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  Chapter One


As she walked across Campus Commons, Dorothea Banyon savored the sunshine. The towering trees—elms, maples, and oaks—were sprouting green leaves, while daffodils and tulips budded in the beds lining the front of College Hall. After the winter’s wrath was spent and before summer’s roasting began, spring offered a tender transition. As Doro walked along, she was reminded of the season’s brevity, which made her cherish it even more. Spring was a time when all things seemed possible. 
“Good afternoon,” Mrs. Jones, secretary to the college president, greeted Doro as they crossed paths. “You look happy.”
“Who isn’t happy on such a lovely day?” Doro stopped next to the older woman. As usual, Mrs. Jones was clad in a neat suit with a skirt that fell below her knees. Today’s ensemble gave a nod to the warmer weather, since she wore a lavender linen blouse beneath the gray serge jacket. A bouquet of lilacs peeked out of the brown bag cradled in her arms. “The flowers are beautiful, and I love the scent.” Doro took an appreciative whiff.
Mrs. Jones smiled. “My bushes are laden with blooms this year. Stop any time and pick as many as you like. I’m taking these to the office, in hope they brighten spirits and lessen complaints.”
“How can anyone’s spirits be low with such glorious weather?” Doro asked. Her mood soared as high as the birds in the cobalt blue sky.
“You know how it is at the end of a term. Students are anxious about examinations, and professors are trying to get everything done ahead of the summer closing. Then, there’s the May Days festival this weekend. Committee work is keeping me busy after office hours. Folks have this and that they want handled. I enjoy it, though.”
Sympathy filled Doro. “Taking over as committee chairwoman has added to your tasks.” The previous head of Michaw’s community events committee had been murdered in December. Sadly, few people missed the domineering matron, so Violet Jones was a much better choice due to her organizational skills and easy-going personality. Still, as a widow who worked full-time, she was shouldering a lot of responsibilities.
“I don’t mind. It’s such a fun event, and I enjoy welcoming spring after a long winter.” Mrs. Jones chuckled. “As you get older, the cold weather and snow are harder to take.”
Doro grimaced. “I’m not fond of winter now.” Frigid winds sweeping across the farmland outside the town of Michaw often made for misery while out-and-about. Although the campus was compact, going from building to building meant a lot of walking. In winter, tramping through snow and ice was not unusual. But the inclement conditions were behind them for another season, and Doro was glad. “I’m looking forward to the cooking contest.”
Mrs. Jones adjusted her spectacles, as if to get a better view of Doro. “Are you planning to enter?” A note of surprise was in her voice.
A chuckle escaped Doro. “No, I’m a mediocre cook, at best. Besides, my apartment only has a kitchenette, which doesn’t provide enough space for a culinary project.”
“Wheaton Hall has an enormous kitchen on the first floor. Some of the residents use it for cooking and baking large quantities,” Mrs. Jones observed.
While the Hall, where Doro and other female professors lived, boasted modern appliances in the expansive kitchen, the domestic arts did not interest her. They never had and never would. Her career as a librarian came first and foremost. Mrs. Jones already knew that, so Doro grinned at the veiled suggestion, but it did not move her. “Many do, and it’s already reserved by several women who plan to enter one of the contests. My friend Aggie is one of them. She’s excited, and so am I. Aggie is a wonderful baker.”
A smile curved Mrs. Jones’ lips. “I sampled her fare at the spring luncheon last week. She brought cupcakes, and they were heavenly.”
Pleasure spread through Doro. Her friend was talented in many ways, but Aggie lacked confidence. Winning the baking contest might increase her self-assurance. “She makes luscious desserts.”
Mrs. Jones’ shoulders rose and fell. “Even though I’m not a judge, I can’t pick sides.”
“Of course not,” Doro agreed. “Luckily, I’ll only be a bystander, so I can cheer Aggie on.”
“As a best friend should. All the individual competitions are blind taste tests. In the baking portion, each entrant is making a jam roll, and we won’t know who baked which one until the winner is named.” She pushed her spectacles up. “I’ve asked Constable Lammers and Officer Mallow to be judges. Both said they’ve never had a jam roll baked by Aggie or the other ladies. I take them at their word.”
