl of the motor blended with the clatter of hooves against the hard cobblestones.


    Abby pulled Davy close, her brother’s mouth silenced by the wealth of activity surrounding them. She took a deep breath to clear her head, wrinkling her nose at the mingled scents of exhaust and horse manure.


    The elegant homes on O’Farrell Street stood shoulder-to-shoulder with only a sliver of space separating one building from another. Abby leaned forward in her seat, willing the horses to hurry. Her back ached from the vibrations, her ears buzzing with unfamiliar sounds. By the time Papa steered into the alley snaking behind Aunt Mae’s house, Maple Manor, Abby’s arms trembled with exhaustion. A gangly maple tree seemed to beckon them as it shielded the tiny yard from the patch of sky visible between the houses.


    Papa pulled the horses to a stop, set the brake, and jumped down from the buggy.


    Abby handed Davy over to her father and clambered to the ground, relieved to feel her shoes against the solid earth. Adjusting her hat, she glanced up at the stately house—tall and narrow—wedged into a row of identical homes. How could people even breathe here?


    Mama hurried down the steps to meet them, her bright smile not enough to hide the lines around her mouth.


    “How is Cecelia?” Abby flung the question at Mama before her mother could draw her into an embrace.


    “She’s resting. They’ve already done two of the X-ray treatments, but we haven’t seen any change yet. It’s hard to leave her there, but I wanted to help you two settle in.”


    Abby stretched her cramped muscles. “We could have done it on our own.”


    Her mother reached for Davy, squeezing his small body against her side. “She was asleep and the nurses seem to take care of everything. I feel rather useless sitting there and watching.”


    Davy yanked at her collar. “Mama, I saw autos and trains and all sorts of things.” His chatter drowned out any remaining conversation.


    Abby gathered her carpetbag and the additional one she had brought for Cecelia and followed her mother into the house.


    “Where is everyone?” Abby set the luggage at the bottom of the rear stairs.


    Mama gripped Davy’s hand. “Aunt Mae moved in with Gerald last month. You know he’s been trying to talk his mother into doing it for years. She hasn’t had the heart to sell Maple Manor, so Gerald says we are welcome to use it during our stay. We’ll join them for supper tomorrow.”


    Davy tugged their mother toward the kitchen as Abby climbed the creaky stairs, bags banging against her shins with each step. The familiar house seemed cold and empty without Aunt Mae’s effervescent personality filling its halls. Her influence remained with paintings, vases, and knickknacks from her world travels lining every wall, shelf, and tabletop.


    Abby pushed open the door of the narrow back bedroom—the room she and Cecelia shared during visits. Two single beds stood at the far end, a tiny nightstand wedged between. A tall bookshelf leaned against one long wall, shelves sagging under a load of treasures. Across the room stood an ornate teak wardrobe and a washstand topped by a round gold-framed mirror. The dormer window let in a ribbon of late afternoon light.


    The scent of dust and mildew clung to the stagnant air. Abby dropped the bags onto the bed and paced to the window. It took several tugs to open the sash, but she was rewarded by a warm afternoon breeze, perfumed by a climbing rosebush in full bloom. Abby stretched both arms upward and arched her back, her muscles knotted with the awkward combination of exhaustion and nervous energy. The heavy doors of the wardrobe creaked as she pulled them open and began unpacking, shaking the wrinkles out of skirts and shirtwaists.


    When she had finished with the first bag, Abby turned and stared for a long moment at the second. She opened the clasp and sighed, Cecelia’s pretty clothes mocking her as she drew them out, one by one. Her sister would need more garments when—not if—she improved.


    She caressed Cecelia’s favorite blouse, a beautiful robin’s-egg blue silk embroidered with delicate ivory roses along the neckline. A lump rose into Abby’s throat and she sank down onto the mattress, bedsprings squeaking in protest, the garment pressed to her chest. She closed her eyes, trying to imagine her sister strolling down Market Street in the blue blouse and ivory lace skirt, her matching blue parasol tipped over one shoulder. Yet all she could see was Cecelia hanging limp in Dr. King’s arms, her limbs as slack as a sleeping kitten.


    Abby loosened her grip on the delicate material and returned to the task at hand. She paused once again as she drew out the final article of clothing. What a useless item—a pistachio-green taffeta gown Cecelia had worn last Easter. Abby had added it to the case at the last moment, knowing how much her sister loved the stylish ensemble. Abby exhaled, holding the elegant dress at arm’s length. What had she been thinking to bring it? Cecelia came to San Francisco to convalesce, not to attend fancy dinners. Abby smoothed the silky fabric and hung it beside her own dark skirts.


    There’s nothing wrong with hoping for the best.
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    Robert, fighting a yawn, drummed his fingers against his leg.The basement room offered little distraction other than stacks of medical equipment, and he’d already been over every inch of each machine—twice.


    Gerald continued to dither, as usual, exercising undue caution. He adjusted the equipment for the tenth time, lifting the apparatus another two inches and fiddling with its angle. He rolled up the cuff of his shirt and placed his arm on the wooden stand. “Okay, flip the switch.” Gerald motioned with his free hand.


    Robert frowned. “You’re checking it on yourself? Again?”


    Gerald’s eyes widened. “Are you suggesting I test it on my cousin?”


    “Of course not.” Robert ran his fingers along the edge of the control panel. “But I set it to the same levels we used last time.”


    “Have you seen the burns on Dr. Bryant’s fracture patient? I will not let it happen to Cecelia.” Gerald repositioned his arm. “I can’t reach the switch from here. Will you please do the honors?”


    Robert nodded. “Of course.” He scooted closer to the controls. “Are you ready?”


    His mentor nodded.


