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  CHAPTER ONE


  WHO DID IT?


  Mandie Shaw and her grandmother, Mrs. Taft, took the train from Asheville to Franklin, North Carolina, where Mandie lived with her uncle John Shaw and her mother, Elizabeth. The Shaws’ caretaker, Jason Bond, met them at the depot.


  As the train slowed to a stop, Mandie looked out the window of their car to see who was picking them up. The depot served as a gathering place for the country people who came into town on Saturday, and there was a crowd standing about watching the train come in. She spotted Jason Bond at the edge of the platform. She stood up and held firmly to her white cat, Snowball.


  Mrs. Taft led the way down the aisle and out the door where Mr. Bond stepped forward to assist her down to the platform. “Morning, ma’am,” he said. “Everyone is waiting for you all.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at him as he took her bag and asked, “What do you mean by ‘everyone,’ Mr. Bond? Are the Woodards here, too?”


  The tall, gray-haired man smiled as Mandie stepped down from the train, and he replied, “No, ma’am, I meant Mr. John, Miz Elizabeth, and Aunt Lou, Liza, and Abraham and Jenny. Everybody knew y’all were coming so they’ve been cleaning and cooking and getting things ready.” He looked down at Mandie and added, “Glad to see you home, Missy ’Manda.”


  “And I’m always glad to come home,” Mandie replied. Then turning to her grandmother she said, “But we’re going to the Woodards’ to stay while they’re having this thing in court, so I don’t imagine they would have come all the way out here.” They walked on toward the rig Mr. Bond had brought.


  “Yes, you’re right, dear, but I thought maybe Dr. Woodard might have had patients to see in Franklin and could just be waiting for us,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “Ma’am, what baggage do y’all have so I can go get it?” Mr. Bond asked.


  “Oh yes, we have one small trunk each,” Mrs. Taft replied as he helped her into the rig. “We had no idea as to how long this would take.”


  “I’ll be right back,” Mr. Bond said as Mandie followed her grandmother into the vehicle. He turned and hurried into the depot.


  After Mr. Bond had deposited their two trunks into the back of the rig, he climbed aboard, shook the reins, and got the horse moving forward.


  When they arrived at John Shaw’s huge house, Mandie rushed ahead to open the front door. Snowball immediately escaped from her arms and disappeared down the hallway.


  Elizabeth and John Shaw were waiting for them in the parlor before a warm fire. October had put a chill into the air.


  “Are you feeling better now, Mother?” Mandie asked as she pushed back the hood of her cloak, removed her gloves, and hurried to embrace her mother.


  “Yes, dear, lots better,” Elizabeth told her as Mandie bent over to hug her. “I’ve about recovered from that old fever.” She smiled with blue eyes meeting her daughter’s blue eyes.


  Mandie turned to Uncle John, who rose from a nearby seat. “And I love you, too,” she told him as she grasped his hand. “Especially since you are married to my mother and you are here to take care of her when I’m not around.”


  “And I love my little blue eyes,” Uncle John said with a big smile. He reached for Mrs. Taft’s gloved hand and said, “Of course we’re always happy to have you visit.”


  “Thank you, John,” Mrs. Taft said as she sat down beside Elizabeth and reached to give her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I believe you are looking much better, dear,” she told her daughter.


  “Much better,” Elizabeth agreed as she squeezed her mother’s hand. “I’m glad you could come with Amanda for this ordeal we’re going to have in court.”


  “You know me well enough to realize I’m not about to be left out of anything like this concerning my granddaughter or my daughter,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I spoke to my attorney about this woman Etta showing up with what she says is Jim Shaw’s last will, and he is available if we need him.”


  Mandie removed her navy cloak and laid it on a chair. She sat down on the footstool in front of her mother and looked at her uncle. “When are we going to Bryson City, Uncle John?” she asked. “And to the Woodards’ house?”


  “First thing Monday morning,” he replied.


  “This shouldn’t take too long, should it, since you have already recorded Jim Shaw’s will that Amanda and Joe found?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  John Shaw moved uncomfortably in his chair as he cleared his throat and replied, “I’m afraid we have a problem....” He paused.


  Mandie quickly asked, “A problem, Uncle John?”


  “Yes, you see, I brought the will home from your grandmother’s house, Amanda, after you and Joe had found it,” he began explaining. “I locked it in my desk until I could get time to go to the Bryson City courthouse. Well, when I went to get it this morning, I’m afraid it wasn’t there. The lock on the desk had been broken.” He looked deeply troubled.


  “Oh no!” Mandie said with a loud gasp.


  “Oh, dear!” Mrs. Taft exclaimed. “We do have a problem with that woman Etta showing up with another will.”


  “She claims it is Jim’s last will, but I don’t believe her,” John Shaw said. “I don’t think my brother would leave everything to her when he died, because that marriage never worked out, from what I gather. It was done in haste after his marriage with Elizabeth ended.”


  “But he was still married to this Etta woman when he passed away,” Mrs. Taft reminded him.


  “I know, but Jim wrote to me not long before he died, saying that he would be leaving everything he owned at his death to Amanda, and I plan on taking that letter with me to court. I don’t know how much good it will do, but it is in his handwriting and has his signature on it,” John Shaw told her.


  “But, Uncle John,” Mandie said. “Who could have broken into your desk? What else did they take?”


  “Nothing else was missing, dear. Evidently whoever it was only wanted the will,” he explained. “And I have no idea as to who would have even known the will was in my desk.”


  “And everyone in the household knows he keeps his office locked, and the servants are forbidden to go in there if the door is ever left open,” Elizabeth added as she smoothed back her blond hair.


  “It must have been someone who has a key to your office, John,” Mrs. Taft suggested.


  John Shaw shook his head and said, “I am puzzled about that because the only keys to my office door are kept in our sitting room upstairs—in a very secret place, I might add—and they had not been moved.”


  “There has got to be a solution to the puzzle somehow, but we haven’t been able to figure it out yet,” Elizabeth said.


  Mandie was thinking about the theft as the others talked. Who would have known that she and Joe Woodard had found the will made by her father? When he had died last year there was no mention of a will, or any other legal paper, in fact. Her stepmother, Etta, had farmed her out to the Brysons to look after their baby son, and then Etta had married Zack Hughes. Jim Shaw’s old Cherokee friend, Uncle Ned, had helped Mandie find her uncle John Shaw’s house in Franklin. And soon thereafter she had discovered that her real mother was living. And to top her joy, her mother then married Uncle John. But who could have stolen the will? No one knew it even existed until a few weeks ago when she and Joe Woodard had found it. And only their families were told about it.


  Mandie was suddenly brought back to the present as she heard a loud knock on the front door and Aunt Lou’s hearty welcome, saying, “Y’all jes’ come right in now. All de folks be in de parlor dere.”


  Quickly running to the hallway door to see who it was and to speak to her uncle’s housekeeper, Mandie saw Dr. Woodard and his son Joe coming down the corridor as Aunt Lou closed the front door.


  “Oh, Aunt Lou, I haven’t even seen you since I got home,” Mandie said with a big smile for the Woodards as she hurried past them to embrace the huge Negro woman.


  “How’s my chile doin’ today?” Aunt Lou asked as she held Mandie against her ample bosom and smoothed the girl’s long blond hair.


  “Fine, Aunt Lou,” Mandie replied, looking up into the friendly face she loved so much. “I’ll catch up with you later, and with Liza and the others, too.” She turned to follow the Woodards into the parlor after they had deposited their coats and hats on the hall tree.


  As greetings were exchanged and Dr. Woodard sat down, he explained, “I had to come in to see Mrs. Moore this morning. Poor soul, she fell and bruised herself, but luckily no bones were broken. So I thought we might as well stay over and go back as y’all go Monday.”


  “I figured you might be here,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “We’re glad to have y’all,” Elizabeth said.


  “Yes, thanks for coming,” John told him.


  Mandie and Joe sat down on a settee across the room.


  “I sure am glad you’re here,” Mandie told Joe as the others talked on. “We’ve got a job to do.”


  “A job? What kind of job?” Joe asked as he ran his long fingers through his unruly brown hair.


  “Someone has stolen my father’s will,” Mandie said with a deep frown. She explained what John Shaw had told them about the theft.


  “That is too bad, with that woman claiming she has your father’s latest will,” Joe replied. “What are you going to do?”


  “You mean, what are we going to do?” Mandie corrected him with a big grin. “We—you and I—are going to find the will, the one we discovered at Charley Gap. And we don’t have long to do it. Uncle John says we’re going to your house early Monday morning in order to be ready to go to the hearing in the Bryson City courthouse. So we only have today and tomorrow, and tomorrow will be cut short because it’s Sunday and we’ll have to go to church.”


  “Well, I sure hope you have some ideas,” Joe replied.


  Mandie looked around the room. Uncle John was explaining to Dr. Woodard what had happened, and everyone seemed to be at a loss as to how the will could have been stolen.


  Mandie waited for an opening in the conversation and then she said, “Uncle John, Joe and I will look for the will.”


  “Amanda, dear, I have looked all over the house and have not found a clue as to what has happened to it,” Uncle John replied.


  Mandie stood up and walked over to pick up her cloak. “If it’s anywhere in this house, Joe and I will find it,” she said. Looking at Joe, she added, “Just give me time to change out of these traveling clothes.”


  “Don’t go too far away, dear,” Elizabeth told her. “It will soon be time for the noon meal. This house has a lot of territory to cover, with three floors, an attic, and a cellar besides.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed. As she passed Joe, she said, “I’ll be right back, soon as I can put on another dress.”


  “I’ll be here,” Joe said with a big grin.


  Mrs. Taft stood up and said, “That is a good idea, Amanda. I need to get out of these things and into something more comfortable, too.” Glancing at the others, she added, “I’ll rejoin y’all shortly.”


  As Mandie left the room and hurried up the wide staircase, Mrs. Taft followed. At the top Mandie looked back and said, “See you later, Grandmother.”


  Mrs. Taft put her hand on Mandie’s shoulder. “Dear, don’t worry about this matter too much. My lawyer is very capable, and he’s sure to find a loophole in that woman’s claim even if you don’t find the will,” she said.


  Mandie looked up into her grandmother’s eyes and said, “But, Grandmother, this is such a mystery I won’t be able to stand it until I do find the will.”


  “Well, if you do find the will, we’ll see that the thief is brought to the law to pay for his bad deed,” Mrs. Taft said. “Now you run along and change, and I’ll do the same.”


  “Yes, Grandmother, I’ll hurry,” Mandie replied as she hurried down the hallway to her room, and Mrs. Taft went in the opposite direction to the room she always occupied when visiting John and Elizabeth.


  In her room Mandie quickly shed the heavy traveling clothes and put on a red gingham dress that she took out of the huge wardrobe in her room. She brushed out her long blond hair and tied it back with a red ribbon from her bureau drawer.


  But her mind was not on what she was doing. Her thoughts were lining up ideas on where to begin the search for the will.


  “How could the will disappear from a locked room?” she asked herself as she quickly tied the sash to her dress. “And Uncle John said the lock was broken on the desk but not on the door to his office. Someone had to have the key to get into his office—” She paused with a loud gasp. “Maybe Uncle John is not telling it right! Maybe he left the door to his office unlocked accidentally and doesn’t want to admit it!” she exclaimed.


  She hastily shook out the wrinkles in her long full skirt in her hurry to rush back downstairs and share this idea with Joe. Almost taking the steps two at a time, she stopped at the door to the parlor. She caught Joe’s attention and he came to join her in the hallway. Uncle John and her mother were talking with Dr. Woodard.


  “Ready?” Joe asked as she motioned for him to follow her.


  “Yes, come on,” Mandie said in a low voice. “Let’s talk a minute.”


  Mandie ran back up the stairs to the landing and sat down on the top step. Joe followed.


  “What is it?” he asked as he sat beside her.


  “We have to talk low so no one will hear us,” Mandie whispered to him. “I’ve been thinking about the door to Uncle John’s office not being unlocked, and I think he might not be telling us the truth exactly.”


  “You mean your uncle John might have been lying?” Joe asked in surprise.


  Mandie quickly looked at Joe and felt her face grow warm. She could never accuse Uncle John of lying. “Well, no, not lying exactly,” she began trying to explain. “Maybe he was just manufacturing the truth. Maybe he was afraid to say he left the office door open.”


  “Mandie!” Joe said, frowning at her. “Why would he be afraid to tell us the truth?”


  “Well, maybe he thought we’d be awfully upset about it if he left the door unlocked, giving someone access to his office and an opportunity to steal the will,” Mandie replied. “He’d figure he should have been more careful about such an important paper. After all, he didn’t even take it to the courthouse in Bryson City after I gave it to him when he came to Grandmother’s house in Asheville.”


  Joe reached for her hand and squeezed it tight. “Mandie, please don’t go making up tales,” he said. “Especially not about your uncle John.”


  Mandie quickly withdrew her hand, sat up straight, and said, “I’m not making up tales, Joe Woodard. My mind is imagining things. That’s all.” She stood up.


  Joe rose beside her and said with a big grin, “But, Mandie, tales are the product of imagination.”


  Mandie looked sharply at him and asked, “Don’t you ever imagine anything? Don’t you ever see two or three possibilities for the solution of a problem? How are you ever going to solve a mystery without some imagination?”


  “I’ll let you solve the mystery,” Joe said, still smiling down at her. “I’ll just go along to help when you need me.”


  Mandie reached to grab his hand and give his arm a hard shake. “Then we’d better get going,” she said, returning his smile and turning to go on up the stairs.


  “All right, but at least tell me where we’re going to start,” Joe replied as he followed her to the second floor.


  Mandie paused at the top and said, “I think we should begin searching on the third floor since that is where Uncle John’s office is.” She quickly continued up the staircase to the next floor. Joe came right beside her.


  The bedrooms on the third floor were seldom used since there was ample space below for a houseful of guests. All the doors were kept closed, and Mandie opened the first one they came to. The shutters on the windows were closed, but the sun was shining outside and sunlight filtered through the slats which were not shut all the way. A huge, four-poster bed covered with a white hobnail spread stood in the middle of the room with a bureau, a chifferobe, and a washstand placed around the walls. Two large upholstered chairs faced each other in front of the fireplace.


  “I suppose we should look in all the drawers we can find,” Mandie suggested as they stepped inside the room.


  “All right, if that’s what you want to do,” Joe said with a sigh. “But do you really think someone would steal an important paper like a will and then just go put it in a drawer?”


  Mandie turned around, placed her hands on her hips, and said, “No, I don’t, but we have to start somewhere and somehow until we get some more ideas.”


  “Then we’ll look in all the drawers,” Joe agreed, walking over to the bureau, and then he looked at her and asked, “How about under the mattress, too?”


  “All right,” Mandie replied as she pulled open a drawer in the chifferobe. It was empty. She then took it completely out and turned it upside down to examine the bottom.


  “Mandie, what are you doing?” Joe asked from the bureau where he was examining some linens in the drawer he had opened.


  Mandie replaced the drawer as she looked at him and replied, “The will could have been stuck to the bottom of a drawer, you know.” She slid the drawer shut and quickly asked, “Remember where Uncle John’s will was hidden that time he was supposed to have died in Europe?”


  “Under the carpet,” Joe quickly replied.


  “In his office,” Mandie added. “Let’s see if the door to his office is unlocked.”


  Mandie hurried out of the room and down the hallway to her uncle’s office. As she tried the door handle, Joe caught up with her.


  “Locked!” she said in disappointment.


  “He said he always keeps it locked,” Joe reminded her.


  “But Mr. Jason had the key that time we were looking for his will,” Mandie reminded him. “And Uncle John said no one knows where he keeps the key.”


  “But, Mandie, Mr. Bond had the key because your uncle was going to be away,” Joe said. “Your uncle would have left all his keys with Mr. Bond.”


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie exclaimed, stomping her foot.


  “You could ask him if he’d let you look in his office,” Joe suggested.


  Mandie thought for a moment and said, “But he said he had looked everywhere, and he probably wouldn’t want us snooping in his office.”


  “I suppose you’re right, and not only that, whoever took the will wouldn’t leave it in his office where he might find it,” Joe told her.


  “So we’ll just have to search all the bedrooms like we were beginning to do,” Mandie said, turning back down the hallway. Glancing up at Joe by her side, she added, “And then we’ll do the attic.”


  Joe stopped walking and replied, “The attic? I’ve been in the attic in this house before, and it is a great big jumble. It’d take a week to go through all that mess up there.”


  Mandie stopped to reply. “Well, we don’t have to look through everything, just the possible hiding places.”


  “Which would be anywhere and everywhere,” Joe told her.


  “Come on,” Mandie said, walking back toward the bedroom they had been in. “Let’s hurry and search all the rooms on this floor first, and then we’ll go up to the attic.”


  “Don’t forget your mother said not to wander off too far or too long because it would soon be time to eat,” Joe reminded her with a teasing smile as he caught up with her.


  “Don’t worry. You will have your food,” Mandie teased back. “But right now we’ve got to get through all these rooms. This is going to be a big, big job.”


  They returned to the bedroom where they had begun. No clue was found to the missing will, and so they moved on to the next room, and the next, and by the time they searched the third room, Mandie decided it really was going to be an awfully big job. Whoever stole the will more than likely took it with them out of the house, and all this work could be wasted time, but somehow she had to search for it to satisfy her curiosity.


  CHAPTER TWO


  LIZA CONFESSES


  By the time they had hurriedly searched the entire third floor and found nothing, Mandie decided it was time to quit and get washed up for the noon meal. She turned to go to her room, and Joe headed toward the room he would be occupying with his father during their visit.


  “I’ll meet you back at the top of the steps in five minutes,” Mandie told him as he went in the opposite direction down the hallway. “That is, if you want to go with me to the kitchen. I haven’t seen Liza and Jenny and Abraham since I got home, and I ought to speak to them before we eat.”


  “Sure, I’ll see you in five minutes,” Joe promised.


  Inside her room Mandie suddenly got the urge to search the place. She rushed around, opening drawers, looking in the bottom of the huge wardrobe and under the carpet, but she didn’t find anything except what she expected to be in the various places.


  “Oh, well!” she exclaimed as she finished and stood in the middle of the floor. “It would be pretty dumb for someone to go to the trouble of stealing the will and then putting it in here.”


  She quickly freshened up and went to find Joe waiting for her at the staircase.


  “I believe you took two five minutes,” Joe teased her as they started down the steps.


  “I searched my room—” Mandie began.


  “Searched your room?” Joe interrupted as he stopped to look down at her.


  Mandie halted by his side and replied, “Why not? The thief could have hidden the will in my room to make it look like I had stolen it.”


  “Mandie, where did you get such an idea? That would be the last place they would hide it because they’d figure you’d find it, so there wouldn’t be any reason for them to take it,” Joe answered. “Whoever took that will didn’t want you to have it.”


  Mandie frowned as she thought about that for a moment and then she said, “Then it must have been my stepmother who took it since she has another one that she claims gives her my father’s house.”


  “That sounds like a logical deduction, but that may not be the correct answer,” Joe said. “How could she have ever got in this house in the first place, much less in your uncle’s office, without someone catching her?”


  “Well, somebody took it, and I’m sure the servants wouldn’t do such a thing,” Mandie told him as they continued down the stairs. “So somebody from outside got in somehow and took it. And I still think Uncle John might have accidentally left his office door open!”


  “Even if he did, the unknown person had to get into the house and up to his office without being seen,” Joe reminded her. They stepped down into the hallway on the first floor and walked toward the kitchen.


  “We’d better hurry,” Mandie said, rushing ahead to open the kitchen door. Joe followed.


  Liza was the first one to see them. She stopped in the middle of taking up the pot of green beans into a large bowl on the stove. “I sho’ is glad to see you, Missy ’Manda,” she said with a big grin. “Been kinda dull round heah widout you. Gits dat way ev’ry time you goes ’way.” She danced across the big room to touch Mandie’s shoulder as she added, “And Mistuh doctor’s son, I’se glad you heah, too.”


  Mandie reached to embrace the young girl as she said, “I’m always glad to be home. I’d stay home all the time if my mother would allow me to go to school here.”


  “And I always enjoy visiting here, Liza,” Joe told her.


  Jenny, the cook, wiped her hands on her big white apron as she finished taking the biscuits from the oven. “And, Missy ’Manda, it goes widout sayin’ dat I wishes you could stay home, too.”


  Mandie walked over to embrace her. Aunt Lou watched and then said, “Y’all git in de parlor now. Food ’bout ready.”


  As Jenny turned back to the stove, Mandie asked, “Is Abraham all right? I haven’t seen him yet.”


  “He be all right,” Jenny told her and then muttered, “Don’t know why I ever got myself such a contrary man fo’ a husband.”


  “But you love him just the same,” Mandie called back teasingly as she and Joe turned to leave the kitchen. Then she stopped and asked, “I suppose y’all know about my father’s will being stolen, don’t you?”


  No one answered for a short moment and then Aunt Lou said, “We all knows ’bout it, and it’s sorry we be, but we don’t know where it went.”


  “You see,” Liza began with downcast eyes. “I hafta confess. I left de door open to Mistuh John’s office ’cause I couldn’t find him to lock it.”


  Mandie quickly stepped back inside the room. “You left the door open? But how did you get in there? Doesn’t he always keep it locked?”


  “And doesn’t he always forbid anyone going up on the third floor where his office is?” Joe asked.


  The three servants looked at each other and then Liza explained, “He ast me to clean up in de office room. Dat’s how I be in de room, and den he goes off and I cain’t find him when I gits done. I go all over de house lookin’ fo’ him and den find out he gone to de barber shop and ain’t come back.”


  “He said he had other things to do and he was gone most of de day,” Aunt Lou added. “And of course Liza cain’t jes’ stay dere and wait fo’ him to come back and lock de door. When he did git home, he said he plumb forgot ’bout leavin’ Liza in de room, and he went up right den and locked de door.”


  Mandie looked at Joe and said, “I told you Uncle John could have left the door open.”


  “All right, he did then,” Joe replied with a shrug.


  Mandie turned back to Liza and asked, “Did you notice whether his desk lock was broken?”


  “I didn’t pay no never mind to de lock. I jes’ polished de top of de desk and around,” Liza replied. “Mistuh John, he ast me, too, ’bout de lock, but I don’t ’member lookin’ at it at all.”


