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December 1914
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“MAIL FOR MISS RUBY!”

Ruby Travers yawned languidly as she stared out the window, watching the snow drift delicately down onto the rose bushes her mother adored.

The maid, Caitlin, called her name three times before Ruby finally realized she was speaking to her. 

“Sorry, Caitlin. It’s a sleepy day.”

The servant blinked a few times, unsure what Ruby meant. 

For Caitlin, no day was sleepy, as her employer’s oldest child claimed. Her days were full of cleaning and laundry, often helping Ruby and her sister Evie with odds and ends as situations arose. 

But Ruby smiled at her, with all the charm a young lady of means and influence possibly could. 

The difference was, Caitlin knew, Ruby was the epitome of charm, and not a bit of it was false. 

She nodded to accept Ruby’s unnecessary apology, and Ruby took the long envelope from the small silver tray Caitlin held. 

When Caitlin turned away, Ruby noticed another figure outside the living room doorway. 

Evie was peeking in, her shiny red-gold hair catching the sunlight that slid through the window as if to spite the icy air outside. 

“Don’t let Mother catch you sneaking about. She wouldn’t approve.”

Ruby called out as Caitlin turned into the hall, and Ruby could see the girl hiding a smile. 

It wasn’t long before Ruby returned from her six month cruise earlier in the year that Caitlin began to work for the Travers family, and her shyness had evaporated bit by bit in the welcoming, friendly household. 

Tugging her worn blue sweater over her shoulders, Evie rushed in, her gaze brightening when her sister encouraged her to come inside the room. 

“Is it from Matthew?”

Evie’s eyes were wide, their sapphire shade darker than the Newport summer evening sky, and Ruby smiled at her excitement. 

She had wondered for years if Evie had developed an affection for her childhood friend, but didn’t take the idea too seriously. 

After all, Matthew was far away in Europe, and Evie would officially come out next summer. 

Surely, her sister would find a nice, bookish boy to marry and forget about Matthew. 

Ruby wrinkled her nose. 

She and Matthew were friends, but it would be strange if he became romantically entangled with her little sister. 

“Aren’t you going to open it? It’s been ages since one arrived.”

Evie was correct, but the frequency of Matthew’s letters never worried Ruby.

His father traveled widely for business, taking his wife and only child along with him wherever he went. 

Matthew grew up on luxury cruise ships, wandering about the coasts of Europe, and in hotels both grand and quaint. 

And he wrote to Ruby with exquisite descriptions of them all.

“Sit down, Evie, before you overexert yourself.”

Evie pouted, but she listened to Ruby and tucked herself up on the sofa beside her, sliding her feet, slippers and all, underneath her pale blue skirt to keep them warm. 

Once she noted that Evie was settled, Ruby used an old letter opener that wasn’t quite as sharp as it used to be to snag the tiny opening at the side of the envelope and cut a ragged line along the top.

She took her time, hiding a smile because she knew how eager Evie was to hear what Matthew had to say. 

“Where do you think he’s been this time? I’d like him to visit somewhere Edith Wharton has mentioned in her novels, so I can compare her description to his.”

Evie and her books, Ruby thought, trying not to roll her eyes. 

Instead, she took a deep breath as she unfolded the page, which was, strangely, solitary. 

Usually, there were several, and sometimes, Matthew's missives would come in a packet rather than an envelope because of the bulk. 

“There aren’t many words, Ruby. Whatever could be wrong?”

Evie was already gazing at the writing through the back of the paper, and Ruby frowned at her for her nosiness. 

Sometimes Evie seemed much younger than she was, and Ruby couldn’t imagine she was only a year younger than she was. 

“Don’t assume anything is wrong, Evie. Stop being so dramatic.”

Evie sniffed loudly and lifted her chin in protest.

But before she could speak an indignant word, Ruby began to read.

She was so used to sharing Matthew’s words out loud she didn’t stop herself from reciting what was in front of her eyes now.
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MY DEAREST RUBY,

I will arrive in Newport on New Year’s Day, and hope to see you as soon as you will receive me.

