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Chapter One




A sigh left Dorothea Banyon as she gazed out the mullioned windows of Michaw College Library. Late November was usually a time when students and faculty would be crisscrossing the campus on their way to classes or activities. Not so this year. The paths of College Commons were empty, and so were the benches scattered along the way. As she looked onto College Hall, Doro saw a fellow professor toting a box. The man turned toward the parking area, put the crate in the trunk of a vehicle, and drove away. He was not the first faculty member to leave the school in recent months, and he would not be the last. Not unless conditions changed dramatically. 

“You look glum, Doro,” her boss, Floyd Quartine, said. “Anything in particular getting you down? You’re usually chipper on a Monday morning.”

Doro turned to face the library director. “It’s so quiet in here and out there.” She gestured toward the expanse beyond the windows. “I just saw Professor Maynard put some belongings in his car and leave.”

He frowned. “Not the typical way of things, but the Board of Trustees made a sound decision in closing down for a few weeks. Not needing to keep the buildings warm during the coldest part of the year will save money. Just enough heat so that the pipes don’t break is the ticket.” The library director smiled. “By mid-January when classes resume, the economy may be better. In any case, Maynard will be back then. He’s spending the break with his family.”

“I hope things are better.” Although she nodded, Doro wondered if conditions might not be worse next year. Since the stock market crash in October 1929 just over a year earlier, the financial crisis had deepened, leaving many without work. Many private colleges, like Michaw, now dealt with lower enrollments. About ten percent of the student body had not attended this fall. What if some of the current students did not return after the first of the year? That could spell disaster for the school.

Floyd cleared his throat. “I wanted to talk with you.”

With her heart hammering at her ribs, Doro struggled for breath. Was her job being cut? If so, what would she and her fiancé do? Could they still marry in January? Both of them worried about his position as campus security officer being eliminated, especially since the town had gotten rid of his part-time deputy constable job. How would they manage with no income at all? Her boss’s voice broke into her thoughts.

“Let’s go into my office.”

“All right.” Doro’s legs wobbled as she followed him into the small room behind the circulation desk.

“Take a seat,” Floyd said, gesturing to the only empty chair. Although two others faced his desk, both were piled with books.

As Doro glanced around, she noted that the shelves were nearly bare and boxes were stacked in the far corner. The office was usually neat as a pin with nothing out of place. During the workday, he typically only had a book or two out and perhaps a few papers. At the moment, stacks of books from his personal collection covered it. Why weren’t they in his bookcase? Dismay rippled through her as she noted its empty shelves. “Is the library reopening after the two-month break?” What if it didn’t? What would she do? Being without a job was a fate faced by many Americans now. Was she about to become one of them?

As he sat down, the older man’s expression softened. “Of course, it is. I should’ve made that clear. Take a seat.”

Despite her boss’s reassurance, Doro did not relax as she sat down. “Why are you packing?”

He leaned back and laid his arms across his chest. “I’m retiring, effective at the end of the year. If things were different, I would’ve waited until May. As they stand now, more jobs will be eliminated, and I’d rather make way for someone younger to take over immediately.” His grin took years off his narrow, lined face. “I hope you’re still interested because President Adams is putting your name forward at the Board of Trustees meeting a week from Wednesday. I’m sure they’ll approve you as the next director, so you need only make plans to celebrate. If you still want the job.”

Caught between surprise and excitement, Doro could only stare at the library director. Moments passed before she found her voice. “You know it’s been my dream since I was a little girl.”

“I’m aware of that,” Quartine replied. His hazel gaze shone with pleasure. “I remember when your dad first brought you to the library. You were beyond excited to see so many books. We couldn’t hold you back.”

Memories sprang into Doro’s head. “I was four. My mother took me to the town library often, but this place was much larger. I was enthralled from the first moment.” She studied his face. “You were so kind to me in answering all my silly questions, not just that day but every time I came.” Although more than twenty years had passed, Doro remembered the library director’s warmth and kindness. While his light brown hair had turned to gray and his familiar face was now lined, she pictured a much younger man, one who had been patient with a little girl in love with books.

“You were a sponge for knowledge, and you still are, which makes you a wonderful librarian.” His smile faltered. “There’s little doubt you’ll get the job, but your current position won’t be filled, which means a lot will be on your shoulders. Charlotte plans to retire, too, so there will be a new secretary. Not sure who it will be yet. Unfortunately, you’ll only be able to hire one student worker next term. With luck, enrollment will pick up in the fall.”

