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Chapter One




Dorothea Banyon collapsed into her desk chair and thanked heaven it was Friday afternoon. Although she loved being the new library director at Michaw College, the job came with unanticipated challenges. Along with those, personal complications tested her. She reached for the token of love and connection that she wore daily, the North Star she touched when encouragement was needed. But when she put her hand to her neckline, Doro started in surprise. She ran one finger inside the collar of her blouse, but her locket—the beautiful gold locket that was a link to her mother—was gone. As panic set in, Doro rushed to search the nooks and crannies of her office, but the necklace was nowhere to be seen. She mentally reviewed her day’s work, which had taken her to all parts of the library. Before she got halfway done with the reflection, a tap sounded at her door. 

“Come in,” Doro called out.

A blonde young woman, her expression solemn, stepped inside. “May I have a few minutes of your time, Professor Banyon?”

Despite wanting to search for her locket, Doro nodded. “Of course, Naomi.” She gestured to the empty chair across the desk from her. “Tee has taken over one of the seats.”

“I see,” Naomi murmured. When the little black dog wagged her fluffy tail, the young woman scratched Tee’s ears. “I always love when you spend part of the day with us, Miss Tee.”

“She loves it, too. Staying in my place for an extended time is hard on her, since she’s used to walking the campus with Ev.” Saying her fiancé’s name brought a lump to Doro’s throat.

“It must be hard to have him far away,” Naomi said, her voice soft with sympathy.

Not seeing him for weeks was worse than hard. “It is, but how can I help you?”

When Naomi perched on a chair, Tee curled up again and dozed off. “You’re aware Miss Bensen has found fault with my work.”

Indeed, Doro did know since the secretary’s behavior had been problematic for three weeks. “I’ve spoken with her about criticizing you. It isn’t easy being the only student clerk. Usually, we have several, but our budget is tight. I didn’t think the library would be so busy this term, since enrollment is down, but it seems to be a popular place for students and professors.” Being shorthanded meant Doro, Marjorie Bensen, and Naomi Douglas all had more to do. Naomi pitched in without complaint. Unfortunately, Miss Bensen had a narrow view of her duties, which she saw as next to nothing.

“The library is warm and inviting,” Naomi said. “Students enjoy being here because you’re good to us. You help us find resources, and there’s no constant shushing.”

Repressing a grin proved impossible. “Director Quartine wasn’t a shusher, either.” Her boss, who had retired at the end of December, had been both mentor and friend to Doro. Some days, she wished he was here to handle Miss Bensen, who gave Doro trouble at work and at home, since they both lived in Wheaton Hall, the residence for female employees.

“I follow the rules, but Miss Bensen makes her own,” the girl said.

Since the statement was true, Doro did not disagree.  “What happened now, Naomi?”

The young student wiped at her eyes with the back of one hand. “Miss Bensen scolded me for talking to a boy from my history class. She said I should flirt on my own time, but I wasn’t flirting, Professor Banyon. Clark Nylander was working on a term paper and asked where the books on the Spanish-American War were.”

“Did you tell Miss Bensen what went on?”

“I did, but she insisted he should use the card catalogue, not bother me.”

Doro fought to keep her expression impassive. “What you did was fine. We often help students locate material.”

A watery smile took some of the anxiety from Naomi’s face. “Then, Clark won’t be banned from the library?”

“Banned? Of course not. Why would you think that?” Doro asked.

“Miss Bensen accused him of distracting me, and she won’t allow it. If he does it again, she’ll see that he can’t use the library, and he needs to come here for research. All students do.”

Doro clenched her hands until her fingernails scored her palms. “Miss Bensen can’t ban anyone from this building. I’ll speak with her before she leaves today.”

“Thank you. I love this job, and I need it.” Naomi’s blue eyes glittered with moisture. “My dad still has his position, but my folks are pinching pennies in case he loses it like so many others have. Every extra dollar helps.”

“I understand,” Doro murmured, and she did. Since the stock market crash in October 1929, some fifteen months earlier, many Americans had lost their employment. Her fiancé, the former campus security officer, was among them.

“Professor Banyon, I’d rather not be here when you speak with Miss Bensen. Can I leave a little early? It’s after four o’clock.”

“That’s fine. I’ll catch Miss Bensen after you’re gone.” Not that it would do much good. The secretary held a grudge against Doro.

“Thank you. Clark slipped a note to me. He wants to take me for supper at the diner.” All traces of distress were gone from Naomi’s pretty face.

“How lovely,” Doro said.

“He might ask me to go to the Sweetheart Dance.” Hope shone in Naomi’s gaze. “I hear it’s magical.”

Memories brought tears to Doro’s eyes, and she blinked to keep them from falling. Her attention moved to the framed photograph on the corner of her desk. Taken at last year’s dance, the image of her with Ev was precious but bittersweet. “It is.”

Naomi followed Doro’s gaze. “Is Officer Mallow coming for the party?”

When Doro looked back at the girl, she forced a smile. “He’ll try, but his job keeps him busy.”

“I suppose,” Naomi murmured.

The girl’s banal comment reminded Doro that the average person knew little about the Prohibition Bureau, its agents, and their work to curtail bootlegging. Before she could respond, Miss Bensen appeared in the office door. “Do you need something?” Doro asked the secretary.

When Naomi turned to face the newcomer, she jumped up. “Excuse me. I have to go.”

The girl pushed past Bensen and disappeared before Doro could ask if Naomi had seen the locket.