    Robert switched on the current. The machinery hummed as the Crookes tube began to glow, casting an unearthly blue light across the room. The hair on the back of his neck rose as a grin spread across his face. The invisible X-ray radiation swept through the room like a wind of change replacing ancient superstitions with cutting-edge science.


    Gerald met his gaze, his eyes beaming. “It’s brilliant, Robert, brilliant! The march of progress.” He glanced down at his arm, his lip twitching. “And I think this is enough. My skin is tingling a bit.”


    Robert cut the electricity, plunging the room into silence. “It didn’t burn, did it?” After securing the switch, he hurried to his friend’s side.


    Wincing, Gerald lifted his hand, rubbing his fingers over the skin. “No, I don’t think so. It is a touch pink, though. Maybe we’d better lower the table another half-inch.”


    Robert nodded and reached for the lever. “We want to attack the cancer, not her skin.” He adjusted the machine and shot Gerald a wink. “Of course, I hear, in Chicago, folks are lining up to use X-rays to get rid of wrinkles.”


    His friend shook his head with a rueful laugh. “I saw it in the newspaper. Wrinkles, dermatitis, acne, psoriasis . . . ” He ran his fingers over his arm. “If it’s true, I’m going to have lovely arms—and my cousin will be the most beautiful girl in California.”


    “I don’t know about your arms, but I’ve seen the photograph hanging in your study—the one of our patient and her sister. I believe your cousins already own the title, X-rays or no.”


    Gerald checked the adjustments. “Let’s see if we can keep it that way, shall we?”
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    Abby’s heart pounded as she climbed the imposing granite steps into Lane Hospital and she regretted not waiting for her parents to accompany her. Her heels clicked against the gray and brown marble mosaic floor, the polished mahogany walls closing in on her soul like the boards of a casket.


    A sour-faced nurse guided her to the cancer ward, informing Abby that Cecelia would be back in her room shortly. Abby sank into a wooden chair set next to the empty bed, a thin curtain separating the narrow place from eleven more beds in a long row. She covered her nose, trying to block out the mingled smells of medicine and misery as she swallowed the lump rising in her throat.


    Her mother and father would be coming later, but Abby couldn’t wait. Two weeks had already been too long. She’d slipped out of the house and boarded the cable car as it rattled its way up the hill to the hospital.


    “Look who’s here!” Dr. King grinned as he propelled Cecelia into the room in a wheeled chair.


    Abby jumped to her feet when she spotted the fresh bit of color gracing Cecelia’s skin.


    “You made it.” Cecelia’s voice quavered, a weak smile lifting the corners of her lips.


    Abby searched her sister’s face, hungry for any sign of improvement. She rushed to her side. “Let me help you.”


    Cecelia raised her hand. “Don’t worry, Dr. King and I have done this many times. We’ve got it set to memory.”


    Dr. King stepped forward. “I am your humble servant, Miss Fischer.” He chuckled as he lifted her from the chair and placed her on the bed as gently as an autumn leaf alighting on the grass.


    Abby adjusted the covers. “Cecelia, you look . . .” she paused, suddenly conscious of Dr. King close at her side.


    “Ghastly. I know. The nurse brought me a looking glass.” Cecelia leaned back against the pillow.


    “No. You seem stronger. Your color is much improved.” Abby looked to Dr. King. “Does this mean the X-rays are working?”


    Dr. King brushed something from the sleeve of his long white coat. “It’s too early to say.” The light frolicking in his brown eyes belied his cautious words.


    Fighting the urge to throw her arms around him, Abby turned her gaze to Cecelia’s rosy cheeks. “It is working. It must be.” She perched on the edge of the chair and reached for her sister’s hand. “Just look at you.”


    Cecelia smiled. “I do feel a little stronger, I think.”


    Abby met Dr. King’s gaze, the rush of joy swelling her chest until it ached. God may not have galloped in on a white horse to heal Cecelia—but evidently He had sent the doctor who would.
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    Robert rubbed his eyes and leaned back in the chair, the dull ache in his temples blurring his concentration. The electric lamp cast a harsh glare across the desk littered with stacks of papers and books. He stretched his arms upward, not surprised to hear a faint popping in his shoulders.


    Robert slid his father’s watch from his vest pocket, warming the gold case in his fingers. He held his thumb against the cover for a moment before clicking it open. Two-thirty? He should have gone to bed hours ago.


    He glanced back at the open pages. Buried somewhere in these books were the answers he sought. Every time he considered putting them away, his thoughts jumped back to the patient lying in the hospital ward and the family counting on him to bring her back from the brink of death.


    A familiar chill swept over Robert. If this failed, it could jeopardize everything he had built with his mentor. Robert had been fortunate to land this position straight out of medical college. Dr. Gerald Larkspur—methodical, meticulous, and precise—had generously involved Robert in every detail of the practice, from examinations to billing. While most of Robert’s classmates were still groveling about, hoping for the opportunity to stitch a wound, Robert prospered under the guiding hand of one of the city’s finest physicians.


    Best of all, Gerald not only served as Robert’s mentor, but their association had also deepened into friendship.


    Robert sighed. Unfortunately, his friend remained trapped in the nineteenth century.


    Skimming through William Allen Pusey’s The Practical Application of the Röntgen Rays, Robert pressed a pencil against his chin, a day’s worth of stubble scraping against the wood. Pusey’s evidence clearly stated more radiation was better than less. Did their patient have time for caution? For precision?


    Cecelia Fischer needed more.


    Abby Fischer’s beaming face filled his mind and he closed his eyes to the page. The woman’s passion entranced him. Whenever she looked at him with those glowing eyes, Robert felt he could move heaven and earth, if only to please her.
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