Luck would help. Good luck. For the past thirteen months, too many Americans had suffered only misfortune. “Probably so,” she replied before bringing her attention back to the immediate future. “Did you speak with President Adams already this morning?”

“I did, and I’ll be moving out of my office this week.”

Fresh surprise made Doro blink. “This week? The end of the year is a month away.”

“True, but starting in ten days, heat will be cut way back in most campus buildings in a cost-saving effort. That includes the library.”

“What about Maple and Wheaton Halls? Will they close? I hadn’t heard about that possibility.” If so, the male and female faculty members living in the two buildings would have to move out, Doro included. Maybe she would be moving to her grandmother’s home in nearby Sylvania before her marriage, which was less than two months away. At least she had a place to go.

He braced his elbows on the desk edge and leaned forward. “I’m afraid so. When I spoke with Adams, he felt sure the board would approve his decision to cut heating as much as possible. I’m certain he’s right. Residents of Maple and Wheaton Hall will have until December tenth to find other housing. With several of the boardinghouses in town losing student boarders, there are options. The hotel isn’t likely to be busy, so some of our colleagues can stay there. Others may live with relatives for a time.” He sighed. “A few may not be back in January. We won’t know for sure until after the board meets.”

Doro clasped her hands and put them on her chin. “Because enrollment will be down even more?”

“I’m afraid so,” her boss replied. “A few dozen students have already reported that they’ll finish the semester in January but not enroll for spring. Adams and the deans have been looking at what courses and professors will be affected. The concerned parties will be advised of their status after the board makes the formal decision. Rumors have already circulated in some quarters.”

The last comment did not surprise her. “There was gossip at this morning’s breakfast. A couple of my Wheaton Hall neighbors fear they’ll be let go, since they’ve only been here for two years. Two professors left over the summer, and we’ve had several secretaries move in. Will any of them be affected?”

“Not the secretaries, since clerical help was reduced at the end of the last academic year. Any professor with fewer than five years may be involved, and some senior faculty will go back to teaching introductory courses.” Quartine sighed. “Adams knows the decisions won’t be popular, but cutting back is wise. These economic problems will end eventually. Michaw has weathered other storms, and it will weather this one.”

Doro hoped so, because she loved the college. “He’s in a tough position. Both Wheaton and Maple Halls are free to single professors. They’ll have to pay at a boardinghouse or the hotel. Even a few weeks of rent will be hard for some of them.” She intertwined her fingers. “I’m lucky my grandmother lives nearby. She’ll be happy to have company,” Doro murmured. But what about Ev? Her fiancé’s sister lived between Toledo and Cleveland. If he had to move there temporarily, would they see one another prior to their wedding ceremony? And what about afterward? They had planned to buy a house. Would that be possible now?

“That’s wonderful, but you won’t need to pack up until after Thanksgiving, except here. My office will be empty soon. Feel free to move in after the Board meeting next Wednesday.”

“After the meeting,” Doro murmured. Maybe her promotion was not a sure thing.

Quartine put up both hands. “Only because it wouldn’t look right for you to move in until the announcement is made. You deserve the promotion, Doro. You’ve earned it with your dedication and diligence.”

A possible barrier suddenly arose in her mind. “I don’t have tenure yet. I’ve applied, but it won’t be approved until the end of the academic year. What if the board turns me down for promotion based on that?”

He shook his head. “President Adams said several faculty members will be given tenure early, due to the special circumstances. You’re one of them, unless some of the trustees disagree, but I don’t think they will. It’s the least the college can do when times are tough, and it will give people some sense of security.”

“I’m grateful.” Doro glanced around the office. “Can I help you pack? With the students gone, there’s nothing pressing for me to do.”

“Violet Jones is coming over, since she’s only working half-days until the campus shuts down completely. I couldn’t turn down her help, because she’ll also help me arrange things in my home office. I’ll pay her back with dinner in Sylvania. Maybe a movie, too.”

Doro could not repress a smile. The president’s secretary and the library director had been seen in each other’s company for several months. Most of the campus and town communities saw nothing unusual about it since both had been alone for many years. Doro hoped the connection was more than casual. Her boss had lost his wife more than twenty years ago, and Mrs. Jones had been a widow for almost that long. “All right. I’ll check the shelves and make sure everything’s in order.”

“You did that a few days ago. Since we haven’t had anyone except a handful of faculty members in, I’m sure the books haven’t moved. Why don’t you take off early? Maybe you and your fiancé can spend some extra time together.”

That was a suggestion Doro could not turn down.