Uneasiness crept through Doro as she wondered if everyone would feel the same way. “Wade and Ev are both honest.” She had known Wade Lammers, the town constable, all her life, and he was trustworthy to the bone. Although Everett Mallow had only come to Michaw College the previous October, he’d also proven to be above reproach. As campus security officer, Ev had plenty on his plate, but he’d taken on the role of deputy constable, as well. Now, the two lawmen were friends.
“I didn’t think they’d lie, but I want to ensure we’re fair.” The brunette sighed. “With Wade and Aggie stepping out, some folks could get upset. Most likely, a few of the participants will wonder.”
“Wade’s been a judge every year that I can recall. He used to take time off from his railroad job to be home for the big bake-off.”
“True,” Mrs. Jones agreed. “But I don’t want to create extra scrutiny on him and Aggie.”
Since her friend and Wade Lammers had been stepping out for several months, Doro was well aware of the speculation about the pair. Some folks disapproved because the constable was fifteen years older than her friend. On top of that, two unmarried ladies, a widow and a spinster who were closer to Wade’s age, were not subtle in their displeasure. Or their pursuit of the man. “Neither do I. They aren’t actually courting yet, and I’m afraid gossip is part of the reason.” The line between stepping out and courtship was blurry at best, but the pair only attended events together sporadically.
“The town constable is already in the spotlight. Wade gets more attention because he worked on the railroad for years. Some folks don’t believe that was enough experience for his current position.”
“He was a security officer,” Doro pointed out. “That seems similar to me.”
“To me, too, but a handful of people find fault with him for small matters. One is his children needing attention.” A soft sigh left Mrs. Jones. “His mother helps, but Wade takes them to school and tries to get home for supper every night. As you know, the previous two constables were married, and their wives handled home matters.”
“You’d think the critics would want him to go courting,” Doro commented.
A look of resignation crossed the older woman’s face. “Part of the issue is where Wade’s interest seemed to be engaged.”
The comment solidified Doro’s suppositions. “Because of the age gap between Wade and Aggie being so wide.”
“That’s a big reason, especially for Betty Stanley and Lila Billings. They both took food after Wade’s wife died a few years back. In return, he and the boys raked leaves for Betty and Lila. The boys also shoveled snow. Kind gestures, but the women took them as more than friendly help.” Mrs. Jones grimaced. “Betty has been dropping off treats at the constable’s office ever since Wade took over.”
The information was not new to Doro. “Wade is polite, sometimes to a fault. Betty Stanley and Lila Billings are still inviting him and his children to dinner, according to what he’s told Aggie. As for returning the baskets, Wade ends up staying for a cup of tea because Betty complained about being lonely. As for Lila, she frequently asks about safety for a woman living alone. Wade thinks she’s really afraid, although Michaw is nearly crime-free.”
“She can be dramatic,” Mrs. Jones said. “Wade and Lila were in the same class, and I hear she was sweet on him back then. That was before my husband and I came to town.”
“And before my time,” Doro replied, “but I’ve heard the same thing. I’ve also heard Lila was terribly disappointed when Wade started courting his wife. They were all young then, so it stands to reason she saw an opening after he became a widower.”
The older woman nodded. “She’s been subtly, and not so subtly, pursuing him ever since they were kids. And he gave her a little encouragement when his mourning period was over.”
“By buying her basket at the May Days festivals.”
“Yes. I’m afraid she took his kindness as interest. Lila isn’t much of a cook. She focuses on quantity instead of quality. Her uncle was the only one who ever bid on her offerings. Now, she isn’t happy about Wade and Aggie,” Mrs. Jones said in a somber tone. “Not at all.”
Like Doro, Lila Billings was an only child. Her mother had died when Lila was born, and her father had perished during the Spanish flu epidemic a decade earlier. Her uncle still lived in the area, and Lila had stayed with him for a time. If she was truly fearful, why not go back to his home? The question spun through Doro’s mind, but she kept it to herself. “I understand her feelings to some degree. Looking ahead to being all alone can’t be easy.” Would that be her eventual fate?
“It isn’t,” Mrs. Jones agreed, “but Lila doesn’t do herself any favors by criticizing Aggie. Although she’s subtle, Lila often mentions Aggie having a career and wanting to work after marriage. Some folks agree married women should stay home.”
Not just some. Many felt that way. “The college has a longstanding policy against employing married women, let alone mothers.” Although the rule was under discussion, nothing had changed yet.
“At present, yes,” Mrs. Jones replied, “but the board of trustees only fell one vote short of allowing female employees to be married.”