  “We talk ’bout dis later. Y’all git on to de parlor. We’se got to serve up de food now,” Aunt Lou said, shaking her big white apron in Mandie’s direction.


  “All right, Aunt Lou,” Mandie agreed. “I’ll see y’all after we’ve all finished eating.”


  Mandie and Joe walked down the hallway toward the parlor. She stopped before they got to the doorway and asked, “Now what am I going to do? Uncle John didn’t volunteer to tell us he left the door open.”


  “Maybe he’ll get around to mentioning the fact,” Joe suggested as he waited.


  “And what if he doesn’t? Do you think we should let him know that we know?” Mandie asked.


  “Why don’t you give him a chance to talk some more about the broken lock and see what else he has to say?” Joe told her.


  “He probably realizes Liza will tell me about the door,” Mandie said, tossing back her long blond hair, and then looking up at Joe, she added, “And whoever took the will must have slipped into the house without anyone seeing them.”


  “There’s one fact we’re both overlooking,” Joe told her. “How did this person know the will was in your uncle John’s desk?”


  Mandie thought for a moment and said, “I suppose anyone would think all valuable papers would be locked up somewhere, in a desk or something.”


  “But we still don’t know how anyone knew we found the will in your father’s house,” Joe reminded her. “And that your uncle John had brought it home with him.”


  “Well, if we can figure all that out we’ll know who took the will,” Mandie replied. “But even if we find out who the thief is, we still have to figure out where the will is.”


  “Here comes Aunt Lou to announce the food is on the table,” Joe said, looking down the hallway.


  Mandie quickly glanced in that direction and said, “Come on. Let’s at least put in an appearance in the parlor.”


  The two hurried on through the doorway of the parlor and rushed to sit down as Aunt Lou arrived at the doorway saying, “De food be on de table, Miz ’Lizabeth.”


  “Thank you,” Elizabeth replied as she rose and Aunt Lou went back down the hallway. “Shall we go in now?”


  “Sounds like a good idea,” Dr. Woodard said as he also rose.


  “I agree,” John Shaw said.


  As everyone started toward the dining room, Mrs. Taft fell back and asked Mandie, “Did y’all find any clues?”


  “Not yet, Grandmother, but we will,” Mandie told her.


  “And if Mandie says so, we will,” Joe said with a big grin.


  Mandie frowned at him as they followed the adults into the large dining room. When Mrs. Taft came to visit, Mandie knew her mother always dined in the huge room. Ordinarily they ate in the smaller dining room, which was really a large room itself.


  A huge crystal chandelier hung over the enormous dining table, which was covered with a cream-colored crocheted tablecloth to match the background of the green-flowered plush seats of the chairs. A tapestry of peacocks and flowers hung on one wall of the room, and long French doors opened onto a terrace on the other side. Even though a large, rock fireplace stood at each end, the air could be drafty in the wintertime. Today it was not cold enough for fires with the outside doors closed.


  After everyone was seated and served, the conversation centered around the will. Mandie kept listening for Uncle John to make some remark about having left Liza in the room and the door unlocked, but instead he began talking about witnesses.


  “Amanda, can you remember the names of the two witnesses on your father’s will? I can’t for the life of me remember seeing the signatures, but I know they were on it,” John Shaw said, taking a sip of the coffee in his cup.


  Mandie frowned thoughtfully and finally said, “No, Uncle John, I’m sorry, but I can’t remember who they were. I’m not sure I could read them because the handwriting was so scrambled up.” Turning to Joe, she asked, “Do you remember?”


  Joe also frowned as he thought about it, and he said, “Seems like one was a Kennery, or something like that, and the other one was a shorter name of some kind.”


  “Kennery,” John Shaw puzzled over the name. Looking at the doctor, he asked, “Did you ever know anyone by that name? You live in that neck of the woods, and evidently Jim had it drawn up and witnessed out there.”


  “No, I don’t believe I ever heard that name,” Dr. Woodard said, shaking his head as he paused with his fork midway to his mouth.


  “But, Mr. Shaw, Mandie’s father didn’t have an attorney draw up the will,” Joe told John Shaw. “At least there was no legal firm’s name on it. I remember noticing that.”


  John Shaw thought about that and said, “I believe you’re right. I don’t remember seeing an attorney’s name on it, either. Jim had the idea of becoming a lawyer himself when he was young and had some legal schooling, so he probably just wrote it up and got his signature witnessed.”


  Mandie eagerly asked, “Do you mean my father wanted to be a lawyer?” She laid down her fork.


  “Yes, he did, Amanda,” John Shaw told her. “He enrolled at the university, but when things ended between him and your mother and you were born, he just pulled up and moved to Swain County. As far as I know he never went back to school.”


  “My father a lawyer!” Mandie exclaimed with a big sigh. Tears came into her blue eyes as she remembered him. “He would have been a good one, Uncle John. He was always so honest about everything and taught me to never break the law.” Her voice trembled.


  Dr. Woodard spoke up to change the subject. “Would the will be legal if he didn’t have a lawyer draw it up?” he asked John Shaw.


  “Oh yes, as long as he signed it and it was witnessed,” John Shaw replied. “And if we can find it, I don’t think there will be any problem with it.”


  “We’ve searched the whole third floor, that is, all except your office, Uncle John, which was locked, and we didn’t find a single clue,” Mandie told him. She was secretly hoping Uncle John would offer her the key and the chance to search his office.


  “I’ve been through everything in my office, and it isn’t there,” John Shaw replied. “And I don’t believe the will is still in this house. It just wouldn’t make much sense to steal the document and then leave it somewhere else in the house with the possibility that we might find it.”


  “You’re right, John,” Dr. Woodard agreed. “Why steal a will and then not take it with you?” He reached for another biscuit.


  Mandie spoke up. “Well, Joe and I have discussed this, and we’ve decided whoever stole the will just didn’t want me to have it so I couldn’t claim the property when my stepmother showed up with another will and claimed my father’s house. Therefore, it had to be someone connected with my stepmother.”


  “You’re right, of course,” Uncle John said.


  “But, Amanda, whoever took the will could have just destroyed it, and in that case you will never find it,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  “Oh no!” Mandie exclaimed as she thought about that.


  “I just don’t understand how anyone could have come into this house and done this without some of us seeing them,” Elizabeth said.


  “Well, the front door, and the back door, as well, is never locked because nobody in town locks doors except at night, so it would be easy for someone to enter the house,” Jason Bond reminded them.


  “But don’t forget, John keeps his office locked,” Elizabeth said.


  “Then how did anyone get into his office?” Mandie asked, watching her uncle. She was aware that Joe was also watching him.


  Nobody replied as they all looked at one another, waiting for an answer from someone.


  Finally Mrs. Taft spoke, “It’s possible, John, someone could have discovered your hiding place for your office key. If the door lock was not broken, then the key was used to gain entry.” She paused and then added, “Unless you did leave the door open some time or other.”


  John Shaw smiled and looked at Mrs. Taft. “I believe we are going in circles with our questions,” he said. “What I think we need to do now is concentrate on the witnesses’ names. If we could locate them, we could have something solid to work on.”


  Suddenly Mandie had an idea. “Uncle Ned, Uncle Ned!” she exclaimed. “Uncle Ned might know who the witnesses were on my father’s will! In fact, he might have been there when my father made it.”


  Everyone quickly agreed.


  “Yes, you are right, Amanda. We must send for Uncle Ned,” John Shaw agreed. “He has known us all our lives, and I would imagine Jim confided in him about various things after he went to Swain County, away from his family.” He looked at Jason Bond without speaking.


  Jason Bond smiled at him and said, “I’ll be ready to ride as soon as we finish here. I just hope I find him at home.”


  “Thank you, Jason, for volunteering to go,” John Shaw said.


  Dr. Woodard rubbed his chin and said, “If you don’t mind my saying so, I don’t see any purpose in sending for the old man today, since we are all leaving here early Monday. He’d no more get here than we’d have to leave. Why don’t I go by and get him on the way to my house and bring him home with me?”


  “You’re right,” John Shaw agreed.


  “In fact, I can leave here tomorrow and go on by his house, just to be sure we get to my home by the time y’all arrive there,” the doctor suggested.


  “Yes, that is a good idea,” John Shaw replied. “I’d certainly like to talk to him before we have to go to the courthouse.”


  “Then I’ll plan to leave first thing in the morning,” Dr. Woodard said, resuming his eating.


  “After breakfast, of course,” Elizabeth said with a smile.


  “Thank you, I will have breakfast with y’all before I leave,” the doctor agreed.


  “Dr. Woodard,” Mandie quickly spoke up, “Joe doesn’t have to go with you, does he? Couldn’t he wait and go with us? Please.” She smiled as she glanced at Joe.


  “No, Miss Amanda, Joe doesn’t have to go with me,” Dr. Woodard replied. “If he wants to stay here, that’s fine with me.” He looked at his son.


  “Thanks, Dad,” Joe said as he set down his coffee cup. “I would like to wait and go with everyone else on Monday.” He grinned at Mandie and added, “Mandie would never forgive me if I went off without helping her solve the mystery of the missing will.”


  Mandie grinned back as she said, “That’s right. I need some help because we don’t have much time.”


  John Shaw laughed and said, “Then I would suggest that you two hurry up, eat, and get back to your detective work.” He took another biscuit from the platter.


  “Uncle John, you don’t really believe we can find any clues, do you?” Mandie said in a disappointed voice.


  “Let’s put it this way. I hope you do, but I doubt there is any evidence anywhere as to what happened to that will. But good luck anyway,” her uncle told her.


  “We’ll see,” Mandie said, smiling at him.


  “Now, John,” Mrs. Taft said as she laid down her fork. “You should have a little faith in Amanda’s ability to solve puzzles because she has found solutions to quite a few problems we’ve encountered.”


  “Oh, I do have faith in my little blue eyes,” John Shaw said, grinning at Mandie. “I have faith in her determination to figure all these things out. And I certainly hope she can throw some light on the problem we have right now.”


  Mandie grinned back at him and said, “Thanks, Uncle John, I won’t let you down.”


  As soon as the meal was over, Mandie and Joe left the adults sitting around the table talking and went to sit on the bottom step of the huge staircase in the front hallway.


  “Now what do we do?” Joe asked her.


  “We have to give Liza and the others time to eat and clear away the food,” Mandie replied. “Then we’ll go back and talk to them.” She stood up and added, “And in order to save time, I’d like to begin searching the second floor.” She turned to go up the steps.


  Joe stood up and followed. “But that’s where everyone’s rooms are,” he said. “We aren’t going prowling through your mother’s and your uncle’s rooms, are we? And your grandmother’s?”


  “Why not? We won’t disturb anything,” Mandie said as she climbed the steps.


  “I don’t like the idea, Mandie,” Joe objected.


  “Well, you don’t have to do anything. Just stand outside the doors and let me know if anyone comes up the stairs,” Mandie told him as they reached the top.


  “And then what do you plan on doing?” Joe asked as he followed Mandie to the first room down the hallway. This was a guest room and was not occupied at present.


  “Well, we’ll have to search the first floor, and the attic, and the cellar,” Mandie told him as she pushed open the door to the room.


  Joe frowned as he looked at her and said, “You are so positive the will is in the house somewhere, but I believe whoever stole it took it with them.”


  Mandie looked back at him and said, “I have this strong feeling the will is still in the house, and when I get these feelings I’m usually right. So remember this when I tell you I told you so.” She grinned at him.


  “And if you don’t find it, then I will tell you I told you so,” Joe replied as they stood in the open doorway.


  “That’s fair enough. Now, let’s get to work,” Mandie agreed as they entered the guest room and began their search again.


  CHAPTER THREE


  WHERE IS THAT WILL?


  Mandie hurried through her search of the second floor with Joe helping out, but no clue to the missing will was found. They stood in the middle of the last room and looked around. This was an unoccupied guest room.


  “Nothing!” Mandie exclaimed in a disappointed voice.


  “What next?” Joe asked.


  At that moment Liza came rushing through the open doorway. “Missy ’Manda, I been lookin’ ev’rywhere fo’ y’all,” she said. “We done got done in de kitchen, and I come to see if I kin help find dat will paper.”


  “Oh, Liza, I was coming to find you so we could discuss that day Uncle John’s office door was left open,” Mandie told her. “But let’s don’t talk on this floor because somebody might come to their room. Let’s go on up the flight of stairs to the attic.”


  Mandie led the way to the staircase, and the three sat down on the landing between the third floor and the attic. Joe pushed open the shutters on the window there to let in some sunlight.


  “Now, Liza, tell me all about that day you left Uncle John’s office door open,” Mandie said to the girl.


  Liza looked at her and shrugged and said, “I done tole you I lef’ de do’ open ’cause Mistuh John he be gone all day and I had work to do. I couldn’t jes’ sit dere lookin’ at dat do’ all de day long.”


  “Was it open a whole day?” Mandie asked.


  “I s’pose so,” Liza said.


  “How long were you in there cleaning up the room that day?” Mandie asked.


  Liza frowned thoughtfully and replied, “Mighta been two, three hour it took me.”


  “Were there any visitors in the house that day? Did anyone come calling?” Joe asked.


  “No, don’t think so. Leastways I don’t ’member seein’ nobody, and I looked de house all over fo’ Mistuh John. I went everywheres, even to Abraham’s house in de yard, and he don’t be nowhere, and den come suppertime heah he come. Been tendin’ to bidness, he say, and he go lock de do’ whilst we’s puttin’ de food on de table,” Liza said with a big sigh.


  “Where was my mother all the time the door was unlocked?” Mandie asked.


  “She stay in huh room restin’ all de day. I took huh a tray at noon, and she jes’ sittin’ round readin’ in huh sittin’ room,” the girl explained. Then she looked at Mandie and added, “Miz ’Lizbeth, she ain’t got plumb well yet from havin’ dat fever.”


  “I know, Liza. She probably won’t be able to go with us to the courthouse in Swain County on Monday,” Mandie said. “But Dr. Woodard says she is getting better.”


  “Liza, did you go with Mr. Shaw to see him lock the door?” Joe asked.


  Liza looked at him in surprise and answered as she shook her head, “Lawsy mercy, no. He know how to lock de do’.”


  Joe smiled at her and said, “I thought you might have gone up to his office with him to show him what all you had done in there.”


  “I ain’t done nuthin’ in dat room but sweep de carpet and dust, and den I polish ev’rything,” Liza explained.


  “Then how did you know he locked the door?” Mandie asked.


  “I knows he did ’cause when he come in de front do’ I tell him I’se done in his office room and dat de do’ be unlocked, and he say I gwine right up dere right dis heah minute and lock de do’, and he went up de steps. Dat’s how I knows he locked de do’,” Liza said, taking a big breath. “I’m athinkin’ y’all jes’ ain’t been alistenin’ to whut I been sayin’. He went up dem steps and locked dat do’ and den he come back down wid Miz ’Lizbeth to eat suppuh.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “I understand, Liza. Now, where was Mr. Jason that day?”


  “Mistuh Bond he be he’pin’ Abraham build a new chicken coop dat day. You kin go see it. It’s in de fur corner of de backyard ’cause Miz ’Lizbeth she don’t want dem chickens crowin’ and cacklin’ too close to de house,” Liza explained. “Took ’em all day and then some mo’ time aftuh suppuh.”


  “And you didn’t see anyone else come into the house that day?” Mandie asked.


  “Nobody,” Liza said, vigorously shaking her head.


  Joe looked at Mandie and said, “So if the desk lock was broken that day, your uncle didn’t notice it until he went to get the will this morning.”


  “I know he doesn’t go in there every day, only when he has bookwork to do,” Mandie replied. Then looking at Liza, she asked, “Do you remember what day it was when you cleaned his office?”


  Liza frowned for a moment and then said, “It be de day dis heah week fo’ prayer meetin’ night. I knows ’cause we all hurryin’ up to go to de church and sang dat night, me and Aunt Lou and Jenny. Abraham he couldn’t go ’cause he he’pin’ Mistuh Bond make de new chicken pen.”


  “And today is Saturday, so Mr. Shaw might not have been back up there in his office until he went to get the will this morning,” Joe said, looking at Mandie.


  “Right. Therefore he wouldn’t have known someone took the will if they did it the day the door was left open,” Mandie said. “I wonder if he checked his desk that day when he locked the door.”


  “Probably not,” Joe said.


  “Unless he had something to put in the desk or to take out of it,” Mandie said. Glancing at Liza, she added, “You said he had been in town doing business all day. You don’t know what kind of business, do you, Liza?”


  “Don’t be knowin’ ’bout dat,” Liza said, shaking her head.


  “Would you remember if he had a pouch with him?” Joe asked.


  “A pouch?” Liza questioned.


  “You know, a leather case to put papers in,” Joe explained.


  “I didn’t see him carryin’ nuthin’,” she replied. “He had had his hair cut I noticed. ’Sides, Aunt Lou say he been to de barber shop anyhow.” She stood up and asked, “Is we gwine to do any lookin’ or whut?”


  Mandie rose as she said, “Let’s search the attic next.”


  Joe got to his feet and told her, “That attic is crammed full, or it was the last time I was up there, and it’s going to take some time, let me tell you.”


  “But we’ve got Liza to help us now,” Mandie said as she started the rest of the way up the steps to the attic door.


  As Mandie pushed the door open, she stopped and looked at Joe, then said, “It’s awfully dark in there, but if we open the shutters we probably won’t have to use lamps.”


  “Let’s open the shutters,” Joe agreed as he walked across the room to one of the windows.


  Mandie hurried to another window. Liza cautiously stepped inside the room and watched them. Then, as the light began streaming in through the opened shutters, she went to help with the last window. And Snowball, who had found them, came rushing in to smell everything.


  Mandie glanced around the attic at the contents—trunks, boxes, old furniture, a pile of old dishes stacked on the top of a wooden crate, old clothes hanging on hooks in one corner. A huge beveled-edge mirror with a tarnished gilt frame stood on a stand near a window and reflected the jumble in front of it, making the attic look much larger than it was.


  Joe ran his long thin fingers through his unruly brown hair as he also viewed the mess. He blew out his breath as he asked, “And where do you propose we start? How in this world do you think you will ever find the will if it is hidden in all this conglomeration?”


  “It’ll take time, but we can do it—the three of us,” Mandie told him as she walked over to a large trunk in a corner. She glanced at Snowball, who was watching her, and added, “And Snowball, you’d better behave or I’ll throw you out.”


  Liza frowned as she said, “But, Missy ’Manda, whut do dat will look like?”


  Joe quickly told Mandie, “You see, Liza wouldn’t know a will if she saw one.”


  Mandie thought for a moment and said, “All right, Liza, you just help me open and close things, and I’ll look for the will. It’ll make things faster that way. Let’s start with this trunk.”


  “And I’ll begin over here,” Joe said as he stopped by a huge box on the far side. Snowball followed Joe.


  Soon the light began to fail. The October day was short, so they finally lit the two lamps that were kept on a table by the door to the attic.


  Mandie realized it was quite a job to go through all the contents of the trunks, not to mention the boxes and the drawers of the furniture.


  “I wonder why your mother or your uncle doesn’t get rid of most of this stuff,” Joe remarked as he pulled some ancient clothes out of a wooden box.


  “Oh no!” Mandie exclaimed as she straightened up from a trunk to look at him. “All this stuff is history, our family history. Why, I imagine Uncle John could identify every piece of everything in this room. I’m not sure whether my mother brought anything to put in here when she married Uncle John or not. Most of it is probably belongings of the Shaw family, my father’s people, for several generations back.”


  “Well, it may take us generations to search all of it,” Joe said with a laugh.


  By late Sunday night Mandie and Joe had not completed looking into everything in the attic, even though they had worked every minute, except for time to eat and sleep. But now they had to stop and get some sleep. Mandie planned to continue with the search after the hearing was held the coming week in Bryson City.


  
    

  


  Before daybreak on Monday morning, John Shaw, Mrs. Taft, Mandie with Snowball, and Joe began their journey to the Woodards’ house. As Mandie had thought, her mother did not go with them. Dr. Woodard had already departed on Sunday to go by and get Uncle Ned. They were waiting at the Woodards’ house when Mandie and the others arrived Monday afternoon.


  “Come in, come in,” Mrs. Woodard greeted them at the front door. She stepped aside and motioned everyone into the front hallway. “Just leave your bags here in the hall. The Millers are working today and will take them up to your rooms for you.”


  Mandie set Snowball down, and he disappeared down the hallway. Then she quickly removed her gloves and stuffed them into the pocket of her cloak, which she removed and hung with the others’ wraps on the hall tree.


  As Mrs. Woodard led them into the huge parlor off the front hall, Mandie hurried to greet Uncle Ned, who was sitting before the fire with Dr. Woodard. The two men rose as everyone entered the room.


  “Uncle Ned!” Mandie said, embracing the old Indian as he hugged her back.


  “Papoose, glad you got here all right,” Uncle Ned told her. He turned to greet Mrs. Taft and Joe and to shake hands with John Shaw as everyone took a seat.


  John Shaw pulled out his watch, which was on a chain in his vest pocket, to look at the time. “Whew! We don’t have long to get to the courthouse, do we?” he said. Then he added, “I would like to talk to you, Uncle Ned, before we go.”


  “Don’t worry about the time, John,” Dr. Woodard said. “A messenger brought word early this morning that the hearing has been postponed until nine o’clock tomorrow morning, so you have plenty of time.”


  “I wonder why. Did they give you any reason for changing it?” Uncle John asked.


  “No, the man said he knew you had told them you could be contacted here during the hearing, so he just said the schedule was running behind and it would be tomorrow morning,” Dr. Woodard explained.


  “Well, in that case, why don’t we all get out of these traveling clothes and get comfortable before we begin our discussion about the will? Is that agreeable with everyone?” Mrs. Taft asked as she stood up and looked around the room.


  “Of course,” John Shaw said, rising from his chair. Looking at Dr. Woodard and Uncle Ned, he added, “This won’t take long.”


  Mrs. Woodard told them, “I’ll go up and show you where I’ve put all of you.” She led the way up the steps.