A harrumph left the secretary, who glared at Naomi’s retreating figure. Somewhere in her mid-thirties, the woman wore a perpetual frown along with her typical attire—severe suits with skirts ending below her knees. Serviceable Oxfords completed her work apparel. Doro never saw her in anything less formal. Not even on the weekends. Her mouse-brown hair, pulled back into a tight bun, completed her stern appearance. Miss Bensen was most definitely a shusher.

The secretary put her hands on her hips. “Why did you let that foolish girl leave early when there’s work to be done?”

Doro felt a tightening in her chest. “Sit down. Please.”

“I’m fine where I am.” The woman glared at Tee. “I came to report Naomi lollygagging with a boy earlier.”

After a long, low breath, Doro gestured to a chair across from her desk. “Sit down. We need to talk.” The secretary’s scowl intensified, and she hesitated long enough for her reaction to register as reluctance bordering on insubordination.

When the woman finally took the chair, she waved at Tee. “Why is that little mutt here again? She shouldn’t be, but she shouldn’t be in Wheaton Hall, either.”

Doro gritted her teeth. “Tee lived in the faculty residence before you did.” Until last year, Wheaton Hall had housed only women professors. After job cuts left some apartments vacant, several secretaries had moved in. Unfortunately, the four were not the most pleasant clerical workers on campus.

The woman’s nostrils flared with a sharp intake of breath. “And got fleas all over.”

“She doesn’t have fleas.”

“All mongrels have them.” Miss Bensen scooted her chair away from Tee before glowering at Doro. “That girl flirting with boys in the library and this little mutt all over the place.” She shuddered.

Although Doro prided herself on being pleasant, her hackles rose when a loved one was attacked, and Tee was a loved one. “Let’s move on. We’ve discussed your treatment of Naomi in the past. We’ve also discussed the fact that you do not set the rules in this library. Students will not be excluded on your say so. In addition, your responsibilities are what I say they are, not what you choose to do. Is that understood?”

Fire flamed in Miss Bensen’s brown eyes. “You are quite full of yourself, aren’t you?”

Doro bit back a scathing retort. “No, but I’ve been faced with various issues due to your attitude. We’ve discussed you refusing to allow professors and their classes to visit the library. Several have complained to me.” All those who faced refusal were female, but Doro waited for Miss Bensen to raise that fact, since she always did.

“More women who are filled with self-importance because they have men’s jobs.” She shook her head. “It’s awful when a girl is hired over a man.”

Doro clenched her jaw until she thought her molars might crack. The secretary’s statement hinted at the source of her ongoing anger at Doro. Several years earlier, Doro had been chosen as a librarian instead of the woman’s nephew. According to Bensen, men needed jobs. Women did not, unless they worked as secretaries, teachers, nurses, or such. Not as college faculty. Although the woman’s sniping took place behind Doro’s back, the complaint was no secret on campus. “Michaw College has always been progressive, and hiring women as faculty members is in line with that.” She inhaled deeply. After releasing the breath, Doro continued. “I’ve tried to work with you, but you refuse to cooperate. If your attitude doesn’t improve, I’ll be forced to go to President Adams. These days, jobs are scarce, and several secretaries lost theirs last year. Any of them would be thrilled to return.”

The color leeched from Miss Bensen’s angular face. “How dare you?”

With her tolerance drained, Doro lifted her chin. “I dare because I’m your boss, and you’d be wise to remember that.”

Those words dangled in the air for several moments before the secretary jumped to her feet. “I won’t listen to threats.”

Tee’s head went up, and a low growl ensued. The atypical behavior surprised Doro. “It’s all right, girl.” When the dog did not quiet down, Doro hurried to scoop her up before returning to her chair and keeping Tee in her lap. “It’s not a threat…” Before she finished her statement, a knock interrupted, and Doro saw another middle-aged woman, her expression disapproving, standing there. Doro’s heart sank. Not only was Gladys Fairchild a notorious gossip, she was a dear friend of Miss Bensen.

“You shouldn’t be threatened, Marjorie,” she said. “I’m going to speak with the provost about this harassment.” Her narrowed gaze focused on Tee. “And about that mongrel being here all the time.”

Doro’s stomach knotted. Why, oh, why had Miss Fairchild come along? She could twist the smallest disagreement into a major catastrophe, and she always threatened to go to her boss, the provost. Since Doro detested drama, she attempted to calm roiling waters. “Miss Fairchild, your friend needs to follow library rules, not make up her own or refuse to perform necessary duties. I’m sure the provost would agree with me. As for Tee, she has permission from President Adams to be in the library and in Wheaton Hall.”

The woman faced Miss Bensen. “It’s almost four-thirty. I got off early which is why I stopped, Marjorie. Surely, your boss,” she said, putting an emphasis on the last word, “could let you have a bit of extra time for once.”

Miss Bensen nodded. “After the unrest here today, I’m not feeling well, so I need to go home. Our little student helper already did.”

After several deep breaths, Doro agreed, mostly because she wanted peace. “All right, but before you go, have you seen my locket? I lost it sometime today. Maybe when I was searching the stacks.”

Miss Bensen glared at Doro. “We had a crowd of students in-and-out all day. One probably found it and stole it. That wouldn’t happen if you didn’t allow them to swarm all over the place.”

“Students need to conduct research for papers,” Doro pointed out. As she spoke, a memory came to her. “Your nephew was here around lunchtime. While he waited for you, he was all over the library.”

