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        1954

        Lovettsville, Pennsylvania

      

      

      
      Betty settled on the park bench and opened her lunchbox. She pulled out a carrot slice and took a bite, all the while sniffling and trying to hold her tears at bay. The argument she’d had earlier with her aunt played on repeat in her mind, and it had taken all her strength to make it through her morning classes without breaking down. At least she had packed a lunch today and didn’t have to visit the crowded dining hall. She finished the rest of her carrot slices and shut her lunchbox, unable to stomach the turkey sandwich.

      Sunlight streamed through the trees and bathed her in warmth. She closed her eyes and soaked up the heat, pretending she was twelve years old and sunning herself in the backyard on a lazy summer day, her best friend Trudy chattering away beside her.

      Tears finally rolled down her cheeks. What a fantasy she’d conjured. Trudy wasn’t her best friend anymore, and she could never visit her hometown again, let alone her parents’ house. At least not until she got married. Not until she made them proud of her.

      Betty, my dear, you’re nearing the end of your sophomore year and you haven’t caught the notice of any boys at school. Let me introduce you to Mr. Schmitt’s son at the church picnic next Saturday.

      Her aunt’s nagging voice rang in her ears long after the argument had ended. She wiped at her tears and gulped past the burning lump in her throat.

      He works in his father’s bakery. His manners are a little odd and he’s much shorter than you, but you mustn’t be choosy. Not with your history to consider. I promised your parents I would help you find a husband and I intend to see you married very soon.

      Betty gazed at the large clock tower beside the library. Almost one. If she didn’t hurry she would be late for Household Budgeting, one of her least favorite classes. She much preferred history and English, and even mathematics over the classes the women at Lovett College were required to take.

      What did it matter if she attended Household Budgeting, or any of her other classes today? She inhaled a deep breath in an effort to still her rising panic. Her future loomed before her, uncertain and frightening. To motivate her to attract a husband sooner rather than later, her parents refused to pay her way through her senior year, despite her good grades. The part time job she held in a bookstore only covered her living expenses. As soon as she landed a husband she would be expected to quit her job and drop out of Lovett to keep house, be a good wife, and tend to her children.

      As it always did, her heart panged at the thought of children. Oh, how she wished to be part of a loving family, but she hesitated to get close to the men on campus. If any of them took a fancy to her and proposed marriage she would have to tell them her secret, the reason no decent man in her hometown of Shepfield, Indiana would consider taking her to the movies, not to mention going steady with her or marrying her.

      Betty collected her books and her lunchbox, stood up, and hurried through the park. Two women strolled arm-in-arm near the rosebushes and a flock of birds swooped between the budding dogwood trees. She continued on down the cobblestone path that twisted through overgrown grass and wildflowers, but paused when a tiny, dark-haired figure darted in front of her.

      She watched as the child frolicked through a patch of daisies, giggling and holding a doll. On a bench nearby, an older woman sat snoring loudly.

      The little girl skipped closer to Betty and stopped. She beamed and held up her doll.

      “This is Claire.”

      Betty returned the child’s smile. “She’s lovely, and the name Claire suits her. Is that your grandmother?” She nodded at the snoring woman.

      The little girl’s grin faded and her eyebrows bunched together. “That’s not my nana. Nana has red hair. That’s Mrs. Bernstein. She lives next door. She likes to take naps outside.”

      Betty laughed and knelt, bringing herself eye level with the child. “I’m Betty.” She extended her hand and was delighted when the little girl shook it, quite firmly too. She appeared as confident as Betty had been insecure during her own childhood years. “And what’s your name?”

      “I’m Mary Ellen. I live in the yellow house on Rosemont Street. I’ll be six years old soon and I’m going to school next year.”

      “Mary Ellen is a beautiful name. Does your mother have the same pretty dark curls as you?” Betty asked, admiring the girl’s hair.

      A shadow crossed Mary Ellen’s face. “Mama is up in heaven with the angels, but I bet her hair is still dark and curly. Daddy shows me pictures of her sometimes and says I look just like her.”

      “I’m sorry about your mama, Mary Ellen. I hope I didn’t upset you.” Betty touched the child’s shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze.

