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  Author's Notes


I love doing research, and it was great fun to delve into details about train travel in the 1920s. Each line was somewhat different in terms of service, train length, stops, and so on. Overall, going by rail could be a wonderful, luxurious experience for those who could afford top-notch accommodations. The decoupling that occurs in the book was a rare event, but it suited the plot. 
Colorado College is a real school with a solid history as a progressive institution. Thanks to my friend Ellen. an alum, for fact-checking the details! Pikeley College is a fabrication. No such university existed, nor do I imagine that any real person resembles Professor Mathers. Having held the title of Visting Assistant Professor for several years (it was a job where the title and salary were worlds apart), I never knew anyone like him. Like all my characters, he is fully fictional.
It is great fun to make up characters, places, and all for novels because, like Doro, I have a vivid imagination.
I hope you enjoy the book! Happy sleuthing!






  
  Chapter One


Mid-August 1929 
After Dorothea Banyon locked her suitcases, she surveyed her bedroom. Not exactly hers, since she did not live in Colorado with her parents, but they reserved the space for her annual visits. Three months out of the year, for the past few years, Doro had laid claim to the lovely room, which was reminiscent of the one from her childhood. Rose and pink and ivory created a welcoming respite.
Unlike previous days, when toiletries had covered the vanity and clothes had hung from the corner hall tree, all was now in order. She and her best friend, Agatha—Aggie—Darwine, had cleaned and straightened the room earlier. They had also put dust covers over the furniture because Doro would not be back for nine long months.
Ambivalent feelings hit her. Although eager to return to Michaw, Ohio—her hometown—she hated to bid goodbye to her parents. Maybe someday, her mother’s health would improve enough to leave Colorado, which was only one reason for Doro not to move west. Two others were as potent. If Doro moved, Gramma Rose would be without family in the Michaw area. Then, there were friends at home. One in particular rose in her mind’s eye. But was he still a friend? A tap on the door drew Doro’s attention back to the present. “Come in.” She would have time enough later to consider what, or who, waited back home.
Her maternal grandmother, Rose McLaren, stepped inside. “Breakfast is ready, dear.”
“I’ll be right down,” Doro replied, her heart in her throat as she fought back a rising tide of emotion. “I just want to take one last look around the room.”
A sympathetic smile touched Gramma Rose’s lips. “As much as I look forward to going home, I feel torn about saying goodbye to your parents. It’s one of the reasons I’ve only come twice before now. Leaving is hard.” Her voice grew rough with emotion.
“Those times were when Mother was in the sanatorium,” Doro commented. “You stayed for six months that first visit.”
The septuagenarian nodded. “Your father had his job at Michaw College, and you were still in high school. Even though your uncle was here, he and your mother needed help. Of course, I wanted to be with Julia as much as possible. She was still mighty sick back then.”
Julia McLaren Banyon, Doro’s mother, had fallen ill when Doro was in high school. The diagnosis of consumption had hit the family hard, especially when the disease lingered and worsened. Finally, doctors had suggested she go to Claremount Sanatorium in Colorado Springs, close to where Doro’s Uncle Peter, her mother’s big brother, had lived. For a time, Doro and her father had hoped the change would be short-lived. When it became clear the dry climate was preferable, Professor Banyon took a job at Colorado College and joined his wife. Doro, guardedly optimistic that her parents would eventually move back and wanting to be near her grandmother, had remained behind. “I know you did, and Mother was grateful. So were Dad and I.”
“I’m grateful to you, too, Doro.” Gramma crossed the room to put an arm around her granddaughter. The top of the older woman’s head barely came to Doro’s chin, but they had the same sea-blue eyes and similar hairstyles, although Rose’s bob was silver, while Doro’s locks were medium-brown. When she looked at her grandmother and mother, Doro could easily imagine herself in future decades. “Your uncle stayed here longer than I imagined he would, mostly because of your mother.”
Doro smiled. “Uncle Peter doesn’t let any grass grow beneath his feet.” After his brother-in-law moved to the Springs, Peter McLaren had left for California. Since then, he had gone on to New Mexico. Luckily, he always found work as an accountant.
“So true. You could’ve moved out here with your parents, but you’ve stayed in Michaw to be close to me. I appreciate it more than I can say, my dear.”
After returning the hug, Doro stepped back. “I love Michaw as much as you love Sylvania. We’re people who like to stay where we’ve been planted.”
A lilt of laughter left Gramma Rose. “We are.” After a brief pause, her grandmother continued. “Now, you have more than one reason to remain in Michaw.”
Uneasiness crept through Doro. Aggie had spent the latter half of May, June, and part of July in Sylvania with Gramma Rose. Then, the pair had traveled from Ohio to Colorado together. Since their arrival a month ago, Aggie had mentioned Everett Mallow several times. Ev, the Michaw College campus security officer and deputy town constable, shared ownership of Tee, a stray puppy found the previous fall, with Doro. Most of Aggie’s remarks about Ev had centered on the dog, but there was always an undercurrent, along with speculative glances from Doro’s parents and grandmother, whenever his name arose. At least Aggie had not revealed Ev suggesting he and Doro step out—or her turning him down. Refusing had been hard, but Doro’s longtime goal, becoming the head librarian at Michaw College, meant forgoing marriage. The school, like so many others, did not employ wives. Her family knew about her dream, so she repeated her stance. “I love my job.”
Her grandmother’s silver eyebrows rose a fraction. “You could be a librarian at another school.”
Since there was no suitable answer, Doro made a general observation. “I love Michaw.” Doro scrambled for something else to say, something that would head off any mention of Ev, because Aggie had surely discussed the handsome lawman with Gramma Rose. When her mother tapped on the door and entered the room, Doro was saved from further discussion.
“Breakfast is ready. Come and eat while the food is hot.” Although Julia Banyon’s voice held warmth, her eyes—so much like her mother’s and daughter’s—glistened with repressed tears.
Doro felt her throat constrict, but she smiled. “I’m ready.” And she was. As ready as she ever would be. Not for the first time, Doro wished her mother could return to Michaw—and be healthy there.
With that, the three generations of women went to the dining room, where Aggie and Ebediah Banyon, Doro’s father, were helping themselves to the array of food on the buffet.
After morning greetings were exchanged, the group took their places at the massive mahogany table. For a few moments, while the others enjoyed the dishes in silence, Doro covertly studied her parents. Despite her sadness over the impending separation, Doro’s mother looked healthy and happy. Her hair, the same shade as Doro’s, was cut in a stylish bob, much like those of her mother and daughter. Not a trace of gray was visible and only a few lines scored Julia Banyon’s pretty face. In her early fifties, she still had the lithe figure of a girl. Doro’s father, with his hazel eyes and dark brown hair, was equally youthful in appearance and manner. They were an attractive couple in looks and temperaments.
“This is a wonderful repast, Julia,” Rose said. “Meals on trains are good, but there’s nothing like a hearty, home-cooked breakfast.”
Doro’s mother grinned. “Luckily, it wasn’t cooked by me, since my repertoire is limited to cookies, soups, and stews.”