It has been so long, I do wonder if we will recognize each other. 

With much affection,

Matthew

––––––––
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NEW YEAR’S DAY?

“Ruby? What’s wrong? Isn’t this exciting? We haven’t seen him in eight years! Of course we’ll recognize him, what a silly idea.”

Evie was chattering about something other than a book for a change, but Ruby was too stunned to speak. 

Matthew had never written a shorter letter, not even when they were twelve. 

And he had never mentioned coming to Newport, although they had often spoken about a nebulous time when they would meet again. 

“Ruby? Don’t you want to see Matthew? You look like you might be ill.”

Ruby pursed her lips and tossed the page and envelope on the brocade sofa beside her sister. 

“Don’t be silly, Evie. Of course I want to see him.”

She turned to face the window again, willing herself to think of something other than the boy who had become her closest friend. 

Her only true friend aside from her sister and cousins, who she hadn’t seen very much over the past few years due to her own travels. 

What if Matthew was disappointed in the girl he met so long ago, in the woman she had grown to be?

“I’m sure he’ll be surprised that you haven’t changed a bit. People usually do.”

Evie’s words continued to flow, her sister’s thoughts unhampered when Ruby ignored her. 

Of course I’ve changed, Ruby considered. 

They had last seen each other on a cruise ship as their families crossed the Atlantic Ocean together eight years ago, when they were eleven. 

“Ruby, why don’t we have Faith, Johnny, and Thomas over? I’m sure they’d love to meet him. Besides, for New Year’s Day, we could . . .”

“Please stop, Evie. Just. Stop. Talking.”

Instead of protesting, Evie merely shrugged and glanced around, bouncing off the sofa to grab a book from a stack on a polished table nearby. 

“I can’t believe you aren’t thrilled to see him after so long. You’re beautiful and smart, like you were then, and he’ll no doubt find you as much fun as you were on the ship.”

Evie couldn’t possibly remember any fun on that trip, as she had been sick the entire time, needing their mother’s attention as Ruby spent her time running about the vessel with Matthew. 

His parents were very respectable, and her own thought Matthew was an acceptable companion for her as long as both sets of parents were aware of their whereabouts at all times. 

But Ruby and Matthew often played harmless pranks and snuck about in forbidden areas out of curiosity, fortunately earning, for the most part, smiles and compliments for their antics. 

And at the end of the trip, as they disembarked on the shores of England, Matthew’s mother encouraged them to exchange letters, and Ruby wondered if Mrs. Brighton knew how long their correspondence had kept up. 

She smiled at the memories that crept into her mind to push her worries aside. 

Memories of laughing at a monkey an elderly man kept as a pet, who not only knew several tricks but jumped on top of Ruby’s head, untying the enormous violet ribbon her mother’s maid had entwined in her hair to match her eyes.

She and Matthew had laughed so hard they cried, tumbling into each other's arms with their gaiety as they rushed back to their parents to tell the tale. 

Once, they took ice cream from a tray meant for the captain’s table, and the waiter, for the life of him, couldn’t figure out how he had miscounted when all the tiny silver cups had been dispersed.

With two guests left to serve. 

Ruby remembered Matthew loved anything chocolate, including the ice cream that dripped onto his pearl gray suit jacket, one much too fancy for a boy his age. 

She wondered if the servant who handled their laundry had been able to wash it out. 

Her sigh was louder than she imagined when her mother spoke to her suddenly from the doorway. 

“Whatever is the matter, Ruby, for you to look so wistful?”

As if a switch had turned on inside her, Ruby perked up, sitting straight and widening her eyes. 

“Nothing at all, Mother. I have news from Matthew.” 

For all appearances, Evie was engrossed in a book as always, but when Ruby held the letter out to her mother, she noticed her mother glancing back and forth between them. 

“Did you two have an argument?”

Evie shook her head slowly, and Ruby shrugged with a frown. 