  All of the bedrooms upstairs were large and contained two or three huge, four-poster beds each. The Woodards’ home was made of logs, like most of the houses in the area, but it was much larger than most, though nothing like the size of John Shaw’s home in Franklin.


  “Mrs. Taft, I’ve put you and Amanda in here,” Mrs. Woodard said as she pushed open the door to the room on the front corner of the house.


  “Thank you, this is fine,” Mrs. Taft replied as she stepped into the room with Mandie following. Mrs. Woodard took John Shaw on down the hallway.


  Mandie noticed their bags had already been brought up, and she hurriedly opened hers and took out a blue and white gingham dress. She had changed clothes before Mrs. Taft even had hers laid out on the bed.


  “I’m going back downstairs, Grandmother,” Mandie told her as she started for the door.


  “All right, dear. I’ll be down shortly,” Mrs. Taft replied as she began unbuttoning her waist.


  Mandie found Joe sitting on the bottom step waiting for her. He had already changed his clothes, too. He stood up as she came down.


  “No grass grows under your feet, does it?” Joe teased.


  “Yours either,” Mandie replied with a smile. She sat down on the steps, and he did likewise. “I wish we had known the hearing was not till tomorrow. We could have had a little more time searching the house for the will.”


  “But Dad said it was set for nine o’clock in the morning, so you would have had to come here today anyway,” Joe reminded her. “Unless you were going to travel at night.”


  “No, Grandmother wouldn’t have agreed to that,” Mandie said. “Here comes Grandmother now,” she added as she stood to look upward.


  “Are you all waiting for me?” Mrs. Taft asked as she came down and saw them standing there.


  Mandie smiled up at her and said, “Of course, Grandmother, because I know nothing is going to be discussed until you return to the parlor. I want to hear everything that’s said.”


  Mrs. Taft stepped down into the hallway as she looked at Mandie and said, “Come along, then. You might miss something.” She smiled. “You too, Joe.”


  When they returned to the parlor, Mandie was surprised to see her uncle was already there. He certainly had not wasted any time in his room. After Mrs. Taft had been seated, John Shaw began asking Uncle Ned questions.


  “The will that my brother Jim drew up and that Amanda and Joe found has disappeared out of my desk, as Dr. Woodard has probably already told you,” John Shaw began. As the old Indian nodded, he continued, “We are trying to remember the signatures of the witnesses on the will and thought perhaps you might have known who they were, or maybe you were present when Jim signed the will.”


  “I not there when Jim Shaw made will, but he told me,” Uncle Ned began. “Man named Tom Kennering sign his name, and other man named Jacob Smith.”


  John Shaw looked at Joe and said, “You almost got one of the names right.” Then turning back to Uncle Ned, he asked, “Do you know these two men? Do you know where we can find them now?”


  “Know them,” Uncle Ned said, nodding his head. “Tom Kennering gone to happy hunting ground, accident, shot hunting deer. Jacob Smith, he moved way up north soon after he signed. Jim Shaw said too far to visit.”


  Everyone sighed in disappointment.


  “Do you know any relatives of these men that we might be able to find?” John Shaw asked.


  Uncle Ned thought for a moment, then shook his head and said, “No, no kin people.”


  “Uncle Ned, were these men friends of my father’s? I mean, did they visit each other?” Mandie asked.


  Uncle Ned nodded. “Visit, hunt together,” he replied. “When Jim Shaw first moved to Charley Gap, they friends.”


  “Where did these men live? Were they neighbors of Jim?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Tom Kennering live over mountain in Tennessee,” the old Indian explained. “Jacob Smith come from up north and he return up north, live in cabin in mountain alone.”


  Dr. Woodard had been thoughtfully listening to the conversation, and he told John Shaw, “Strange that I never knew these people. Being a doctor, you know, I get around most everywhere and meet ’most everybody.”


  “And of course you had been living here in Swain County a long time before Jim ever moved out here,” John Shaw replied. “What about the accident when this Tom Kennering was shot? Was a doctor called in, or did it happen near here, Uncle Ned?”


  “Shot in Tennessee, too far for Dr. Woodard,” the old man explained. “Too far for Jim Shaw to go. Tom Kennering friend of Jacob Smith and visit Jacob Smith in mountain cabin. Jim Shaw visit there.”


  “You’d think Mandie’s father would have asked my father to witness the will, or at least have told him about drawing one up, since they had known each other way back when they both lived in Macon County,” Joe said.


  “No, he probably didn’t let your father know any of his business because he knew your father was still in touch with all of us now and then. And remember, he moved out here to break all connections with his family,” John Shaw reminded him.


  “You’re absolutely right, John,” Dr. Woodard agreed. “We saw very little of him after he moved here.”


  John Shaw turned back to Uncle Ned and said, “Looks like we’ve got a problem. If we could have found even one of those men, it would have helped matters.”


  Uncle Ned frowned for a moment and then he said, “I send braves to Tennessee. Find friends of Tom Kennering.”


  “That’s a good idea, Uncle Ned,” John Shaw told him. “If we could find friends of Tom Kennering, it’s possible they would have also known Jacob Smith and just might know where he moved.”


  Uncle Ned stood up as he said, “I go now. Start braves on journey.”


  Mandie rose and went to clasp his hand as she asked, “Are you coming back here?”


  Uncle Ned patted her blond head and said, “Be back tonight. I not go to Tennessee. I send braves to Tennessee.”


  “I appreciate this, Uncle Ned,” John Shaw said as he also stood up.


  “Jim Shaw my friend,” the old man said sadly. “I promise Jim Shaw I take care of Papoose. This will belongs to Papoose and she need help. Now I go. Back before time to sleep.” He gave Mandie’s hand a hard squeeze and turned to leave the room.


  “Please hurry back,” Mandie called after him as he stepped into the hallway.


  Everyone sat back down to discuss this new development in the situation.


  “I will probably be able to get the judge to give me some time to find the will,” John Shaw told Mrs. Taft. “I have no idea how much time, or whether you want to stay around after we see him tomorrow.”


  “Of course I’ll be around, John, as long as it’s necessary, that is, until this matter is settled,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “Will I be able to stay home and continue looking for the will?” Mandie asked as she looked from her grandmother to her uncle.


  “I told Miss Prudence we might be gone all this week because we weren’t sure how long all this would take,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  “Things are so uncertain right now,” John Shaw told her. “We’ll probably go home after the hearing tomorrow and then have to wait and see if Uncle Ned’s friends turn up any information for us. I don’t see much sense in sending you back to school in Asheville and then maybe having to bring you home again the next day.”


  Joe looked at his father and said, “How about me, Dad?”


  Dr. Woodard thought for a moment and said, “We’ll just have to wait and see, like John just said. But since you were with Miss Amanda when she found the will, I know we’ll need to have you present at the hearing and any other proceedings. I don’t suppose it would hurt you to miss a few days of school.”


  Joe grinned and said, “Thanks, Dad.”


  Mrs. Miller came to the parlor door to tell Mrs. Woodard she had coffee ready. “Shall I bring it in here, or do y’all plan on sitting at the table?” she asked.


  “If we drink it in here, then we won’t be in your way about fixing supper,” Mrs. Woodard told her.


  “I’ll be right back then,” Mrs. Miller told her as she disappeared back down the hallway.


  “Coffee! Just what I need, with a slice of that chocolate cake I saw Mrs. Miller making,” Joe said to Mandie.


  “Chocolate cake!” Mandie exclaimed. “Me too.” Then she turned to Dr. Woodard and said, “You know, Dr. Woodard, I really need Joe to help me finish searching the attic, and we haven’t even started on the cellar.”


  Dr. Woodard smiled at her and said, “We’ll see.”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  AT THE COURTHOUSE


  Mandie woke with the sound of the chickens the next morning, and when she looked over in the other bed, she was surprised to see her grandmother had evidently gotten up, made up the bed, and gone downstairs. Snowball stood up on her bed, stretched, and yawned.


  “Well, well!” Mandie said to herself as she tumbled out of the huge bed and reached for her clothes. On the previous evening she had laid out everything she planned to wear. “I wonder if everybody else is up.”


  She hurriedly dressed while her white cat watched, and then she scooped him off the bed and put him on the floor. “Come on, Snowball,” she told him as she opened the door. “Time to eat.” She looked back, and Snowball raced past her legs and down the hallway.


  As she followed her cat, Mandie smelled bacon frying and coffee perking. Suddenly she was starving. She rushed down the stairs. Snowball had already disappeared. Upon reaching the downstairs hallway, she could hear voices in the parlor.


  “Shucks!” she said to herself. “Must not be time to eat yet.” She walked to the parlor door and looked in. Everyone was there, even Uncle Ned, who had not returned when she went to bed the night before.


  Joe spotted her and called as he went over to the doorway, “Well, come on in, sleepyhead. It’s about time you got up.” He grinned at her. “You’re holding up breakfast.”


  “Holding up breakfast?” Mandie asked as she stepped into the room. Uncle Ned, Uncle John, Mrs. Taft, and Dr. Woodard seemed to be in a deep conversation and did not look up when she came in.


  Mrs. Woodard had heard Joe’s remark and rose from her chair as she said, “Don’t let Joe tease you, dear. You are not holding up breakfast. I was just fixing to go check with Mrs. Miller and see about it. I’ll be right back.”


  As Mrs. Woodard left the room, Mandie went to sit on a stool near the adults. Joe followed and sat on the carpet.


  Mrs. Taft saw her and said, “I didn’t want to wake you until the last minute, dear. You needed to get some rest after that long journey yesterday.”


  “I’m not tired now, Grandmother, but I am hungry,” Mandie said with a smile.


  Uncle Ned looked at her as the men paused in their conversation and said, “Braves gone to Tennessee now.”


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned. I don’t know what I’d ever do without you to help me out,” Mandie said, smiling up into his old face.


  Uncle John got up and moved to a chair closer to Mandie. He looked serious and thoughtful, and Mandie wondered what was going on. He reached to hold her hand and said in a low voice, “Are you ready to go through this hearing, Amanda? You probably haven’t stopped to think about it, but your stepmother will be there. You won’t let her presence upset you, will you?”


  Mandie’s heart cut capers as she remembered how mean the woman had been to her and to her father. And all the time, Mandie had thought she was her mother until her father died and Uncle Ned helped her find the way to Uncle John’s house. She wasn’t sure how she would feel to face the woman again.


  “Will you?” Uncle John repeated.


  Mandie suddenly felt tears fill her eyes and couldn’t speak. Uncle John reached to put an arm around her shoulders as he pulled out a handkerchief and gave it to her.


  “Just remember she doesn’t have any hold over you anymore,” John Shaw said as Mandie wiped her eyes. “There is nothing she can do or say to hurt you anymore, if you’ll just remember that your mother and I love you so much, and this woman is an outsider now.”


  “I know, Uncle John,” Mandie finally said as she finished drying her tears. “But she might be able to take my father’s house away from me, mightn’t she?”


  “Don’t worry about that,” John Shaw replied. “I’ll fight her to the highest courts for you. The will she has is bound to be forged, and she may be making trouble for her own self by trying such a thing.”


  “Uncle John, please, let’s just don’t call her my stepmother anymore, because she really isn’t now,” Mandie told him.


  “Of course, you’re right, dear,” John Shaw agreed. “We’ll just call her by her name, Mrs. Etta Hughes, and if her husband is there, we’ll just call him Mr. Hughes.”


  “Thank you, Uncle John,” Mandie said, reaching to squeeze his hand.


  Mrs. Woodard came back into the room and said, “I believe breakfast is ready now, if you would all come and eat.”


  “I am ready,” Dr. Woodard said as he rose.


  “Me too,” Joe said, standing up beside Mandie.


  John Shaw offered his hand to help Mrs. Taft rise, and they all went to breakfast.


  There was not much conversation at the table because everyone had the hearing on their minds and they were in a hurry to finish the meal and get on to the courthouse.


  In the middle of her thoughts at the table, Mandie suddenly remembered the letter Uncle John said he had received from her father. “Uncle John, the letter from my father, did you bring it with you?” she asked, anxiously looking at her uncle as she laid down her fork.


  John Shaw smiled and patted his jacket pocket. “It’s right here,” he said. “Don’t worry. I won’t let it out of my sight.”


  Mandie breathed a loud sigh of relief. “I’m glad you didn’t forget,” she said. Then she added, “You know, my father didn’t ever tell her about his secret hiding place where we found the will that day, or I’m sure she would have destroyed the will. He showed me the place a long, long time ago when she and her daughter Irene weren’t home one day, and I had forgotten all about it until Joe and I discovered it.”


  “She still probably does not know about it, because I’ve had your father’s house repaired after the fire, and the hiding place is hidden again,” Dr. Woodard told Mandie.


  “You had my father’s house repaired?” she questioned him in surprise.


  “Yes, you see, your uncle here sent the funds and asked if I would hire someone to do the work, which I did, and there is no sign of fire damage now,” the doctor explained.


  “We’ll go out and look it over before we return to Franklin,” John Shaw told her.


  “Oh, Uncle John, thank you,” Mandie said. “I was so worried about the burned floor and the smoke damage. I’m anxious to see it.”


  “That’s a good idea, John, to visit the house,” Mrs. Taft spoke up. “You see, I’ve never been there, and I would like to see what we’re fighting that woman for.”


  “Grandmother, it’s just a plain old log cabin, not at all like your mansion in Asheville,” Mandie told her. “But it was built by my father with his own hands and is precious to me.” Her voice shook a little with emotion.


  “I understand, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “And I would feel that way if I were in your position. But don’t you worry about that house now. We’ll fight that woman until we’re rid of her.”


  “Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said.


  John Shaw pulled out his pocket watch and looked at it as he said, “Now I think we’d better be on our way. We don’t want to be late.”


  “No, the sooner the better,” Mandie said, rising from the table. She had been hungry, but she didn’t finish her food.


  When someone opened the door to the hallway, Snowball came bounding in, meowing loudly. Mandie looked down at him and said, “Snowball, I don’t think you can go with us.”


  “Certainly not, dear,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Don’t worry about him,” Mrs. Woodard spoke up. “I’ll feed him and keep an eye on him. He’ll be all right until y’all return.”


  “Are you not going with us?” Mandie asked her.


  “No, dear, you don’t need me, and I’ll just wait here for y’all,” Mrs. Woodard replied.


  “Do you think Snowball will stay in the house while I’m gone? Remember he got out the last time I was here,” Mandie told her.


  “I’ll see that he doesn’t get out,” Mrs. Woodard promised.


  “Amanda, come on and get your wrap. We’ve got to hurry,” Mrs. Taft said as everyone was leaving the room.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied as she hurried to catch up with her grandmother.


  Uncle Ned went with John Shaw to bring the rig up to the door, and they were soon on their way to the courthouse in Bryson City.


  Mandie had not been in Bryson City many times in her young life, even though she had lived most of it just a few miles out of town. She looked at the big white building sitting in the middle of the square and realized that the ownership of her father’s house would be decided in this courthouse by some man she had never seen. And he didn’t know her and how badly she wanted to keep the house.


  John Shaw parked the rig where the horse could reach the watering trough. The October air was cool, so he didn’t have to worry about heat from the sunshine on the animal.


  “Here we are,” John said as he stepped down and assisted Mrs. Taft out of the rig. Dr. Woodard and Uncle Ned followed.


  Mandie’s legs didn’t seem to want to move as she and Joe descended from the back of the vehicle. Joe took her hand to help her down and she clung to it. The adults walked ahead to the door of the building.


  “Come on, Mandie,” Joe urged as he looked at her. “We have to go inside now.”


  Mandie held tighter to his hand, pulling him to a stop. “Joe, I’m afraid,” she said in a low voice.


  “Afraid of what?” Joe asked.


  “I’m afraid of what that judge might do about my father’s house,” she almost whispered. Then she quickly added, “Let’s say our verse, Joe.”


  Joe looked at her and replied, “All right, Mandie, if you want to, but I don’t think you should be afraid.”


  “Joe,” Mandie said, grasping his hand with both of hers. Joe repeated with her their Bible verse, “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ ”


  “Now we can go inside. Look, everyone is gone,” Joe told her as he tried to urge her toward the front door.


  “All right. I’m ready now,” Mandie said. She felt much better after repeating her favorite verse.


  Joe held the door open, and Mandie walked through into the front corridor of the courthouse. The adults were standing before a man at a desk at one side, and John Shaw was asking directions.


  “Second floor, up the stairway over there,” the man was saying as he pointed to the huge staircase. “Top of the steps, second door to your right.”


  John Shaw led the way as they followed the man’s directions. He opened the designated door, and they entered a small courtroom that was filled with long benches divided by a center aisle. A platform for the judge was at the front. The room was empty. He motioned for them to take the front seats on the right.


  Mandie, thinking she should try to look grown-up now, straightened the hat she was wearing, the one she had bought for her journey to Europe earlier that year with her grandmother and Celia. She sat up straight, watched for the judge to enter, and listened for Etta Hughes to come in the door, which was now behind them. Joe sat on her left and Uncle Ned on her right. John Shaw had been the last to be seated, and he was sitting on the other side of Joe, next to the aisle.


  “Are you all right?” Joe whispered in her ear.


  Mandie suddenly realized she was almost holding her breath as she waited for the event that was about to unfold here in this room. She took a deep breath and whispered back to him, “Yes.”


  At that moment she heard footsteps in the hallway come to the open door and pause. And at the same time, the clerk entered the room from a door just beyond the door with JUDGE lettered on it. He was middle-aged, awfully tall, rather skinny, and wore spectacles. Walking to his seat at the front, he sat down, opened a book he was carrying, and did not even glance at them.


  In the meantime the footsteps began again, and Mandie could tell the person was coming down the aisle. She became rigid again and almost lost her breath when Etta Hughes came into view across the aisle and sat down on a seat in the front row. Mandie didn’t want to look at her, but somehow her eyes became glued to the woman who so far had not looked at her.


  “Papoose,” she heard Uncle Ned whisper as she felt his arm go around her shoulders on the back of the bench. She reached up and squeezed his hand without changing her gaze.


  Etta Hughes was dressed in what Mandie remembered as her Sunday dress—plain brown, without any trim, and a wide-brimmed hat that hid part of her face as she sat there looking down at the papers in her hands. She was completely ignoring Mandie and the others. And Mandie knew she had to have seen them when she came through the doorway behind them.


  Mandie was so absorbed in watching the woman that Joe had to jerk her hand when everyone stood up as the judge entered and took his seat. She noticed the man wore a black robe and smiled as he spoke, but she was so worried about what Etta Hughes was going to say that she didn’t even hear what the judge said.


  “Mrs. Etta Shaw,” the clerk was saying, and Etta stood up.


  Mandie gasped in surprise. The woman was not Etta Shaw. She had married Zack Hughes shortly after Jim Shaw had died.


  “Yes,” she said as she stood there, evidently not knowing what else to say. The clerk took her papers to the judge.


  “You were married to James Alexander Shaw?” the judge questioned. “When he died, you then married Zack Hughes. How can you say you are Etta Shaw now?”


  “I have divorced Zack Hughes and taken back Jim Shaw’s name,” Etta said. “I have no home now and would like possession of the house he left me.”


  “I believe this is a will,” the judge said, looking over the papers in his hands. “Wherein James Alexander Shaw left Etta Shaw all his property.” He glanced up at her and asked, “James Alexander Shaw died April 13, 1900. That’s over a year ago. Why did you take so long to file this will?”


  “I don’t have much education,” Etta said. “I just didn’t know I was supposed to until I heard his daughter, Amanda, was claiming she had a will giving her the house, and I decided then I must do something about it, because that is the real will that you have there, Judge. Whatever Amanda has is not his true will.”


  “Do you know the two witnesses on this will?” the judge asked her.


  “Yes,” Etta said.


  “It will be necessary for you to bring them in,” the judge told her. “That is all right now. You may be seated.” The judge turned to look at John Shaw, and John immediately rose as the judge said his name.


  “I am John Shaw, Your Honor,” he said. “I have a letter here written to me by James Alexander Shaw, who was my brother, and would ask you compare the signature with that on the will this woman has submitted.”


  The clerk walked over, took the letter from John, and gave it to the judge, who carefully examined it.


  “According to this letter your brother planned to leave all his property to his daughter, Amanda Elizabeth Shaw,” the judge said. “But the will this woman has states it all goes to her. I cannot accept a letter as a will.”


  “Yes, Your Honor, I realize that, but would ask that I be given time to locate the will that Jim’s daughter, Amanda, found just recently, and which was stolen out of my house before I could get it filed,” John Shaw replied. “We are currently trying to locate at least one of the two witnesses to the will. The will which Amanda found left everything to her.”


  The judge looked at him and then at Etta and said, “Hmmm.” He looked back down at the papers in front of him. “As far as I can tell, the signature on this will and the one on the letter look identical, but of course I will have an expert compare them. You may have ninety days to come up with the will that you speak of. At the end of that time we will have a hearing to decide this matter.”


  Mandie smiled as she heard that remark. She squeezed Joe’s hand on one side and reached Uncle Ned’s hand on the other side.


  “Thank you, Your Honor,” John Shaw said, and Mandie realized the judge was finished and they were free to leave.


  When everyone stood up, Mandie glanced over to where Etta had been sitting and was surprised to see her rushing out ahead of them without even glancing their way. She couldn’t understand why the woman would not even look at her. And she wondered why Etta was alone. The woman claimed she had divorced Zack, but Mandie didn’t believe her. Etta would never let go of any man she managed to hook. She was incapable of living alone.


  “Let’s go, Mandie,” Joe told her as the adults went ahead.


  Mandie quickly followed with Joe. “Oh, Joe, we have ninety days to find the will, but how are we going to do it? We can’t stay out of school that long,” she said as they descended the staircase.


  “Of course not, Mandie,” Joe agreed. “We’ll just have to find it real fast somehow or another.”


  When they caught up with the adults at the rig, John Shaw looked at Mandie and smiled. “We have ninety days,” he said.


  “But we don’t actually have ninety days to find the will, because Joe and I will have to be back to school,” Mandie said with a big sigh.


  “No, Amanda, remember I told Miss Prudence we may be gone all week,” Mrs. Taft reminded her. “We’ll just take the week so you can spend it looking for the will.”


  “Oh, thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie told her. She turned to look at Dr. Woodard and asked, “But what about Joe?”