Grandmother’s lips twitched. “You got your kitchen skills from me, I’m afraid.”
“And they’ve come down to me,” Doro added with amusement.
“Your sugar cookies and shortbread were popular at our recent town events,” Aggie pointed out. “And delicious.”
“All the McLaren women make luscious sweet treats,” Ebediah Banyon observed with a wink at his daughter.
“Without Mrs. Churchill, we wouldn’t have much variety in meals,” Julia Banyon said. “She’s a jewel of a housekeeper.”
“I’d be happy with whatever you cooked,” her husband said, “but these scones are wonderful.”
“They certainly are,” Gramma Rose agreed.
Doro nodded because her mouth was full of the delicious baked good. Aggie, with the same issue, also bobbed her head up and down.
“Mrs. Churchill is packing a basket with two flasks of cold tea, some sandwiches, and fruit. I’ll ask her to put scones in it, too,” Julia said.
The travelers expressed their gratitude before Aggie spoke. “I’d love to have her recipe. Doro and I plan to do more baking this fall. It’s fun to putter in the kitchen and to see people enjoy the results.”
Doro shot her friend a look of surprise, but Aggie kept focused on Julia Banyon. Although her shortbread had been a big hit during the Michaw May Days festival, Doro knew nothing about plans to bake more often. Twice a year—Christmas and May Day—was enough for her. At least, it always had been.
“How wonderful.” Doro’s mother smiled as she turned to her daughter. “You’re busy with school, but it’s good to practice cooking skills. You never know when they might come in handy.”
Such comments disturbed Doro, who looked around the table for other reactions. Her father was focused on his meal, while her mother maintained an expectant expression. Prior to now, Julia Banyon had only asked about Ev in the context of him caring for Tee all summer. But what had Aggie said to Grandmother that might have been passed on? What speculation had occurred behind Doro’s back? Why were leading remarks arising now? To ward off further uncomfortable conversation, she offered her usual reminder. “The kitchenette in my faculty apartment doesn’t lend itself to extensive culinary concoctions, and I’m busy with my job at the library and teaching my course on the mystery novel. Those efforts are important to getting tenure.” She smiled at her father. “You know how hard that can be.”
“Indeed,” he replied, “but your life doesn’t have to be only the college.”
“Of course not.” Although Doro agreed with the sentiment, she had been focusing on work to the exclusion of everything except writing and sleuthing. The train trip home would provide time to consider her future, and Everett Mallow’s potential role in it. But giving up her lifelong goal would be hard, if not impossible.
When everyone finished eating, Doro’s father went to bring the automobile around, while Julia Banyon walked into the foyer with Aggie, Doro, and Gramma Rose. “All of you look like seasoned travelers, and fashionable ones at that.”
“Thank you for having this outfit made for me, Mrs. Banyon,” Aggie said as she touched the deep green coat frock with its coordinating neck scarf and hat ribbon.
“It was my pleasure,” Doro’s mother said. “The dressmaker was right about using a modified beltline, because this style suits your figure nicely.”
“It’s something we’ll keep in mind when we shop in Sylvania. The drop-waists don’t flatter all of us,” Gramma Rose was dressed in her own version of the same style. The major difference was the more somber gray color and the longer skirt.
Doro studied her grandmother and her best friend. “You’re both wearing new togs. I’m in what I wore to come out.”
Her mother smiled. “You’ve taken a little more interest in your clothes, so that ensemble was new to me.”
Gramma Rose nodded. “We shopped last spring with train travel in mind. The drop-waist dress suits Doro, since she’s slender like you, Julia, and the navy color is serviceable and pretty.”
Julia Banyon’s lips twitched as her attention went to Doro’s head. “And you bought a matching cloche.”
“That’s the only kind of hat she’ll wear.” Gramma Rose tapped the brim of her burgundy bucket hat with its gray silk band. “Aggie and I like something different.”
“So, I see,” Julia said, “but I’m not sure I’d recognize Doro in any other style of headwear.”
“Hilarious, Mother,” Doro replied. She was about to say Ev admired the way a cloche framed her face, but wisely refrained. After a hug and kiss with her parent, she stepped toward the door. “I’m afraid we need to be on our way.” When moisture pooled in Julia’s eyes, Doro had to blink hard herself. In a reflexive action, her hand went to the locket dangling from the gold chain around her neck.
“I love seeing my locket on you,” her mother said in a choked voice.
Doro’s father, who had returned to the foyer, clasped his wife’s fingers. “I do, too.”
Doro bit hard on her lower lip to keep it from trembling. When she gained a modicum of control, she responded. “I’ve worn it every day, since you gave it to me, Mother. I treasure it.”
“I’m glad,” Julia Banyon murmured.
“So, am I,” Doro’s father added. “We’re all together in the photos inside, just like we are in spirit.”
Doro’s mother offered a soft smile. “And we always will be.”
“We will,” Doro agreed, but she could say no more, and silence fell over the group.
Gramma Rose and Aggie picked up the slack, and the next moments passed in a blur of more hugs and farewells before the travelers went out to where the Packard was parked. After Doro’s father stowed the bags in the trunk, he joined the women in the vehicle. All of them waved farewell to Julia, who stood on the front porch with her hand in the air.
When the house was out of sight, Doro leaned back in the seat. Beside her, Aggie reached out and patted her hand.
All too soon, her father pulled up in front of the busy train station. After helping his mother-in-law out, Dr. Banyon opened the trunk. A cheerful porter arrived immediately with a luggage cart. Within a short time, the bags were on their way inside where the man would see they got in the right compartment.
Aggie and Gramma Rose went into the train station, which was busy on this Tuesday morning, while Doro stopped outside with her father. Once again, bittersweet regret formed a lump in her throat. “Thank you for another lovely summer,” she murmured. How she missed the old days when they were all together in Michaw.
His gaze scanned her face. “Your mother and I enjoy having you here. Baxter did, too.” A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth.
“He’s still doing well.” Even as she spoke, Doro wondered how long that would continue. Bax was an elderly dog. He had not even come downstairs this morning, and she had not wanted to wake him up to say goodbye. He slept often now.
“He is,” her father agreed. “Maybe you can bring your little Tee next summer. I hear some trains allow dogs on board.”
“She would adore that,” Doro murmured, but what would Ev think? He loved the little dog as much as she did. Would he part with Tee for three months? She shook off the errant thought.
“I hope you can convince your grandmother to come again. Seeing her was good for Julia. Aggie was kind to accompany Rose. Perhaps, she’d do that next year.”
The comment evoked other possibilities. “Aggie said little about Wade Lammers, but the two of them have been stepping out. Wade wants to court and marry, but she’d have to quit her job, as things stand now.”
Ebediah Banyon’s expression grew solemn. “Your grandmother shared that with your mother in a letter. When the board of trustees meets next week, the policy of not employing married women is likely to be rescinded. Between you and me, it’s what I’ve heard from reliable sources. I correspond with a few of my old colleagues, you know.”
“I do. You’re missed on campus,” Doro told him.
Emotion flared in his gaze. “I miss the school, but I need to be with your mother.”
Doro nodded. “I understand.”