“Not at all. About Matthew . . .”

She pointed at the letter, now in her mother’s hands, and her mother read the few lines quickly. 

“Rather sudden, isn’t it? I’m sure you’re as excited to see him again as he clearly is to see you.”

Ruby’s smile was real, but not as naturally wide as she forced it to be. 

“Of course, Mother. He is still fond of chocolate, so we’ll have to bake something to welcome him.”

Catherine Travers was overfond of baking cookies, as her husband liked to refer to her hobby, and would often pat his stomach in protest.

But that didn’t keep him from eating plenty of his wife’s offerings. 

Ruby shivered and folded her arms over her chest, hugging herself tightly. 

Matthew would appreciate cookies, but he was smart enough to see past them, past any superficial effort Ruby made to disguise the fact that she was no longer the charming, confident girl he once knew. 

Pretending through letters was one thing, but her acting skills only went so far. 

Convincing her family was difficult, but she knew them so well, which helped her figure out the best way to hide her faults. 

Her insecurity. 

It was easy to be the Ruby they expected her to be, the vivacious, friendly young lady who could have her pick of the many eligible gentlemen looking for a wife from their social class. 

The past few months here in Newport had been restful yet busy, her recovery from traveling balanced with a limited amount of socializing when most of their neighbors went back to Manhattan as the cooler months approached. 

Thinking of Manhattan reminded her of another man, an older man she met on this last cruise. 

Her friend Clara’s family, her hosts for the journey, had allowed her a great deal of freedom she didn’t think her own parents would give, not when she was of marriageable age, and while she had done nothing shameful, her flirtations had taken a more serious turn when this man expressed his affection for her. 

So many of the young men said they cared for her, but Paul had gazed into her eyes with such feeling . . . 

“Ruby? I hope you haven’t caught a cold. Perhaps you should rest in your room for a bit before dinner. Remember your cousins as well as their parents will be here, so you won’t be able to hear your own thoughts once you all get started.”

“I’m going to have a snowball fight with Faith and Johnny, and maybe even Thomas will join in!”

Their mother laughed at Evie’s excitement, and when she offered a hand to each of the girls, Evie rested the book on top of her head, carefully balancing it as Ruby gratefully placed her hand in her mother’s, taking reassurance in the knowledge that no matter who she truly was inside, her family would always accept her. 

Wouldn’t they?
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Instead of resting, Ruby followed her mother, with Evie in tow, into their kitchen. 

It was beyond unusual for young ladies of their class to bother with dinner preparations, but both girls had grown up with their mother in an apron and flour in her hair, so it was only natural. 

Nellie, who had grown up alongside the Travers sisters while her mother Ruth served the family, smiled broadly when she saw them. 

“Ruby! Evie! Mother is making the most beautiful dessert! Your cousins will be fighting over who gets the last of it, I’m sure.”

Ruth patted her daughter’s arm and shook her head slightly. 

“May I speak with you, Ruth? I won’t keep you, and I’m sure the girls would like to talk for a moment between themselves.”

Mrs. Travers didn’t put on airs with her help, and while it made for a friendly, less stressful work environment, Ruth had a hard time reigning her child in, although she was grateful the Travers now employed Nellie as her assistant. 

“Of course, Mrs. Travers.”

The older women stepped further into the kitchen as Ruby, Evie, and Nellie stayed near the doorway. 

“Johnny loves strawberries, so he should be especially pleased with Mother’s work.”

Nellie smiled smugly, and Ruby blew out a breath. 

Girls adored her cousin, who was tall and handsome, it was true, but they also loved his outgoing, friendly personality, as well as the assurance that he wouldn't drink or attempt liberties with them.

But when Ruby returned from her cruise a few months ago, he wasn’t the same boy she, or anyone else, knew. 

It wasn’t hard to see, even as he did his best to fake a carefree manner and lively outlook. 