      [image: image-placeholder]As she rushed across the campus, Doro shoved her hands into her coat pockets. An icy wind whipped through the bare trees. Although getting back to her place and snuggling in front of her little fireplace sounded lovely, she headed toward College Hall where Ev might be in his office. Doro hoped he was because she wanted to share her good news.

Her footsteps, echoing in the empty hallway, threatened her high spirits. Usually, students and professors would be crowding the corridor. With determination, Doro reminded herself of what her boss had said. Soon, the economy could be better, and the college and country might return to normal. When she reached her fiancé’s door, Doro smiled. Everett Mallow, Campus Security Officer, was painted on the frosted glass window. Thank goodness his job had not been cut. Yet. Anxiety sent a twinge through her, but Doro focused on the news about her pending promotion. As she got closer, Doro heard Ev’s voice. When no one replied at his pauses, she realized he was on the telephone. Unsure about interrupting, she waited before knocking.

“Thanks, Lowery. I appreciate it, and I’ll let you know when I have more information,” Ev said.

When he did not continue, she rapped on the door.

“Come in,” he called out.

Doro was barely inside when Tee, the little black dog the two of them shared, jumped up from her bed in the corner. Her fluffy long tail wagged as she ran to greet Doro. “Hello, sweetie.” Tee danced around and woofed. Doro bent to pet the pup. Now, over two years old, Tee was full-grown but less than twenty pounds.

Ev rose from the desk. “She’s always delighted to see you, and so am I.” The comment was punctuated by a smile that failed to reach his eyes.

When he did not approach her, as he usually did, Doro shifted from one foot to the other. Maybe she had caught him at a busy time, but a survey of his desk found it bare of papers. “I’m always happy to see you, too.” After Tee settled down, Doro perched on one of the chairs while Ev took his seat behind the desk. “I hope I didn’t interrupt your conversation,” she said.

“No one is here except Tee,” Ev replied.

“But you were on the telephone, weren’t you? Talking to Lowery Canton?”

His attention moved to the clear desktop. “I was. We chat every now and then.”

Apprehension filled Doro. Canton was the senior agent in the Toledo office of the Prohibition Bureau, and Ev’s former boss. While the pair was well-acquainted, they were not close friends. “He isn’t trying to talk you into another stint with his office, is he?”

A moment passed before Ev responded. “Not at all. He’s got a full complement of agents. We’re friendly, so I talk with him at times.”

“You’ve never mentioned that,” Doro said.

Ev’s gaze returned to her. “I should have, because he asks about you.”

“How nice. I didn’t think he liked me,” Doro replied.

Ev scratched his cheek. “He doesn’t like civilians getting involved in his cases, but he appreciates your abilities. But enough about him. What brings you out of the library before noon? An early lunch?”

Part of Doro wanted to quiz Ev more, but most of her yearned to share her advancement. “No. Floyd gave me the rest of the day off. With no students on campus, we’re not busy, and he thought I’d like to tell you some good news as soon as possible.”

“I’d love to hear something positive.” His flat tone underscored the statement. “Everyone would.”

Doro did not waste words. Instead, she got right to the point. “Floyd is retiring at the end of December, and I’ll be his replacement as long as the board formalizes it.”

After a second’s hesitation, Ev smiled. “Congratulations. I’m so happy for you and very proud of you. I know it’s what you’ve wanted for a long time.”

While his words seemed sincere, Ev’s tone did not match the excitement echoing inside Doro. She had expected a heartier reaction, along with a hug and a kiss. “Is something wrong?”

He shook his head. “Of course not. I’m just busy and distracted.”

Again, she looked at his desk and wondered what he’d been doing. Nothing obvious. Doro sat back in the chair. “You’re the first to hear the news. I came here straight from the library.”

“I’m glad you let me know first.” Ev gripped the chair arms. “Aggie and Wade will be excited for you, and your parents, too. Gramma Rose will be thrilled, as well. You’ll have to call your folks.”

His assertions sounded right, but his demeanor was off. “I will, but I thought we might go out for dinner to celebrate. If you’re not otherwise occupied.” Even to her own ears, the statement sounded odd because they spent most evenings together, but Doro could not shake the feeling that something was bothering him. “Maybe Aggie and Wade could join us.”

“Sure. That’d be great.” Ev met her gaze. “If we eat in Sylvania, we could pick up your grandmother. A celebratory dinner, although I’m guessing she’ll want to plan a party for you.”

His voice still held an odd note. “Including her tonight would be fun,” Doro agreed. “And maybe a party next weekend. The Sunday after Thanksgiving would work well, but we should wait until the Board of Trustees meets next Wednesday and approves my promotion.”