“I won’t suggest again that you move out here, because you have good reasons to stay in Michaw,” her father said. “As I told you, the college’s policy toward having wives as employees is apt to change.”
“Wives maybe, but not mothers, so it won’t help Aggie because Wade has three children.”
“That change will come. Soon, I hope, which won’t benefit Aggie now, but it could help you.”
Warmth surged into Doro’s cheeks. “I don’t know what Aggie has said or Gram has written, but Ev and I are only friends.” If that. Their parting in May had been less than congenial.
Her father put up one hand. “Neither revealed anything that your mother and I didn’t discern from your letters.”
The comment reminded Doro of what her mother’s best friend, who was a Michaw College secretary, had said in May. The woman often wrote to Julia Banyon, who wrote back. Exchanges about Doro’s social life had been a favorite topic, much to her dismay. Evidently, Doro had given away more than she figured in her correspondence. “I wrote very little about Ev.”
He shrugged. “You wrote enough to let us know you respect him, enjoy his company, and spend time with him. When two young folks are your ages, that often leads to courtship. I know you’ve always planned to focus on your career, but times are changing and women may be able to work and have families soon. I hope so. Your mother taught before we married, and she filled in for a while afterward.”
“But I came along, and she had to quit,” Doro observed.
“We were both thrilled to welcome you,” her father said with a broad smile.
“I know.” She could not have asked for better parents, but Doro was sorry her mother hadn’t had more options. “I was a lucky little girl. I’m still lucky.”
Her father squeezed Doro’s hand. “We’re fortunate to have such a wonderful daughter.” He paused before going on. “As I said, I firmly believe the board will allow married women to work at the college. It’s less likely they’ll allow mothers, but you never know. Besides, you’re a few steps from having children.”
“Quite a few,” she murmured. “Aggie is much closer, but working and having a family seems fraught with its own challenges. Wade’s mother and sister have helped him since his wife died. I suppose they still would.”
“Knowing his folks, I’m sure Aggie and Wade can rely on them to pitch in, when needed.”
But how much help would be necessary? Wade’s mother ran a boardinghouse, which kept her busy. As Doro considered Aggie’s situation, she thought about her life. Who would help if she married, had children, and kept working? Her grandmother was past seventy and several miles from Michaw. What if a child fell ill while both Doro and Ev were at work? Which of them would rush to school to pick up a son or daughter? And one parent would have to stay home with an infant. Which one? Doro inwardly chastised herself. As her father had stated, she was a long way from having a family and, considering her abrupt departure in May, Ev might no longer be interested in stepping out, let alone marrying.
Her father’s voice cut through Doro’s thoughts. “In any case, you’ll be home when word comes down. That will give you a better idea of future possibilities.”
The statement hinted at a query. Since Doro did not want to discuss Ev, she branched into a related area. “That’s the main reason we’re leaving a week earlier than originally planned. Aggie wants to hear the news and see Wade.” As for Doro, her feelings were mixed. Learning the board’s decision was important, but facing Ev might be tricky.
He nodded. “So, you said.”
Doro shifted from one foot to the other. “Gram doesn’t like to be away for long, either.”
“It’s kind of you to change your schedule, and I’m sure you and Aggie will be welcomed back with open arms.”
“Dad...” Doro’s voice trailed off.
Her father interrupted before Doro could say more. “Times are changing, maybe not as quickly as you’d like, but married mothers will hold jobs sooner or later. Neither your mother nor I will tell you what to do, but I’ll admit we both worry about you being all alone in the future. You’ve wanted to be the head librarian at Michaw College since you were a little girl. We’ve always supported that dream, but we hoped attitudes toward wives and mothers working would’ve changed by now.” He ran one hand over his face. “Progress can be slow.”
“You’re right,” Doro murmured.
He laid his hands on her shoulders. “Your mystery novel is excellent, and writing is a career open to married mothers. Just like being a poet is. Working from home might be easier than juggling a regular job with a family. I know some of my female colleagues struggle at times.”
“But the male ones don’t,” she said. A note of angst threaded through her voice. When had she first realized her options were fewer than the boys in her class? Doro did not remember, although she recalled her disappointment at hearing all the things girls should not or could not do.
“Not as much, and it isn’t fair,” her father said. “I know Wade Lammers, and he’s a good man. He’d do more than many husbands and fathers, but he has a job that calls him away at odd hours occasionally. That’s something they’ll have to consider, if they marry. Like I said, writing could be easier for Aggie and for you, if you ever consider marriage.”
The last phrase offered options, so Doro did not comment. Instead, she considered the meat of her father’s observation. Over the summer, she had finished her book and shared it with her parents, her grandmother, and her best friend. All of them loved the whodunit, but she sidestepped that topic. “You seemed positive when Aggie mentioned focusing on her poetry in the future.”
“She’s talented,” he said. “One of my colleagues read some of her work, and he’d be happy to send it to a publisher he knows. I didn’t tell Aggie, but she’s going to polish her book of poetry and let me see it again.”
Pleasure spiraled through Doro. “You’ve supported the dreams of many of your former students, but I won’t tell her.”
“Good, because I can’t guarantee publication, but I feel optimistic,” he replied. “Now, we better get into the station, because you don’t want to miss your train.”
“No, I don’t,” she agreed, but the conversation left Doro with plenty to consider.
She and her father had not gotten far when a rumbling voice rang out. “John, how nice to see you!”
The form of address did not surprise Doro, since no one close to her dad ever called him by his first name. Instead, they used his middle moniker, which he preferred, and she understood why. Ebediah was old-fashioned, and her father was not.
A stout man, a valise at his feet, stuck out one hand to her dad.
Doro’s father reciprocated. “Are you heading out or returning home?”
“On my way to Chicago for a presentation. Going through Kansas City,” the other man replied before his gaze shifted to Doro. “Is this your daughter? You mentioned her spending the summer with you and your wife. I believe she may have met my own missus.”
“This is my daughter Doro.” He turned to her. “This is Professor Staunton Mathers, who is a science professor at Pikeley College,” Doro’s father said by way of introduction.
After she exchanged greetings with Mathers, Doro continued. “You must be on our trains, sir. We’re going through Kansas City and to Chicago on our way home.”
He doffed his bowler to reveal thin, graying hair swept to one side and held in place by an ample coating of Brilliantine. On either side of the swath, his shiny pate gleamed in the light. “I am on both, so we’ll see each other along the way. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to grab a donut and coffee. My wife didn’t let our housekeeper know I was leaving this morning, so breakfast wasn’t on the table in a timely manner.”
The comment perplexed Doro. Couldn’t Mr. Mathers have informed their help? Or fixed a light repast himself? Her gaze traveled over the man, whose black suit—while well-cut and expensive—was not in the latest style. Nor were his spats. The white protective covers stood out in stark contrast to his highly polished black shoes. Doro had seen no one wear the accessory for several years. His entire ensemble would have been fashionable a decade or two ago. Not so now.
“We don’t want to hold you up,” her father said.
Mathers kept his focus on Doro. “When you marry, Miss Banyon, be sure to put your husband’s needs first. It’s the duty of every decent wife.” Then, the man donned his hat, grabbed his bag, and went on.