The older woman’s face went beet red. “How dare you accuse Russ of taking your necklace.”

“I didn’t accuse him.” Despite her protest, Doro wondered if the man might have snagged the item. Although he rarely spoke to Doro, his reputation had spread across campus and through town. Russ Bensen frequented speakeasies, where he gambled heavily. Would he take her beautiful necklace to a pawn shop?

A harrumph left Miss Fairchild. “If you don’t get your locket back, you have only yourself to blame. Come on, Marjorie. Let’s go.”

After the two women were gone, Doro burrowed her nose into Tee’s soft fur. As she did, the diamond in her engagement ring caught the light and winked up at her. Like the locket, it was a token of love and connection. But tokens were no substitute for the presence of loved ones.


      [image: image-placeholder]An hour later, after retracing her steps in a vain attempt to find her locket, Doro locked up the library and headed toward Wheaton Hall. Watching Tee prance along, tail wagging, was a small solace. The icy wind and snowy landscape did not bother the dog, but Doro felt chilled to the bone. Or maybe to the soul. Escaping to her snug apartment, where she and Tee could relax in peace, was her strategy for this Friday evening, but the fates were against her. After entering the building, she hurried to the staircase. Her foot was on the first step when Polly Lenard appeared.

“Doro, do you have a few minutes to talk?” the slender brunette asked.

Although reluctant, Doro nodded. “I have a little time, if you don’t mind Tee coming along.”

Polly bent down to pet the dog’s head. “Certainly not. Beulah is already waiting at my place, and she loves dogs, too, so Tee is more than welcome.”

Doro followed Polly up two flights of stairs and into her apartment. Fatigue, more emotional than physical, slowed her down.

“I made tea,” Beulah, a redhead in her early thirties, said. “And I put out cookies.” She gestured to the low table in front of the fireplace.

“How kind,” Doro murmured as she shrugged out of her coat, which Polly hung on a hook by the door.

After the three women were settled with refreshments, Tee curled up in front of the grate, and Doro addressed the others. “What did you want to discuss?”

The pair exchanged a long look before Beulah sat forward in her chair. “It’s Miss Bensen again. Yesterday, I called the library to arrange for my classes to visit next week. She said it was impossible. No reason given.” The woman clasped and unclasped her hands.” I have freshmen, and not all of them are proficient at doing research. This early in the term, I like to help them.”

“I have the same situation,” Polly put in, “and Miss Bensen told me the same thing when I telephoned.”

Doro’s hands tightened into twin fists. “I didn’t know about either of your requests, and I’m sorry for any inconvenience. I’ll speak with her but, in the future, talk to me about visits.”

“That’d be wonderful,” Beulah said.

“Thank you,” Polly added. “She makes everything difficult. Even here in Wheaton Hall, she’s a tyrant and so is Miss Fairchild. Just as bad, the two of them have managed to get Lisette Boggs and Bonita Parrish on their side.”

“Bonita is meek on her own, but she’s cowed by Bensen and Fairchild. Lisette is another matter. I’ve heard her make fun of Miss Bensen’s frumpy attire and old-school attitude,” Beulah observed.

“I have, too,” Polly agreed. “I don’t trust Lisette. But Bonita has seemed lost since her grandmother, who raised her, died. She’s shy, too. I think she goes along to be part of a group.”

“I’d be friendlier to her, if she didn’t pick on Tee,” Doro admitted.

“Understandable,” Beulah agreed. “As for Bensen and Fairchild, they’re ruining life in Wheaton Hall. Most of us don’t eat downstairs anymore because they hold court with the other two secretaries. Even though there are six of us professors, not counting you, and only four of them, they make remarks about women knowing their place. Which they think is subservient to men. I don’t understand how women can be so nasty to other women.” She glanced at Tee who was snoring. “Or dogs.”

“I don’t understand it, either,” Doro murmured.

Sympathy softened Beulah’s gaze. “I don’t envy you seeing Miss Bensen in the library and at home.”

“Neither do I,” Polly agreed.

“She tries my patience.” Doro wanted to unburden herself but stopped. Such complaints should only be shared with those in her close-knit circle. Unfortunately, that circle was broken. With her best friend married, her parents in Colorado, and her fiancé in Detroit, Doro had never felt more alone. Or lonelier.








  
  
Chapter Two




Following the discussion with Polly and Beulah, Doro and Tee holed up in her apartment. After feeding the little dog, Doro fixed a sandwich and tea for herself and settled next to the fireplace. The soft sofa, piled with pillows, provided a comfortable place to relax. Tee leaned against Doro with her gaze fixed on each bite. 

“You are a beggar,” Doro said with a chuckle. Tee’s tail wagged merrily. “And you don’t care.” After tearing off several bites of turkey and bread, Doro fed them one-by-one to the dog, who greedily consumed every morsel. “Can I have a little more?” Tee’s response was to lie down and stretch out. Doro laughed again.

Following the light repast, she propped her feet up and tried to focus on a book, but her mind wandered to the library issues and her lost locket. Finally, Doro gave up on reading and simply stared into the fireplace until she dozed off.

When she and Tee woke later, they took a long walk around campus before returning home. The frigid air gave the dog energy, but Doro was eager to get into her pajamas and under a pile of blankets. She breathed a sigh of relief when they stepped inside Wheaton Hall, where warmth enveloped her. Before starting up the stairway, she bent to pet Tee. “I’m glad I have you, girl.” Tee woofed and twirled around like she understood every word.