“Their decision sounds like a formality, but we can celebrate next weekend. Let’s plan on the Sunday after Thanksgiving, if Gramma Rose concurs.”

“That sounds good, and an informal dinner tonight. Is that all right?”

Ev nodded. “Why don’t you make the calls? With no students on campus, I can leave at any time. There’s not much for me to do.”

The last assertion was at odds with his earlier statements that he was busy. A flurry of anxiety took flight in Doro’s stomach. Since she had already asked if something was amiss, Doro did not inquire again, but she could not dismiss her doubt. His office was next to the president’s suite. Had Ev overheard him talking with Floyd? Or spoken with Adams himself? Surely, he would share any new information, especially if it involved his position. “All right. Maybe we can leave for Sylvania around four o’clock.”

“Make it a little later. Wade doesn’t have the luxury of taking off early. As town constable, he’ll stay until the office closes at five.”

“He’s been working extra hours, so leaving early one day won’t hurt, but it’s up to him. I’ll telephone Gramma Rose, but I want to tell Aggie in person because I want to see the look on her face. She knows how long I’ve dreamed about being the library director.”

“She’ll be as happy for you as I am,” Ev assured Doro with a more genuine smile.

“She will.” Doro hesitated for a moment before voicing one of her concerns. “Floyd heard from President Adams that both Maple and Wheaton Halls will be closed until classes resume in January.” She watched carefully to see Ev’s reaction.

His mouth flattened. “Adams called me into his office earlier and let me know. He’s not even sure Maple Hall will reopen then. He told me I could have the room over his garage for a while, since I used it when I first came to Michaw, but I’ll have to be out of Maple Hall by December tenth.”

“That’s a good plan. I know it isn’t ideal, but you won’t need an apartment for long, since we’re planning to marry in January. If I talk to Gramma Rose tonight, I can tell her the date. Because we talked about having the ceremony at her house, I’d like to let her know as soon as possible.”

A frown furrowed his forehead. “We haven’t set a date.”

“But we can now. We never intended to have a big wedding, so right after Christmas instead of mid-January would be fine. With the holiday break beginning so much earlier than originally planned, there won’t be two weeks between semesters. Right now, the calendar only has four days between the terms. With that in mind, what do you think about an earlier date for our ceremony?”

Ev leaned back and folded his arms over his chest. For a long moment, he avoided Doro’s gaze. When he finally looked back at her, Ev’s jaw was tight. “Everything considered, we should probably wait until the end of the school year.”

Doro’s jaw dropped. “What? Why?”

After steepling his fingers, Ev focused on them. “I just think we should wait until we know what else will happen at the college.”

Her heart hammered against her ribs. Was this why he was acting so strangely? “What else did President Adams tell you? Does he think the college won’t re-open for next term? Surely, I wouldn’t get a promotion, if that was likely.” Floyd had told her the exact opposite.

Ev pressed his fingertips together. “He’s sure it will re-open.”

“Then, why delay our marriage?” She searched his face but found no clues in his schooled features. As Doro studied him, she realized faint shadows had formed beneath his eyes. The previous day, she had noted circles there. But now they seemed darker, and his eyes looked dull. Something more than moving out of his Maple Hall room was bothering him. Something that was disturbing his sleep. Something he did not want to reveal. But why?

As his head fell forward, Ev massaged his neck. “Everything is in turmoil. Most college employees will leave town until classes resume. That means some of your friends couldn’t be at the wedding if it’s right after Christmas. A small wedding is great, but only a handful wouldn’t be much of a celebration. Besides, a spring ceremony would be better in a few ways. It’ll be easier for your parents to come when there’s no chance of snowstorms, and we’d have more time for a honeymoon. Since I’m not working as a deputy constable anymore, I’ll have two months off during the summer. Plus, we could get married in your grandmother’s backyard. The ravine with the fish pond and brick paths is lovely, so we could have an outdoor ceremony. Or just use the yard for the reception. She’s proud of her garden, so she’d love that. Wouldn’t you?”

As Doro considered the points, she could not deny their validity, but his reasons rang like excuses. Delaying bothered her. Or, more specifically, Ev suggesting a postponement was troubling. “Do you really want to push back our wedding?”

A puzzled expression crossed Ev’s face. “I just said we should for several reasons.”

“But is it what you really want? Are you fine with delaying six months?”

His stoic expression did not lighten. “I’d marry you today if things were different, but we have to deal with reality, not wishes. When we ate Sunday dinner with Gramma Rose yesterday, she mentioned worrying about your parents traveling during the winter.”