“I know, but one of the nays would have to leave the board before the policy could be altered. Right now, all of them have several years remaining in their tenure.” Although the Great War had wrought many changes in American society, only one-quarter of women were employed. Working married mothers were even scarcer. And Aggie would be a parent to Wade’s youngsters, if they wed.
“President Adams is quietly lobbying a couple to change their votes at this year’s annual meeting. Michaw has always been a progressive school, so that’s his principal argument. That and times are changing. Many more women work now than did a decade ago. In another ten years, I’m sure even more will.”
Doro’s pulse raced. “Do you think it could happen as soon as this fall?”
“I’m not sure, but he’s trying hard,” she told Doro. “As for working mothers, that’s likely to take more time.”
More time. Doro had heard the phrase used frequently about the role of women. The Nineteenth Amendment gave ladies the right to vote, but only after generations of suffragettes had marched and lobbied. Despite that step forward, daily roles had changed little. Few girls went to college, and of the women who held jobs, most were widows, like Mrs. Jones, or spinsters, like Doro. “So, if Aggie married Wade, she would lose her job.”
“Unfortunately, that’s what would happen right now.” Mrs. Jones shifted from one foot to the other. “Aggie wants a home and family of her own. At least, she’s said as much to me. But most young women expect to marry.”
The comment seemed benign, but Doro heard the question. Although she wanted to brush it off, Violet Jones was an old and dear friend of her mother, so Doro forced a smile. “That’s true.”
The older woman’s gaze narrowed. “You and Officer Mallow are still sharing ownership of Tee, aren’t you?”
Tee, named after Agatha Christie, was a stray puppy found on campus the previous fall. Mostly, the pup lived with Ev, although Doro took the little furball whenever necessary. “Of course, but I’ve been busy lately. Like you said, the end of a term is hectic. That means Ev is shouldering most of Tee’s care right now. I’ll pitch in and do more before I leave for Colorado.”
Mrs. Jones’ frown deepened. “Are you spending the entire summer with your parents?”
The question surprised Doro. “That’s what I’ve been doing, since Dad took a job at Colorado College three years ago. Before that, both he and I went when classes were over here.” When  Doro was in high school, her mother had contracted consumption. The illness had lingered and worsened until doctors suggested Julia Banyon go to a sanatorium in Colorado Springs. With her brother, Doro’s uncle, already living in the city, Doro’s mother finally agreed, although she had hated leaving her husband, daughter, and mother. For several summers, Doro and Professor Ebediah Banyon had traveled west, so they could spend summer vacation as a family. Finally, he had taken the other job. Doro had thought long and hard about going but, with her maternal grandmother living in nearby Sylvania, she had not wanted to leave the elderly woman alone, and Rose McClaren had resisted forsaking her hometown and her lovely house. Her roots went deep in the northwest Ohio soil.
“I know, but I thought you might stay in Michaw this summer. Or part of it.” A rueful smile tugged at Mrs. Jones’ lips. “I’m not prying, dear, although I am curious. You and Officer Mallow seem to get along well, and he’s a fine young man. I noticed the two of you enjoying each other’s company at the town Christmas party.”
Heat rushed into Doro’s cheeks as she recalled dancing with Ev. Dancing and slipping outside to where boughs of mistletoe had hung from every arbor. They had only stayed moments, but had they been seen? One hand went to her lips, and her heart raced. “We danced a couple of times and chatted with each other.”
“And enjoyed doing it,” Mrs. Jones suggested, her eyes sparkling.
The comment was vague enough to make Doro uneasy. She and Ev had only been under the kissing bough for moments. A soft sigh left Doro. “Ev and I have become friends.”
The other woman’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “Young women and young men generally aren’t friends, Doro. You know that.” Mrs. Jones glanced around them before speaking again. “You’ve evidently told folks you and he aren’t stepping out, but you’re often seen together. I hear plenty of gossip and try to rein it in…” Her voice trailed off.
Anxiety gripped Doro. “Are people talking about Ev and me?” She detested being the subject of tittle-tattle. Although she loved her hometown, news traveled far and fast in the village. While Violet Jones did not gossip, others did.
“A few,” Mrs. Jones replied. “Most think you make a lovely couple. Some wonder why you don’t court openly. Both of you are of an age where that’s expected. You’re almost twenty-six, and he’s nearly twenty-seven. Most young people are married with a family by those ages. I’m not saying I agree. Whether or not you court is up to you. You and Ev.”