As Doro reached the steps, Lisette Boggs came down the narrow side hall from the kitchen. A scowl darkened the young woman’s face. “That dirty mutt shouldn’t be in college housing.”

Tee’s happy woof turned into a loud yelp. When the little dog pulled forward, Doro gripped the leash handle tighter. “Tee, stop that.”

“She’s mean, too,” Miss Bensen added as she followed the other woman. “And a yapper. I’m sick of hearing her bark all night.”

“She doesn’t bark at night,” Doro shot back. “She hardly barks at all.” While that was true, Tee refuted the assertion by barking louder. “That’s enough, girl.”

“It’s more than enough,” Miss Bensen went on. As she spoke, she shoved a foot at Tee, which only increased the dog’s distress.

“Don’t you dare kick her,” Doro shouted. 

“Your dog is a vicious menace and ought to be put down,” the library secretary said.

“You’re right, Marjorie. She’s tried to bite me, too,” Lisette added. “The dog needs to go permanently.”

Miss Bensen glared at Doro. “You think you’re so special because your father taught here for years, but he’s gone. So is your beau. He hasn’t been back, has he? He’s probably found a more compliant female, and one who doesn’t make more money than he does.”

The low blows threatened to fell Doro, but she fought back. “Ev works long hours.” When Tee woofed, Doro picked her up. Despite being held, the little dog continued to yap.

“Awful little noisemaker,” Miss Bensen muttered. “She should go.”

“She was here before you were. Maybe you should go.” Doro gripped Tee tighter and tried to calm her. A gasp broke in, and she suddenly realized they had an audience. Another young secretary stood on the landing.

Bonita Parrish, a small brunette, stared at Doro. “What a thing to say.”

“It is,” Lisette added. Her pert nose went into the air. “As for Ev, if he really cared about you, he would’ve found a job closer to Michaw.”

Without another word, Doro brushed past the women and rushed upstairs. As soon as she reached her apartment, she sank on to the sofa and held Tee close. “They won’t take you away, girl. I’d quit my job first.” Her dream job. The one that now made her dread going to work. Tears splashed down her face as Lisette’s remarks resurfaced. “Ev didn’t want to leave us, and that awful girl knows as much. But why didn’t she call him Officer Mallow?”


      [image: image-placeholder]When she woke near dawn, Doro rolled over and tried to doze off but to no avail. Yesterday’s confrontations rolled through her mind like a series of picture show shorts. Last year at this time, life had been wonderful. Comfortable quarters with agreeable neighbors, her best friend nearby, keeping company with Ev and seeing him daily, sharing ownership of sweet Tee with him, and a job she adored. Now, only Tee remained as solace. And the little dog missed Ev, too.

Although her eyes felt gritty, Doro got up and dressed. Perhaps a brisk walk would lift her spirits. A peek out the window revealed bright sunshine and clear blue skies.

After Doro grabbed her coat, cloche, and Tee’s lead, the little dog dashed to the door. Within moments, the pair was outside. Before they took more than a few steps, Doro donned her gloves. “It’s cold.” Tee wagged her tail. “Luckily, you have a built-in coat.” With every breath, a cloud puff left Doro’s mouth. “At least it isn’t snowing. Let’s head toward the park. You like that.”

Tee pranced ahead of Doro, occasionally stopping to sniff. They were just passing fraternity row when two students crossed paths with them. One look revealed the young men had not just arisen. More likely, they had been out all night. The scents of cigarette smoke and stale liquor clung to them. The tall, black-haired one, Brad Bailey, had bloodshot eyes. Roger Mason, his shorter, red-haired companion, was stumbling.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” she said.

Both started in surprise.

“Professor Banyon. How come you’re out so early?” Brad asked.

“Tee and I are taking a walk,” she replied. “Why are you two out so late?”

Forced laughter left both young men. “I gotta meet somebody,” Roger said. “See ya later, Brad.” He nodded at Doro. “Professor.”

Despite his faltering gait, Roger left in a rush. Doro turned to Brad. “Were you two out all night?”

He shifted from one foot to the other. “We didn’t miss curfew.”

Actually, Doro figured they had, but since they lived at a boardinghouse, they might get away with breaking the rule. Along with some of their fraternity brothers, the pair frequented speakeasies in the city. Had a group just gotten back? “Don’t forget you have a paper due in my class this week.”

A hard sigh left him. “I went to the library for research and that old crone at the desk kicked me out.”

“That isn’t respectful, Brad.” Doro withheld additional criticism because Miss Bensen was an abomination.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

“Did you do something wrong?”

One of his shoulders went up and down in a half-shrug. “A couple of us guys were laughing, but not real loud. We were way in the corner with no one else close by. But she stared at us the whole time. The woman is mean, Professor Banyon.”

Again, Doro could not disagree. “I’m sorry if she was harsh, but try to be on your best behavior when you come to the library.”

He grimaced. “All right. Now, I want to get some sleep.”

“You’re not going with Roger?” She wondered who the other boy was seeing so early on a Saturday morning.

He shook his head. “Nope. I’m trying to avoid further involvement in his doings. See ya in class.”

He loped off before Doro could ask involved in what. “Come on, Tee. Let’s go to the park. Hopefully, we won’t run into others with hangovers, especially students.”