  “He may have a little time out, too, but when you two finish searching the house, then he must go back to school. If you do find the will, I would imagine your uncle John here will ask the judge to reschedule the hearing sooner than ninety days, right, John?” He looked at John Shaw.


  “That’s right,” John Shaw said. “As soon as the will is found, I will immediately notify the judge.”


  “But need witnesses’ friends,” Uncle Ned reminded him. “Maybe braves find friends of Tom Kennering or Jacob Smith.”


  “If they do we’ll have a talk with the friends and see what we can do,” John Shaw replied. “Anyway, right now I suggest we go back to Dr. Woodard’s house, and then we’ll make a quick trip to your father’s house, Amanda.” He looked at Mrs. Taft as they still stood by the rig. “Then we’ll head for home.”


  “Yes, that’s the right thing to do,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “We know the will is not at Dr. Woodard’s house. Therefore we need to get back and search where it disappeared.”


  Mandie quickly asked the doctor, “Is Joe going home with us? Please.”


  Dr. Woodard cleared his throat and replied, “Yes, he may go home with you all, but only because this is supposed to be educational for him. And I won’t guarantee you how long he will be able to stay.”


  “Thank you, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie said as they all began piling into the rig.


  John Shaw shook the reins, and the horse pulled the vehicle out into the road.


  “Well, what did you think of a courtroom?” Joe asked Mandie as they rode together in the backseat.


  “It looks awfully proper, but I didn’t think Etta Hughes acted very proper. Did you notice she didn’t even say ‘Your Honor’ when she spoke to the judge?” Mandie told him.


  “I suppose he overlooked it because she told him she was uneducated,” Joe said.


  “And she never did even look at me—or us, I should say,” Mandie added. “Well, she’ll look at us next time we go there. We’ll have the will and show her up for what she is.”


  “I sure hope we can find the will,” Joe said.


  “As soon as we get back, we’ll begin searching again, and we just won’t stop until we do find it,” Mandie told him. Then she added, “Or until we have to go back to school. Maybe if we hurry we can find it.”


  She glanced at Joe and smiled.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  WITH LOVE


  When they arrived back at the Woodards’ house, Mrs. Miller had the noon meal waiting for them. And Mrs. Woodard had Snowball under her watch as he slept curled up in the wood box by the big iron cookstove.


  As everyone came in through the back door into the kitchen, Mrs. Woodard greeted them. “I know you all must be hungry, so if you’ll freshen up, the food should be on the table in the dining room in about ten minutes.” The men and Joe went on through the doorway to the hallway.


  Mrs. Taft offered to help. “What could I do?” she asked as she paused in the middle of the room.


  “Me too,” Mandie added.


  “No, thank you, but by the time you get comfortable, Mrs. Miller and I will have everything taken care of,” Mrs. Woodard replied as she pulled a pan of biscuits out of the oven.


  “I’ll be back shortly,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  Mandie followed her grandmother upstairs, where they took off their best clothes and put on some everyday dresses.


  Mandie was excited about going to see her father’s house. “I’ll show you everything, Grandmother—the swing my father put up in a tree for me, the rail fence he was building around the property line, and the hiding place where Joe and I found the will,” she said, her thoughts tumbling together. She added with a smile, “And the barn where Susie, our cow, lived. I used to milk her, Grandmother. My father taught me how, and that woman he was married to didn’t like to go near Susie. I really think she was afraid of the poor cow. Snowball wasn’t afraid of Susie. He was a little kitten then, but he would sit by the bucket and watch me. Sometimes I would squirt a little of the milk his way, and he would go crazy trying to lick it up.”


  Mrs. Taft smiled at her granddaughter and said, “Amanda, let’s talk when we get out to the house. Right now Mrs. Woodard is waiting for us to eat.”


  “Oh yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed as she hastily tied the sash on her full-skirted calico dress and followed her grandmother out the door.


  Their meeting with the judge at the courthouse was discussed during the meal, but everyone hurried. John Shaw told them in order to get across the mountain and home before dark, the visit to Jim Shaw’s house would have to be quick.


  
    

  


  When John Shaw brought the rig to a standstill in the driveway in front of the old log cabin, Mandie jumped down and waited for her grandmother to join her. She grabbed the lady’s hand and led her around the yard, pointing out the things she had mentioned earlier. The others stood by the rig and watched.


  Mrs. Taft finally spoke after she had looked everything over. “So this is where you lived with your father,” she said as she put an arm around Mandie.


  Mandie looked up at her and saw tears glistening in her grandmother’s blue eyes. She knew the lady was thinking about what had happened between Jim Shaw and Elizabeth, about the lies that had separated them, and she knew her grandmother had many regrets. In a choked voice, Mandie told her, “You see why I want this house, why I have to have this house. It’s all I have left of my father. And I won’t let that woman, Etta Hughes, take it away from me.”


  “I understand, dear, and I’ll see that she doesn’t,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  Dr. Woodard called across the yard as he held up a large key, “I have the key here. Let’s go inside and you can see the repairs I had made.”


  Mandie quickly followed him as he started for the porch. He paused at the front door and held out the key to Mandie. “Here. You unlock the door. It’s your house,” Dr. Woodard said as Mandie took the key.


  Mandie unlocked the door and pushed it open. Her feet seemed frozen to the doorsill. She felt her father’s presence as memories of him came flooding back. She couldn’t move.


  “Come on, Mandie, let’s show them the secret hiding place,” Joe was suddenly saying at her side. He reached for her hand and squeezed it as he led her into the house.


  Mandie’s eyes finally focused on the area around the big open fireplace. There was no sign of the fire damage. Everything looked exactly the way it had when she lived here. Even the furniture had been cleaned and stood in the proper places.


  “Come on, Mandie,” Joe urged her as he knelt before the fireplace and pulled her down by his side. He took his knife out of his pocket and began working it between two of the boards in the floor.


  Uncle Ned stepped forward and knelt beside him. “Open here,” he said as he inserted his knife in a different spot. With one little tug he was able to pull up the section covering the hiding place.


  “That looked easy,” Mandie remarked as she watched.


  “Jim Shaw show me this way,” the old Indian replied as he moved the piece of flooring back, revealing the compartment below the floor.


  Mandie looked inside as everyone else crowded nearby to see what Uncle Ned had uncovered. The space below the floor was empty, and she was about to straighten up when something white caught her eye. She reached down to get it.


  “Why, it’s a letter to me,” Mandie said, puzzled as she looked at her name on the small white envelope. “Where did this come from?” She looked up at Joe, who suddenly sat back on the floor from his kneeling position, and then at the others, who were silently watching her and smiling. No one said a word.


  “Open it, Mandie,” Joe told her without looking her way.


  Mandie glanced at him and then studied the handwriting on the envelope. “Miss Amanda Shaw” it read in block letters. She didn’t recognize the lettering. Where did this come from? she wondered. She turned it over. There was nothing written on the back side, and the flap was sealed. And why was everyone staring at her? It must be a joke of some kind.


  “Oh, well,” she said to herself and ripped open the envelope. She took out the single sheet of paper inside, unfolded it, and read, “Our Dearest Amanda, you have always done so much for other people. Now we all want to do something for you. You love everybody and everybody loves you. We would like to make a promise to you. You will have your father’s house, no matter what we have to do. If you lose it in court because of the will, we will buy it from Etta Hughes. Rest assured, she is the kind of woman who can be bought. We want you to know you have already won the battle, because one way or the other the house is yours. With all our hearts we love you, Uncle Ned Sweetwater, Grandmother, Uncle John Shaw, Dr. and Mrs. Woodard, and Joe.”


  Mandie’s blue eyes overflowed with tears as she tried to look at everyone. She choked up and couldn’t speak. Instead she turned to hug Uncle Ned, and then each one who had signed the letter, ending with Joe.


  Joe put both arms around Mandie and held her tight as Uncle John reached down with his handkerchief and wiped her eyes.


  “Oh, I love you all, too,” she finally said, blinking to focus her eyes as she pulled away from Joe and went back to Uncle Ned. “Especially you, Uncle Ned. It’s because of you that all these nice things have happened to me. If you had not helped me find Uncle John, I’d probably still be over at the Brysons, tending to their baby.”


  “Papoose, love,” Uncle Ned said as he put his arm around her shoulders. “I promise Jim Shaw I look after Papoose. This house belongs to Papoose. He wanted Papoose to have it. So Papoose will have it.”


  Mandie suddenly wondered about the letter. “But how did the letter get in the secret hiding place?” she asked, looking around at the smiling faces.


  “Remember we were all up before you were, and I slipped out of the bedroom without waking you,” Mrs. Taft said. “We got together in the kitchen before you came down and decided we were going to see to it that you ended up with this house no matter what happened.”


  “We made up the letter, and Joe tried to write it so you wouldn’t recognize the handwriting,” Uncle John said, smiling.


  “And we really had you puzzled, didn’t we, Miss Amanda?” Dr. Woodard asked.


  “Joe and Uncle Ned came over here as soon as we got it written and put it in the hiding place there,” Mrs. Woodard explained.


  “And you know all the rest,” Joe said in a loud voice teasingly. “We love you, Amanda Shaw.”


  “Love is such a magic thing. It can make you feel like you’re floating in the clouds without a trouble in the world,” Mandie told them as she folded the letter, put it in the envelope, and held it with both hands. “I’ll treasure this letter the rest of my life. And when we finally get everything settled about this house, I’m going to put it back in the hiding place where it will always be safe.”


  “We’d better go now and get started back home, Amanda,” Uncle John told her. “You do still want to search for the will, don’t you?” He smiled at her.


  “Of course, Uncle John,” Mandie replied quickly. “That is important to me. I want to know what happened to it.”


  “Then come on and let’s get going,” Joe said as he closed the hiding place in the floor.


  When they got back to the Woodards’ house, they quickly packed their things and were ready to go. Uncle Ned rode his horse along with them as John Shaw drove his rig home, carrying Mrs. Taft, Mandie, and Joe.


  “I’ll be coming to Franklin in a day or two,” Dr. Woodard told Joe. “We’ll see then about when you need to come back home.”


  “Thank you, Dad,” Joe replied as John Shaw drove the rig down the driveway to the main road and everyone waved.


  Elizabeth was waiting up for them even though it was late when they arrived at John Shaw’s house. Everyone settled down in the parlor before the huge fireplace and related the events that had taken place on their journey. And Mandie showed her mother the letter everyone had written to her.


  “Yes, dear, you will have your father’s house, no matter how we get it,” Elizabeth promised her. “Your uncle John and I discussed the possibilities before you left here yesterday. I know you treasure this letter.”


  “Always, Mother,” Mandie told her as she took the letter back.


  Elizabeth stood up and said, “Now I think we should all go to bed and get some rest.”


  Everyone agreed.


  “I’ll just find Snowball, then I’ll go to my room,” Mandie said as all the others went up the staircase.


  “Don’t take too long, dear,” Elizabeth called back to her.


  Mandie went down the hallway and pushed open the kitchen door, looking for her cat. She found Aunt Lou, Liza, Jenny, and Abraham all sitting around the fireplace drinking coffee.


  “It’s past time for y’all to be in the bed,” Mandie teased them with a big smile.


  Aunt Lou looked at her seriously and said, “We couldn’t be gwine to bed widout knowin’ whut be happenin’ to my chile at dat courthouse.”


  “Everything’s going to be all right, but I still have to find the will,” Mandie replied as she sat down on a stool nearby. She quickly told them everything that had happened and showed them the letter.


  “We been so worried ’bout you, Missy ’Manda, dat we went ahaid and did some lookin’ on our own,” Liza told her.


  “Looking? You mean for the will?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “We look fo’ de will in our own rooms and in Jenny and Abraham’s house out dere in de yard,” Aunt Lou explained.


  “But we ain’t found nuthin’,” Jenny added.


  “ ’Course dat will ain’t gwine be in our house ’cause we didn’t take no will,” Abraham said to Jenny. “I been tellin’ you dat all de time.”


  “But somebody coulda stole it and hid it in our house, and I been tellin’ you dat,” Jenny replied.


  Mandie smiled at them as she stood up to leave. “It could be anywhere, because we don’t know who stole it,” she said.


  Liza also rose and said, “You knows, Missy ’Manda, I been athinkin’ ’bout dat day Mistuh John leave de do’ open, and seem like I ’members hearin’ a lil noise when I goes lookin’ fo’ him when I gits done cleanin’ in dere.”


  Mandie quickly asked, “A noise? What kind of a noise? Where?”


  “I don’t rightly know,” Liza said, scratching her head. “Sound like a rat runnin’ round and round, or mebbe it be somebody movin’ sumpin, but wudn’t nobody on de third floor but me dat day.”


  “Unless somebody managed to get into the house without anyone seeing them and getting on up to the third floor,” Mandie said thoughtfully.


  Liza shivered as she said, “I sho’ hopes nobody got in dis heah house and up dere wid me all by myself.”


  “Where were you when you heard this noise?” Mandie asked.


  “On de third floor, like I said, and I wuz walkin’ down de hall mindin’ my own bidness,” Liza explained. “I be ’bout to de next do’ to de office do’ when I hears dis heah noise, like I tells you.”


  “The door to the room next to Uncle John’s office?” Mandie questioned.


  Liza nodded and said, “Dat’s de one.”


  “Did the noise sound like it was inside that room?” Mandie asked.


  “I jes’ ain’t sho,” Liza replied. “But I thinks I’m sho.”


  Mandie suddenly had an idea. “Liza, let’s go up there and you show me where you were,” she told the girl.


  Liza looked at her in surprise. “Go up dere? Right now?”


  “Yes, right now, Liza, because I am supposed to be going to bed. Everyone else has already gone up to their rooms for the night,” Mandie replied. “It won’t take but a few minutes. Come on.” She turned to leave the room.


  “No, Missy ’Manda, it be dark up dere,” Liza complained.


  “Oh, that’s right. We’ll take a lamp with us,” Mandie said. “There’s one on the landing on the second floor. We’ll get it.”


  “Missy ’Manda, I don’t be thinkin’ we oughta be gwine up dere tonight,” Liza objected. “It be past my bedtime, too.”


  “Oh, Liza, you go on wid my chile and show her whut you be talkin’ ’bout,” Aunt Lou said. “You oughta not astarted sumpin’ you can’t be finishin’.”


  Liza looked at Aunt Lou without replying.


  “Come on, Liza. We could have been up there and back by now,” Mandie insisted.


  “Jes’ you and me?” Liza asked.


  “Yes, just you and me, because everyone is gone to bed and we have to be quiet,” Mandie replied. “Now come on. Let’s go.”


  “Go on, Liza. We listen out fo’ you, and if we heahs anything we come see you all right,” Abraham told her.


  “You be sho’ you listens real good, Abraham,” Liza told him as she slowly followed Mandie out of the room.


  Mandie led the way up the staircase. She looked at Liza and whispered, “Don’t forget. We have to be quiet.”


  “I knows,” Liza told her.


  When they got to the landing on the second floor, Mandie picked up the lamp kept on a table there and took it with her as they continued their way up to the third floor.


  Liza was right. It was awfully dark in the third-floor hallway. Mandie walked on down to the door to John Shaw’s office and stopped there. Liza stayed close by her side. “Now show me where you were when you heard the noise,” Mandie said.


  “Go dat way,” Liza said, motioning down the hallway. “To de next do’.”


  Mandie moved on, and Liza told her to stop in front of the next door.


  “I thinks I wuz heah,” the girl said.


  Mandie pushed open the door to the room and said, “This is a guest room that is never used.” She stepped inside the room and held up the lamp to look around. There was a huge bed with the headboard almost reaching the ceiling. The mattress was covered with a heavy counterpane. Portable steps sat by its side to be used when getting into the high bed.


  “Missy ’Manda, let’s jes’ go. We done seen ev’rything up heah,” Liza told her as she hovered near Mandie.


  “Joe and I searched all the third floor, including this room, before we worked on the attic, and we didn’t find anything unusual anywhere,” Mandie said as she stepped across the room and opened the double doors to the huge wardrobe standing there. “You see, even the wardrobe is empty.”


  At that moment there was a scratching sound, and both girls jumped.


  “Whut dat?” Liza asked in a whisper, moving closer to Mandie.


  “Whatever it was, it sounded like it was upstairs in the attic,” Mandie said, clutching the lamp without moving. “Listen and see if you hear it again.”


  The girls stood still, listening for any other noises. Mandie silently debated whether she wanted to explore the attic in search of the noise, and finally decided not to. She doubted that Liza would go with her, and she didn’t want to be alone up there this time of night.


  “Kin we go now, Missy ’Manda?” Liza asked in a nervous voice.


  “I suppose so, Liza. I can’t hear anything else,” Mandie said as she stepped back into the hallway. Liza stayed right next to her. “We can come back in the daytime when we can see better.”


  “You git dat doctuh son t’ go wid you next time,” Liza told her as they went down the hallway to the stairs.


  “Joe came back with us, and we’re going to finish searching the house for the will,” Mandie told her as they arrived at the second floor and she placed the lamp back on the table. Then she remembered her cat. “I came down to the kitchen looking for Snowball, Liza. Have you seen him tonight?”


  “He wuz in de kitchen one time tonight. I don’t rightly know whether he still be dere or not,” Liza replied.


  “I’ll go with you back to the kitchen and see if anyone knows where he is,” Mandie told her.


  As soon as they entered the kitchen, Aunt Lou asked, “Well, did you find anything up dere? Any more noises?” They were still sitting and drinking coffee.


  “Well, yes, we did hear something scratching like, but I think it was in the attic,” she said, and then asked, “It couldn’t have been Snowball, could it? Do you know where he is?”


  “Dat white cat he be in yo’ room waitin’ fo’ you,” Aunt Lou said. “I knows ’cause I put him in dere myself after he had his late suppuh tonight.”


  “Oh, thank you, Aunt Lou,” Mandie said. “Good night, y’all. I’ll go on up to bed then. See y’all in the morning.”


  “Night now,” the servants called to her as she left the kitchen.


  Mandie hurried up the steps, and when she opened the door to her room she found Snowball curled up asleep in the middle of her bed. He didn’t even move when she came in, so she hurried and undressed and then woke him so she could take off the spread. He complained with a loud meow, moved over to the other side, and curled back up.


  Mandie blew out the lamp on the table and jumped into the bed. Her head was whirling with the events of the day. When she closed her eyes, she could see Etta Hughes sitting across the aisle in the courtroom and completely ignoring Mandie and the others. Etta had always been loud-mouthed and a busybody, so Mandie didn’t understand why the woman didn’t make some smart remark to her and the others. Maybe she was actually afraid of the judge. But Etta had never been afraid of anyone who Mandie could remember. So maybe she was just putting on a good show trying to impress the judge with her honesty. The woman just hadn’t acted normal.


  “Oh, well, we’ll see what she does about bringing in witnesses for the will she has,” Mandie said. She turned over to go to sleep, and then she remembered her letter. She had left it in the pocket of her skirt. Quickly jumping out of bed in the light of the moon coming in through the window, she got the letter and placed it on the table by her bed.


  “So I’ll know where it is,” she said to herself as she once more got into bed.


  She thought about the love shown by that letter, and she drifted off to sleep with the happy thought that her father’s house would really be hers.


  CHAPTER SIX


  SECRETS


  Early the next morning Mandie and Joe returned to the attic to finish their search there. Liza could not be persuaded to join them. However, Snowball decided to go along.


  “Snowball, you have to behave if you’re going to stay up here, and I mean it,” Mandie said as she stooped to shake a finger at the white cat.


  “Mandie, that cat doesn’t understand you,” Joe said as he opened the shutters on the windows.


  Snowball meowed with a loud growl and jumped up on a big trunk and from there to the top of a chifferobe. He sat down on the edge and watched his mistress.


  “Don’t tell me he doesn’t know what I said. Look at him. He’s behaving,” Mandie said with a little laugh as she pointed to Snowball.


  “He won’t stay there,” Joe said as he opened a trunk by the window. “We shouldn’t be here very long anyway. If I remember correctly, we only have the stuff along this wall to search.”


  “You’re right. Let’s see, I stopped with this chest,” Mandie said, going over to the piece of furniture. “So it looks like this huge wooden box is next.” She raised the lid and began pulling out the contents. The box seemed to be full of dishes. She removed the wrappings and found a white dinner plate with tiny rosebuds around the fluted edge. “Oh, how beautiful!” she exclaimed. “I wonder what the story is on these dishes.” She carefully pulled out more pieces.


  Joe glanced her way as he crammed the contents of the trunk back inside. “Do you think the will would be hidden in a box of dishes?” he asked.


  “I don’t know, but I do know I want to see all of these,” Mandie said, continuing to remove the dishes and setting them down on the floor.


  Joe closed the trunk lid, walked over to her, and looked at the dishes she had taken out. “They are pretty,” Joe agreed as he picked up a coffee cup to inspect it.


  “This seems to be a whole set,” Mandie said, quickly counting the pieces. “I can’t imagine why we don’t use these instead of those plain white ones in the dining room downstairs.”


  Snowball had jumped down from his perch and came to smell the dishes on the floor.


  “Oh, Snowball, I am not putting these down for you. There’s no food in them,” Mandie said, pushing the cat aside as she stacked the plates together.


  At that moment Liza came to the doorway and yelled across the room, “Miz ’Lizbeth she say you come take food to de Burnses whut live in de old house down by de ruby mine. Right now, she say.”


  “Food to the Burnses?” Mandie said, straightening up to look at Liza. “Why is Mother sending food to the Burnses? Did somebody die?”


  “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, I don’t be aknowin’. I jes’ tellin’ you whut she tell me to tell you,” the girl replied. “Is you ’bout done in heah?” She looked around the room.


  “Not quite, Liza,” Mandie said, beginning to replace the dishes into the box. “Joe, are you going with me?”


  Before Joe could answer, Liza supplied the answer. “Miz ’Lizbeth she say fo’ him to go, too. Sumpin’ ’bout dere bein’ too much food fo’ you to carry, and I cain’t go ’cause I’se busy in de kitchen.”


  “All right, as soon as I can put all these back into this box,” Mandie replied. “Please tell her I’ll be right down.”