Doro stood in stunned silence as she watched Mathers waddle away. After a moment, a memory came to her. “Mrs. Mathers came to luncheon a few times, and she invited us to her home for tea and lunch, too. Is she his wife?” Disbelief echoed in her voice. Luann Mathers was a willowy blonde in her early twenties.
“She is,” her father replied.
As Doro turned toward him, she saw the frown on his face. “She has to be thirty years younger.” Not only that, the young woman was soft-spoken and pleasant—hardly a match for blustering, bossy Mathers. How had they gotten together?
“You’re right. He’s thirty-three years older.” A rough sigh left Doro’s father. “Mrs. Mathers’ father, Daniel Truman, and Staunton were colleagues. Daniel’s wife died almost a decade ago during one of the Spanish flu outbreaks, and he dealt with heart problems for nearly as long. Luann was only nineteen when he passed three years ago. With no other family and little means, she turned to Staunton for help. Some people thought he might take her as his ward, but few figured they’d marry. I surely didn’t.”
“It’s hard to picture the two of them together.” Doro watched as Mathers heaved himself on to a stool at the station café. “When Luann came for luncheon, she was always in a hurry to leave before her husband got home. I pictured a handsome young fellow, not...” She withheld an unflattering observation about the portly professor. Looks were not everything, and his manner was more off-putting. Much more. Doro searched her mind for recollections of visits to the Mathers’ home. Once, she had caught sight of a young man leaving from the back garden. He had been clad in a natty suit with a fedora pulled low over his hair, and Doro had figured he was Luann’s spouse. Now, she knew that was not the case. Was he another relative? “Does Luann have a brother?”
“No, she was an only child,” her father replied. “Why do you ask?”
“No particular reason.” Doro did not want to cast aspersions on young Mrs. Mathers. Perhaps, the man had been a student of the professor, not someone interested in a private talk with Luann. “So, it’s just Luann and her husband. No other relatives?”
“It is. Your mother and I have been to their home for dinner occasionally. I didn’t know Luann well before her marriage, but she seems more reserved now.” He offered a taut smile. “Unfortunately, we don’t have much more time to chat, so we should find Aggie and your grandmother.”
Although a host of questions about the Mathers’ union flickered through Doro’s head, her father was right. The train would leave soon, and she needed to be on it.
Within moments, Doro saw her grandmother and Aggie. She hurried toward where they were standing among the crowd on the platform. “I thought the train would be here by now.”
“It’s in the yard,” Gramma Rose replied. “A porter told us that three cars are being added at the end of the train. One is where we’ll be housed.”
“They have to do some jockeying around, since a crew sleeper car and the caboose need to be reattached after the new cars are added.” Aggie chewed on her lower lip. “The porter assured us they’d hurry, but another passenger mentioned the need to take time. He said something about the right couplers and how they should be inspected to pull sufficient weight.”
“I’m sure that will happen,” Doro’s father said.
Before the conversation went further, a strident voice rang out—the voice of Staunton Mathers, who had left the café, two donuts in one of his enormous hands. He was nearing the platform. Doro was not the only one who swiveled to see what caused his outburst. The entire crowd gaped at the man. With one glance, Doro saw Mathers was furious. But why?
“I hope you’re leaving town for good, you blackguard,” Mathers, his round face flushed, shouted at a tall, lean man thirty-odd years his junior. When the object of Mathers’ wrath stepped away, the older man grabbed his arm. “Can’t look me in the face, Grayson?”
The younger man’s nostrils flared with a sharp intake of breath. “Let me go, Professor.” His fluid baritone was firm but calm, and his handsome features were carefully schooled.
“Let you go? I’ll help you go far away from here and from my wife,” Mathers ground the words out, but there was no mistaking his rage. Or his accusation.
Doro stared at the younger man, who was close to Luann Mathers’ age. With his dark good looks and her fair beauty, the two of them would make an attractive couple, but Doro could not envision the shy girl stepping out behind her husband’s back. But what about the figure who had slipped away from the Mathers’ house? Could it have been this young fellow?
Grayson shook off the older man’s grip and stepped away. “I’m not going away for good, Professor. I’ll return in a couple of weeks.” The words held a note of challenge.
“If you’re half as smart as you think you are, you’ll clear out-of-town forever,” Mathers muttered. “Because, if I see you anywhere near my wife, you’re a dead man.”
A snicker left Grayson, but his voice held no trace of amusement. “You’re the one who ought to stay away from her.”
The professor’s pastries fell to the floor as he grabbed the lapels of the younger man’s suit jacket. “How dare you? She is my legally wedded wife, and you better remember that.”
The words were barely out of the professor’s mouth when Doro’s father rushed to intercede. “Staunton, release him now. You’re making a fool of yourself.”
“That’s nothing new,” Grayson added. “The professor is a problem. A big problem that needs to be solved, and I have an idea about how to do it.”
Mathers’ eyes nearly bulged out of his massive head. “You’re an impudent pup that ought to be put down.”
“Staunton,” Dr. Banyon spoke in a quieter tone. “Go on your way.”
Several moments passed before Mathers took Dr. Banyon’s advice. Then, he turned on his heel and stalked away without another word. He crushed both donuts in the process.
“Thanks, Dr. Banyon,” Grayson said as he straightened his suit coat. “Mathers is an old fool.”
“You haven’t helped matters, Grayson,” Doro’s father replied, a stern expression on his face.
“I’m not leaving Colorado Springs on a permanent basis. I shouldn’t have to.”
A period of silence preceded Dr. Banyon’s response. “Do yourself and Luann a favor by staying away from her. Mathers won’t back down, and you’ll only create trouble for her and yourself.”
Anger flashed in the young man’s dark gaze. “She needs some fun in her life, not a pompous old goat who treats her like an expensive doll.” Grayson touched his hat. “I appreciate that you mean well, sir, but you aren’t in my shoes, or in Luann’s.”
Another young man, the same height and build as Grayson but with light auburn hair and green eyes, hurried up. “I heard your confrontation with Mathers from halfway across the station. Please say the old coot isn’t on our train.”
Grayson grimaced. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Phin.”
“Do you know where he’s headed?” Phin asked.
Doro’s father spoke up. “Professor Mathers is going to Chicago. What about the two of you?” He looked from one to the other. “Classes begin in two weeks, so I’m surprised you’re not getting settled for the term.”
“We would be, but my father died the day before yesterday,” Grayson replied. “Phin is going with me.”
Dr. Banyon offered his condolences before issuing more advice. “Steer clear of Mathers, if you can. He’s got a bad temper, and you’ve run afoul of him. Both of you.”
Doro sensed an unspoken undercurrent. How had both young men gotten on the bad side of Mathers? And how bad was it? Again, she wondered about the man she’d seen leaving the Mathers’ property. Too bad the stranger’s hat had hidden his hair color because both Phin and Grayson were of similar height and build.
“We’ll keep away from the professor, sir,” Phin said, in a reassuring tone. “He likes to make trouble, but we’ll ignore him.”
“Good. Be sure you do,” Doro’s father said.