“Are you going to tell us what it is, Nellie, or should we guess? Perhaps it’s a lovely sponge cake with strawberries. I was just thinking of such a cake, you know, like Sara's in The Little Princess. It would melt on your tongue . . . or, of course, you could split the sponge cake and fill it with jam.”

Evie droned on, her words coming more quickly and her voice rising as Nellie’s mouth dropped open. 

“Never mind,” Ruby assured her, taking Nellie’s hand. “I’m certain whatever Ruth puts on the table will be wonderful. And as far as Johnny goes, he’s a boy, and they love food in general, so he’s easy to please.”

Nellie blushed, the faint color a pretty contrast to her pale skin and flaxen hair. 

A few of their younger male servants started looking at Nellie differently now that she was eighteen, and oblivious as she was to anyone but Johnny, she was adorably unaware of their presence. 

Johnny’s own mother, Ruby’s Aunt Josie, had been a maid when she met Uncle Arthur, but their marriage wasn’t a common occurrence, the merger between social classes practically unheard of.

Until then. 

But Ruby didn’t think Johnny saw Nellie as anything more than a kitchen maid, although he didn’t look down on her for her station.

He wasn’t brought up to judge others in such a way. 

She found herself wondering more about the sharp change in his demeanor as she followed Evie and her mother into the hall, where they wandered to the large French window that looked out clear to the sea. 

It wasn’t right outside, but the view of it was unimpeded, and Ruby couldn’t hold back a sigh as she stared at the rolling waves, the pure white froth a comforting reminder that she was home. 

The ocean was her great love, her time on the water on ships a testament to her affection for it, but the water here on the coast of Newport called to her in a voice of its own. 

“Ruby.”

Her mother took her hand and peered closely into Ruby’s face, startling her. 

“You don’t look well. I’m sure everyone would understand if you kept to your room to rest.”

She didn’t feel sick, but her head ached with all of the thoughts jumbled inside, and the idea of Matthew arriving within days to discover his best friend wasn’t the girl he expected made her stomach churn. 

Surely she could be who he wanted, and after their visit they could return to their epistolary relationship.

He had to have changed as well, although his lush descriptions of his travels and adventures would tell a different story. 

Still fearless, still full of wanderlust. 

And Ruby wanted to stay here in Newport and hide for the foreseeable future, weary of interacting with strangers and tired of the constant movement. 

She would bore him to tears. 

“No, I’ll be fine, Mother. It’s perfect weather to cuddle with a blanket and nap is all.”

Evie nodded.

“And read, of course.”

Their mother patted Evie’s arm, and Ruby obediently followed them, assisting her mother in preparations for their family guests as her mind wandered back and forth between the two men who filled her thoughts.

Matthew, her best friend of eight years. 

And Paul, who she met only this year on the cruise, his maturity and sincerity a persuasive call.

He had given her his Manhattan address, his townhouse home not far from her family’s own near Washington Square. 

It wasn’t as if she could go into the city without her parents knowing about it, but she could make a shopping trip with her mother, sister, and cousin Faith.

Faith spent time in the city as often as she could, as her suitor’s family owned a grocery and restaurant there. 

Ruby shook her head. 

Seeing her perfectly elegant cousin in an apron with pasta sauce had been a jolt the few times she’d visited along with her parents and Evie, but she soon found herself enchanted by the bustling, messy joy within his large family. 

“Ruby?”

Her mother took her hand and squeezed it gently. 

“You know you can talk to me about anything, anytime.”

Ruby nodded, sure her mother meant every word. 

But she didn’t even know how to explain how she felt, this distance from the life she’d always known, the desire to huddle down and hibernate within the safety of her home and the beautiful town she had come to adore, as absent as she was from it.

She sighed and nodded more firmly, hoping she could reassure her mother, who was painfully observant. 

“Catherine?”

Her father’s voice rose from the study, where he worked on his architecture business, often with her cousin Thomas, and not as frequently anymore, Faith. 

Thomas had stayed home today to help his parents with their own family venture, but he would be in attendance at dinner, his serious, focused demeanor often a challenge to break through. 

Unless Faith was near. 