  “And so will I,” Joe added as he helped Mandie repack the box.Liza said, “In de dinin’ room,” and went back downstairs. Mandie and Joe followed a few minutes later. Snowball rushed down the stairs ahead of them and disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. Elizabeth was waiting for them in the dining room. Two large baskets sat on the end of the table. They were packed full and covered with white cloths.


  “You want us to take those to the Burnses?” Mandie asked as they entered the room and saw the baskets.


  “Yes, dear,” Elizabeth told her. “We’ve got so much food cooked we can’t eat it all, and I thought Jake and Ludie might appreciate some of it.”


  “Is it all right if we eat on the way?” Joe asked jokingly.


  Elizabeth smiled at him and said, “Please be real careful. There are breakable dishes in the baskets.”


  “Oh, Mother,” Mandie said, remembering the dishes in the attic as she started to pick up one of the baskets. “I just found the most beautiful dishes in a box in the attic—a whole set, white with tiny little rosebuds around the rims. Why don’t we use them?”


  Elizabeth frowned and then said, “I should have prevented you from seeing them. It’s too late now.”


  Mandie looked at her mother in surprise and asked, “Prevented me from seeing them? Why?”


  Elizabeth suddenly sat down in a chair by the table, took a deep breath, and said, “They are yours. I wanted—”


  Mandie excitedly interrupted, “They are mine?”


  “Yes, dear,” her mother replied, looking at her with sad eyes.


  Mandie felt something was wrong, and she stood there silently waiting for her mother to explain.


  “They are to be a wedding gift to you when you grow up and get married,” Elizabeth said. “So I’m sorry you found them.”


  “A wedding gift? Mother, I may never marry,” Mandie said in a rush. “Why have you got something like that for me before I even grow up anyway?”


  Elizabeth reached for Mandie’s hand as she stood by the table. Looking up into her face, Elizabeth said, “They were my wedding gift from your father.”


  Mandie suddenly began trembling as she tried to answer, “My father bought those dishes?”


  “Yes, dear,” Elizabeth told her. “But we never had the chance to use them because of what happened between us.”


  Mandie was silent as she thought about the dishes her father had bought. And she thought about the unhappy outcome of her parents’ marriage. If things had been different, she would have probably grown up eating out of that set of dishes. Now they sat in a box, out of sight.


  Joe cleared his throat as silence filled the room. Elizabeth quickly rose from her chair and said, “Now don’t y’all stay too long at the Burnses’ house or I’ll be worried about you.”


  “We won’t, Mother,” Mandie said, tiptoeing to kiss her mother on the cheek. Elizabeth kissed her back.


  Mandie picked up one basket, and Joe took the other one, and they hurried out of the room and out of the house. Neither one spoke as they walked down the pathway and through the woods.


  Jake and Ludie Burns lived in an old farmhouse on John Shaw’s property and worked for him on various jobs at various times. Jake’s father had worked for John’s father in the ruby mine near their house.


  As Mandie and Joe got to the edge of the woods near the road, they were suddenly aware of loud, angry talking ahead. They looked at each other and slowed their steps.


  “Do you hear that? Someone is arguing,” Mandie said in a whisper, shifting the basket to her other hand.


  “It’s a man and a woman on the road,” Joe said in a low voice. They cautiously ducked behind bushes to observe the people as they moved closer.


  Mandie could see a woman sitting in a buggy and a man standing on the road talking to her.


  “You left me in there so long I could have been caught,” the man was saying. “Ain’t you got no sense atall?”


  “Don’t you talk to me like that. You’ll be getting as much good out of this as I will,” the woman replied. “Now git in. Let’s go.”


  Mandie gasped as she recognized the people. She grabbed Joe’s hand to draw his attention. “It’s Zack Hughes,” she whispered. “And that’s Etta in the buggy!”


  “I wonder what they are doing in this part of the country,” Joe replied. “Shall we stop them before they drive off?”


  Mandie shook her head as she said quickly, “No, no! We won’t be able to spy on them if they know we saw them.”


  Zack had gotten in the buggy as Mandie looked back at the road and Etta was driving it down the road.


  “They’re leaving!” Joe said quickly.


  “We’ll catch up with them later somehow or somewhere while they’re in town,” Mandie said. “We can’t follow them right now because we have to deliver this food. I wonder where it was that Etta left Zack that he was complaining about.”


  “He said something about he could have been caught, so it must have been someplace he shouldn’t have been,” Joe said as they left the bushes and walked on.


  Mandie suddenly stopped and put her hand on Joe’s arm. “You see, Etta has not divorced Zack, just like I said,” she told him. “I knew she was lying.”


  “Well, there is a possibility they could have been divorced and just happened to be together for some reason,” Joe told her.


  “But they didn’t act like they were divorced. Etta was bossing him around,” Mandie said as they continued walking.


  “I’d like to know what she was talking about,” Joe said.


  “And what was she doing picking him up out here on this road?” Mandie asked. Then she had an idea. “You don’t suppose they were visiting the Burnses, do you?”


  “We could ask the Burnses,” Joe told her.


  But when they arrived at the Burnses’ house, they only found Ludie home.


  “Mother sent you this food,” Mandie said as she held up the basket she was carrying.


  “Come in, come in,” Mrs. Burns invited them as she stepped aside for them to enter the house.


  “Would you like for us to put these baskets in the kitchen for you?” Joe asked.


  “Yes, that would be nice,” Mrs. Burns replied as she led the way into the big kitchen. “Jes’ put ’em on the table there, and I’ll see what you brought. Do you need to take the baskets back right now?”


  Mandie and Joe placed the baskets on the long table, and Mrs. Burns pulled off the cloth covering one of them and began taking out the food.


  “Mother didn’t say we had to bring back the baskets, so just take your time about emptying them,” Mandie replied. Then she asked, “Mrs. Burns, did you just now have company? We met a man and a woman in a buggy down the road.”


  “A man and a woman in a buggy? No, ain’t seen nobody,” Ludie Burns said as she took a plate of fried chicken from the basket, set it on the table, and covered it with the cloth. “Ain’t many people going up and down this road. We don’t know nobody much around here anyhow.”


  “Do you know Etta and Zack Hughes?” Joe asked.


  “Hughes?” Ludie repeated as she frowned. “Don’t believe I do. Do they live around here?”


  “No, they live over in Swain County,” Joe told her.


  “We have to go now, Mrs. Burns. Mother told us not to stay too long,” Mandie said. She and Joe started back through the house.


  Mrs. Burns followed them to the front door. “Y’all come back agin, anytime, and tell your ma I ’preciate the food. Thank you now.”


  “You’re welcome, Mrs. Burns, and I’ll tell her,” Mandie called back to her as she and Joe walked toward the road.


  As they cut back through the woods, Mandie said, “Well, evidently Etta and Zack Hughes were not visiting the Burnses.” Suddenly she stopped and said, “Joe, let’s go back and walk all the way around by the road. We might see them somewhere.”


  “I doubt that we will see them. They’ll be long gone by now,” Joe said. “But if you want to go back on the road, it’s fine with me.”


  “I feel like a long walk anyway. Come on. Let’s go back to the road,” Mandie said as she turned back the way they had come.


  It was the long way home. The road went through the business district of town, past the depot, and finally connected with the road going by John Shaw’s house. Mandie and Joe kept watching as they walked, but there was no sign of the buggy or Etta and Zack Hughes.


  Just as Mandie and Joe got to the gate in the white fence around John Shaw’s yard, Mrs. Taft pulled up in the Shaws’ buggy. She threw the reins down to Joe, who looped them on the hitching post and then assisted the lady down.


  “Have you been to visit someone?” Mandie asked as her grandmother stepped through the gateway. She and Joe followed.


  “No, dear, I went down to the telegraph office to send my lawyer a report on what transpired at the courthouse yesterday,” Mrs. Taft explained. “Where have y’all been?”


  The three walked up the walkway to the long front porch and paused there.


  “Mother had us take some food to the Burnses. She said we had too much on hand,” Mandie explained. “And, Grandmother, we saw Etta in a buggy, and she was picking up Zack Hughes on the road down near the Burnses’ house. We had to take the food to the Burnses so we couldn’t follow them. So you see, they must not be divorced. And I’ve been trying to figure out what they were doing down there and in Franklin anyway.”


  “That is strange, isn’t it?” Mrs. Taft replied. “You said before that they have never lived in Franklin, didn’t you?”


  “Not that I know of,” Mandie said. “And I’ve been knowing that woman all my life, and I know that Zack Hughes lived near Bryson City all that time.”


  “Are you going back out, Mrs. Taft?” Joe asked, and when she looked at him he said, “If you’re not, I’ll put up the horse and buggy.”


  “Thank you, Joe. I’m not going back out any time soon, but Elizabeth said she would be using the buggy after I returned, so we might as well leave it where it is,” Mrs. Taft said as she walked to the front door. “Now let’s go inside so I can let her know I’m back.”


  Mandie and Joe followed her inside the hallway and on to the parlor where they found Elizabeth reading a book.


  “Since all of you have finished your errands, I’ll get my hat and coat and go do mine,” Elizabeth said as she stood up.


  Mandie was curious as to why her mother would be going out alone in the buggy. Since she had been seriously ill earlier that year, she very seldom left the house. And when she did, Uncle John went with her.


  “May I go with you, Mother?” Mandie asked. “Where is everybody?”


  Elizabeth paused on her way out of the room and said, “Not this time, dear. I won’t be gone long. Your uncle John is with Uncle Ned out in the backyard. They’re making some repairs to the barn.” She went to the hall tree, and Mandie and Joe followed.


  “And I am going upstairs to get into more comfortable clothes,” Mrs. Taft told them as she went up the staircase. “I’ll be back down before time to eat.”


  As Elizabeth put on her hat and coat, Mandie told her about seeing Etta and Zack Hughes.


  “I don’t know where you are going, but please watch out for them, Mother,” Mandie said. “I’d like to know what they are doing in town.”


  “So would I,” Elizabeth said, standing in front of the mirror on the hall tree to adjust her hat. “Now, Amanda, don’t you and Joe go off anywhere unless you let your uncle John know. I’ll be back soon.”


  Elizabeth went out the front door. Mandie and Joe stood there looking at each other.


  “I believe there is something strange going on around here,” Mandie told Joe. “I’d like to know where my mother is going, and I’d also like to know whether Grandmother really went to the telegraph office to send a message to her lawyer.”


  “Oh, Mandie, your mind is working too hard,” Joe said as they stood there in the front hallway. “Your grandmother said she went to the telegraph office. Why should you doubt her?”


  “Because I know my grandmother, Joe,” Mandie replied. “She didn’t look me straight in the eye when she said where she’d been, and she went right on talking about something else.”


  Joe shook his head and said, “Sometimes you imagine things, Mandie.”


  “And I’m sure that you also noticed my mother did not tell me where she was going.” Mandie added.


  “Mandie, your mother is not obligated to explain all her business to you, and neither is your grandmother. Let’s just forget about them and continue our search, if that’s what you intend on doing,” Joe said.


  “I think we’ve done enough in the attic, so that means the cellar is next. And since the cellar is so dirty, I think we’d better wait until after the noon meal to begin down there,” Mandie replied. “Let’s go out in the backyard and see what Uncle John and Uncle Ned are doing. Come on.”


  They went back out the front door and walked around the house to the backyard. Mandie couldn’t see anyone anywhere as they went toward the big barn at the far end of the property.


  “Uncle John,” Mandie called as they came up to the barn. “Are y’all out here?”


  She and Joe opened the door and went inside. No one was there. Mandie quickly looked around the place. “Nobody’s here,” she said in a puzzled voice. Looking out into the land behind the barn where the horses grazed, she spotted the horse that was used to pull the rig, but the one that Uncle John rode was not there. Neither was Uncle Ned’s horse.


  “Looks like they’ve gone somewhere,” Joe said as he looked over her shoulder.


  Mandie frowned and stomped her foot. “What is going on? Where are Uncle John and Uncle Ned when Mother said they were supposed to be out here working on the barn?” Mandie asked as she went back through the barn and out into the yard.


  Joe followed and replied, “It does seem a little odd that your mother said they were out here and they’re not.”


  Mandie walked around the yard and looked at the small house where Abraham and Jenny lived. “I don’t even see Abraham,” she said. “He’s usually out here doing some kind of work. Come on. Let’s see if anyone is in the kitchen.”


  They went in the back door of the house and on to the kitchen. As she pushed the door to the room open, she heard Aunt Lou talking.


  “Dey oughta know they ain’t gwine keep no secret from my chile,” the old woman was saying.


  Mandie quickly entered the room and saw Aunt Lou was talking to Jenny as they stood by the big iron cookstove. Joe followed her.


  “Aunt Lou!” Mandie said in a loud voice. “What did you just say?”


  “Well, where did you come from, my chile?” the old woman asked as she stirred the contents of a pot on the stove. “You sho’ snuck up real quietlike dis time.”


  “Aunt Lou, please tell me what you were talking about when we came in,” Mandie begged. “I heard what you were saying, that they can’t keep secrets from me. Now please explain who and what you’re talking about.” She stood in the middle of the floor with her arms crossed as she watched every move the two women made.


  Aunt Lou didn’t even look at her as she mumbled a reply, “Lawsy mercy, my chile, you knows I cain’t be givin’ ’way somebody else’s secrets.”


  “Aunt Lou, I won’t let anybody know you told me,” Mandie said. “Please tell me what you were talking about.”


  The old woman placed a lid halfway over the top of the pot and turned to look at Mandie as she wiped her hands on her big white apron. “You jes’ awastin’ yo’ time, my chile,” she said. “Ain’t nuthin’ I kin tell you. Now y’all jes’ go on back to dat searchin’ you been doin’ and leave us be so we kin git dinner ready. Everybody be back at twelve noon sharp and be expectin’ food on de table. Shoo now!” She flapped the skirt of her apron in Mandie’s direction.


  Mandie was disappointed and she said, “Aunt Lou, I’m plumb spang put out with you,” she said with a big sigh. “The Lord willing, and the creek don’t rise, I’m going to find out what you don’t want to tell me. And I don’t give a hoot whether it’s good or bad. I’m going to know. I assert! You’re just not my friend anymore!”


  “My chile, it don’t matter one iota to me but I cain’t go round tellin’ other people’s secrets. I don’t see whut you gittin’ so riled up ’bout anyway,” the old woman said, calmly looking at Mandie.


  “I’m not riled up,” Mandie told her. “There are so many secrets going on around this house today that I am going to do my dead level best to find out why I am not included.”


  Aunt Lou looked at her and smiled as she said, “Mebbe it ain’t none of yo’ bidness, my chile. You jes’ agittin’ all up in de air over nuthin’. Jes’ you wait and see. It ain’t no secrets dat you needs to know.”


  Joe laid his hand on Mandie’s arm and said, “Come on, Mandie, let’s go. Aunt Lou is busy and we’re interfering with her work. Let’s go sit somewhere and discuss this. Come on.”


  Mandie realized she had been mean to Aunt Lou, so she quickly ran to the old woman’s side, embraced her, and said, “I’m sorry if I sounded mad at you, Aunt Lou. I’m not. I’m upset with all these other people doing things and not letting me know about them.”


  “Git outta heah, my chile. I knows you not mad at me, and I sho’ ain’t mad at you, so git goin’ now befo’ I burns up de dinner. Den I will be mad,” Aunt Lou told her as she gently pushed her away.


  “All right, I’m going,” Mandie replied with a slight smile as she and Joe left the kitchen.


  Joe led the way to the bottom of the huge staircase in the front hallway. They sat down there to discuss the secrets that seemed to be floating around everywhere that day.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  WHERE DID EVERYBODY GO?


  Mandie and Joe sat on the steps for a long time discussing recent events and various reasons why Etta and Zack Hughes could have been in town, and also where Etta could have left Zack that he might have been caught.


  “We already had all these questions to contend with and now people around here are having secrets,” Mandie said, blowing out her breath.


  “But, Mandie, nobody actually said there was a secret about anything,” Joe told her. “Just because people are doing things that you don’t know about is no sign there’s a secret about it.”


  “Joe Woodard, you just don’t recognize a secret when there is one,” Mandie replied with a loud sigh. “I can smell a secret a mile away, only I’m not sure whether this is one big secret connecting what everyone is doing, or individual secrets about different things. And where did Uncle John and Uncle Ned go when Mother plainly told me they were repairing the barn and they weren’t?”


  “Maybe they went to get some supplies or something they needed to work on the barn,” Joe suggested.


  “No, they would have gone in the wagon. They rode their horses. Both horses are gone, remember?” Mandie reminded him. She suddenly had an idea. Jumping up, she said, “Come! I want to see about something!”


  Mandie hurried through the hallway to the outside door at the end, with Joe close behind. She quickly glanced at the rack above the door. “Look! Uncle John’s rifle is missing! He’s taken his rifle. Where has he gone with a gun?”


  “Well, I just don’t know,” Joe said, looking puzzled as he stared at the empty rack. “Maybe he just took the gun down to clean it.”


  “No, Joe, I feel sure he has taken the gun with him, but why? There must be some danger somewhere,” Mandie said thoughtfully.


  “Let’s go look around and see if we can find the gun,” Joe suggested.


  “I know where he cleans it. There’s a room in the barn where he keeps all his supplies and things,” Mandie said.


  “All right, let’s go look and see if the gun is in there,” Joe said.


  Mandie opened the door, and as they went outside she said, “We can look, but I just know it’s not there. Besides, Mother said he was repairing the barn. Why would he stop and clean his gun?”


  They hurried across the backyard to the building, and Mandie led the way into the room that she said he always used. She opened the door and quickly looked around on the shelves, benches, and racks on the wall.


  “You see, his gun is not in here,” Mandie told Joe. She leaned against a worktable and frowned.


  “Maybe he left it somewhere else,” Joe suggested as he also frowned.


  “No, he wouldn’t leave his gun any place else. He’s always so careful about it,” Mandie replied. She straightened up. “I’m going to ask Aunt Lou if she knows where Uncle John and Uncle Ned went. We didn’t tell her they weren’t in the backyard because I heard her talking about the secret and forgot to mention it to her. Come on.”


  “Mandie, remember Aunt Lou told us to stay out of the kitchen so she can get the food cooked? She’ll just shoo us out again,” Joe reminded her as he quickly followed her across the yard to the back door.


  “I only want to ask her a question,” she said, leading the way to the kitchen door and pushing it open.


  Aunt Lou and Jenny were still working around the cookstove and didn’t hear them enter the room until Mandie spoke.


  “Aunt Lou, do you know where Uncle John and Uncle Ned have gone?” Mandie called across the room as she stopped in the doorway.


  “Don’t y’all come back in heah hinderin’ us now,” Aunt Lou said as she glanced at the young people. “I done tole you we’se busy.”


  “But, Aunt Lou, all I want to know is where has Uncle John gone? And Uncle Ned must be with him, because he’s not here, either. Mother said they were repairing the barn when she left, but they’re not out there, and their horses are also missing. In fact, we didn’t even see Abraham out there. Where is he?” Mandie asked, talking fast so Aunt Lou couldn’t interrupt her.


  Aunt Lou turned from the stove and gave her a hard look. “Now, you listens heah, my chile,” she said firmly. “Abraham done gone to git a load of firewood dat Mistuh Burns cut fo’ us, and I don’t know nuthin’ ’bout de where’bouts of de other two. Now if y’all don’t leave us alone, you ain’t gwine git no dinner. Go pester somebody else and leave us alone.”


  Mandie could tell the old woman was getting frustrated with her, and she meekly said, “Yes, ma’am,” and stepped back out into the hallway with Joe and closed the door. She took a deep breath and stomped her foot.


  “You know, Aunt Lou had already told us to stay out of the kitchen,” Joe reminded her. “She has extra work with your grandmother and me here.”


  Mandie quickly looked at him and said, “I know one other place to go. Grandmother! I’m going to ask her if she knows anything about where Uncle John and Uncle Ned have gone.”


  “I wouldn’t disturb her, Mandie. She might be resting. Remember she said she would be back down in time to eat,” Joe told her as she climbed the steps ahead of him.


  Mandie suddenly stopped on the steps and turned around to look at Joe. “Someone else is missing, also,” she said. “We haven’t seen Liza or Mr. Jason since we came back from the Burnses.”


  “Liza is probably working in the house somewhere, and Mr. Bond may be gone on an errand. He is your uncle’s caretaker, you know, and therefore does move around a lot,” Joe said.


  “We’ll see,” Mandie said, continuing up the stairs.


  When they reached the second floor, they met Liza in the hallway. Before Mandie could speak, the girl said, “All yo’ beds done made up now, and dat white cat he be sleepin’ in de middle of yours, Missy ’Manda.”


  Mandie stopped as Liza came toward them. “Thanks, Liza, but where is Mr. Jason? Have you seen him?” Mandie asked.


  Liza stopped and looked at Mandie. “I don’t rightly know, Missy,” she replied. “I ain’t seen him since he hitched up de hawse and buggy fo’ yo’ grandmama. But den he always busy and I always busy, so I don’t see much of him.”


  Mandie knew Jason Bond did have a full-time job taking care of matters for her uncle, so maybe he was just gone on an errand of some kind.


  “Do you know if my grandmother is still in her room?” Mandie asked.


  “She sho’ is,” Liza said. “She writin’ letters on dat fancy pink paper when I goes in dere to make up huh bed. She tole me work real fast, so I did, and I lef’ huh writin’ dem letters.”


  “Thanks, Liza,” Mandie said.


  “I’se got to he’p Aunt Lou now in de kitchen,” Liza said as she went on past Mandie toward the stairway.


  Mandie continued down the hallway to the door of the room that her grandmother occupied. Joe followed and waited as Mandie tapped on the door.


  “Grandmother, are you in there?” she called through the closed door.


  “Yes, dear, come on in,” Mrs. Taft replied from inside the room.


  Mandie pushed the door open and stepped inside. Joe hesitated in the doorway.


  Mrs. Taft looked up from the desk where she was writing on the pink paper that Liza had mentioned and asked, “What is it, dear?”


  Mandie stepped over near her and was aware that her grandmother moved just a little to shield whatever she was writing from Mandie’s view.


  “You are the only one in the house, Grandmother,” Mandie told her. “You know when Mother left in the buggy she said Uncle John and Uncle Ned were working on the barn, but they are not. And Uncle John’s rifle is missing from over the back door. Do you have any idea as to what is going on?”