The next few minutes proved peaceful as they walked across the campus and through the edge of town. After entering the park, Doro heard raised voices coming from a copse of trees about twenty-five feet away. A man and a woman seemed to be arguing. Doro stopped in her tracks. When he grabbed her by her shoulders, the woman pushed back, but to little avail. The attacker shook her before yanking on one of the woman’s arms. A wrestling match ensued, and Doro called out in fear the woman would be hurt. “Stop.” At the same moment, a pop sounded before the stranger rushed toward the parking area. Since the woman had fallen, Doro darted to her. By the time Doro looked up again, the man was racing off in a cherry red Auburn Speedster. She narrowed her gaze. Was there another figure in the vehicle? Her study was interrupted by low moans coming from the victim. As Doro dropped next to the crumpled form, recognition hit her. “Miss Bensen, what happened?”

The older woman reached up and grabbed at Doro. “Help. Shot.” Her voice, rough and raspy, was barely audible.

Doro bent closer. “Who? Who shot you?” The man, in a coat and hat, had not looked familiar to her, and neither had the car.

“Catch them…” The words came out in a slow, hoarse murmur.

When Miss Bensen’s right hand flailed around, a pistol became visible. The secretary, despite her injury, snatched at it, but the weapon wavered.

Doro gasped when the barrel pointed her way. “Let me have the gun. We can’t have it going off again.” Was the shooting an accident? She could not be sure, but Doro did not want any more bullets flying. When Miss Bensen’s grip on the pistol slackened, Doro grabbed it, laid it on the ground, and settled back on her haunches. A closer look showed that the shoulder of Miss Bensen’s coat was soaked. “Let me try to staunch the bleeding. I have a scarf and hanky.” Almost immediately, the material grew damp. Another examination revealed a hole in the coat, a hole between the secretary’s shoulder and her heart. If it had hit the organ, Miss Bensen would be dead already. Had the bullet nicked a blood vessel? Or was it a flesh wound? “I’ve got to get help for you.”

Miss Bensen clutched Doro’s hand with surprising strength. “No…don’t leave.”

Frantic with worry, Doro glanced around, but no one was in sight. Even in the dead of winter, a Saturday morning brought out walkers. Silently, she prayed someone would come soon. “Hold on.”

“I thought…I thought…he cared about me,” the older woman mumbled. “He didn’t…” Her voice trailed off as her eyelids shut.

“Who do you mean?” When Miss Bensen said no more, Doro started to rise, but the woman clutched at her again. “You need help.”

“Don’t leave…don’t want to…die alone.”

Since the secretary’s voice was increasingly weak, Doro was torn. Should she stay or should she go?

“In my pocket…” Miss Bensen’s hand shook as she reached into her coat, pulled something out, and opened her fingers.

Doro stared in surprise. “My locket.” When she reached for it, the other woman gripped it tight.

“Must’ve found it…hid it in my pocketbook…must’ve planned to blame me…needed to silence me. Why…Doro…why?”

The words made no sense. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Bonita Parrish approaching. “You need to go for help, Bonita. Get Doc Silven right away.” She did not spare a glance. Instead, Doro kept putting pressure on the wound.

“Doro…no…why…” Miss Bensen’s ragged voice intruded.

“What happened?” Bonita, her eyes wide, asked as she came closer.

“Miss Bensen has been shot,” Doro replied. “She needs help.”

The other secretary’s gaze ran over Doro. “You’re covered in blood and your locket is in her hand.” she gestured toward Bensen. “There’s a gun.” Bonita gestured to the weapon laying near the victim.

“I’m trying to help.” Miss Bensen’s body went slack while the woman’s head fell to one side. “Oh, no,” Doro said.

Bonita spoke in a rasping, shaking whisper. “You wanted to get rid of her, and now you have. She’s dead.”

A lump formed in Doro’s throat. “I didn’t kill her. I saw her struggling with some man and hurried over to help. Maybe they were fighting for the gun and it went off. I shouted, and the man ran to his car.”

“I saw no vehicle,” Bonita said. Shivers rippled through the young woman.

“He drove like he was headed out of town. Like I said, I came over to help Miss Bensen.”

“She said many times how you picked on her,” Bonita protested. “Last night, she told me that you threatened to get rid of her.”

“What? That’s ridiculous,” Doro shot back. “I was referring to her job.”

At that moment, Miss Fairchild rushed up. “What happened to Marjorie?” Alarm roughened her voice as she dropped to her knees and gazed at the victim.

“Doro shot her,” Bonita replied.

“I certainly didn’t. Tee and I were taking a walk when we heard angry voices and a gunshot. She was struggling with a man. After I called out, he ran toward an Auburn Speedster and took off. We’ve got to get Wade.”

“We’ll most certainly contact Constable Lammers,” Miss Fairchild said before turning to the other secretary. “The King house is closest. Bonita, go there while I keep Professor Banyon here.” Her gaze went to the weapon beside the body. “Move away, Professor. You’re not doing to me what you did to Marjorie.”

“Will you be all right alone with her?” Bonita asked. Worry darkened the young woman’s gaze.

“Of course, she will. I didn’t do anything to Miss Bensen.” Doro’s tone was insistent. Why wouldn’t these two listen?

A harrumph left Miss Fairchild. “The evidence belies your excuses.” She pushed against Doro. “Get back a few feet. You’re not going for your gun.”

The sudden thrust had Doro stumbling. Little Tee barked wildly and lunged at Doro’s assailant. Once she regained her balance, Doro picked the dog up and retreated. As she did, Bonita raced off. Doro turned back to Miss Fairchild. “It isn’t my gun.”