“How are my favorite girls doing? Restless, I take it?”

Ruby’s father hugged both of his daughters, kissing the tops of their heads as if they were little children again. 

“Ruby’s probably planning her next adventure. Maybe Matthew will offer her some suggestions.”

Evie inconveniently brought up her friend, when she didn’t feel like explaining his upcoming visit. 

But it couldn’t be avoided, and Ruby knew she had to mention it since he would arrive soon. 

Where would he stay?

He didn’t mention other friends or family in Newport.

She tapped her chin, frowning, before realizing that her parents and sister were staring at her. 

“I’m sorry. Did someone ask me something?”

Her father blinked once, slowly, and offered her a small smile. 

She had never been sure how he felt about her ongoing correspondence with Matthew, although he did seem to like the Brightons in general. 

Eight years ago. 

“I shared your news, so I hope you don’t mind.”

Evie’s smile was so bright and happy Ruby couldn’t be angry with her, and if she was honest with herself, there was no reason to be. 

She wondered how Matthew would perceive her sister’s excitement, and if he would come to like Evie more than he did her. 

What ridiculous thoughts, she chided herself, plastering an identical smile on her own face. 

“It’s distracting me, I suppose. We haven’t seen each other in so long, and he didn’t offer specifics in his letter, which only arrived today.”

Her mother shrugged. 

“I believe the Brightons have relations on the northern end of town, closer to Sarah and Sam.”

This was news to Ruby. 

Why hadn’t Matthew ever mentioned this?

His letters had been full of fanciful tales and extravagant descriptions, and he most likely didn’t consider this information fascinating enough to put to paper. 

“You must be thrilled. I wonder what brings him back to the States after so much wandering.”

Her mother’s musings didn’t go along with her father’s focused stare. 

She was more than old enough to have a suitor like Faith, and perhaps he was considering . . . 

Oh, no. 

The very idea. 

Even if he was thinking along those lines, he didn’t seem pleased to have Matthew on his mind. 

“I hear someone outside. Why don’t the two of you see who has arrived first.”

This was unmistakably a ploy on her mother's part to have some private time with her father, as her mother nodded towards the door. 

While they were often holding hands or whispering together, Ruby didn’t think they were interested in a romantic interlude this time. 

Most likely, they wanted to discuss Matthew’s arrival. 

“Faith! Thomas said you had a new coat, but I didn’t imagine how beautifully it goes along with your eyes!”

Evie exclaimed as their cousin unbuttoned a glorious sky blue wool coat, which was as gorgeous as it seemed cozy. 

Indeed, Faith was glowing, the color a pretty match to her blue eyes, wheat blonde hair, and pale skin, but the pink in her cheeks and bright smile had more to do with Nico, her Italian boy in the city, than it did her winter wear. 

“Ruby.”

Faith kissed her on the cheek, the sweetness of the gesture so genuine Ruby swallowed back a surprise rush of tears behind her eyes. 

“Is something wrong? Can I do anything to help?”

Her cousin kept her voice down as she pulled away and looked into Ruby’s eyes, her whisper meant for Ruby alone. 

Ruby shook her head with a tiny smile and leaned closer, so their foreheads touched.

Only for a moment. 

Faith took her hand and they stood side by side as Johnny, Faith’s younger brother, helped their mother with her coat and their father, Uncle Arthur, followed closely behind. 

Voices rose with greetings and conversations began, as Ruby’s concerns melted away in the joyful presence of her family. 

Why had she ever taken so much time away from them?

“They should be here at any moment, and I’ll have you know, Johnny, that Ruth has prepared a special dessert especially with you in mind.”

Ruby’s mother patted her nephew’s shoulder, and he smiled down at her, his height, once a matter for teasing, making him tower over the rest of them. 

That smile, however, didn’t reach his eyes, and Ruby once again wondered what could be troubling him. 

If she asked, would he tell her?

Had she told anyone when they asked her?