“I remember.” Doro folded her hands in her lap and pressed them together. “I’ve been a little concerned myself.”

His gaze went to the diamond solitaire on her left hand. “I want to put a gold band next to your engagement ring someday.”

Someday was vague enough to make her nervous, but Doro asked another question from the back of her mind. “We haven’t discussed it, but would you wear a ring?”

“Sure,” Ev replied without hesitation.

“Not all men do. In fact, most don’t,” she pointed out. Doro had always wondered why, just like she wondered why women changed their names. As a girl, she had found it odd. As a woman, she still did—but it was the custom, and one she would not oppose.

“Wade does, and I envy him.”

The candor in his voice and expression eased Doro’s mind. “You won’t have to envy him a lot longer.” Ev would be wearing a ring if they married in January, as originally planned. She was about to press her point when a rap at the door interrupted.

Ev stood up before calling out. “Come in.”

Mrs. Jones, a slender woman in her fifties, peeked in. “I don’t want to interrupt.” Her glance went from Doro to Ev and back.

“You’re not,” Doro assured her. Violet Jones was one of her mother Julia’s best friends, and Doro had known her since childhood. Since Julia McLaren Banyon now lived in Colorado, she no longer got together with Mrs. Jones on a weekly basis, but correspondence kept them in touch. And Doro often saw the secretary.

“Of course not,” Ev added before gesturing to a vacant chair. “Please sit down.”

The older woman waved off the suggestion. “Thank you, but I’m helping Floyd pack his office up.” A smile played across her lips. “Doro has shared her good news, I’m sure.”

“She has,” Ev replied, “so we’re celebrating with dinner out tonight. Why don’t you and Floyd join us?”

“Please do,” Doro put in.

“That sounds lovely, and I’m sure Floyd would agree,” Mrs. Jones said.

“As soon as we decide what time and where, I’ll let you know,” Doro replied. “It will probably be in Sylvania, since we can include my Gramma Rose if we go there.”

“Wonderful, but the reason I stopped is that I wanted to make sure you two are coming to the big pre-holiday dinner on Sunday. I planned to ask Ev, but I’m glad you’re here, Doro. With so many college employees leaving campus well ahead of Christmas, the meal will celebrate the entire season.” Mrs. Jones clasped her hands together. “I’m sad that everyone must move for now. Of course, it’s worse that a few more are losing their jobs. At least, it seems that way. Even though I work in the president’s office, I don’t know what the final decisions from the Board of Trustees will be. I’m only sure more positions will be eliminated—temporarily at least.”

The dismay on the older woman’s face echoed inside Doro. “It is,” she agreed. “But it’s kind of you to put the special dinner together on short notice.” Usually, two dinners took place: one for Thanksgiving and another for Christmas.

“Come a little early, and we’ll put you both to work,” the secretary said.

“Sure thing,” Ev said.

“We’re happy to help,” Doro said. “A festive occasion is something we all need. We should celebrate every chance we get.” She glanced at Ev. As soon as possible, Doro planned to pin him down on when they would celebrate their marriage vows.








  
  
Chapter Two




After the older woman left, Doro turned to Ev. “This dinner is our last big campus event. For a while anyhow.” A wistful note entered her voice as she considered how to get the conversation back to a wedding date without sounding desperate. Subtlety was best since he was acting strangely. 

“It’s hard, I know. I haven’t lived in Maple Hall as long as you’ve been in Wheaton, but I’ll miss the camaraderie. For the most part, the guys get along well.”

Doro forced back the rising tide of nostalgia. “Even if you insist on delaying our wedding, you and I will be moving out in the spring anyhow. But maybe we can still wed in January.” Moving in together as husband and wife had warmth spreading through her.

His jaw tightened and relaxed. “I’ll look forward to when that happens.”

“Far forward as in toward spring? Or sooner?” Doro injected a light note into her queries, but anxiety compressed her insides as she waited for his answer.

Ev frowned. “It’s best if we wait and see what happens. So much is uncertain now.”

Despite Ev’s reasonable excuses, Doro felt like he was drawing away from her. Why? She was about to quiz him more when loud voices in the outside hallway interrupted.

Ev jumped out of his chair and rushed through the door. Doro followed. Two younger faculty members, Emory Baylor and Carson Longley, faced the basketball coach, Roscoe Munroe. All three were scowling and looking as if blows might soon be exchanged. Doro gasped when Ev stepped into the group. They all looked angry enough to strike out. “Gentlemen, what seems to be the problem?”