Her mother’s friend knew about Doro’s dream to be the head librarian at the college, and the obstacles in her way, so Doro issued a reminder. “I’ve never planned to marry, because I always wanted a career. People found that odd when I was a little girl, but times have changed.” Unfortunately, not as much as Doro would like, as gossip about her relationship with Ev showed.
Mrs. Jones studied Doro for several moments. “In the future, the college will change its policy about employing married women. Eventually, we’ll see ladies with children being hired. If you want to step out with some young man, you should.”
Suspicion evoked Doro’s next statement. “My mother has mentioned a similar notion in her last few letters. I don’t suppose the two of you corresponded about the idea.”
A light flush rose in the other woman’s face. “Your mother and I are old, dear friends. We write about a number of things, you included.” Mrs. Jones paused before continuing. “We want you to be happy, my dear, and so does your father. They like what they’ve heard about Officer Mallow, mostly from you.”
For a moment, Doro mulled over what she had written about Ev. “He’s a good security officer and a dependable deputy constable,” she replied. After being hired by the college, Ev had been confronted by a murder on campus. Wade would have headed the investigation, but his mother had been rushed to a Toledo hospital after a heart attack. While her life had hung in the balance, Ev was named as a deputy. Since then, he had continued in the role, which worked well for the town, the college, and both lawmen. “He likes dogs and mysteries. As I said, he’s good at his jobs and gets along well with folks. I haven’t written much else about him.” So, why did her parents think she and Ev could, or should, be more than friends? Her mother and father had never pressed the idea of courtship and marriage in the past. Not that they were openly doing so now.
The older woman smiled. “Nevertheless, they think highly of him, and so do I.”
Doro’s anxiety did not lessen. Although she could sway her parents’ viewpoint by emphasizing that her relationship with Ev revolved around Tee, what about stopping town gossip? That would be more challenging. “I do, too, but that’s all.” Even as she spoke, Doro knew her comment was not the complete truth. At Christmas, Ev had mentioned the two of them stepping out, and Doro had cited her focus on her career. Since then, there had been no kissing, or dancing, or flirting. As it should be. But they were in each other’s company at times. With Tee and as colleagues. Should Doro limit those interactions to avoid further speculation? Uncertainty plagued her. She liked Ev a lot. Why couldn’t they simply be friends? “Now, I should get going.”
“Before you do, I wondered if you might assist with the cakewalk this weekend. The cakewalk will precede the cooking competitions. Of course, we’ll have the traditional May baskets for sale before the cakewalk, too.” Mrs. Jones sighed, as a wistful expression softened her features. “My husband brought me a flower basket every May first from the time we were young. It was a tradition in our town.”
“Here, as well,” Doro agreed.
A smile brightened Mrs. Jones’ face. “After my husband died, someone else started leaving a May basket on my porch every year. Someone still puts a beautiful one by my door.”
Warmth hit Doro’s cheeks, but she didn’t admit to being the donor. “May baskets are surprises, so you’re never sure who left them. That’s part of the fun. Although you knew it was Professor Jones after a while, most givers remain anonymous.”
“Knowing the benefactor doesn’t lessen the joy.” Mrs. Jones paused for a moment. “I have an inkling you make lovely baskets.”
Doro avoided a direct reply. Instead, she offered her assistance. “I’ll be at the auditorium for the cakewalk. If you need extra help for anything else this weekend, I’m happy to pitch in.”
“As far as the cakewalk, I need someone to oversee the prizes. Donors will drop them off in the auditorium on Saturday morning, so you’d be arranging them on the table. If you could also man the victrola, that’d be wonderful.”
“Of course. The cakewalk is a fun event. I looked forward to it when I was little. My dad almost always won a beautiful cake,” Doro replied, “but the real excitement was seeing who got eliminated and who was on the winning number. Will I pull those, too?”
“If you would, I’d appreciate it,” Mrs. Jones said. “Setting up the table shouldn’t take too long, and it’ll be before the contest begins. As for the actual contest, you know to lift the needle and stop the music. Other committeewomen and I will oversee putting numbers on the floor and checking to identify those who aren’t on a number before you pull one out of the hat.”