Her cousin Thomas soon arrived, along with his parents, her mother’s younger sister Sarah and her husband Sam. 

As always, Thomas gravitated towards Faith first, then hugged both Ruby and Evie. 

“What are you reading?”

Evie’s question made everyone stop talking together to share a laugh, and Ruby felt the tension in her chest release as the knot that had formed after reading Matthew’s brief letter relaxed a bit. 

Her parents had taught her to pray when she was worried, and she took a moment to send a silent prayer to her Lord, which she knew she should have done when she first began to think that seeing Matthew in person might be a disappointment for him. 

Would their meeting result in an end to their friendship, or could she continue to pretend to be the outgoing girl everyone, including Matthew, expected her to be?

Her prayer was short and all too brief, so she thanked God for this time with her family, hoping that punctuating her request with praise would bring some peace to her heart. 
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“And then, the waiter tripped and dumped the entire plate of fish on his lap.”

Ruby completed yet another amusing story from her latest venture, holding back a sigh of boredom as Evie laughed, and her parents smiled. 

Thomas, always serious, nodded, and Ruby thought she detected a faint upturn of his lips.

With so many people on a cruise ship, there were bound to be mishaps, all of which became entertaining tales. 

But Johnny, born in the same month and year as she was and the closest to her of them all, stared into his strawberry shortcake. 

She narrowed her eyes, curious as well as concerned about this abrupt shift in her cousin’s demeanor, and laughed along with her sister. 

Caitlin, who was taking plates from the table even as Nellie set down bowls of whipped cream for each family member to spread atop their cake, muffled her laugh in the sleeve of her dress at the shoulder. 

“And I’m certain I’ll remember another story in time, although it’s been a few months since I’ve been home now.”

When Ruby leaned back in her chair so Caitlin could take her plate, sharing a glance with the girl with an ongoing smile, her gaze flickered up to her father’s.

He, unlike her mother, was stony-faced, his eyes focused on Johnny. 

What in the world had gone on during her absence, and how had it trickled into the winter without her becoming aware of it?

“Tell us about Matthew. Will you hold a welcome party, perhaps in Manhattan?”

Ruby stifled a cough as she scooped up a spoonful of soft cake and bits of strawberry. 

A party was the last thing she wanted, as she was luxuriating in the quiet and comfort of Newport in the throes of winter, the streets clear of the upper class and the air fresh and clean.

Why would she give this restful time with her family up for a crowded event in the noisy city?

But what if Matthew preferred Manhattan?

“I’m not sure, and of course, he’ll be here so soon I don’t know if there’s time enough to plan . . .”

Her mother waved a hand in the air dismissively before dabbing at her mouth with a silvery cloth napkin. 

“A few phone calls will set everything straight. The way you and Matthew enjoy society, I’m sure he would appreciate such a welcome.”

Johnny cleared his throat and spoke for the first time since they exchanged greetings upon his arrival. 

“Not to contradict you, Aunt Catherine, but he might prefer a more quiet time here, so he and Ruby can become reacquainted without distractions.”

Ruby's mouth dropped open, and she closed it right away, looking from her mother to her father again. 

His forehead was creased, and as if her mother realized something bothered him, she rested her hand on his arm. 

What was her father worried about, and how did her mother know without asking?

Her parents often seemed to read each other's minds, as did her cousins Faith and Thomas. 

Ruby wondered what that would be like, to be so close to another person and know their hearts so well?

Would she ever know?

“I expect Ruby would know better than anyone what Matthew would appreciate.”

“Ruby knows best in this case.”

As if on cue, Thomas and Faith spoke at the same time, with the same thought, although it wasn’t a stretch to consider that everyone probably believed the same. 

“Let’s have a quiet welcome, and we’ll find out if he’d like a party in January. Honestly, I don’t even know how long he plans to stay, or where.”

She watched Johnny take a tiny nibble of strawberry, and the urge to ask him outright what was troubling him nearly overcame her. 

If she could manage it, she might be able to find a time after dinner when they could speak alone. 