Munroe, tall and blonde, glanced at Ev. “Baylor and Longley are mad because my job is safe, and theirs may not be. This isn’t the first time they’ve gotten after me about it. They don’t seem to understand that I’m not the one calling the shots.”

“Aren’t you? We’ve heard differently,” Longley, his face beet red, said.

“Indeed, we have,” Baylor put in. “My department chair was told a faculty member had to be fired so your team had funds for travel.”

“Ridiculous,” Munroe said. “We get plenty of support. More than you two.”

“You’re the basketball coach. I teach math, and Longley is an English professor.” Baylor fingered his cowlick as he glared at Doro. “He should be kept on instead of your friend Aggie, who’ll have a comfortable situation, no matter what.”

Doro started in surprise after having the fire turned on her. “Aggie just got tenure.” She jerked a thumb at one of the fellows. “Professor Longley is four years away from being able to apply. As for Coach Munroe, he also teaches physical education.”

When Longley released a snort, his thin mustache bounced. “Hardly a serious academic pursuit. Mathematics and English are far more important, Professor Banyon, as you should know.” His dark gaze flashed with anger.

“That’s enough, Professor Longley,” Ev said, his tone sharp and cutting.

Baylor glowered at Ev. “Of course, you’d stick up for her. If you lose your job, you’ll still be as comfortable as Aggie Lammers.”

Color swept into Ev’s lean cheeks while his jaw worked. Torn between wanting to support Ev but not wanting to make him look weak, Doro hesitated. Relief filled her when he provided the perfect answer.

Ev straightened until his spine went rigid. “What happens between my fiancé and me is none of your concern, sir. However, your behavior is my business.”

A chortle rumbled out of Munroe. “You tell ‘em, Officer Mallow.”

Ev’s gray gaze glittered with banked fire. “There’s no reason for any of you to be yelling in the hallway. The students act better.”

Munroe scowled. “Nobody’s around to hear us.” He jerked his thumb at the two young professors. “Besides, these guys started it, like they do almost every day. I have no peace at meals, because they’re always hounding me. You’ve seen it for yourself in the Maple Hall cafeteria, Mallow.”

When Baylor moved toward Munroe, Ev stepped between them. “That’s enough. It doesn’t matter who started the argument. It’s going to end here and now.”

All three men scowled at Ev. For a moment, Doro thought at least one would punch him. Finally, they all shrugged as if nothing amiss had occurred.

“Come on, Bay,” Longley said. “Let’s get out of here.”

After the two professors were out of earshot, Munroe focused on Ev. “This isn’t the first time they’ve harassed me. They even give some of my players a hard way to go in class, just because my guys are athletes and those two couldn’t lift a twenty-pound weight together. Milquetoasts.” He spit out the last word like it tasted nasty.

Since neither Baylor nor Longley was in top-notch condition, Doro could not disagree. However, name-calling was obnoxious. “If students are being treated unfairly, they have every right to complain to a dean.”

His green gaze shifted to Doro. “We handle things within the athletic department. If there’s a major issue, I go straight to Adams.”

Doro was about to ask how things were handled when one of the custodians came along with a big box. Stan Jackson, a young man of medium height and build, had only been at the college for a few months, so Doro did not know him well.

“Excuse me, Officer Mallow, but this was left in the mailroom for you,” the young fellow said.

Munroe spun toward him. “You’re interrupting, Jackson.”

Color suffused the younger man’s face. “I’m doing my job,” he shot back, “and you’re gonna have to do yours when you don’t have an assistant to do it for you.”

“Why you little twerp,” Munroe muttered. “You don’t know anything about basketball, and my lackluster assistant is more interested in your sister than his job.”

“Leave my sister out of it,” Jackson, his lean face going pink, muttered.

“But she’s in it,” Munroe said with a sneer. “They think they’re smart with the way they got the athletic director on their side. His kids are in her class, and they think she’s wonderful. I don’t appreciate being sandbagged.”

The custodian’s jaw dropped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The coach’s green eyes glittered. “Tell your sister and my assistant that they aren’t fooling me.”

Doro watched in disgust and confusion. Coach Munroe had a quick temper, which was often on display during basketball games. His penchant for loudly nitpicking referees’ calls was well-known across campus, and something Doro had witnessed on more than a few occasions.

When Jackson stepped forward, Ev laid a hand on his forearm. “Coach, why don’t you go on your way?” Ev suggested.

For a moment, Munroe stared at the young custodian before nodding to Ev. “Good idea,” he said before stomping off.

Relief rippled through Doro. Coach Munroe was a muscular man who stood a couple of inches taller than the lean, shorter custodian.