“It’s clearly the murder weapon.” The secretary pointed to the weapon. “You’re covered in blood. Making up a story won’t help.”

“I’m not making up a story,” Doro insisted. “Besides, I don’t own a gun.” Ev had insisted she learn how to shoot and had wanted to give her a pistol before leaving in December. Both her best friend Aggie and Wade Lammers, Aggie’s husband and the town constable, knew Doro had refused to keep a weapon, so everything would get settled when Wade got to the scene.

For a moment, something akin to doubt clouded the secretary’s eyes. “We’ll see. In any case, there’s extra evidence.”

“Extra evidence?” Doro asked.

Miss Fairchild gestured to the locket in the victim’s hand. “That’s yours, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but I don’t know how she got it or why she had it here,” Doro replied.

“It will all come out.” The words were spoken in a cutting tone.

For several minutes, the two women stood in silence before it was broken by Bonita rushing back. Nearly out of breath, she rasped out the news. “Constable Lammers and Doc Silven will be here shortly. The constable said we’re all to stay until they arrive.”

“Wade will get it all straightened out,” Doro said with as much confidence as she could muster.

“He better do his job right,” Miss Fairchild said, “and not let you off because you’re friends with his wife.”

“That would be awful,” Bonita choked out. “Since my grandmother died, Marjorie has taken me under her wing. She’s the one who got me into Wheaton Hall. I won’t let you get away with hurting her, Doro.”

Their accusations stunned Doro. These women disliked her, but was their hate so potent that they would pin a murder on her? With effort, Doro reined in her emotions. Outlandish accusations did not make a case.

Within ten minutes both he and the doctor arrived. When the other women put up a cacophony of allegations, Wade raised both hands. “Hold on. I need to know who was on the scene first and what she witnessed.”

“I was,” Doro said before sharing what had happened as clearly and succinctly as possible.

Wade jotted everything down without interrupting. When Doro ended her revelations, she looked at Miss Bensen’s body. “I tried to staunch the bleeding. That’s why there’s blood on me. As for the gun, like I said, she grabbed it from the ground, and I feared it would go off.”

“I see.” The constable, his tone flat, added more notes.

“Maybe someone saw the Auburn Speedster,” Doro suggested.

“I’ll check,” Wade replied. Again, no inflection.

“She was pretending to help poor Marjorie,” Bonita insisted.

After a deep breath, Doro repeated her previous comments. “I didn’t pretend to help, and I didn’t have a gun.” Doro was losing her patience. The discontent in the library and the dislike toward Tee had been disturbing. But being accused of murder was terrifying.

When Wade spoke again, he did not directly address Doro. “I’ll take the gun to my office and see if I can get prints.”

Despite the frigid temperatures, Doro broke out in a sweat. “I told you. I took the gun away because I didn’t want a stray bullet hitting either of us.”

Wade’s attention moved to Doro. “I got that down, but I still need prints.” He turned to the town physician. “Find anything of note, Doc?”

The physician pointed to the locket. “It looks familiar.”

Doro pressed a hand to her head. “It’s mine.”

“She probably grabbed it when you shot her or right afterward,” Bonita said.

Heat suffused Doro’s face. “It came up missing yesterday. Besides, if I’d had it on this morning, it would’ve been under my coat.”

“More excuses.” Miss Fairchild faced the constable. “Your wife and Professor Banyon are best friends, so you must be aware of the friction in the library.”

Wade shifted from one foot to the other. “Let’s keep personal matters out of this. I’ll interview all of you separately. I want to take the gun to my office, but I’ll speak with you ladies in the reception room at Wheaton Hall. Wait there.”

“Make sure the gun doesn’t get lost,” Miss Fairchild said.

“That’s right,” Bonita agreed.

Wade scowled. “I haven’t lost a piece of evidence yet, and I won’t start now.”

Neither secretary spoke again. Doro wanted to repeat that she was innocent, but that might smack of desperation.

“Can you help me get the body in my vehicle, Wade? I’d like to do a more thorough examination at my office,” Silven said.

The fact that the doctor, whom she had known for years, did not glance at her only increased the dread rising inside Doro, who remained silent as Doc and Wade carried the body to the physician’s vehicle. The constable returned to the women only long enough to again outline his plans.

“I’ll lock up the gun and see the three of you in Wheaton Hall. Go straight there and don’t discuss what happened here with anyone. Understood?” His implacable tone and expression belonged to the town constable, not to the easy-going man Doro had known all her life.

“Of course,” she murmured before turning on her heel and heading toward campus on shaking legs. Tee, who had stood calmly to one side during the ordeal, scampered along beside Doro. “You were a very good girl.” The little dog wagged her tail once before tucking it under her. Doro wanted to tell Tee all would be well, but would it?


      [image: image-placeholder]The next half-hour seemed endless. Although Wade had refused to arrest Doro, citing lack of evidence, he insisted on taking her blood-stained coat but let her go upstairs to wash. Despite objections from the two secretaries, he stood firm. “The blood is from Miss Bensen. No question about that, so no reason for any of us not to clean up. I did at the office.”

Ready to escape the glares from Miss Bensen’s friends, Doro rushed to her apartment. After bathing her face and hands, she scooped Tee into her arms. When the little dog cuddled close, Doro laid her cheek against the soft fur. “Everything will be fine.” The statement was as much for herself as for Tee.