“Sorry, miss.” The one called Phin turned toward Doro and touched the brim of his bowler hat.
Dr. Banyon introduced her to Grayson Bailey, the brown-haired fellow, and Phineas Spieth, the redhead. “Gentlemen, this is my daughter, Professor Dorothea Banyon.”
“We’ve heard about you and your exploits as an amateur sleuth,” Grayson said, his eyes sparkling with good humor.
“We sure have,” Phin agreed with a grin.
When she glanced at her father, Doro saw pride in his expression. She was beyond lucky to have parents who were pleased with her accomplishments. So many young women were encouraged to marry as soon as they left high school. “I’ve been part of a team in every investigation.”
“Someone has to lead a team, though,” Grayson pointed out.
Because she had always played a major role, often the major role, Doro shrugged. “I enjoy solving whodunits.”
“And you’re always successful?” Phineas asked.
“So far, yes,” she replied with a chuckle.
“Crooks better be darn smart around you, I guess,” Grayson observed.
Doro smiled. “It would be better if no more crimes happened. I teach a course on the mystery novel, so reading whodunits is a more pleasant way to play sleuth.” Although not nearly as exciting.
“Luckily, no crimes occurred while you were visiting,” her father said. “Let’s hope none occur on the train.”
“You’re from Ohio, right?” Phineas asked.
She nodded. “I am.”
“We’re probably on the same train, at least as far as Kansas City,” Grayson put in.
“My grandmother, my best friend, and I are on that train. After the first leg, we’ll transfer and continue on to Chicago before changing there for the last leg home,” Doro said. “Are you from Kansas City?”
“Phin is, but my family lives in Joplin, Missouri,” Grayson replied. “Now, we should go. It was nice to meet you, Miss Banyon.”
Phin offered similar sentiments before the two friends went on their way.
Dr. Banyon pulled out his pocket watch. “The train is already ten minutes late in leaving, but let’s get all of you closer to the edge of the platform.”
“That was quite a scene,” Gramma Rose observed as the group moved along.
Doro’s father released a pent-up breath. “Sorry. I was afraid they’d come to blows.” He explained who the older man was. “Both Gray Bailey and Phin Spieth are at odds with the professor. Although young Bailey has always studied at Colorado College, he took a class with Staunton as an undergraduate, which isn’t unusual. A number of students do. Bailey also studied with Luann’s father. That’s how the two became acquainted. Antagonizing Staunton Mathers isn’t a good idea.” Dr. Banyon’s gaze scanned the three women. “Phineas is Gray’s friend. He’s also a graduate student, but he left Pikeley College, where Mathers teaches, between his sophomore and junior years. I’ve heard rumors about why he left, but who knows if they have validity? In any case, his animosity isn’t as personal as Gray’s. At least, not to my knowledge. If you see, Phin, Gray, and Mathers together, go the other way.”
“It’s not like you to exaggerate, John, which makes your warning troubling,” Gramma Rose said, as she studied her son-in-law. “Is there a chance they’ll engage in fisticuffs? If so, I’d say the younger man has the advantage.”
Dr. Banyon’s lips twitched. “As always, you get right to the point, Mother Rose.” His good humor ebbed. “They’ve almost gotten into physical altercations a few times, since faculty and students from both colleges attend various programs together. I hoped their confrontations would be eliminated, but that obviously hasn’t happened. As for Phin, he’s made some nasty comments about Staunton. Although he isn’t the only one,”
Her father’s concern gave Doro pause. “Professor Mathers insinuated that Mr. Bailey might be smitten with Mrs. Mathers. Is that the source of their problem?”
Her father nodded. “Again, the details have eluded me, although I believe the two stepped out before Dr. Truman died.”
“Luann Mathers’ father?” Doro asked for clarification.
“Yes,” Dr. Banyon replied. “He and Staunton were colleagues for years.”
“I missed the first part of the confrontation, but that older man is Luann’s husband?” Aggie asked in a stunned tone.
“He is,” Doro told her friend.
“Something of a misalliance,” Gramma Rose observed.
Her son-in-law nodded. “In any case, give the trio a wide berth, if they’re together. With luck, they’ll behave on the train, although Mathers can be cantankerous about poor service, which he identifies as anyone not catering to him.”
Doro thought back to the professor’s remarks on how to be a good wife and wondered if Luann was at his beck-and-call. Then, there were Bailey’s remarks. But it was none of her business and, even if she asked, her father did not engage in gossip. Perhaps, she would learn more on the train. While Mathers was not apt to provide information, Bailey and Spieth might. Learning about their issues with Mathers was not like solving a genuine mystery, but the puzzle piqued her interest. Most puzzles did.






  
  Chapter Two


After another ten minutes, the train stopped at the platform. Following a flurry of activity, Doro, Aggie, and Gramma Rose said their last farewells to Doro’s father before getting on-board. A porter helped them find their drawing room compartment, where their bags were already in place. The lodging was larger and finer than Doro’s usual rail accommodations, but her parents had insisted on paying for a space large enough for all three women. 
“Our sleeping compartment on the way out was lovely,” Aggie said as she swiveled to take in the entire area, “but this space is luxurious.”
“It certainly is,” Gramma Rose agreed. “Although I didn’t want Julia and John to fuss, all three of us can be together.”
“I understand why this type of compartment is called a drawing room,” Doro observed. “It’s furnished like one, and the sofa and lounge chairs look comfortable. At night, we’ll have four full beds, and we can hang up some of our clothes, if we want.” She gestured to the closet. “I always have a lavatory in my compartment but no closet, just a clothes rod. Since I only need one bed, the spaces have been cramped. This is roomy.” She flung out her arms and spun around. The other two chuckled.
“And wonderful. We could spend the entire day in here and not feel confined,” Aggie added.
“We sure could,” Doro agreed.
“True, but we’ll want to go to the dining car for meals,” her grandmother said. “Except for lunch today, when we can enjoy the basket your mother sent.”
Doro nodded, since she had no intention of limiting herself to staying in the compartment. Despite her father’s admonition about Bailey, Spieth, and Mathers, she was curious. Bumping into the younger men might answer some of her questions. She wondered about Luann Truman Mathers and Grayson Bailey, and about how Phineas Spieth had also gotten on the professor’s bad side. Had one of them called on Luann when her husband was away from home? It should not matter, but curiosity was calling, as it did often.
After stowing their belongings and having lunch, the three women settled by the wide window and watched the scenery pass. Gramma Rose dozed off an hour after they left Colorado Springs, so Doro and Aggie became engrossed in their own books as the train sped along.
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“I see we’re into Kansas,” she said.
“We are,” Doro agreed. “No matter how many times I make this trip, I’m always amazed at the miles and miles of empty spaces. In Ohio, there’s farmland, but you don’t go far without seeing a building, a vehicle, or people. Here, it’s completely different.”
“It sure is,” Aggie agreed. “I was stunned when we came out. Nothing to see for hours on end. Or so it seemed.”
“There are isolated ranches and small towns in places, but you girls are right. This part of the country is different from northwest Ohio,” Gramma Rose observed.
A slight shiver went through Aggie. “Maybe it’s being raised in the city that makes me feel uneasy about not seeing any living beings for a time.”