“A fine idea.”

Her Uncle Arthur nodded towards Ruby, and she smiled her thanks with sincerity. 

He, along with her Aunt Josie, were pillars of charity and faith in the community, and she always felt comforted in their presence. 

Evie took Ruby’s hand underneath the table and squeezed her fingers tightly as the conversation turned to other things, including a New Year’s Eve dinner at First Steps, the shelter her aunt and uncle had opened the year they married. 

Everyone in the family helped out to some degree or another, but Ruby, often absent, didn’t feel as if she'd contributed her share, and this would be a chance to make amends. 

“I’d like to be of assistance at the shelter, Aunt Josie. Please tell me whatever you need me to do.”

Her aunt, who looked more like her cousin Faith’s sister than her mother, tilted her head in acknowledgement.

“We appreciate that. I understand your friend should arrive the following day, so maybe you could come early to help sort donations or bake to allow you to rest in the evening. Theresa, our newest cook, will have her hands full with preparations, although she is most capable.”

Ruby felt bad she hadn’t met Theresa yet, or anyone who volunteered or was newly employed by First Steps. 

She was certain her sister and parents had, and of course, Faith and Thomas. 

“I’ll be there.”

Her smile was genuine but she hoped Aunt Josie could feel her apology in it. 

Everyone was eager to leave after dinner, hoping to get home before the icy streets became too treacherous, and when Ruby hugged Johnny as they all exchanged goodbyes and kisses, she whispered into his ear. 

“Remember to pray as we’ve been taught. You can talk to me whenever you want, too. I’m not going anywhere.”

When she pulled away from him, he smiled, the gesture a quick flash she nearly didn’t see. 

“I’ve missed you, Ruby.”

He kissed her forehead, and they were so close she could see the brightness of tears standing in his eyes.

But he turned away with a small smile for her parents and Evie, and she longed to follow him as he left along with her aunt and uncle and Faith. 

“You ought to write your adventures down, Ruby. They would make quite a tale for the bookshops.”

Thomas patted her back when they hugged, and Evie chimed in, always one to speak up when it came to anything having to do with books. 

“I’ve told her that, Thomas, but she has no interest in it. Maybe I can incorporate them into my own short stories. Speaking of which, have you made any orders from the continent lately? When do you expect a delivery?”

That didn’t have much to do with the conversation, but if Evie didn’t know when their cousin’s next books were meant to arrive, she wouldn’t be happy. 

Ruby backed away after kissing her Aunt Sarah and Uncle Sam, letting Evie and Thomas chatter on their own as her father’s youngest sister made a concerted effort to garner her son’s attention. 

“Come along, Thomas. Evie, I’m certain Thomas will send word as soon as a package arrives.”

Aunt Sarah and Uncle Sam were quiet people, attending to their courier business most times and helping at First Steps during the rest. 

But they had always been kind and patient with Ruby, watching her exuberance with amused smiles and encouraging her and her sister to visit them often. 

Why had Ruby ever thought that traipsing about with strangers was more fulfilling than spending her life here with her family, where she belonged?

When her father returned inside after seeing everyone out to their carriages, he tapped the snow from his boots on the rug by the door and shook his head. 

“It’s Johnny, isn’t it, Will?”

Ruby’s mother frowned as she waited for her father to look up at her, nodding as he brushed snow from his dark blonde hair. 

“He hasn’t been right since Josie . . .”

While Ruby was gone this summer, her aunt had lost a baby, and Ruby hadn’t even known she was with child. 

But what did that have to do with Johnny, who, of course, would have been sad at the loss of a little brother or sister?

“I don’t like to see him like that. He’s always been so outgoing and happy, just like you, Ruby.”

Ruby felt their gazes on her, and stood up straighter.

She never wanted to give them cause to worry, and if they were concerned about Johnny, how much more so would they be if they thought she wasn’t feeling her usual self, the girl they knew as the life of the party?

“I’ll talk to him, of course. I did notice how quiet he was, and thought he was coming down
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