Doro nodded. The cakewalk was contested much like musical chairs, except participants did not sit down. Instead, they needed to be standing on a numbered paper to continue. A number was drawn from a hat, and the person on that number got to choose a dessert from the table. Not all prizes were cakes, but all were mouth-watering sweet treats. “That will be fun. Aggie is bringing a fudge cake, and I’m baking shortbread cookies, which is about the only thing I do well.”
“Cooking and baking are like everything else. The more you do of them, the better you get.” Mrs. Jones let that thought linger before continuing. “Most folks will head over to the judging tent following the cakewalk. I hope Aggie is bringing extra jam or jelly. Judges often like to add some.”
“She will, and she’ll put her extra jam in her basket.” Doro smacked her lips. “She put it up last fall, and it’s delicious. Both of us have eaten it on toast all winter.”
“Sounds tempting, but I need to watch what I eat nowadays. It’s easy to pick up pounds as we grow older.”
Doro’s lips twitched. Violet Jones was as slender as she had been two decades earlier when she and her husband had moved to town. Only threads of gray in her brown hair and a few lines around her eyes gave evidence of time passing. “As busy as you are, I doubt if that will ever be a problem. Aggie would be happy to give a jar to you. A dab on toast never hurt anyone.”
“I may have to take you up on the offer. I’m sure the presence of jam in her auction basket will increase interest,” Mrs. Jones said. “In any case, it’s always fun to watch the bidding.”
“It is,” Doro agreed. The sale of picnic baskets would take place after the baking contest concluded, and she knew Wade would outbid every other man for Aggie’s contribution. The tasty blackberry jam would be a bonus.
“Are you planning to do more than watch this year? You don’t often provide a basket to auction, and it’s for a good cause. All proceeds benefit the grade school music program.”
Uneasiness spilled through Doro. The subject of her participating had arisen in the past couple of years, and she had cited her hectic schedule. She still could, but Aggie was equally busy, and she planned to take part. With that in mind, Doro offered another excuse. “Like I said, I’m a mediocre cook. Back when Mother was here, she helped me put something together a few times. Of course, we had a housekeeper who made wonderful meals, and she pitched in.”
“Your mother has many talents, but cooking isn’t one of them,” Mrs. Jones observed.
A rueful smile came to Doro’s lips. “It isn’t one of my grandmother’s strong points, either. They can both make soups and stews, and they have several wonderful cookie recipes, but they always relied on household help for major meals. Without Mrs. Grover to supervise my baskets, my efforts have met with little enthusiasm.” Actually, they had garnered no enthusiasm.
A chuckle left Mrs. Jones. “You seldom cook, but I’ve had your sugar cookies and your shortbread. All you’d need to add are sandwiches. Buy bread at the bakery and cold cuts at the grocer. You’ll be able to get punch and lemonade at the celebration.”
“Most women have heartier meals,” Doro said.
“Not all do. Baskets don’t need to provide a big dinner or fancy food. Remember, it’s for a worthy cause.”
Since Doro could not argue that point, she nodded. “I’ll put something together but, once bidders know it’s mine, I doubt if it’ll get many bids.” The first year Doro had made a basket alone, one of her high school classmates purchased it. Unfortunately, her fried chicken and coleslaw were nearly inedible, news he shared with everyone in town. The next year, she had tried again with a simpler menu—hard-boiled eggs, store-bought pickles, bakery rolls, and apples from the previous fall. One bidder, an old friend of her father, had saved Doro from complete humiliation by placing an offer. Since then, she had not offered an entry.
Mrs. Jones laid a hand on Doro’s arm. “I’m sure there will be at least one avid bidder.” She winked. “Plan to be at the auditorium around nine-fifteen on Saturday morning. The cakewalk will be at ten, and the cooking contest commences at eleven-thirty. Fried chicken is first up, followed by bread. The cakes will come last, so we should stay on schedule for a two o’clock basket auction.”
“That’s a full day,” Doro commented, “since the grade school children have their choir concert in the evening.”
“I love to hear them sing, but I don’t need to do anything except enjoy listening. Their teacher handles that part of the weekend.” After providing the details about Sunday’s activities—a potluck and parade after church—Mrs. Jones expressed her gratitude to Doro and said goodbye. “I’ll see you on Saturday.”