“Probably so,” Rose said. “We’ve hit a couple of whistle-stop stations, and there’ll be a few more before we get to Dodge City.”
“Which is the next big town. Not that it’s so large,” Doro said.
“Since there’s not much to see, I’m going back to my book,” Aggie said.
“Me, too,” Doro added, and Gramma Rose agreed.
As they went farther into Kansas later that afternoon, the sky darkened. Doro flipped on one of the sconce lamps before peering out at the storm clouds gathering on the horizon. “It looks like we’re headed into bad weather.”
Seated on the sofa across from Doro, her grandmother stirred and followed her gaze. “You’re right. We could be in for a rough ride on this next section of the railway. That happened the first time I went out to see your mother. It was right about in this area, too.” Gramma Rose clucked her tongue. “We get powerful storms in Ohio, but nothing like I saw that day.”
Aggie, sitting next to her friend, leaned over for a better view. “I’ve heard about tornadoes in this part of the country. Huge ones. Maybe the train will stop at the next station, so we can get off for a while.”
Rose leaned across to pat Aggie’s hand. “We were late getting out of the Springs, so they’ll want to get back on schedule, if possible. But don’t worry. A tornado is unlikely. Just some thunderstorms ahead.”
The concern knitting her friend’s brow made Doro offer additional reassurance. “I’ve been back-and-forth to Colorado every summer for years. Before Dad moved, we went together. Since then, I’ve traveled on my own. There have been a few storms while coming or going, but nothing terrible. We’ll be fine.”
“If you say so.” Aggie sounded less than comforted.
A chuckle left Doro. “You didn’t have problems on the way west, did you?”
“No, but there were clear skies for the entire trip.” Aggie waved her hand toward the outside. “Those are ominous clouds. And what about the couplers for the extra cars? Remember the man on the platform? He was worried.”
Although she knew next to nothing about trains, Doro rushed to placate Aggie. “He wasn’t with the railroad, so he’s no expert.”
“That’s true. I’m sure the cars are secured,” Gramma Rose said. “Although I experienced a tremendous storm once, the train continued on with no trouble.”
Since Doro knew Aggie fretted, she aimed for distraction. “In a few days, we’ll be back home. You must look forward to seeing Wade.”
The dismay ebbed from Aggie’s expression. “I am, and I’m eager to hear what the board of trustees decides about employing married women, even mothers.”
For a moment, Doro considered revealing her father’s perspective but, not wanting to get her friend’s hopes up, she resisted. “It won’t be long before we find out.” As she studied her friend’s expression, Doro noted the tension there. “Times are changing, and other colleges employ married mothers.”
“I know,” Aggie murmured. “I met a woman professor with a family when we visited your dad’s campus. Remember when I went to the lavatory, and you wondered why I took so long?”
After searching her memory, Doro nodded. “You said you got turned around.”
“I did, and a gracious lady helped me find my way. While she was escorting me to the history department, we talked about being professors, and I mentioned the Michaw College Board of Trustees meeting soon. I also said I hope they allow women with families to teach,” Aggie said.
“What did she say about that?” Gramma Rose inquired.
“She’s a wife and mother. Three children, like Wade.” Aggie cleared her throat. “Professor Sumner, that’s her name, is glad she can keep teaching, but it isn’t easy to juggle everything. Her husband is a doctor, so he gets called out at odd hours. Like Wade. They have a part-time housekeeper, which helps. But a doctor earns more than a constable, so they can afford to hire someone.”
Since Aggie’s uneasiness was apparent, Doro pointed out his support. “Wade’s family helps now, and they would if you two marry. I could pitch in, too.”
“Of course, they would, and so would I,” Gramma Rose added. “It doesn’t take long to drive out to Michaw from Sylvania. My old Model T is reliable.”
A soft smile touched Aggie’s lips. “Thanks to both of you, but Professor Sumner made me stop and think. Her mother lives with them, and she helped until she had a heart attack. Now, she’s limited in her activities. Wade’s mother has already had one attack, not to mention her boarders requiring her attention. During the school year, she has to tend to their needs.”
Aggie’s dismay worried Doro, mostly because she had made valid points, ones that Doro needed to consider, too. “I don’t know Professor Sumner, but perhaps she was feeling worn out when you ran into her.”
“It’s summer vacation,” Aggie pointed out. “If she’s tired now, how will she be during the term?”
The question made an excellent point, and Doro was not sure how to address it. Luckily, her grandmother stepped in.
“Sometimes, anticipating difficulties is more unnerving than facing them,” Gramma Rose observed. “I’m not saying it’s easy for women to work and maintain a home, but widows often do it because they have no choice. Most of them don’t have professional positions like the two of you and Professor Sumner. I doubt if one type of job is simpler to balance with a family. I didn’t do it myself, but times are changing. Perhaps, someday, most women will work.”
“Perhaps so,” Doro said, but such a thing was hard to imagine. To offer additional reassurance, she mentioned her father’s observations, although she did not cite him as the source. “Wade is a good man, and he’s already used to caring for his kids. Doesn’t he cook and clean?”
“He cooks most of the meals,” Aggie admitted. “His sister comes to clean once a week, but Wade keeps the house in order on a daily basis. Mostly, he does a good job. And the children help.”
Abruptly, Doro wondered if Ev cooked. His studio apartment had a tiny kitchenette, so he ate most of his meals in the men’s faculty residence, but what had he done as a policeman and a federal agent, the jobs he had held before coming to Michaw? As far as cleaning, Doro had only seen his campus accommodation once, when she’d dropped off Tee in May. The place had been spotless, so he was not a slob.
“You look pensive, Doro,” her grandmother said.
Warmth rushed into Doro’s face. Her errant thoughts would not be shared. Nor would she give them more time. “Just thinking about our arrival home.” Which was partly true. She addressed Aggie. “Wade is meeting the train, isn’t he?”
Aggie, a smile replacing her frown, nodded. “Since we arrive in Sylvania on Friday evening, he’ll be there.”
“I like Wade,” Gramma Rose said. “He’s a fine young man.”
“He is,” Doro agreed. Although the lawman was fifteen years older than her friend, to a septuagenarian, Wade must seem youthful.
Their conversation was interrupted by a knock on their door. Doro opened it to find the conductor, Walter Sayers, in the corridor. The man, of medium height and build, with nearly coal black hair and equally dark eyes, had introduced himself when they boarded the train. As he had then, Sayers ran one finger inside his heavily starched shirt collar.
“Looks like we’ll be running into some big storms ahead,” he said. “Dinner will be served early in the dining car, so go soon. It’ll fill up as folks get the word. We started at this end of the train, so you’re finding out first. The big dining car has already prepared meals, but a few folks riding up front may filter back. We never know.”
“Thank you,” Doro replied before the man moved on.
“That doesn’t sound good,” Aggie said after the door closed behind Sayers.
“They’re being cautious,” Gramma Rose said. “Let’s freshen up and have dinner. A hot meal will be lovely.”
“It will. We can eat something and come back here,” Doro suggested. “Even though sunset is a couple of hours off, the storm clouds will make it get dark early, so we won’t see much scenery for the rest of the afternoon.”