  “Going on, Amanda?” Mrs. Taft questioned.


  “Yes, you see, when Joe and I went in the kitchen earlier, I overheard Aunt Lou saying somebody or other ought to know they can’t keep a secret from me,” Mandie told her.


  “A secret, dear?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “A secret, Grandmother,” Mandie replied. “Somebody is keeping a secret from me.”


  “Keeping a secret from you is not unusual practice around here,” Mrs. Taft said with a big smile. “Everybody knows if you have the slightest inkling of a secret you’ll go after it tooth and nail, and sometimes it’s better if you don’t know everything that goes on.”


  Mandie frowned and said, “Grandmother! I only want to know where Uncle John and Uncle Ned are. Why should that be a secret?”


  “That would depend on where they’ve gone and why,” Mrs. Taft said, then added, “But, anyhow, I’m as much in the dark as you are, dear. I have no idea about their whereabouts. And evidently your mother didn’t know they were gone when she told you they were working on the barn.”


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie exclaimed, stomping her foot. Then she asked, “And I suppose you don’t know where Mother went?”


  Mrs. Taft smiled at her and said, “Why, no, I don’t really know where she went. She only told me she wanted to go downtown, and I certainly didn’t ask what for. And, by the way, I thought you and Joe were so bent on searching the rest of the house. Why aren’t you at it?”


  Mandie sighed and said, “Because the next place we need to search is the cellar, and since it’s all dirty down there, we’re waiting until after we eat at noon. We’ve finished everything else except the main floor of the house.”


  “And you haven’t found anything,” Mrs. Taft reminded her. “And I don’t much believe you will, because whoever stole that will must have taken it with them out of this house. Or they could have just destroyed it.”


  “Maybe they were afraid to destroy a legal document,” Joe said from the doorway. “They would really get into trouble doing that.”


  “I suppose so, but then someone would have to prove they destroyed it,” Mrs. Taft told him. “Now, if y’all don’t mind, I’d like to get my letters finished so Mr. Bond can mail them for me when he comes back.”


  “When he comes back from where, Grandmother? Where has he gone?” Mandie quickly asked.


  “Why, your uncle John sent him to Asheville early this morning with information about the conference at the courthouse yesterday for John’s lawyer, Ed Wilson, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. “And I told you I telegraphed my lawyer, too. We may need both of them before this thing is resolved.”


  Mandie realized that was possible and also that her grandmother wanted to finish writing her letters. “I’ll see you downstairs when we eat,” she said, going out the door and joining Joe in the hallway.


  “Snowball needs some fresh air,” Mandie told Joe. “I’ll get him and meet you on the front porch.” She went on down the hallway toward her room.


  “All right,” Joe called back as he went in the opposite direction to go down the stairs.


  Mandie rushed to her room, picked up Snowball, got his leash from the bureau, and carried him down to the front porch where Joe was waiting in the swing. Sitting down beside Joe, she fastened the leash to Snowball’s collar and set him down.


  “Why are you putting his leash on? He always runs free when he’s home,” Joe said.


  “Well, I just don’t want him running off somewhere, because I would have to go find him, and I might miss Uncle John and Uncle Ned when they come back,” Mandie said as she held on to the end of the leash.


  Snowball didn’t like the leash at all and tried to pull away from her. Now and then he looked up at her. And when Mandie gave the swing a slight push to get it moving, he began growling.


  “All right, you win, Snowball,” Mandie told him as she bent down and removed his leash. “But you’d better not run off.”


  Snowball looked at her, and his ears moved as he shook his head and rushed out into the front yard. As Mandie and Joe watched, he disappeared around the corner of the house.


  Joe laughed and said, “He probably went to the back door because he could smell dinner cooking.”


  “Yes, and Aunt Lou spoils him. I caught her feeding him while she was cooking one day. She said he didn’t have to wait and eat scraps after we finished,” Mandie said with a smile.


  Mandie and Joe sat in the swing and discussed the mystery surrounding the missing will. She was anxious to finish searching the house. Joe was only going along with her and was not in a hurry.


  “We need to get finished before your father comes for you,” Mandie reminded him.


  “We don’t know exactly what day he’ll be here,” Joe reminded her. “But, on the other hand, we might as well go ahead and search the rest of the house.”


  “We really should have gone downtown and looked for Etta and Zack Hughes,” Mandie said as she pushed the swing. “We didn’t even get to tell Uncle John about seeing them, because he was already gone by the time we looked for him.”


  “If, or I should say when, you get your father’s house, what do you plan on doing with it?” Joe asked.


  “Do with it?” Mandie asked in astonishment. “Keep it, of course.”


  “But you can’t live in it out there by yourself,” Joe reminded her.


  “I’ll just keep it locked up and visit there once in a while,” Mandie said.


  “Oh, Mandie, you are not being realistic. The yard and the land will need taking care of,” Joe told her.


  “I realize that,” Mandie replied. “I’ll find someone to do that for me.”


  “Don’t look at me. I’m not going to be responsible for the place,” Joe quickly told her.


  Mandie frowned as she looked at him and said, “Yes, and I know why. You can’t get used to the idea that I don’t have to wait until I grow up and marry you to get my father’s house back.”


  Joe quickly reached for Mandie’s hand and held it tight. “Mandie, please, let’s don’t say harsh words to each other about this. Of course I was upset when we found the will giving you the house, because I wanted to get it back for you myself. I knew how much you wanted it, and you just can’t imagine how much I wanted to get it for you. But you will have the house soon, and that settles that.” He looked into her blue eyes and added, “Maybe there will be something else I can do for you someday.”


  Mandie quickly covered his hand with her free hand and said, “Joe, I am sorry. Please forgive me. I will try my best to behave better. And you don’t have to do anything else for me. Just be my friend. That’s more important than anything else.”


  “And I want you to be my friend, too, with maybe a deeper relationship when we grow up,” Joe said.


  They were both startled by Mrs. Taft’s voice as she came out onto the front porch. “I believe it’s about time to eat,” she was saying as she walked over to a rocking chair and sat down. “Has anyone returned yet—your mother, or Uncle John, or Uncle Ned, or Mr. Bond?”


  “No, ma’am, Grandmother,” Mandie replied as she quickly withdrew her hands from Joe’s and sat up. “Nobody has come home yet.”


  At that moment Aunt Lou came to the front door, looked out, and said, “De food ready to serve, Miz Taft. Whut we gwine do ’bout nobody home yet?”


  Mrs. Taft looked at her and said, “Would it be possible for you to keep everything warm for just a little while longer? Maybe they’ll all be back soon.”


  “Don’t wanna wait too long. Food won’t be fittin’ to eat,” the big woman replied as she turned back into the hallway.


  They waited on the porch, and in a little while Aunt Lou came back again.


  “Ain’t no sense in y’all lettin’ yo’ dinner go to waste jes’ ’cause de rest of dem ain’t home yet,” she told Mrs. Taft.


  Mrs. Taft rose and said, “All right, Aunt Lou, we’ll go ahead to the table.” Looking at Mandie and Joe, she added, “Let’s go eat now.”


  Mandie and Joe followed her to the dining room, and they all sat down at the table.


  “Aunt Lou, just pass us something and then keep the food on the stove so it won’t get completely cold,” Mrs. Taft told the woman.


  “People oughta come home when it’s time to eat,” Aunt Lou grumbled as she and Liza passed the food around the table.


  “You’re absolutely right, Aunt Lou,” Joe said emphatically as he dug into the squash on his plate.


  “Everybody is always here at mealtime. That’s one time that everyone shows up,” Mandie said as she buttered a biscuit. “There must be something important keeping them from getting back in time to eat.”


  “We’ll find out when they return,” Mrs. Taft told her, sipping the coffee in her cup.


  Even though they were slow about eating, no one else had shown up by the time they finished the meal.


  “Well, I suppose we might as well begin searching the cellar,” Mandie said as the three of them rose from the table.


  “How about a walk first?” Joe asked.


  Before Mandie could reply, Mrs. Taft said, “That sounds like a good idea. I’ll walk with you all.”


  Joe looked at Mandie and then at Mrs. Taft as he said, “Well, what I had in mind was just sorta rambling through the woods down toward the Burnses’ house.”


  Mandie spoke up. “That may be too far for Grandmother,” she said as she looked up at Mrs. Taft. They went into the hallway.


  “Oh no, dear, I need some exercise. I’ve been in my room just about all morning,” the lady told her. “But let me go get a wrap and my hat. It may be cool in the woods.”


  “We’ll wait for you on the front porch, Grandmother,” Mandie told her as Mrs. Taft walked toward the staircase.


  “All right, dear. I’ll only be a moment,” Mrs. Taft called back.


  Mandie and Joe went on out to the front porch.


  “What is the idea of walking to the Burnses’ house again?” Mandie asked.


  “Well, you never know. I thought we might just run into Etta and Zack again,” Joe replied.


  Mandie thought about that for a moment and replied, “I doubt it. They seemed to be in a hurry to get on down the road, remember?”


  “I know, but they could have come back,” Joe reminded her. “But what can we do if we see them again? Your grandmother will be along.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “Grandmother would probably be the first one to approach them if they do show up on our walk.”


  Snowball bounced up the steps of the porch and began rubbing around his mistress’s ankles.


  “And that cat ... are you taking him, too?” Joe asked.


  Mandie reached for the red leash she had left in a chair nearby earlier and stooped down to hook it to his collar. “Joe, you know how good Snowball is about helping us solve a mystery,” she said with a smile as she straightened up, holding the end of the leash.


  “Helping us solve a mystery?” Joe retorted. “I know how good he is about running away and causing trouble.”


  Snowball looked up at Joe and meowed loudly.


  Mandie laughed and said, “I do believe he understood what you said.”


  Before he could answer, Mrs. Taft came out the front door, wearing a lightweight shawl and her hat. “I’m ready now,” the lady said. “If y’all are. And I do believe Snowball is ready, too.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed.


  The three began their walk through the woods the same way Mandie and Joe had gone that morning. The two young people kept listening and watching as they walked. Since they didn’t know what Etta and Zack had been doing in the neighborhood that morning anyway, Mandie knew there was a possibility they might be back.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  STRANGE BEHAVIOR


  When they came to the road at the end of the woods, Mandie and Joe stopped to explain to Mrs. Taft, who paused when they did.


  “This is where we saw Etta and Zack Hughes,” Mandie said, pointing ahead to the place in the road where Etta had sat in the buggy. “Zack was standing on the road there and fussing at Etta, who was in the buggy. He was angry at her for leaving him so long some place or other.” She held tightly to Snowball’s leash.


  “He didn’t say where,” Joe added. “He said he could have been caught.”


  “Caught, huh?” Mrs. Taft mulled. “Evidently he could have been caught wherever she had left him, and out here in the woods there is nothing but your uncle John’s land, Amanda.”


  “And the house that Uncle John lets the Burnses live in,” Mandie replied.


  “Don’t forget. The ruby mine that Mr. Shaw owns is not far from here,” Joe reminded her.


  “Yes, but Mr. Burns works in the mine, and he wasn’t home when we went to their house, so I suppose he was working there then,” Mandie said.


  “Do you think this Zack Hughes could have been visiting Mr. Burns at the mine?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  Mandie and Joe looked at each other thoughtfully.


  “He might have gone there, but I can’t imagine why,” Mandie said. “The Burnses are awfully grateful to Uncle John for helping them out and getting them back on the right path after they had done some things that weren’t exactly honest.”


  Mrs. Taft quickly looked at Mandie and asked, “They had been dishonest about something?”


  “Not with Uncle John, Grandmother,” Mandie said as the three of them continued standing there in the edge of the woods. “They had become real poor and didn’t have anything to eat and no place to live, and they were stealing in order to keep from starving. Joe and I met up with them a while back, and Uncle John gave them a chance to straighten up. Mr. Burns works at the mine, and Mrs. Burns helps out at the house sometimes.”


  “And Mr. Burns’s father also worked for Mandie’s grandfather when the mine was in full swing back then,” Joe added.


  “Have they lived up to your uncle John’s expectations so far?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Oh yes, Grandmother. Uncle John is real pleased with the way they’ve been living,” Mandie said.


  “You don’t think there is a possibility this Zack had been seeing Mr. Burns at the mine then?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “I don’t think so,” Mandie said. “But we could walk down to the Burnses’ house and see if Mr. Burns has come home.”


  “That might be the best thing to do, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. “We could ask him some questions.”


  “It’s a rough path, Grandmother,” Mandie warned as she looked up at her.


  “I have on my walking shoes, dear, so lead the way,” Mrs. Taft said with a big smile as she pointed to her feet.


  The path was rough, but it wasn’t very far. They walked on a short distance.


  “There’s the house,” Mandie said, pointing ahead to the Burnses’ home. “And I believe that’s Mr. Burns on the porch.” She squinted to identify the person. Snowball pulled on his leash, and she quickly picked him up and carried him.


  As they walked closer, Joe said, “It is Mr. Burns.”


  And as the three stepped into the clearing that was the yard around the house, Mandie noticed the man was reading a paper in his hand. Then when he caught sight of them, he quickly folded the paper and slipped it inside the front of his shirt.


  “How are you, Mr. Burns?” Mandie greeted him as they came up the steps to the porch. She wondered why he had acted so strangely with the paper.


  He rose and looked flustered. “Howdy, come in, come in,” he replied as he stepped over to the door and opened it. He stood back and motioned them inside the house.


  Ludie Burns appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron and looking surprised at Mandie.


  “We came back to talk to Mr. Burns,” Mandie said. “My grandmother, Mrs. Taft here, thought we ought to ask Mr. Burns some questions.”


  “Have a seat. Sit down,” Mrs. Burns said, coming into the room and indicating chairs nearby.


  “We won’t take much of your time,” Mrs. Taft said as they all sat down on the cane-bottomed chairs. Mandie held Snowball in her lap.


  Mandie noticed Mr. Burns remained standing as he leaned against the mantelpiece. She also noticed he had not done a good job of hiding the paper. A corner of it was sticking out between buttons on his shirt, but he didn’t seem aware of this.


  Everyone was silent as Jake and Ludie Burns both stared at Mrs. Taft.


  “It’s about this woman named Etta Hughes, who was married to my father when he died,” Mandie said. “And the man she married, Zack Hughes, after my father died.”


  “Yes, you mentioned that name Hughes this morning,” Ludie said. “I told Jake.”


  Jake and Ludie both nodded their heads. Mandie frowned and looked at Joe and then at her grandmother. These two people sure didn’t act like they wanted to talk.


  Mrs. Taft cleared her throat and asked, “Have you seen either one of these people recently?” She looked from Jake to Ludie Burns.


  Jake Burns shrugged his shoulders, which Mandie thought could mean yes or no. He moved slightly and stared at the ceiling.


  “No, I ain’t,” Ludie said. “Fact is, I ain’t never seem ’em atall that I know of.” She dropped her gaze and fidgeted with her apron.


  “Amanda said she and Joe saw Etta and Zack Hughes near here earlier today, and I was just wondering if y’all had spoken to them, or if Zack Hughes had maybe visited Mr. Burns at the mine,” Mrs. Taft said as she watched the two people.


  Jake and Ludie both shook their heads and looked at each other.


  “This woman Etta has shown up in court with a will that she says Amanda’s father made wherein he gave all his property to Etta. but Amanda and Joe discovered another will made by her father, which they gave to John Shaw to take to the probate judge,” Mrs. Taft told them as she closely watched the man and his wife. “And that will was stolen out of John Shaw’s house.”


  Ludie and Jake both gasped loudly and looked at each other.


  “Ain’t that a shame?” Ludie exclaimed.


  “We ain’t seen it, Mrs. Taft, if that’s what you’re gittin’ at,” Jake quickly told her as he scowled at her.


  “No, we ain’t,” Ludie quickly added. “Fact of the matter is we wouldn’t know what a will looks like. Cain’t recall ever seein’ sech a thing.”


  “Please, I’m not saying y’all took it—far from it,” Mrs. Taft tried to reassure them. “I’m just wondering if y’all have seen this man and woman and they might have said or done something that you could tell us that could clear this matter up.”


  “Well, I can guarantee you they ain’t been in this house,” Ludie said with a big frown.


  “We should have followed them when we saw them down there on the road this morning, but we were bringing those baskets to y’all and couldn’t just go running off after them,” Joe said.


  Mandie remembered the strange disappearance of her uncle. “Have y’all seen my uncle John today? He and Uncle Ned left this morning and haven’t returned yet,” Mandie told the couple.


  “No, he ain’t been here, either,” Ludie said.


  “He did tell me the other day he would be comin’ by the mine today to check on things, but I ain’t seen hide nor hair of him today,” Jake volunteered. “I stayed there all day waitin’ on him and finally come home to eat a bite.”


  Mrs. Taft rose and said, “I’m sorry if we’re keeping you from your dinner. If y’all do see this man and woman anywhere, please let us know. We thank you.” She started toward the front door and Mandie and Joe followed.


  “You kin be sure we’ll do jes’ that,” Ludie said as she came behind them. “And tell your ma, Missy, that we are thankful for the food you brought us this morning.” Jake Burns went into the kitchen without another word.


  “I will,” Mandie promised as Mrs. Taft stepped off the porch with Joe close behind her. Mandie held tightly to Snowball and followed.


  They walked for a while until they were inside the woods and out of sight of the Burnses, and then they stopped to discuss what had transpired at the old people’s house.


  “Amanda, you know these people better than I do. Do you think they were being honest with us?” Mrs. Taft asked as they stood under a huge tree.


  “I suppose so, Grandmother, although Mr. Burns sure did act strange, putting that paper inside his shirt and then not even making an attempt to join in the conversation,” Mandie said as she set Snowball down on his leash.


  “I thought both of them acted like they had something to hide,” Joe said.


  “They seemed awfully shy for some reason,” Mrs. Taft said. “I don’t believe Mr. Burns ever looked directly at me.”


  “I believe there was something they knew but that they didn’t think concerned us,” Mandie said.


  “Maybe they just weren’t comfortable having a lady like you visit them,” Joe suggested with a big smile.


  “Oh, Joe, they knew I’m just Amanda’s grandmother,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “But Joe is right, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “I know they are not exactly comfortable around people like you.”


  “People like me? Amanda!” Mrs. Taft said.


  “You know, Grandmother, you are so rich and high class,” Mandie said with a mischievous smile.


  “Amanda, I may have lots of money, but I don’t consider myself high class, above other people, and you ought to know that by now,” Mrs. Taft rebuked her.


  “I know that, but they don’t because they don’t really know you,” Mandie replied as Snowball pulled on his leash.


  “Shouldn’t we be getting on back to the house to see whether Mr. Shaw and Uncle Ned have returned, and your mother, also, Mandie?” Joe asked.


  “Oh yes, let’s go,” Mandie said, picking up Snowball.


  “Yes, we need to talk to them as soon as they return,” Mrs. Taft said.


  They walked back through the woods to John Shaw’s house. As they came to the front yard, Mandie quickly looked around. There was no sign of a horse, or buggy, or wagon by the house, but then these things were usually taken on around to the back of the house.


  Mandie pushed open the gate in the white fence and hurried up the walkway to the front porch. Mrs. Taft and Joe followed. She unhooked Snowball’s leash and set him down at the front door. He immediately ran off into the yard.


  Liza met them at the front door when Mandie opened it. “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, I sho’ is glad you and all finally got back,” the young girl told them. “Miz ’Lizbeth she come home fit to be tied ’while ago. Sumpin’ done upset her all over. Aunt Lou, she finally got her to go sit at de dinin’ table and drink some coffee.”


  “What’s wrong?” Mandie quickly asked and rushed ahead to the dining room.


  Mrs. Taft didn’t even take time to remove her hat and shawl but followed right behind her.


  Joe took time to ask Liza, “Is Mrs. Shaw sick, Liza?”


  “I jes’ don’t be aknowin’,” Liza said. “She in bad shape.”


  Joe immediately hurried to the dining room.


  When Mandie pushed open the door, she found her mother sitting at the end of the table with a plate of food before her that evidently she had not touched. She held a cup with both hands as she drank the coffee in it.


  “Mother, are you sick?” Mandie asked, rushing to her side to put an arm around her shoulders.


  “What is wrong, Elizabeth?” Mrs. Taft asked as she, too, came to her daughter’s side.


  Joe stood back and watched as Elizabeth finally spoke. “Y’all sit down.”


  Mrs. Taft, Mandie, and Joe all sat in chairs near her, and Aunt Lou appeared through the kitchen door with a pot of fresh coffee, set it on the table, and set out china from the cupboard nearby. Liza followed with a freshly baked chocolate cake.


  No one spoke until the coffee was poured and the cake was sliced and passed around. Aunt Lou stayed by the door and shooed Liza out of the room.


  “What’s wrong, Mother?” Mandie asked as she anxiously looked at her mother. Not even the chocolate cake could distract her attention.


  “It was that woman,” Elizabeth began.


  “Dat woman, she be white trash, dat whut she be,” Aunt Lou muttered as Elizabeth paused.


  “What woman, Elizabeth? Where have you been?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  Elizabeth looked at Mandie and said, “That terrible, awful woman who married your father.”


  Mandie quickly asked, “Etta? You saw her?”


  “Yes, I saw her, and she was so rude to me,” Elizabeth said.


  “Elizabeth, please explain. We all love you, and we can see you’re upset, so just tell us what happened,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Mother, I was down at Roper’s Dry Goods Store looking at some material for some winter dresses for Amanda,” Elizabeth finally began. “And you know how there is a large window in the front of the store. Well, I was standing at a counter near the window and this Etta Hughes suddenly appeared outside and began knocking on the glass and shaking her fist at me. I—”


  “Oh, Mother, how awful!” Mandie interrupted.


  “Wait, Amanda!” Mrs. Taft reprimanded her. “Let your mother finish.”


  “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Mandie said quickly as her mother continued.


  “She was yelling things at me, like ‘you think you’re so rich and high and mighty,’ and she said, ‘I’m just going to bring you down a notch or two.’ And everyone in the store and outside, too, was just standing and watching and listening to her.” She paused.