“See you then.” After a moment, Doro went on her way but troubling thoughts followed her. She did not like people judging her best friend for stepping out with Wade Lammers, but Doro was just as upset about folks conjecturing about her and Ev Mallow. As much as she loved Michaw—town and college—Doro disliked how nosey some folks were.






  
  Chapter Two


Saturday dawned sunny and warm. Doro rose and dressed in short order. Before leaving her apartment, she stopped in front of the mirror near the door. Her pink cotton sateen dress boasted a white collar with a black-and-white polka-dot bow at the neck. The dropped waist bodice ended in a tiered skirt with matching polka dot trim. T-strap black shoes with a medium heel would make covering bare ground easy while looking stylish. She pulled the gold locket out from beneath her collar. The jewelry was an important family keepsake from her mother. For a moment, nostalgia overcame Doro as she studied her reflection. The pendant reminded her of Julia Banyon, but so did her reflection because Doro and her mother had the same blue eyes. With a smile, Doro retrieved a black cloche, boasting more polka dots in the form of a floppy flower, from the hat rack. After helping her friend in the downstairs kitchen, she would slide it over her sleek brunette bob. 
Briefly, she wondered if she had made too much effort in dressing. Then, Doro brushed the idea aside and toted the hat, her food basket, and her pocketbook downstairs. The May Days festival was a major celebration in Michaw, and folks always spruced up for it. Despite May first falling on Wednesday, in the middle of final examinations, students and townsfolk would keep the celebration going through the dance, which was a week away. One custom was to dress up throughout the entire time, so Doro was in step.
When she reached the kitchen, Doro set everything on the countertop. “Good morning, Aggie.”
“Morning,” her friend replied. With the back of one hand, Aggie brushed her auburn hair off her forehead before carefully placing her fudge cake in a decorated box. She looked up with a grin on her flushed face. “It’s been a hectic morning, since I baked both jam rolls first thing. One for the contest and for my auction basket. I made the fudge cake last night. There’s coffee. I’m too nervous to eat although I might have a shortbread, if there’s enough.”
Doro had baked shortbread late on Friday night and, to her relief, the batch turned out well, so well that she had to keep her fellow female faculty members from eating every cookie. Luckily, she had made several dozen. “We can each have a couple, and coffee sounds great.” Doro set her basket on the big table. “I thought I’d put my sandwiches in the refrigerator, so the meat doesn’t spoil.” Giving someone food poisoning was something she wanted to avoid. Whoever was kind enough to bid on her basket did not deserve to become ill.
“There’s plenty of room, and we can come back and get our auction baskets after the baking contest,” Aggie said.
Some of Doro’s enthusiasm ebbed as she reviewed Aggie’s offerings. “Your fried chicken is as good as Mrs. Farmer’s, and you’ve got side dishes, too. Potato salad and baked beans.” She did not continue by saying her sandwiches and cookies hardly measured up to her friend’s feast.
“Mrs. Farmer is an extraordinary cook, and the girls who live in the dormitory are lucky to have her,” Aggie replied. “In any case, I hope my extra jam roll will top my meal off.”
“I’m sure it will.” Doro sighed. “I have ham sandwiches and a couple of apples from last fall. They’ve been stored in the general store’s root cellar since late October. They look fine.”
“That’s just over six months, so I’m sure the apples are still good or they wouldn’t be for sale. And you made shortbread, which is delicious, so stop selling yourself short.” Aggie’s voice took on a sterner tone before she winked. “Your basket will garner interest.”
In an effort to stop Aggie from mentioning Ev, as she all too often did, Doro turned toward the door. “I’ve promised to help organize the cakewalk, and I don’t want to be late.”
“All right. I can leave one jam roll and a jar of jam on the judge’s table and then, help you out. I’ve got the fudge cake for the walk. You made enough shortbread, didn’t you?”
Doro lifted the lid of the box in her tote bag. “Yes, but my cookies hardly measure up to a fancy cake, so I expect they’ll be taken last.” Once again, she felt deficient in domestic skills. Normally, Doro took her lack of homemaking expertise in stride. Today, it bothered her.
Aggie undid her voluminous apron to reveal a stylish navy dress. She brushed at the fabric. “I hope I didn’t mess up my outfit.” She peeked into the small mirror at the end of the kitchen and patted her hair. “I don’t have time to fuss.”
“Your hair is fine, and the dress looks perfect.” Doro had encouraged her friend to buy the frock, which complimented Aggie’s slightly rounded figure and pale coloring. “You look perfect.”