“We can play whist,” her grandmother suggested.
Doro and Aggie chuckled because Rose McLaren suggested her favorite card game at every opportunity.
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“Let’s sit farther back,” Doro said, moving on and taking a deep breath. “The aroma of bread is heavenly.”
“It is,” Aggie agreed, “and there must be ham baked with cloves.”
“You’re both right. I also smell coffee. A fresh-brewed cup sounds marvelous,” Gramma Rose said. When they decided on a table, she continued. “Train travel has come a long way since I was a girl. We couldn’t have gone all the way from Sylvania to Colorado Springs when I was born. Of course, my father had to hook up the horses to go even the shortest distance. Motoring is much easier.”
“Some folks were still using horses when I was little,” Doro said. “A couple of the farmers outside Michaw haven’t made the change yet.”
A sigh left her grandmother. “Not everyone wants to move with the times, but they will eventually.”
Doro and Aggie exchanged a long look, since both young women knew the sentiment all too well. Eventually was a word they had heard often, especially in regard to women’s roles.
The arrival of a young waiter, tall and thin, interrupted. “Good afternoon, ladies, I’m Joshua,” he said with a smile. “I’m sorry we don’t have our usual menu, but the kitchen staff is rushing to serve dinner before we encounter the storm, which could be within the next couple of hours. The head chef is back here, since he’s already prepared food for the main dining car.”
Doro glanced around. “This is a combination car, isn’t it? One that was added in the Springs?”
“Yes, miss,” the young waiter said. “With two extra cars, another dining one was necessary. Otherwise, folks back here would have a long walk to the one that was already in place. It’s a bit unusual for the chef to move around, and this kitchen is smaller, but the food will be good. In any case, he has a compartment at the end of the train, so it works out.”
“I sure it will,” Gramma Rose agreed, “and we’re grateful an earlier meal is being served. We’ll be tucked into our compartment playing cards before we run into the rain.”
“Very good, ma’am,” the young man said as he pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket. “We have a tomato and cucumber salad, trout, baked ham, sweet potatoes, and green beans. There’s also fresh baked rolls and a custard for dessert. We’ll have more choices tomorrow.”
“That’s a nice offering on short notice,” Gramma Rose assured him before giving her order.
Doro and Aggie followed with their preferences, but a strident voice intruded. “Waiter, waiter. Get over here. I’ve been waiting for far too long.”
Doro shifted to see Professor Mathers, his broad face flushed with anger, waving one huge hand in the air. Recalling the train station debacle, and her father’s observation about the man being demanding, she felt a surge of dismay. Was it too late to find a table far away from him?
“We saw him in the station,” her grandmother murmured. “He was unpleasant there, too.”
“Mr. Mathers often travels this route. Too often,” the young man replied with a frown. “I work it a lot myself, so I’ve met him.”
The professor shouted again. “Can you hear, young man?”
“Sorry, ladies, I’d best see to him,” the waiter said before darting to the other table. His voice did not carry, but Mather’s did.
“I want a steak, a baked potato with sour cream and butter, plenty of rolls, coffee, and pie à la mode for dessert.” Although Joshua stood next to his table, Mathers bellowed at him.
A middle-aged couple, just entering the car, halted in place. When the woman gestured to the nearest table, her husband nodded. After helping his wife into a chair, the man sat across from her, facing the debacle. Doro decided they were both wise: the lady for wanting a table far from the noise and the man for monitoring the situation.
Meanwhile, the waiter took one step back. “Professor, we aren’t able to accommodate special orders this evening. We’re likely to run into a line of heavy thunderstorms within the next hour or two, which is why we’re starting dinner service early.”
“Nonsense,” Mathers insisted. “The cook must’ve baked potatoes and pies already. Grilling a steak won’t take long.”
Doro saw the waiter’s shoulders rise and fall as if he had taken a deep breath. The poor kid, and he was no more than nineteen, did not deserve to be treated so abominably. No one did.
“I apologize for the inconvenience, but we have a limited menu,” the young man replied, his voice louder and edgier than before. “The chef will be pleased to fix any meal you want tomorrow.”
“Do not speak to me in such a tone,” Mathers replied. “Get that cook out here. I want to talk to him.”
Doro witnessed the scene with dismay. Joshua’s tone had been controlled and respectful. Was the professor always so demanding and obnoxious? Her father’s comments had indicated that might be the case.
As the exchange went on, more diners entered: a man of around forty and a boy who appeared to be in his early teens. Unlike the couple, this pair took their places next to Doro’s table. The gentleman nodded to the women, while the boy gaped at the professor before they both got seated.
Another waiter, close to forty and wiry in build, approached the Mathers’ table. “You’re disturbing other guests and picking on someone younger than yourself, which ain’t surprising. Joshua already explained about this special situation, didn’t he?”
A harrumph rumbled out of Mathers. “As often as I travel this route, I expect better service. Clyde, remember that one of my friends is with the railroad. I’m sure he won’t be pleased when he finds out how I’ve been treated.” The man’s voice was loud enough to echo through the entire car, while his gaze fixed on the older waiter.
Anger flared in Clyde’s gaze. “Throwing your weight around, as usual, but you don’t scare me. You can’t take nothing else from me. Not after what you did.”
The color in Mathers’ round face deepened. “You miscreant. How dare you? I don’t know why you haven’t lost your job, but that will change as soon as I get to my destination.”
When Clyde moved toward Mathers, Joshua grabbed his arm. “Don’t.”
The older man glanced over his shoulder at his junior colleague. “He ain’t ought to talk to you, or nobody else, like he does. He’s got away with too much for too long. That’s gotta end.” Clyde’s voice rose with every word.
Doro looked around the dining car, but no one moved to intercede, although all eyes were on Mathers. Perhaps, it was best if passengers did not get involved. Where was the conductor? Should she look for him?
Before anything else was said, Grayson Bailey and Phineas Spieth, just entering the dining car, intervened. Bailey stopped at the table, while Spieth stood a couple of paces behind him. “Mathers, you need to lower your voice and let these men do their jobs. All of us are being inconvenienced, but you’re the only one acting like a spoiled brat. But you always want your way, don’t you?”
Evidently, the two young graduate students had heard most of the debacle. Bailey’s features were carefully schooled, and Spieth’s jaw was set hard, but the former’s tone had cut like a knife. Doro’s continuing survey, an effort to find someone who might quell the growing tension, was interrupted by the professor’s strident voice.
“How dare you?” Mathers surged to his feet, knocking over the small table and his chair in the process.
Both waiters jumped back to avoid shattering glass. Water and flowers, from a crystal vase, scattered across the floor, while the linen tablecloth and napkin hung askew. Gasps resonated through the car as other passengers reacted.
Mr. Bailey, who stood his ground, put one big hand against Mathers’ barrel chest to hold him in place, but the older man plowed forward. As he did, shards of glass crumbled under his feet. When the professor lunged at him, Bailey pushed hard to keep him at bay, which caused Mathers to fall over the upended the table and into one across the aisle. Luckily, no one was sitting there, but the lovely settings scattered everywhere. Mathers labored to his feet and again sprang at Bailey, who stood his ground. Spieth released a humorless guffaw before shoving Mathers into his chair. “Sit down and stay there.”