“Sorry,” Stan murmured.

After clapping the other man on the shoulder, Ev smiled. “Munroe was already upset before you came along. It’s not your fault.”

“He doesn’t like me,” Stan said.

“Does he like anyone?” Doro asked. Despite her love of basketball, she was not a fan of the coach.

A half-shrug lifted one of Stan’s shoulders. “He’s not fond of Clint Spalling, from what I can tell.”

The comment puzzled Doro. “Clint seems to be a good assistant, and they acted like they hit it off last year.” Spalling had been hired prior to the 1929 school year, and Munroe had seemed happy with his choice.

“Clint’s a real nice guy,” Stan said. “If I’m working in the fieldhouse, which isn’t often, he always talks with me. We’ve even shot baskets a few times.”

Memories returned to Doro. “He started stepping out with your sister in September, right?”

Stan looked away from her. “Yep, he did.”

“Ev and I saw the three of you in Sylvania at the picture show,” Doro said.

“I remember.” A slight smile played across Stan’s lips. “My sister and Clint are nice to take me along as a chaperone.”

In the current day and age, Doro found the idea of an unmarried couple needing oversight archaic, but she bit her tongue. She and Ev stepped out without someone watching their every move, not that there were moves to watch. Heat scorched her cheeks as she forced her mind back to Stan.

“Very good of you to go along,” Ev put in.

“My sister was only sixteen when our folks died from influenza. I was twenty, but I quit college and went to work, so I could look out for her like I promised them,” Stan said.

“And you still are.” Doro considered what she knew about the siblings, which was not a lot. “You and your sister came from Toledo, didn’t you?”

“We did,” the custodian agreed.

“So did Clint Spalling. Did you know him there?” she asked.

For a moment, Stan looked startled. Then, he shook his head. “It’s a big town.”

“It is. I’ve always lived in a city myself, so moving to Michaw was a big change. Everyone knows everyone.” Ev grinned at Doro. “I’m glad I did.”

“As am I,” she murmured. His lightheartedness eased some of her earlier concern.

Stan cleared his throat. “My sister and I like Michaw. We were lucky to both get jobs. She taught English there, but I lost my position as a bank teller. With so many folks out of work, I feel real fortunate to get hired here.”

“You do a great job,” Ev said. “When things improve, I’m sure you’ll have a chance at a better position.”

A grin lit Stan’s face. “That’d be nice. For now, I count my lucky stars that I have work.”

As the custodian started to turn away, Ev spoke again. “I talk to Clint pretty regularly, and I know he’s down over losing his job. I told him to hang on because he may be hired back, especially if the team wins the big tournament next week.”

“I wish that’d happen. As things stand now, Clint may be moving away.” Stan looked morose. “Bonnie will be heart-broken if they’re apart.”

Sympathy filled Doro as she considered how she would feel in a similar situation. “Basketball is big at Michaw College. Most of the trustees will be at the tournament, and so will many donors. Even though the assistant coaching position has been cut, it could be restored.”

“I’ll tell my sister,” Stan said. “Maybe that will ease her mind.”

“Useless worry never helps, so I hope it does,” Doro murmured. The comment was as much a reminder for herself as advice for Stan. She took a reassuring glance at her engagement ring. She and Ev would marry. It was only a matter of time.

“Not all worry is useless,” Ev put in. “Sometimes, it helps plan for the future.”

When Doro studied his face, she saw a host of emotions there. Uneasiness crept through her. Although the economy was bad, focusing on better days ahead seemed like the best strategy to her. But Doro had not experienced the struggles Ev had, and she needed to be empathetic to his feelings. “That’s true.”

Stan shifted from one foot to the other. “We’ll manage, no matter what, but my sister deserves to be with her…with her sweetheart. She deserves a happy marriage and a family.”

The young man’s sincere concern touched Doro. “You’re a good brother.”

“I promised my parents to take care of her, and I will,” Stan vowed. “Now, I gotta get back to work.”

After Stan ambled away, Doro turned to Ev. “He’s usually quiet. When I’ve seen Stan in the past, I’ve barely gotten a phrase out of him.”

“It seems like he wanted to explain his reaction to Munroe, who was out of line with his comments about Clint caring more about Miss Jackson than about his job. He’s smitten, so of course she’s important to him. That doesn’t mean he isn’t doing his job.” Ev shook his head. “It’s hard to understand the animosity between Munroe and Clint. Last year, they got along fine. Now, they seem to be at odds often.”

Doro stepped back and tried to concentrate on what Stan had told them. “The Jackson siblings moved here in early August, and she started stepping out with Clint around Labor Day.”