Color crept into Aggie’s face. “You were right about not buying such a straight-lined dress. Something with more forgiving lines is better for me.” She gestured at Doro. “As slender as you are, you can wear the flapper styles.”
Doro glanced down at her gown. “This isn’t a flapper outfit. I wore one to the costume party last fall, but it’s not something for the town May Days celebration.” The flapper ensemble would set tongues to wagging, again.
“That was a stunning getup,” Aggie remarked, “and it earned attention. Of course, so did your holiday outfit.”
Heat flamed in Doro’s face. “Stop teasing me.” Ev’s appreciative glance had lingered on her at the Halloween party and at the Christmas dance. His touch had lingered when they danced, too.
“All right,” her friend said a giggle.
A new voice broke into the conversation. “You girls aren’t usually up so early. At least you weren’t when I lived here.”
Doro turned to see Trudy Carstairs, a lanky blonde in her late forties, entering the kitchen. “Aggie baked this morning, since she’s in the contest. She’s also donating a sweet to the cakewalk, and so am I.”
Trudy adjusted her spectacles and glanced at the table, where two boxes sat alongside the picnic baskets. “You’re both participating in the auction, too, I suppose.”
“We are,” Aggie replied.
“We’re involved in several of the weekend activities,” Doro added.
A slight smile moved the woman’s thin lips. “I remember you being enthusiastic about May Days when you were one of my students. In fact, you took part in all the Michaw celebrations, as I recall. Aggie did, too, when she was in college.”
Both Doro and Aggie had been students of the science professor during their undergraduate days. “We did, but I don’t remember you attending many toward the end of our schooling,” Doro observed.
Trudy waved one hand in the air. “When you two were first students, I didn’t have tenure, which meant taking on any extra task that might make me look good to the men in charge. After I got it, I didn’t have to jump to the men’s tune.”
“Not all the male faculty members are against women,” Doro pointed out.
A shrug moved Trudy’s shoulders. “No, but I was lucky to be hired, since female faculty members were few and far-between. Your father was on the hiring committee, and he was a forceful advocate for employing women.”
Pride swelled Doro’s heart. “He was and still is.”
“It was especially hard for those of us who chose science. The field is still filled with men,” Trudy remarked. “Majoring in it wasn’t easy, since I was one woman among many fellows. For the first two years of my undergraduate work, I held two part-time jobs. That made school even harder. Then, I got a scholarship. What a blessing.” She glanced at Aggie. “You had to rely on outside help, too.”
“I did,” Aggie agreed. “Both Doro and I were fortunate when we applied to teach here, because you and other women professors supported us.”
Pleasure filled the woman’s gaze. “It’s one of my top goals to get and keep more women among the faculty.” A bleak expression crossed the science professor’s face. “In the last year, we’ve lost two wonderful colleagues to marriage. As hard as I fought to hire women to replace them, I didn’t succeed. I fear that happening again and again, since we have several young ladies like you two, who may go courting.”
The observations gave Doro pause, and she saw a look of dismay cross her friend’s face. Was Trudy asking if Aggie planned to move from stepping out with Wade to a more serious relationship? Or did she think Doro and Ev were? After several seconds of silence passed, Doro spoke. “I won’t be stepping out or courting, so you don’t have to worry about a man replacing me.”
Trudy’s angular face softened. “Good. I know you want to replace Floyd Quartine when he retires. You’ll need tenure for the position of head librarian.”
“I’m working hard toward that,” Doro assured her.
“Then, don’t spend too much time on local events,” Trudy said. “You grew up here, so townsfolk may expect you to do so, but be careful about shirking your work duties.”
Although voiced in a friendly tone, the comment rang with criticism. “Most women in town donate a basket, since the money raised goes to the church for building maintenance. The same is true of funds from the cakewalk, only they’re given to the grade school music program,” Doro said.
“Naturally, local people are interested in such goings-on,” Trudy said.
“President Adams supports college employees taking part, too,” Aggie put in.
“He certainly does. He encouraged Mrs. Jones to take over as chairwoman of the town events planning committee,” Doro added.
“Miles is back on a temporary basis, and who knows what the next president will be like.” Trudy’s pale eyebrows rose a fraction. “Except that it will be a man. Then, taking part in domestic events won’t benefit women professors, especially those without tenure. You’ll be compared to your male counterparts, who will devote themselves to the college.”