Once downstairs, Doro waited with increasing dread. About twenty minutes had passed when Lisette Boggs, her color high, descended the main staircase.

She glared at Doro. “I just heard that you shot Marjorie. Why are you sitting out here? You should be in jail.”

As she fought for control, Doro inhaled and exhaled several times. Proclaiming her innocence to one of Miss Bensen’s cronies would be useless, so she remained silent.

“Don’t you have anything to say?” Lisette asked. “No excuses?”

At that moment, Miss Fairchild emerged from the reception room. “The constable is going to question her now. Bonita and I already made it crystal clear that he must do his duty.”

Lisette took the older woman’s arm. “I’ll make you some tea. If Constable Lammers does the right thing, she’ll be in jail by the time we come back.”

After the pair stalked off, Doro went into Wheaton Hall’s reception area, where Wade sat at a corner table. Usually, he greeted her with a smile, but not now.

He gestured to the loveseat across from him. “Sit down.”

Although a roaring fire burned in the huge grate, icy sweat broke out across Doro’s back. “I didn’t shoot her, Wade. Like I told you, Tee and I weren’t even close to Miss Bensen when the gun went off. You know I dislike weapons.”

Wade’s reply was whispered. “Let’s keep this impersonal.”

Doro swallowed hard over the lump lodged in her throat. “All right.”

“Where were you exactly when you heard the voices?”

“Tee and I were about twenty or thirty feet from the copse of trees. I could see Miss Bensen and a man struggling. I didn’t know it was over a gun until it fired.”

“What happened after that?”

Doro repeated her earlier response about the man, the car, the shot, and helping Miss Bensen.

Wade looked at his previous notes, but he did not write anything else. “And she muttered about the locket and someone not loving her. Did you recognize the man who took off?” Wade asked.

“Miss Bensen’s condition was of the most concern, so I’m not even sure how tall he was. Maybe Ev’s height.” She clasped her hands in her lap. “Since he had on a heavy coat, his build wasn’t obvious, either. But he wasn’t small. I remember thinking he could easily overpower her.”

“What about hair color?”

“He was wearing a knit cap.” As the questioning continued, Doro’s pulse sped up. She had been an interviewer in several cases, and vague responses often indicated guilt. But she knew nothing specific.

“You don’t have any clues as to who he was,” Wade said. “Just some hazy observations.”

“He was a stranger.”

“I see.”

His tone gave no indication that he actually did see, and his earlier statement echoed through her head. “…let’s keep this impersonal.” When her pulse became erratic, Doro wondered if someone her age could collapse from heart failure. “It all happened so fast.”

“Did you hear or see anyone besides this man?”

“There might’ve been another person in the vehicle.”

After a long moment, Wade met her gaze again. “You’ve investigated over a half-dozen cases. I’m surprised you don’t have sharper observations.”

Doro sighed. “Helping Miss Bensen seemed more important than sleuthing.”

“All right.” He tapped his pencil against his notepad. “From what I’ve heard, you and Miss Bensen have been at odds ever since she began working in the library. Exactly when was that?”

“At the start of this term.”

“About three weeks ago?”

“About that.”

“What was the main source of your problem with her?” Wade asked.

Doro clasped her icy hands in her lap. “You’re assuming I had a problem with her and not the other way around.”

Some of the tension drained from Wade’s face. “What caused the issues?”

After a deep breath, Doro replied. “For one, her nephew was a candidate for the librarian job that I got.”

A frown furrowed his forehead. “You’ve had your job for several years.”

“Exactly, and she’s held a grudge against me the entire time. We rarely crossed paths until last month. Now, we see each other every day.”

“Has she brought your hiring up?” Wade asked.

“Only to say her nephew, Russ Bensen, lost his job at a Detroit library in early December. Since then, she’s made stinging comments about men needing work more than women.”

Wade ran one hand over his face. “Is that the only issue?”

Doro released a pent-up breath. “With Ev gone, Tee would be alone all day if I didn’t take her to the library. Miss Bensen complained about her incessantly. She and her friends also complain about Tee living in Wheaton Hall.”

“Tee hasn’t bothered Miss Bensen or others?”

The question melted Doro’s anxiety and turned it into a rolling boil of resentment. “Although we’re keeping this impersonal, Constable, you are well-acquainted with my dog because she’s also your best friend’s dog. That being said, you should know she hasn’t bothered people. She’s friendly and sweet and playful. However, here’s your answer: she hasn’t.”

Wade’s fingers tightened on the pencil. “I have to ask.”

Despite the look of contrition on his face, Doro fought against commiserating. She was the innocent party in need of support. “If Tee was mean, I assume you wouldn’t allow her around your children. Which you have, many times.”

“Miss Bensen complained about Tee and her friends have, too. Is that right?”

“They haven’t simply complained, they’ve said Tee should be put down.”

“What?” When his head came up, shock clouded Wade’s gaze. “That’s ridiculous.”

“We finally agree on something,” Doro muttered. “Do you have more questions?”

Wade bent his head and took additional notes. “A few. When was the last time you and Miss Bensen argued?”

Since the two secretaries had undoubtedly told him, Doro replied quickly. “Last night here in Wheaton Hall. That’s when she said Tee should be eliminated.” Wade flinching gave Doro a glimmer of relief. At least he cared about the dog. “Yesterday afternoon, she was mad because I chastised her for threatening to bar a student from the library and for reprimanding our student worker. As the secretary, she doesn’t have the power to do either one.”