  “Mother, Joe and I saw her and Zack this morning, remember?” Mandie reminded her. “Well, Grandmother and Joe and I have just been to the Burnses’ to ask if they had seen them, because they were near the Burnses’ house. But they said they had not seen them. Where did Etta Hughes go after you saw her?”


  “I’m not sure. I was so upset I immediately left the store and got in my buggy outside and came home,” Elizabeth replied. “I didn’t want to cause anything else so I didn’t even look in the direction where she had been.”


  “Dat woman, she be white trash, dat whut she be,” Aunt Lou repeated to herself as she still stood by the door.


  Mandie turned to look at the big Negro woman. “You’re right, Aunt Lou,” she said.


  Mrs. Taft reached to pat Elizabeth’s hand and said, “Just put it all out of your mind, dear. Such people are beneath your notice.”


  Joe had silently listened to the conversation and now he asked, “Do you know if Zack Hughes was with her, Mrs. Shaw?”


  Elizabeth looked at him thoughtfully and said, “I was so upset I couldn’t see straight, but I have a vague impression of a man coming up to speak to her while she was yelling at me. But, like I said, when I went outside to leave, I didn’t even look in her direction, so I’m not sure whether she was alone or not. And there were several other people standing by and observing.”


  Aunt Lou moved over to the table with the coffee pot to replenish the cups. “Heah we goes to all dat trouble cookin’ dat choc’late cake and y’all ain’t eat a bite. Is dere sumpin’ wrong wid it?” she asked them as she looked at each untouched plate.


  Mandie grabbed her fork, looked up at Aunt Lou, and smiled as she said, “No, ma’am, nothing wrong with this chocolate cake.” She put a bite into her mouth.


  Joe immediately began eating his slice as he said, “I just wanted to be sure there was more after I finish this piece off.” He teasingly smiled at Aunt Lou.


  “Yes, we should all be thankful for such a delicious treat,” Mrs. Taft said, and looking at Elizabeth she added, “At least the cake, dear, if you can’t finish the food on your plate. The chocolate will make you feel better. And don’t worry about that woman. She’s gone.”


  “She’s gone, but I wish we could find her,” Mandie said between mouthfuls. “Mother, did you see Uncle John and Uncle Ned in town? I went out to the barn to look for them after you left, and they were both gone.”


  Elizabeth looked at her in surprise and said, “They were gone? Why, John was in the house just a few minutes before you all came in this morning, and he plainly told me he and Uncle Ned would be working on the barn. I wonder where they could be.”


  “We were hoping you would know, dear,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Mandie looked at Aunt Lou, who was still standing nearby. “Aunt Lou, have they come back? Or Mr. Jason? Or Abraham? Everyone was gone when we left to go back to the Burnses’ house.”


  “No, my chile, ain’t seen none of them,” the old woman replied. “But jes’ don’t be worryin’ ’bout it. Dey’ll all come home when dey gits good and ready. Or when it gits mealtime tonight, dat’s fo’ sure.”


  “Well, they weren’t here for mealtime at noon,” Joe said.


  “Mebbe dey jes’ didn’t git hungry den, but by tonight they’ll be good and starvin’,” Aunt Lou replied.


  “Amanda, I told you that your uncle John sent Mr. Bond with a message to his lawyer in Asheville,” Mrs. Taft reminded her.


  “And I dun tole you dat Abraham went to git de firewood,” Aunt Lou said.


  Mandie and Joe looked at each other and then she said, “But we didn’t see Abraham at the Burnses’ house. You said Abraham was getting firewood that Mr. Burns chopped for us.”


  “Dat ain’t no sign Abraham didn’t go now,” the old woman argued. “Dat firewood might not be at de house. It coulda been in de woods or down at de mine place. Abraham didn’t say which.”


  “I just can’t imagine where John and Uncle Ned could be all this time,” Elizabeth said as she sipped coffee from her cup. “It’s not like John to go off without letting me know where he’s going.”


  “You left in the buggy as soon as Amanda, Joe, and I came in, so maybe you were already gone when John and Uncle Ned went off,” Mrs. Taft reminded her.


  “But they didn’t tell anyone else,” Mandie said.


  Mrs. Taft looked at her daughter and asked, “Do you and John believe those Burnses are trustworthy? They acted awfully strange while we were there a little while ago.”


  “They did? Mother, John has done a lot for those people, and I know they are grateful, so I don’t think I could say they are not trustworthy,” Elizabeth said. “What do you mean by acting strange?”


  Mrs. Taft quickly told her daughter about their visit with the Burnses and their denying having seen Etta or Zack Hughes.


  “Mother, those people have been through so much hardship, I doubt if they fully trust anyone anymore,” Elizabeth said. “But I would trust them. I think they are honest with us.”


  Mandie remembered the paper and quickly said, “When we were walking up to the house and Mr. Burns saw us, he was on the front porch reading a paper of some kind, and he quick as lightning folded it up and stuck it inside his shirt before we reached the house. It was like he was hiding something from us.”


  Elizabeth smiled at her daughter and said, “Amanda, you always find a mystery in everything. Maybe the paper was something private that someone else had no business seeing. And also, that could have been the cause of what you call his strange attitude. He could have been worrying about whatever was on that paper that you interrupted him from reading.”


  “Maybe, but if you could have seen the way he looked and acted, I think you would have been suspicious of him, too,” Mandie replied, eating the last bite of her piece of chocolate cake.


  “Since we can’t solve anything else right now, don’t you think we ought to go ahead and finish this search you’re making of the house, Mandie?” Joe asked.


  “Yes, I suppose so,” Mandie agreed. “We do want to get done before your father comes after you.” She pushed back her chair and stood up.


  “Amanda, please be careful and don’t go wandering off somewhere now,” Elizabeth told her.


  “We won’t. We’re just going in the cellar. And, Mother, if Uncle John and Uncle Ned get back while we’re down there, would you please let us know?” she told her mother.


  “All right,” Elizabeth promised.


  As Mandie and Joe left the room, Mandie spoke to Aunt Lou. “If Liza runs out of anything to do, would you please tell her I’d like her to help us in the cellar?”


  “Lawsy mercy, my chile, I doubts dat Liza gwine down in dat dark place. She sho’ find sumpin’ else to do first,” Aunt Lou replied with a big smile. “But I tell huh.”


  As Mandie and Joe walked down the hallway toward the cellar steps, Joe reminded her they would need some light. They picked up two oil lamps in the hallway to take with them.


  “Do you really think someone would venture down into that dark place to hide a will?” Joe asked as Mandie opened the door to the steps.


  “You never can tell,” Mandie replied as she led the way down.


  She knew if they didn’t find the will in the cellar, then they would have to begin searching the main floor of the house, and that was going to be an awfully big job, so she was hoping they would have luck in the damp, dark area below.


  CHAPTER NINE


  IN THE CELLAR


  The cellar in John Shaw’s house was used for storing food—canned fruits and vegetables, rusty coated apples packed away in straw, and hams hanging from the ceiling overhead. Other things such as peanuts, strings of pepper, and Indian corn were put in a special place in the attic to keep dry.


  The lamplight on the long rows and rows of shelves full of jars and cans cast eerie shadows ahead as Mandie and Joe moved along. Faint light from outside came in through the windows high on the walls, but there were lots of completely dark spots. Snowball had followed his mistress down the steps, and he darted in and out of the aisles investigating everything.


  “Where do you suggest we begin?” Joe asked as he stopped and glanced around the area.


  “We need to look between every jar and every can on these shelves, just to be sure nothing is stuck between them,” Mandie replied as she looked down the row in front of her.


  “Mandie, that will take forever,” Joe complained.


  “Joe, when you search, you search. You don’t just skip some spots and look in others,” Mandie replied. “I know there are a lot of possible places for a will to be hidden, but we have to look in all of them just to be sure it isn’t there. We can start with this first row of shelves, and since you are taller than I am, if you would search the top shelves, I’ll do the lower ones.”


  Joe sighed loudly and said, “If you say so.”


  They began the search, picking up jars and cans and putting them back down again in the same spots. Snowball seemed to think they were playing with him, and he kept jumping up onto the edges of the shelves and meowing.


  “Snowball, get down,” Mandie scolded him as he walked along the shelf she was searching. He swished his tail against the jars as he went. “If you knock something off and break it, Aunt Lou will be after us all. Now get down.” When he didn’t mind, she picked him up and set him on the floor. He looked up at her, meowed loudly, and jumped right back upon the shelf, shaking jars as he got his balance.


  “Oh, that cat!” Joe said as he quickly reached to grab a glass jar of jelly to keep it from falling.


  “I suppose I’d better take him upstairs,” Mandie said with a sigh. “Come here, Snowball.” She reached for him, and he quickly jumped down from the shelf and disappeared across the room. “Snowball, come here. Snowball!” she called to him as she picked up her lamp and walked in the direction he had gone.


  “You’ll never find him in this place,” Joe said as he continued searching the top shelf. And then with a big grin he added, “He might come in handy, you know, just in case a rat decides to show up.”


  “Joe!” Mandie exclaimed as she stopped where she was. “Don’t mention such things!”


  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Joe said with a laugh.


  Mandie was near a window on the back side of the house. Suddenly she realized she heard voices and horses in the backyard. “I believe I hear Uncle John and Uncle Ned outside,” she told Joe as she started toward the steps.


  “Mandie, wait. You can’t leave that cat down here,” Joe told her as he picked up his lamp.


  “He’ll come upstairs when he gets ready if we just leave the door to the steps open,” Mandie replied as she continued toward the stairs.


  “You’d better hope he does,” Joe said as he followed her.


  By the time the two reached the back hallway, Uncle John was there replacing his rifle over the door. They blew out the lights in their lamps and placed them on the table nearby.


  “Uncle John,” Mandie called to him as she and Joe hurried to catch up with him. “Nobody knew where you and Uncle Ned went.”


  John Shaw waited for them and said, “It was a quick errand. Every minute counted. Let’s go find your mother.” He walked down the hallway toward the front of the house and the two young people followed.


  He hung his hat and coat on the hall tree and they found Elizabeth and Mrs. Taft in the parlor. As he entered the room, Elizabeth took a deep breath and asked, “John, where in this world have you been? You’ve had us worried.”


  John stepped over to the chair she was sitting in and bent to kiss her. “I’m sorry,” he said as he sat nearby. “I didn’t have time to explain to anyone.”


  As Mandie and Joe sat down on the small settee, Uncle Ned came into the room and joined them.


  “Well?” Mrs. Taft questioned.


  John Shaw quickly glanced at Mandie, and then looking back at Elizabeth, he said, “Gus Bohannon, you know Gus, he owns the feed store downtown, well, he came by in a big hurry and caught me and Uncle Ned in the backyard and told me that Zack and Etta Hughes had been to see Jeff Singer early this morning and were trying to get Jeff to buy Amanda’s father’s property over there in Swain County—”


  Mandie quickly interrupted, “They can’t do that, can they?”


  “No, they can’t, Amanda. As long as this has not been settled in court, no one can sell the property,” John replied, and then turning back to Elizabeth, he continued, “Gus said he knew where the Hugheses were, but he didn’t know how long they’d be in town, so Uncle Ned and I went looking for them.”


  “All day?” Elizabeth questioned him.


  “It turned out to be a wild-goose chase,” John replied. “We went to several places where they had been, and we even went up the mountain. People had seen them earlier, but we never could catch up with them.”


  “Did y’all talk with Mr. Jeff Singer? He lives out on Burningtown Road if I remember correctly,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Yes, he still lives out that way, even though he keeps buying up property here and there, and we did go out to see him,” John replied. “He didn’t know the property they were trying to sell belonged to Jim until Gus had talked with him. So the Hugheses were supposed to return later to discuss the matter further, but they never did show up.”


  Mandie quickly told John Shaw about her and Joe seeing Zack and Etta on the road near the Burnses’ house that morning. “And he was complaining to Etta that she had left him somewhere or other too long, that he could have been caught,” she said.


  John Shaw frowned as he thought about what Mandie had said. “Had they been to see Jake and Ludie? I wonder,” he replied.


  “No, sir, we went back to the Burnses’ house, and Grandmother went with us,” Mandie said. “She asked them if they had seen Etta and Zack, and they had not.”


  “But they acted awfully strange,” Joe added.


  “Strange? In what way?” John Shaw asked.


  Joe shrugged and said, “Just strange.” He looked at Mandie.


  “They didn’t seem to want to answer anything that Grandmother asked them,” Mandie explained.


  “No, they were not very cooperative,” Mrs. Taft said. “I felt as though they were wishing we’d just hurry up and go.”


  John thought about that for a moment and then said, “That is strange for Ludie and Jake to be acting that way.”


  Mandie looked at Uncle Ned and said, “We couldn’t follow them because we had two large baskets of food Mother was sending to the Burnses. I just wish you had been with us. You would have gone after them.”


  “But, Papoose, they not making trouble, why follow them?” the old Indian asked.


  “They never have lived here that I know of, and I’d like to know what they were doing in Franklin since my father’s will disappeared and we don’t know who took it,” Mandie replied.


  “Amanda, those people couldn’t just walk into this house, take that will, and get back out without someone seeing them,” John Shaw reminded her.


  Mandie thought of Liza telling her that her uncle’s office door had stayed unlocked a whole day. She glanced at Joe who was looking at her, and he shook his head. She decided not to mention it.


  “John, we certainly can’t eliminate anyone from being a suspect, because the will was stolen. You said so yourself. And we don’t have any idea who took it,” Mrs. Taft reminded him.


  “Joe and I had just started searching the cellar when we heard you and Uncle Ned come home,” Mandie told her uncle.


  “Don’t forget Snowball was helping, too,” Joe said with a grin.


  Mandie frowned at him.


  “How much were Zack and Etta asking for the property?” Mrs. Taft wanted to know.


  “They didn’t mention a price. They told Jeff it could be bought cheap,” John said. He stood up. “I think I’ll run down and speak to Jake Burns, find out if he has seen anything of these people.”


  “Uncle John, Mr. Burns said you had told him you were coming by the mine today but that you never had shown up,” Mandie said.


  “Oh, that’s right. I forgot all about it,” John said.


  “Aren’t you hungry? You weren’t here for the noon meal,” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Uncle Ned and I grabbed a bite to eat down at Gus’s house about noontime,” John said. “I’ll be back in time for supper, that’s for sure.”


  “I want to go with you, Uncle John,” Mandie said as she rose from the settee.


  “No, Amanda, we may talk some business, and I’d rather you didn’t go,” Uncle John said. Then turning to the old Indian, he asked, “Coming with me?”


  “Yes, I come,” Uncle Ned said as he got up.


  “Just be sure you two do return in time for supper,” Elizabeth said. “And don’t go running off somewhere else unless you come back and let me know.”


  “We won’t, dear,” John promised.


  When the two men left, Mrs. Taft said, “Those Hughes people will do anything, won’t they?”


  “Looks like it,” Elizabeth agreed.


  Mandie looked at Joe and said, “Well, I suppose we might as well go back to the cellar and get to work.”


  “You mean we’d better go and check on Snowball,” Joe whispered.


  Mandie quickly put her finger on her lips and whispered back, “Don’t you dare say anything.” She glanced at her mother and her grandmother and saw that they were not listening as they continued to talk. Loudly she said, “Mother, we’re going back to work in the cellar.”


  “All right, but stop in time to get cleaned up for supper,” Elizabeth told her.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied as she and Joe left the parlor.


  They hurried down the hall to the cellar door. Mandie stopped and stared at it. “It’s closed. I know we left it open.”


  “And somebody else closed it,” Joe agreed.


  “Now I don’t know whether Snowball came upstairs or not,” Mandie said.


  “He couldn’t get in here with the door closed,” Joe told her.


  “I’m going in the kitchen to see if he’s in there,” Mandie said as she quickly walked in that direction. Joe followed.


  When Mandie pushed open the door to the kitchen, the only one there was Liza, who was folding a stack of napkins and tablecloths piled on the long table.


  “Liza, is Snowball in here?” Mandie asked from the doorway.


  “Ain’t seed him, Missy ’Manda,” Liza told her. “Not since we fed him at noontime. Do he be missin’?”


  “I’m not sure, Liza,” Mandie said. “We left him in the cellar when we came upstairs, but we left the door open to the steps so he could come back up in the house, and now someone has closed it.”


  “You left dat do’ open, Missy? Don’t you be aknowin’ dem rats in de cellar gwine come up dem steps and git in de house?” Liza said as she stopped and put her hands on her thin hips.


  “Are there really rats in the cellar, Liza?” Mandie asked.


  “ ’Course deys rats in de cellar. Where else would dey be livin’?” Liza replied.


  “Have you actually seen rats in the cellar?” Joe teased.


  “No, and I ain’t gwine down in dat cellar, neither. I keeps de do’ shut so dey cain’t come in de house,” Liza said with a big shiver.


  Mandie looked at the girl and said, “Liza, I was going to ask you if you want to help us search the place down there.”


  “Whut fo’ you go in dat cellar?” Liza asked.


  “We’re looking for the will. Don’t you remember? We’ve been searching all over the house for it,” Mandie said.


  “Well, I ain’t gwine down dere,” Liza said, turning back to folding the linens. “I got work to do.”


  “So you’re the one who closed the door to the cellar,” Joe said.


  “Yep, and I close it agin if’n you leaves it open,” Liza said with a shrug as she looked at him.


  “We won’t leave it open, but if you see Snowball please let me know,” Mandie told her as she turned back into the hallway.


  When Mandie and Joe got back to the cellar door, they picked up the lamps, lit the wicks, and started back down the steps into the cellar.


  “Snowball ... Snowball, are you down here?” Mandie called as she descended the stairs.


  Mandie and Joe stood quietly for a moment. There was not a sound in the cellar.


  “He probably went upstairs before Liza closed the door,” Joe said as he went ahead to the shelves he had been searching.


  Mandie slowly walked around the area at the bottom of the steps, moving her lamp to look around. “I suppose so,” she finally agreed.


  She went back to continue working on the shelf she had begun. The two worked without talking, and the only sound was the click of the glass jars as they moved them about.


  Mandie opened her mouth and was about to say something to Joe when suddenly a loud squeal filled the air, a sound like Snowball made if his tail accidentally got stepped on. Joe heard it, too, and looked at her.


  “Snowball is in here somewhere,” Mandie said, standing still.


  Joe picked up his lamp and started looking around. “It sounded like it came from the corner over that way,” he said as Mandie brought her lamp and followed him.


  Mandie was still shaken up from hearing the noise, and she tried to steady her voice as she called out, “Snowball, where are you?”


  “Snowball,” Joe called.


  They listened and in a moment they heard a loud meow, then a series of meowing sounds. Joe led the way as they tried to locate the sound. They held their lamps high to light the place.


  “Snowball!” Mandie called again.


  This time Snowball seemed to meow right above their heads. Both of them looked up at once. A piece of white fur was visible between the boards in the ceiling.


  “He’s up there,” Mandie exclaimed, trying to see overhead.


  Joe held his lamp up to light the place and then he said, “Evidently he climbed up there and got stuck. If I can find something to stand on, I’ll see if I can get him down.”


  Together they searched the place but couldn’t find a thing for Joe to step up on.


  “We’ve got to have something somewhere,” Mandie said impatiently.


  “I know,” Joe said. “Abraham keeps a ladder in the barn, doesn’t he? I’ll go get it.” He started for the steps.


  “I’ll come with you,” Mandie said, quickly following.


  Joe looked back and grinned at her. At the top of the steps he set his lamp down and said, “You just stay right here by the door to see that he doesn’t get out somehow, and I’ll be right back with the ladder.”


  “Well, all right,” Mandie reluctantly agreed.


  As soon as Joe was out of sight, Mandie quickly pulled the door shut and stood in the hallway waiting.


  Liza came down the hallway with her arms full of the linens she had been folding. She stopped when she saw Mandie.


  “You jes’ standin’ dere waitin’ fo’ sumptin’?” she asked.


  “I’m waiting for Joe to come back with the ladder. Snowball is stuck in the boards overhead down there in the cellar,” Mandie explained.


  “How he done git in de boards?” Liza asked.


  “I have no idea, Liza, but he sure is up there now, meowing like he’d gone wild,” Mandie said.


  Joe came back with the ladder, and Mandie opened the cellar door for him. Liza stood there watching.


  As Joe went down the steps, Mandie looked back at Liza and said, “Now don’t you go closing this door while we’re down here, you hear?”


  Liza didn’t reply, but stood there holding the linens.


  Mandie held her lamp up for Joe to see as he positioned the ladder under the place where the cat was stuck.


  “Don’t get too close with that lamp, just in case I drop Snowball or tilt the ladder or something,” Joe warned her as he began climbing up.


  Mandie stepped back and watched. Joe tried to pull Snowball out, but all he could get hold of was his tail.


  “He’s all the way between the boards,” Joe said as he looked down at Mandie. “I’m going to have to pull him out by his tail, so watch out.”


  Before Mandie could reply, Joe had yanked the cat out by his tail. Snowball angrily tried to swing back and scratch Joe’s hand. Joe leaned down a short distance and dropped him to the floor.


  “Snowball, you—” Mandie started to say as she bent over when the cat landed on the floor. She jumped back and almost dropped her lamp. “He’s got a rat in his mouth!”


  Joe stepped down from the ladder and looked at Snowball sitting there holding a large rat in his mouth. “The rat’s dead. I’ll take it away from him,” he said. He grabbed a stick that was used to straighten up the jars and cans on the top shelf and began poking at the rat.


  “Snowball, let go of that thing,” Mandie demanded.


  But instead of letting go of the rat, Snowball raced off through the cellar and up the steps into the house. Mandie and Joe were close behind him.


  At the top Liza screamed and dropped all the linens she had been carrying, and they scattered all over the floor. Snowball got tangled up in the things but never let go of the rat.


  “Open the back door!” Joe screamed at Liza, who was running down the hallway toward the outside door.


  Liza didn’t pay any attention to him. She yanked the door open and ran out into the yard. Snowball had managed to get out of the linens and was right behind her.


  Mandie breathed a sigh of relief as she saw the cat go outside. “Well, thank goodness!” she said.


  “Yes, and now we’d better get back downstairs and see about those lamps we left down there,” Joe reminded her as he hurried for the steps to the cellar. Mandie followed.