“Right,” Ev agreed.

“Did the friction between Munroe and Clint start then?”

Ev scratched his head. “Shortly after that.”

“Maybe Clint really is focusing too much on Miss Jackson. We don’t know how he acts at practice, but he could be distracted. The team has only had one exhibition game, and I couldn’t be there. You went, didn’t you?”

Ev nodded. “I was there.”

“Did you notice Clint seeming sidetracked?”

For a long moment, Ev stared into the distance. “He glanced into the stands a few times. Miss Jackson and Stan sat directly across from me, and I noticed her giving little waves every now and then.”

“They’re already in love,” Doro observed.

“I guess so. Some people don’t let obstacles stand in their way.”

His remarks reminded Doro that Ev had wanted to step out long before she had agreed. “You were patient when I thought being the library director was more important than anything else.” She sighed. “I never had a beau and never wanted one because I didn’t intend to marry. Not when the college wouldn’t employ married women.”

“I understand that.”

When she studied his set features, Doro wondered if he did. Was her earlier reluctance to step out bothering him now? How could that be? They were engaged. Doro laid one hand over his heart. “Like I’ve told you before, when I was kidnapped from the train over a year ago, I didn’t think about the library, I thought about you and how sorry I was that we’d parted two months earlier on bad terms.”

He stood stock-still. “Sometimes, a calamity heightens emotion. Being held hostage by a killer would be in that category.”

The comment puzzled her. Was he saying she had made a rash decision in the aftermath of the kidnapping? That made no sense because they had not moved from stepping out to courting for months, and their engagement came even later. “Or make someone come to a realization, which is what happened to me. We’re fortunate,” Doro murmured. “Clint and his sweetheart may not be. If his job isn’t restored, he may have to leave Michaw.” When Ev did not touch her, she stepped away. Even though few people were on campus, getting caught flaunting propriety was not wise. And College Hall’s main corridor was a public place.

He shrugged. “Sometimes circumstances keep sweethearts apart for a time.”

The cryptic comment disturbed her, but Doro focused on what they had just heard. Maybe a more general conversation about other people’s troubles would lower the barrier between them. Personal reflections should come off-campus and in private. Not here and now. “That’s true, but it would be a shame if Clint had to go elsewhere. He seems like a good assistant, and last year, it looked as if Coach Munroe got along well with him.”

“I thought the same thing, although Clint has mentioned being at odds with the coach on a few occasions. Stan may not realize the position was cut by the college not Munroe.”

“Probably not, but Munroe could fight to keep Clint on.”

Ev rubbed his forehead. “Winning the tournament next weekend might help, but I’m not sure President Adams will support hiring an assistant back when professors may be out. The economy being weak is hard on everyone.”

“It is. I’m sorry Longley and Baylor are likely to lose their jobs, but Baylor’s comment about Aggie infuriated me.”

Ev grimaced. “Me, too, but both professors can be belligerent. So can Munroe. The three of them have had words more than once at meals in Maple Hall. You heard Coach complain about being hounded. I’m not sure I’d use that term. Usually, Longley and Baylor rant like just now, and Munroe returns the same fire. All three seem to enjoy bickering.”

Doro shifted from one foot to the other. “A couple residents of Wheaton Hall are angry, too. It has to be hard to be let go, especially when finding faculty jobs elsewhere will be difficult. Clerical workers have already been reduced in number. The several who moved into Wheaton last summer complain constantly about having to do extra work.”

A grim expression hardened Ev’s handsome features. “Getting work any place is becoming harder and harder.”

Doro laid a hand on his forearm. “You and I are fortunate.”

Several moments of silence preceded his reply. “We are.” His tone did not match his words. “I’m not sure how Sunday’s big campus dinner will go if all three of those guys come. They could make a scene.”

“President Adams and the deans will be there, so I would think everyone will be on their best behavior.”

“We can hope.” Ev looked at his wristwatch. “I want to catch up on paperwork before I leave. When you know what time we’ll all go to dinner, call me here. All right?”

After studying his face for a fleeting moment, Doro nodded. “Of course. I’ll see you later.”

“Yep. Now, I need to get back to work.” Ev returned to his office and closed the door.

Doro stared after him in stunned surprise. Ever since their engagement in April, they had not parted without a kiss or, if among other people, a casual touch. At least they hadn’t until now. What caused the change? Was it related to his conversation with Lowery Canton? Or was Ev having second thoughts about their impending nuptials? Did he only want a delay? Or was something worse afoot? The questions disturbed Doro.
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