“You insolent whelp. You haven’t changed a bit. Always obnoxious,” Mathers bellowed. His narrowed gaze went from one young man to the other. “I’ve had a theft on my property recently. Probably about the same time you two got back in town this month and back in June.”
Gray looked incredulous. “Now, you’re really reaching.”
“You are,” Phin agreed. “You’d be smarter to look at your current students, or at least the ones you’ve cheated recently.”
Once again, the professor’s face became beet red. “How dare you?”
Phin chuckled. “You said that already.”
“Let’s find a table,” Gray said.
“As long as it’s far from old man Mathers,” his friend replied. “That way, we can ignore the coot. He’s making a fool of himself again. Maybe we should go to the other dining car. There’s a bigger one up ahead. Or the club car should offer light fare.”
“Most of the passenger cars are nearer those places, which will mean they’re filled. Let’s stay here. Despite the old coot,” Bailey said.
Mathers’ face turned purple as he stood to confront Spieth. “You’re as bad as he is, and you’re even more foolish. I have influence with your professors, who already know about your previous academic problems. They may find your thesis to be inadequate, you young pup, and I can tell you right now that’s a strong possibility, if I have any say. Consider going home for good.”
Spieth, an angry flush nearly blotting out his freckles, grabbed the old professor by his lapels. “You won’t get away with that. I’ll see to it.” When he let Mathers go, the professor stumbled backward and again tumbled to the floor.
“How dare you touch me?” Mathers roared. “You’ll pay for this, Spieth. Mark my words.”
Spieth’s response was to turn away. “Come on, Gray, let’s find a table at the other end of the car. Being near this old buffoon will spoil our appetites.”
“Good idea,” Bailey, his face fixed in a frown, replied before both young men retraced their steps and found a place to sit.
Joshua helped Mathers to his feet. “Are you all right, sir?”
The professor jerked free. “No, I’m not. I want to speak with the conductor. First, however, get this table cleaned up and bring the cook out here.”
“Yes, sir,” Joshua said before picking up the debris littering the floor.
Mathers, still fuming, turned on Clyde. “Aren’t you going to help him, you good-for-nothing ignoramus?”
The older waiter fisted his hands. “Get out of our way.”
Before the professor could respond, Gramma Rose called out to him. “Take a seat with us for a few moments. That will make it easier for the waiters to get your table back in order.”
Doro and Aggie exchanged a stunned glance, but said nothing as Mathers levered himself into the empty chair at their table.
“Thank you,” he said, but his voice did not hold even the slightest note of gratitude. “The behavior of servants and young folks is appalling.”
What Doro found appalling was the professor’s arrogance. Not that Bailey and Spieth had acted with decorum. And what had goaded the older waiter? Mathers must have an inkling. “Clyde seemed upset.” The man’s comments evoked curiosity. How well did the waiter know the professor? Did they have some connection outside the railroad?
A harrumph left Mathers. “Clyde Oscar is ignorant and ill-mannered. The railroad should not tolerate such behavior, and I shall see that his superiors know.”
“You wouldn’t want to get him fired.” Gramma Rose spoke in a cajoling tone. “A fine, respected scholar like yourself is above such antics.”
Mathers’ expression softened as he turned to the septuagenarian. “You came to my home with Mrs. Banyon and these young ladies, I believe.”
“Your wife was kind enough to invite us on several occasions,” Gramma replied, “but I only saw you once in passing. I’m Rosalyn McLaren, Julia Banyon’s mother. I believe you formally met my granddaughter Dorothea at the train station, and this is her best friend, Agatha Darwine. There wasn’t a chance for us to be introduced.”
Doro grimaced. The debacle between the professor and the two young men had taken front stage, and Mathers seemed intent on a continued spectacle.
A slight smile formed on the professor’s thick lips. “It’s good to see young ladies traveling with a chaperone. Old-fashioned virtues make girls more appealing to decent men.” He chuckled. “You two aren’t really girls, but you’re still of marriageable age.”
His archaic attitude and subtle criticism had Doro fuming. With her twenty-sixth birthday in three weeks, she did not consider herself a spinster, although others might. Besides, the term was old-fashioned and insulting, words that described the professor. “Sir...” Before she could say more, her grandmother interceded.
“Since the Great War, times have changed. Many young women, like Doro and Aggie, wait to wed, and they have careers.” Gramma Rose spoke in a calm tone, but steel glinted in her gaze.
“Foolishness, if you ask me. We have only a few female professors at Pikeley, thank goodness,” Mathers said.
“Colorado College has some. A few are married with children. As my grandmother said, times have changed.” Doro could not keep an edge from her voice.
“Which is not necessarily a good thing,” Mathers retorted with a scowl. “Your Michaw College is small, isn’t it?”
Doro could not disagree with the assessment, but small schools were often trailblazers. “It is, but Michaw has been known as a progressive school. Soon, we expect the trustees to allow married women, even mothers, to work there.”
A harrumph left Mathers. “Your father once mentioned the college was all-male before the Great War. Foolish to change the policy. Women ought to be home with a husband and children.”
Again, Doro inwardly grimaced. Sadly, he was not alone is his sentiments. The previous fall, some male professors at Michaw had tried to turn back the hands of time, but they had failed. The school remained a co-educational institution. “Not everyone agrees with that sentiment,” Doro said.
“Trustees at your little college may be weak, but bigger schools seldom promote women. Nor do many hire them,” the professor said. “Wise practices that smaller entities ought to mimic.”
Doro bit her lip to keep from chastising the man for his backward ideas. She knew well that a number of major universities rarely hired and elevated women, mostly because of men like Mathers. In some places, procedures were changing, partly due to more girls getting degrees, which she pointed out to the professor. “Many young women attend college now, and some expect to use their degrees.”
“Foolishness,” Mathers muttered. “Same with allowing the lower classes to get a college education. They get above themselves and resent being put in their places. Jealous of their betters, too, and that only leads to larceny and worse.”
His rambling evoked a one-word question from Doro. “Larceny?”
“Yes, larceny. We’ve been plagued by my papers coming up missing, right in our home. It’s why I’m strict with Luann about our guests. She’ll welcome anyone through the door,” the professor said.
“I hope you aren’t referring to us.” Doro could not keep a note of sarcasm from her voice.
“Not at all, my dear,” Mathers replied. “When our butler’s been busy, Luann has invited students and former students inside. Several times, the papers on my desk were in disarray afterward.”
“That doesn’t mean the students handled them,” Gramma Rose pointed out. “Perhaps, a servant inadvertently disturbed them.”
“Or maybe Luann did,” Aggie added.
A snort left Mathers. “The help knows better, and so does my wife.”
Doro considered his revelations. The furtive figure had come from the library side of the house. She had not noticed any papers in the man’s possession, but they could have been tucked into his jacket. But why take items from Mathers’ desk?
At that point, Joshua hurried over and addressed Mathers. “Your table is restored, and I’ll get your meal right
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