President Adams was only back at the helm of Michaw College on an interim basis, but Doro figured the next top administrator would be equally progressive. Was she wrong? Uncertainty assailed her. In an effort to change the subject, Doro asked the older woman a question. “What brings you here so early on Saturday? We haven’t seen you at this time of day on a weekend since you moved out last year.”
Trudy lifted one hand and waved it in the air. “I’m having breakfast with Gladys Hollingsworth, as we do many Saturdays. Lately, she’s come to my cottage or we’ve met at the diner. She’ll be down soon.”
“Do you miss the camaraderie of Wheaton Hall?” Aggie asked.
“Sometimes, but there’s a garden at my place, and I was able to plant last year,” Trudy replied. “I’ll do more this spring. We’ll use some specimens in our botany courses.”
The response jogged Doro’s memory. “Some of the women were talking about you starting plants inside over these last few months. What kinds do you have?”
Trudy waved one hand in the air. “This and that. Now, I’ll go up, since Gladys can be tardy.”
“We should be on our way.” Aggie gathered her goods.
“Enjoy your little celebration,” Trudy said before disappearing.
“We will,” Doro murmured. Then, she and Aggie put the auction items away and left by the back exit. When they were outside, Doro brought up the older professor’s attitude. “I’m never sure how to take Trudy when she talks about local customs.”
“She isn’t a fun-loving person. Even back when we were coeds, she spent all her free time in her laboratory working on extra projects. Science is everything to her. That and having tenure. Despite your dad’s support, it couldn’t have been easy for her. I’m sure she’s right about the field of science. She and Gladys are the only women in the department now that Laura Downes got married.” A long sigh left Aggie. “Although Wanda Placette left for the same reason, she taught history. In any case, it had to be a terrible disappointment when men took both positions. Trudy said as much. Plenty of women teach youngsters, but few are college professors. When I was a student, I figured on being a schoolteacher before marrying. At least I did when Rudyard and I were stepping out.”
Doro noted no emotion in her friend’s voice or expression. Rudyard Ingram and Aggie had been classmates. After he had helped save Aggie’s scholarship, Rudyard had become a fixture in her life. At least he had until after his graduation. Then, he had gone on to medical school before returning to his hometown to practice with his father. Over the years, Rudyard’s communication with Aggie had dwindled and dwindled. Five years earlier, Aggie had stopped writing to him, too. By that time, she had been pursuing a Master’s degree in English, and her goals had changed. Or maybe they hadn’t entirely. After all, she and Wade were involved. As Mrs. Jones had observed, Aggie wanted a family. As the young women crossed the campus, Doro took a sidelong glance at her friend. “You haven’t mentioned Rudyard in a long time.”
A rueful smile tugged at one corner of Aggie’s mouth. “There’s no reason to. We’ve gone our own ways, which is for the best.”
After a heartbeat, Doro made an observation. “Because you like Wade much better.”
Laughter left Aggie. “I do, and that’s all I want to say right now.”






  
  Chapter Three


After depositing Aggie’s entry in the tent, where the judging would take place, the two young women headed to the auditorium. Mrs. Jones greeted them as soon as they entered the main room. 
“Good morning, girls. Put your baked goods on the table, if you will. We’ll have about twenty prizes and many more participants, so not everyone can win, but that’s part of the fun,” the older woman said with a chuckle. “If each person got a prize, it wouldn’t be a contest.”
“I suppose so,” Doro murmured before setting her box down. She lifted the lid and put it aside. Her cookies were not as fancy as some of the items.
“I wish I could take part,” Mrs. Jones said. “I love that shortbread.”
“See,” Aggie put in, as she placed her fudge cake next to Doro’s cookies. “I bet the shortbread is snatched up quickly.”
Although Doro figured Mrs. Jones and Aggie were being kind, she nodded. “Maybe so. But what can we do to get ready?”
“I have two boys who will put numbers on the floor, but some of us will ensure the papers are spaced correctly. The victrola is at the end of the table, and one of you could take charge of that. The other can handle giving out the prizes. You already know how it goes. When the music stops, each contestant needs to be on a number to continue. Of course, the person on the number





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A DorO BANYON CoOzy HISTORICAL MYSTERY

Book THREE

'D.S.LANG