After flipping back through his notes, Wade looked at Doro. “Is it true you threatened Miss Bensen?”

Confusion clouded Doro’s mind. “Of course not. I found fault with her behavior.”

He studied his notepad. “You didn’t say she might be sorry if she didn’t follow your rules?”

“Only in reference to her being fired. Surely, you don’t think I planned to get rid of her in some other way?”

Wade kept his gaze averted. “I’m just gathering evidence.”

How many times had Doro said the same thing to a suspect? Many, but being on the receiving was unnerving. “What else?”

“I brought the fingerprinting kit,” he replied. “I’ve already gotten prints from Miss Fairchild and Miss Parrish.”

Her heartbeat throbbed loudly in her ears. “My prints will be on the gun.”

For the first time, regret shone in Wade’s gaze. “Even so, maybe the placement of them will help your case.”

As Wade took her prints, Doro prayed something would help. He was just tucking the fingerprint card into his kit when a ruckus sounded and the door burst open. Doro turned to see an irate Professor Frank Farlowe, tall and lean with coal black hair and piercing blue eyes, and Russ Bensen, medium height and build with almost colorless blonde hair and heavily hooded eyes, stride across the reception room.

Doro was not surprised they were together. The connection between the two arose from Marjorie Bensen. When the professor and secretary had started stepping out, the entire campus was surprised since neither had socialized in the past. In December, Miss Bensen had asked Farlowe to rent his garage apartment to her nephew. Since then, Russ and Frank were almost inseparable while the secretary and the professor now kept company only sporadically.

After stopping beside Doro, the professor directed his questions to Wade. “Why haven’t you arrested this one?” Farlowe jerked a thumb at Doro. “We just heard from two witnesses that she murdered Marjorie.”

“We did,” Russ insisted.

Wade put both hands up. “Hold on. No one actually saw Professor Banyon shoot Miss Bensen.”

His words sent a fresh chill through Doro. No one had seen her. Not, she had not killed the woman. Wade Lammers had known her every day of her life. He and his mother had been among the first to visit the Banyon household after Doro’s birth, a favorite story in her family, and not once in the years since then had he called her anything except Doro. He had never been other than friendly and supportive—until now. To control her runaway emotions, she fisted her hands.

“Huh,” Farlowe said. “We heard Marjorie had her locket, and a gun was next to the professor.” He gestured to Doro’s coat which she had left with Wade. “Is that hers? There’s blood on it.”

“It belongs to the professor,” Wade replied.

Farlowe stared at Doro. “Then, arrest her.”

Since Frank Farlowe was one of the male faculty against women working at the college, he and Doro were not friendly. Even so, his vehemence disturbed her.

“The evidence is all circumstantial. As for the necklace, we don’t know how Miss Bensen got it, since it’s been missing for a day,” Wade replied.

Russ put his hands on his hips. “What about the gun and the blood? All evidence that she killed my aunt.”

The sick sensation inside Doro worsened. “I didn’t shoot your aunt. She grabbed the gun and flailed her hand around. I was afraid it would go off. I didn’t want her shooting herself or me.”

A harrumph left Farlowe. “A likely story.” He turned to Wade. “Are you going to take her in?”

Wade took a deep breath. “No, I’m not. The professor’s story is plausible. She’s already admitted to touching the gun, but the placement of her prints may give credence to her assertion. So might unidentified prints.”

“Unidentified? Both Miss Fairchild and Miss Parrish said you took their prints,” Russ said.

“I did. Since I used a cloth to pick up the weapon, mine won’t be on it. Your aunt’s prints will be and, if there was a stranger at the scene, that might account for other prints,” Wade explained. “I need to check.”

“Other prints wouldn’t rule Miss Banyon out as the killer,” Farlowe said.

“No, they won’t,” Wade agreed, “but I have to do a lot more digging before I consider arresting anyone. I’ll check into the car that Professor Banyon saw.”

“Miss Fairchild and Miss Parrish said she concocted a wild story. Now, that’s quite clear,” Farlowe said. “And you’re falling for it.”

“We all know Professor Banyon fancies herself as an amateur sleuth. No wonder she’s creating a crazy tale,” Russ muttered.

The snide remark sparked Doro’s anger, but she fought for control. “It’s the truth.”

A snort left Russ. “Says a murderer.”

Wade gritted his teeth. “That’s enough. I’ll continue to gather evidence.” He looked from one man to the other. “Right now, I need to finish this interview. In private.”

Farlowe scowled at Doro. “Don’t think you’ll get away with murdering Marjorie just because your family goes way back in this town and at this college. Your father thought he was better than some of us professors. Evidently, you do, too. But you aren’t.”

“And your best friend being married to the constable won’t save you,” Russ added before addressing Wade. “Do your job or we’ll contact the county sheriff.” He turned on his heel and hurried away with the professor in his wake.

When the door slammed shut behind them, Doro put both hands to her face. “I didn’t do it.”

“This is a difficult situation.”

That was a gross understatement. For Doro, it was not only difficult but terrifying. 

“There’s evidence that can’t be ignored,” Wade said.

Panic created a lump in her throat. Did Wade actually believe she had killed Miss Bensen? Surely not. “I understand,” she mumbled.

A moment of silence preceded Wade’s next statement. “Let me get your fingerprints. Then, you’re free to go but not far.”

Which meant Doro was not really free at all.
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