      “It’s all right.” Mary Ellen clutched her doll and toyed with its vivid yellow hair that stood in stark contrast to hers. “Is your mama in heaven too? Is that why you’ve been crying?”

      Betty’s head reared back a notch, and she instinctively wiped at her eyes. Had her mascara smeared? She’d spent a full fifteen minutes trying to perfect her eyelashes this morning so her aunt wouldn’t accuse her of not trying hard enough to land a husband. She had a difficult time finding her voice. “No, sweetie, my mama isn’t in heaven.”

      “Then why were you crying, Miss Betty? Did you fall down and scrape your knees?”

      The child’s innocence brought Betty much needed comfort, and she sighed and peered into large, inquisitive blue eyes. “I had an argument with my aunt this morning, and it made me feel sad. I was feeling a tad lonely too, I suppose. But talking to you has helped me feel better. Thank you for that, Mary Ellen.” She touched the child’s nose playfully and then rose up, readjusting her books and tucking her lunchbox under one arm.

      Mary Ellen beamed up at her, obviously pleased to have brought comfort to a stranger. If only all the people Betty met could be as sweet and caring as this little child.

      “I have to go now, Mary Ellen, but it was a pleasure meeting you. Promise me you won’t get into any mischief or venture too far from Mrs. Bernstein?”

      “I promise. Bye!” The adorable girl skipped back into the patch of daisies, her dark curls bouncing and her doll dragging along in the grass.

      Another glance at the clock tower showed Betty was late for class. Her stomach flipped. Mrs. Cassidy had scolded her for tardiness before and threatened to turn her into her adviser, Dr. Bauer, the next time she arrived even a minute late.

      She hurried off toward her class, all the while hoping a handsome prince would ride out of the trees on a magnificent white steed and carry her away to her very own happily-ever-after.
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        * * *

      

      “Dr. Bauer—Da-David—you have put us in a difficult position.” President Cooper snuffed out his cigarette, rose from behind his massive mahogany desk, and started pacing the room. “The rumors are getting worse, and while I believe you haven’t had over a dozen dalliances with your female students, it certainly doesn’t help that you remain unmarried.”

      “This again? The rumors? President Cooper, I assure you I haven’t had any dalliances with any of my students, ever. I freely admit to taking Jeanne McAllister to the drive-in last April, but beyond that I haven’t—”

      “The rumors are bad, David. You’re a talented professor, but you won’t be asked to return next year unless…”

      “Unless what?” David tensed under a heavy sense of foreboding. He was the only unmarried male professor at Lovett College, but it hadn’t been a problem until the college became coed three years ago. Ever since then scandalous rumors had dogged him and female students continually tried to garner his attention. “Unless what?” he repeated after President Cooper faltered.

      “You must get married, David.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “If you get married your female students will stop competing with one another to become the next Mrs. Bauer, and then these blasted rumors will stop. It’s the best solution.” President Cooper strode behind his desk and plopped down in his chair. A sympathetic look softened his normally harsh features. “I also understand your former in-laws are moving to California soon, and I know they wish to take your daughter along since they don’t believe a man is capable of raising a girl on his own.”

      White hot rage consumed David, and for several long moments he didn’t speak, fearing he would curse President Cooper to the depths of hell for bringing his daughter into this discussion. He gripped the sides of his chair and met his superior’s gaze.

      “Listen, David, my wife is friends with your mother-in-law—er, former mother-in-law. That is how I know Mrs. Pendleton and her husband wish to take your daughter with them to California, but I know how much you care for her. I’m speaking to you as a friend right now. If you get married the Pendletons won’t pressure you into letting your daughter live with them, and you’ll also be able to keep your position at Lovett. Marry anyone you’d like, even a student. Just marry someone, and do it quickly, before the board decides they’ve had enough of the rumors and refuse to invite you back next year. Hell, David, they might even grant you tenure if you get married. The sooner, the better.”

      “I was married once,” David said defensively but he knew it wasn’t good enough. He had married his sweet Annie at a young age and she had passed away not two years into their marriage, shortly after giving birth. He met President Cooper’s stare and sighed. “There has to be another way for me to keep my teaching position.”
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