  Both of them blew out their breath as they saw the lamps were all right, just sitting right where they had left them.


  “I need to get this back,” Joe said, starting to fold the ladder.


  Something white on the floor caught Mandie’s eyes, and she said, “Wait a minute,” as she stooped to investigate.


  Joe bent to see what she was doing. “That’s a piece of paper,” he said.


  It looked old and dirty, and Mandie was afraid the rat had had it, so she wouldn’t touch it.


  Joe reached down and got it. “Just a piece of paper that was torn up, or the rat might have eaten on it,” he said, turning it over. Then he noticed some small writing at the edge. “This says Swain County,” he told Mandie, holding it out for her to see.


  “But there’s nothing else on it,” she said.


  “It seems to be a piece of a document of some kind,” Joe said, still studying the paper.


  “Let’s give it to Uncle John and see what he thinks,” Mandie said. She still wouldn’t touch it. She looked up and added, “It must have come out of that place where Snowball was stuck, don’t you think?”


  “Yes, I suppose it could have,” Joe said, straightening the ladder. “I’ll go back up there and try to see inside the hole.” He laid the piece of paper on a shelf and began climbing the ladder.


  Mandie held up her lamp. “Can you see?” she asked.


  “Not too well,” Joe said. “Hand me that stick down there. I’ll poke around inside with it.”


  Mandie passed him the stick and Joe ran it inside the space where the cat had been. He moved it around and around and withdrew it, but nothing came out.


  “I don’t think anything is in there,” he said, finally coming back down the ladder. “Maybe it didn’t come from up there. Maybe it was already on the floor here and we just didn’t see it.”


  “I don’t know, but I think we’d better quit and go back upstairs and see about Liza and all those linens,” Mandie said.


  “It must be time to get cleaned up for supper anyway,” Joe said. “I’ll just leave the ladder here in case your uncle wants to look up there. And the paper is over there on the shelf. It’s too dirty to take into the house.”


  When they reached the top of the steps, Liza was nowhere in sight, but Aunt Lou was standing there looking down at all the mess of linens on the floor. When she saw Mandie and Joe, she asked, “Y’all know anything ’bout dis heah mess?”


  “I’m sorry, Aunt Lou, but Snowball caught a rat and came flying up through here and scared Liza,” Mandie explained.


  “Jes’ wait till I finds dat Liza,” the old woman said, going on down the hallway.


  Mandie and Joe looked at each other.


  “I’m afraid we’re all in trouble,” Joe said.


  “We probably are,” Mandie agreed.


  CHAPTER TEN


  PAPERS


  “If we’re in trouble, I suppose the best thing to do is to destroy the evidence,” Joe told Mandie as they stood there staring at the linens on the floor. He quickly stooped down and began folding the napkins and tablecloths.


  “I’m not sure it’s all clean enough to use now, but we can stack it up,” Mandie agreed as she bent to help.


  Joe examined the linens as he picked them up. “I don’t see anything that looks dirty. Maybe it won’t have to be washed all over again,” he said, quickly making order out of the mess.


  “It looks all right to me, but I think Snowball walked through some of it with that rat in his mouth, so I’m not sure it’s fit to use,” Mandie told him as she made a stack of the napkins on the table near the door.


  “Well, at least we’ve got it all back in some order,” Joe said as he stood up and surveyed the pile on the table.


  At that moment Liza came back in from the yard. She stopped in astonishment as she saw the neat pile. “Whut y’all done went and done?” she asked. “Ain’t no use foldin’ up all dat dirty linen ’cause I has to wash it to git the rat smell out of it.”


  Aunt Lou also came down the hallway from the front of the house and she overheard the remark. “You sho’ will wash all dat mess all over agin,” she said as she looked at Liza. “Actin’ like a idiot. Dat’s whut you did. Now you made all dis heah extry work fo’ yo’self. Take it all to de laundry room. And you wash it fust thing in de mawnin’, you heah?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Liza replied as she picked up the stack and started down the hallway.


  “I’m sorry, Liza,” Mandie called after her.


  “Me too. Maybe we could help you wash the stuff tomorrow,” Joe volunteered.


  Liza looked back, grinned at him, and continued down the corridor.


  “Now, look heah, you doctuh son, Liza gwine wash all dat stuff by herself,” Aunt Lou quickly told him. “I’m punishin’ huh for losing huh senses over a tiny lil rat. Now y’all git on wid yo’ bidness.” She went on down to the kitchen door and went inside.


  Mandie looked at Joe and laughed. “Well, what are you waiting for? Get on with your business,” she teased him.


  “You too. In fact, I believe you are dirtier than I am from that cellar,” Joe said.


  They walked on together, and just as they reached the corner in the hallway, Mandie heard the back door open and close. She looked back. Uncle John and Uncle Ned had just come in.


  Mandie went to meet them. “Uncle John, had the Burnses seen Etta and Zack?” she asked. Joe came up by her side.


  “Ludie said no one had been around their house, and Jake wasn’t even at home,” John Shaw told her as he removed his hat and coat and Uncle Ned did likewise.


  “Had he gone back to the mine?” Joe asked.


  “No, Ludie said he had gone up the mountain on some business because he figured I wasn’t coming to see him. I was supposed to go by the mine this morning, you know,” John explained as they all walked toward the front hallway.


  “Uncle Ned, did you see any sign of Etta and Zack having been there?” Mandie asked. She knew the old man could find clues and track people with some little something that white people didn’t notice.


  “No, Papoose, no sign,” Uncle Ned replied.


  When they got to the front hallway, John hung his hat and coat on the hall tree, and Uncle Ned removed his jacket and placed it on one of the hooks.


  “We’ve got to get cleaned up now for supper,” John told the young people. “And you two look like you could use some soap and water.”


  “Uncle John, we’ve been in the cellar,” Mandie said, quickly relating the events down there.


  “And we found a small piece of paper that just has the words ‘Swain County’ on it. It’s dirty and torn and the rat might have chewed on it, so we left it down there for you to look at,” Joe told him.


  “All right. Let’s make ourselves presentable, and after we eat we’ll go down there and see what you’re talking about,” John Shaw told them.


  Which is what they did.


  After supper as everyone finished and got up from the table, John Shaw said, “Now we will go look at that piece of paper in the cellar that you two found.” He looked at Mandie and Joe.


  “A piece of paper in the cellar?” Mrs. Taft questioned as she rose and started for the door.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said as she and Joe followed the adults out of the dining room. “It’s just a scrap of paper, but it says ‘Swain County’ across the edge, and nothing else is on it, but this is Macon County, and I thought maybe it could be connected to my father, or the will, or something over there at Charley Gap in Swain County.”


  “Yes, that is interesting,” Mrs. Taft said as they continued down the hallway toward the parlor.


  “John, could it be something that belonged to Jim?” Elizabeth asked.


  John Shaw stopped and looked down at his beautiful wife. “As far as I know no one else in the family ever lived in Swain County.” He glanced at Uncle Ned. “Except Uncle Ned and Morning Star, of course.”


  The old Indian smiled and said, “Yes, we part of Shaw family back in the old days when you young, John Shaw.”


  Mandie knew he was referring to the years and years he and his wife, Morning Star, had lived in the Shaw home, when John’s father was living. Even though John Shaw’s mother had been Cherokee, Uncle Ned was not related.


  “You are still part of our family, Uncle Ned, and Morning Star, too,” Mandie told him.


  “Yes, y’all are, Uncle Ned,” John Shaw reminded him.


  “Love,” Uncle Ned said, putting an arm around John Shaw’s shoulders.


  John Shaw squeezed his old wrinkled hand and said, “Love.” He looked back at Elizabeth and said, “But I don’t see how a piece of paper that belonged to Jim ever got back in this house, because he never came back home again after he moved to Swain County.”


  “We’ll all go in the parlor while you and Amanda and Joe explore the basement,” Elizabeth told him with a smile as she and her mother went on down the hall.


  “Come on, Uncle Ned, go with us,” Mandie urged the old man.


  She and Joe led the way down the steps with lighted lamps, and John Shaw and Uncle Ned followed.


  “There it is, right there,” Mandie said, pointing to the paper on the shelf where Joe had left it.


  John Shaw picked up the scrap of paper, looked it over, and then handed it to Uncle Ned. “I don’t believe it’s possible to figure out what this is a piece of, do you, Uncle Ned?”


  Uncle Ned examined the paper thoughtfully and then he said, “Maybe. Many years ago father of John Shaw buy things from place in Swain County.”


  The others listened and waited for him to continue.


  After a moment John Shaw asked, “What kind of things?”


  “Sawmill,” the old man said. “Wood.” He reached to touch the edge of one of the shelves. “Like this.”


  “Well, that solves this mystery,” John Shaw said. “My father probably bought the wood for these very shelves from a sawmill in Swain County.”


  Mandie wasn’t completely satisfied with the explanation. “Oh, well,” she said. “That probably is a dead-end mystery.”


  “Snowball had climbed up there and was stuck between the boards, and I had to pull him out. He had the rat in his mouth then,” Joe explained as he pointed overhead.


  John Shaw looked up and frowned. Uncle Ned stepped up on the rungs of the ladder and examined the place.


  “The hole was empty. I looked and couldn’t find anything inside,” Joe told the men.


  Uncle Ned put his hand inside the space and drew it out empty. He grunted and began examining the boards around the hole while the others watched.


  “There’s nothing up there,” Joe repeated.


  Then Uncle Ned began scratching on a piece of wood overhead.


  “What have you found, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked excitedly as she watched.


  Uncle Ned didn’t answer but grunted again as he continued scratching on the wood. Then suddenly he pulled a piece of paper off one of the boards and held it out for the others to see. “More,” he told them.


  John Shaw reached up to take the piece of paper, and Mandie and Joe crowded close by to see what he had. It was a larger scrap than the one Joe had found, but it was wrinkled and dirtied with time, and the writing had faded.


  “Can anyone read it?” John Shaw asked as he squinted at the paper.


  Mandie and Joe also squinted in an effort to decipher the writing on the paper.


  “This all,” Uncle Ned said as he stepped down off the ladder with another larger piece of paper in his hand.


  John Shaw laid the pieces together on a vacant space in one of the shelves, and everyone crowded around.


  “It’s terrible handwriting, whoever wrote it,” Joe remarked. “Even I can write better than that.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “I don’t know about that. I think I can read this, and I never can read yours. This says ‘Bought from Swain County Sawmill.’ I can at least read that much. You were right, Uncle Ned.”


  The old Indian looked at her and smiled.


  John Shaw continued examining the paper. “I believe it was a receipt for the very board you found it stuck on, Uncle Ned,” he said. “I know my father replaced some of the ceiling here in the cellar when I was young, so this is probably what this is for.”


  “May I keep it, Uncle John? Please,” Mandie said, holding out her hand for the two pieces of paper.


  “Of course, Amanda, if you’d like it you may have it,” John Shaw told her as he handed the papers to her.


  Mandie took it and held it close in her two hands. “This belonged to my grandfather that I never even saw,” she said with a faraway look in her blue eyes.


  “That’s right, my father,” John Shaw said.


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned, for finding this for me,” Mandie told the old man.


  Uncle Ned put his arm around her shoulders and said, “Love, Papoose.”


  Joe loudly cleared his throat and with a laugh said, “Mandie, remember you said the rat might have chewed on that paper and you wouldn’t even touch it?”


  Mandie pressed the papers close to her and said, “Well, rats and all, I want to keep this forever.”


  At that moment Jason Bond came down the steps and everyone turned to look at him.


  “So you finally came home,” Mandie said with a smile. “Now everybody is home.”


  “Yes, little Missy, I’m home,” the tall gray-haired man said, and then looking at John Shaw, he said, “Just as I rode up into the backyard, Jake Burns also came up. He said he’d like a word with you, if you’re not too busy.”


  “Jake Burns? Of course, Jason,” John Shaw said. “Let’s all go back upstairs.”


  As everyone got to the top of the cellar stairs, Mandie and Joe blew out the lamps and placed them on the table by the door. Mandie put the two pieces of paper on the table and said, “I’ll clean them up before I take them to my room.”


  “Where is Jake?” John Shaw asked Mr. Bond.


  “He said he’d prefer to wait for you in the backyard. Said he only wants a few minutes of your time,” Mr. Bond explained.


  “All right,” John Shaw said. “I’ll see all of you in the parlor in a few minutes.”


  As Jason Bond and Uncle Ned started down the hallway toward the parlor and John Shaw went out the back door, Mandie said, “I’d better find out where Snowball is.”


  Joe looked at her and said, “Why?”


  Mandie screwed up her mouth and said, “Because I want to know where he is. I haven’t seen him in the last little bit.” She went toward the kitchen. Joe followed.


  “Oh, Aunt Lou,” Mandie said as she pushed open the door to the kitchen and found all the servants sitting around their own supper table. “I was just looking for Snowball.”


  “Ain’t seen him since he went outside before suppuh,” the old woman told her. “He’ll be comin’ back soon when he smells suppuh.”


  “Thanks, Aunt Lou. I’ll look for him,” Mandie said, closing the door and heading for the outside door at the end of the hallway.


  “Are you going outside?” Joe asked as he followed.


  “That’s the direction I’m headed, and no remarks from you. You heard Aunt Lou say he went out in the yard,” Mandie said as she reached the door, pulled it open, and stepped outside.


  Joe followed. “Your uncle John is going to think we’re following him,” he told her.


  “Well, what if we are?” Mandie replied as she looked around the yard in the dusky dark.


  She saw Uncle John and Jake Burns standing near the hitching post at the barn where Jake’s horse was tied. As she started in their direction, she began calling, “Snowball, Kitty! Kitty! Snowball!”


  The two men didn’t even look at her and Joe but seemed deep in conversation. Mandie walked closer and called again, “Snowball! Snowball!” Joe followed.


  She glanced at the two men and saw Jake Burns take a paper out of the front of his shirt. Has he had the paper in his shirt all this time? she wondered. She was so fascinated she stopped to listen, and Joe stayed right behind her.


  “Here’s the paper I got from the assayer. You kin see he says that last bucket I mined that I sent on to him showed faint signs of gold, and your mine is supposed to be a ruby mine. Ain’t nobody ever found gold in that mine, so I be a thinkin’ mebbe the man made a mistake, or mixed our bucket with somebody else’ ’cause I jes’ don’t see how that could be,” Jake Burns told John as he handed the paper to John Shaw.


  “Well now, let me see,” John said. “It’s kind of dark out here.” He squinted at the paper.


  Jake took a match from his pocket, lifted his foot, and struck it on the sole of his boot. He held the flame over the paper.


  “You’re right. That’s what this says,” John Shaw said. He looked at Jake. “You haven’t told anyone else about this, have you?”


  “No, sirree,” Jake replied as he blew out the match. “Been carryin’ that paper in my shirt ever since I got it. Ain’t nobody seen it but you now.”


  “I wouldn’t want word to get around about this until I can look into the matter,” John said. “You did absolutely right in keeping this a secret. Now, when are you planning to take in some more diggings?”


  “I was awaitin’ for you to tell me when to do that,” Jake said. “Considering what the man says he found, I thought I’d better wait until you told me to send more.”


  “I’ll get in touch with the man who signed this and let you know what to do. In the meantime, let’s keep this quiet and you can continue digging in the mine, but don’t send anything else out for the time being. Thanks for letting me know. Sorry I missed you altogether today, but I will be back to see you shortly,” John Shaw said. “And if you do see anyone who might be the Hugheses, please let me know.”


  “Yes, sir. Good night, Mr. Shaw,” Jake said, turning to his horse.


  Mandie drew a deep breath and continued walking around the yard calling her cat. “Snowball! Snowball! Where are you?” Joe followed her.


  John Shaw finally realized the young people were in the yard as Jake Burns rode off. “I saw him go in the barn when I came out here just now,” he said to Mandie.


  “Thanks, Uncle John, we’ll see you in the parlor,” Mandie told him.


  John Shaw smiled at her and walked back toward the house and in the back door.


  Mandie and Joe went to the barn and she called, “Snowball, Snowball!”


  In the faint light she could see the white cat sitting on a board overhead.


  “Snowball, that’s not the same place where you found the rat. Now come on down. It’s time to go in the house and get your supper,” she told him.


  Snowball switched his tail and meowed as he looked down at his mistress.


  “Eat, Snowball, eat!” Joe called to him.


  The white cat immediately jumped down and rushed out of the barn. Mandie and Joe followed him to the house.


  “So that solves the mystery of the paper Jake Burns put inside his shirt,” Joe told her as they walked on.


  “No, not really. Now the mystery is how Jake Burns found gold in Uncle John’s ruby mine,” Mandie told him.


  “Mandie Shaw, you make a mystery out of everything,” Joe teased.


  As they reached the door to the house, Mandie opened it and let Snowball inside, then she stopped and looked at Joe. “You heard what Jake Burns told Uncle John,” she said. “What do you think that means?”


  “Gold in a ruby mine? I don’t know,” Joe said. “Maybe the assayer got the buckets mixed and that report is about someone else’s mine.”


  “Maybe, but I do hope Uncle John lets us know when he checks on all this,” Mandie said.


  “Or there could be a gold vein running through the mine,” Joe said.


  “Do you suppose that was why Jake Burns wouldn’t have much to say to us when we went to his house?” Mandie asked.


  “Possibly,” Joe agreed. “He did seem in a hurry for us to leave.”


  “Somehow I was hoping that was the will he was hiding,” Mandie said.


  “Mandie! You thought Jake Burns might have stolen your father’s will?” Joe asked in surprise. “I don’t think he would do a thing like that.”


  “Well, I’d be awfully shocked if he did do such a thing, but he did act awfully strange,” Mandie said.


  “Your uncle went to see the Burnses, remember? And he talked to Mrs. Burns, so I suppose he was satisfied with whatever she told him,” Joe replied.


  “Oh, I do wish we could find that will,” Mandie said with a big sigh. “I just don’t see how it could disappear like that.”


  “We may never know,” Joe told her. “We may never find it.”


  “Oh yes, we will. We will find it,” Mandie said, determinedly straightening her shoulders.


  “Don’t you think we’d better go inside? Everyone is going to think we got lost, too,” Joe teased.


  “I suppose so, but don’t forget we need to get back to searching the cellar the first thing in the morning,” Mandie said as she pushed the door all the way open.


  Snowball suddenly rushed past her and raced out into the backyard. Liza came right behind him calling, “You white cat, come back heah and eat yo’ suppuh.” She saw them and stopped in the doorway.


  “I’ll get him, Liza,” Mandie told her as she stepped back into the yard.


  “I got his suppah all set out fo’ him, so hurry it up,” Liza told her as she went on back down the hallway.


  Joe followed Mandie. “That white cat causes so much trouble, have you ever thought about buying a cage for him?” he teased as they began looking around the backyard.


  “Of course not, Joe Woodard,” Mandie said sharply. “Don’t forget. Snowball has helped us solve a lot of mysteries.”


  “And he has caused a lot of mysteries,” Joe protested.


  “Well, come on if you’re coming. Help me find him,” Mandie said.


  She led the way to the barn, but when they looked inside, the cat was not there this time.


  “Now where?” Joe asked.


  “He probably went off into the woods chasing a squirrel or something,” Mandie said.


  Mandie secretly didn’t like the idea of roaming around in the woods in the dark, but she was sure she had seen white fur flying in that direction. Just wait until she caught that cat. He wouldn’t get outside again tonight.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  ALMOST BURNED UP!


  Mandie and Joe began searching through the woods for Snowball, and now and then Mandie called him, but he was nowhere to be found. The moon had come out, but the trees were so thick that very little light filtered through. Mandie ran into a low tree limb and stopped to untangle it from her long blond hair.


  “Here, I’ll help,” Joe told her as he reached to pull the twigs out of her hair.


  “Thanks, Joe,” Mandie said. She smoothed down her hair as it came free and said, “I wonder where in this world Snowball could have gone.”


  “Maybe he circled around us and has already gone home,” Joe suggested as they stood there under the tree.


  “Maybe, but let’s look just a little bit farther to be sure,” Mandie said.


  “As far as the entrance to the tunnel that goes into the house?” Joe asked.


  “I suppose that will be far enough, but he couldn’t have gone into the tunnel because it’s kept locked as you know,” Mandie replied.


  They walked on searching the bushes and calling to the cat with no results. When they finally came within sight of the bushes that covered the door to the tunnel, they stopped to look around.


  “He’s got to be somewhere,” Mandie fussed as they stood there.


  A cloud passed over the moon, dimming the light, and when it brightened up again, someone suddenly came out of the bushes at the tunnel door and ran off into the woods.


  “That was Zack Hughes!” Mandie exclaimed, running after him.


  Joe stopped to examine the door to the tunnel. The lock was broken and the door was standing open. He raced after Mandie.


  “He’s been in the tunnel!” he called to her as he caught up.


  “I’ve lost him!” Mandie exclaimed as she stopped to look around. “It’s so dark I couldn’t see which way he went.”


  Joe came up to her side. “I think we ought to hurry back and let your uncle know that Zack Hughes was here,” he said.


  “You’re right. Come on,” Mandie agreed and began running back toward the house.


  Joe caught up with her and when they reached the back door they were both out of breath. Pushing open the back door and running down the hallway, they found the adults in the parlor.


  “Zack Hughes ... he was in ... the tunnel!” Mandie told John Shaw between gasps for breath.


  John Shaw jumped up from his chair and Uncle Ned followed. They started for the hallway to the back door.


  “Did you see him?” John asked as he rushed to grab his rifle from the rack over the door and Uncle Ned picked up his bow and arrows.


  “Yes, sir!” Mandie said with an effort.


  “And the lock is broken on the tunnel door!” Joe added in one big breath.


  The two started out the back door and Mandie asked, “Can we go with you, Uncle John?”


  “Positively no! Stay in the house, both of you!” John Shaw called back as he and Ned hurried off toward the woods.


  Mandie watched until they disappeared in the darkness. Then she closed the door and leaned back against it. Joe stood back against the wall.


  “I have an idea!” Mandie said suddenly as she straightened up. “I’m going to see if Mother will give me the key to Uncle John’s office so I can find out whether Zack Hughes has been in there through the tunnel door.”


  “But your uncle keeps that door inside his office locked, doesn’t he?” Joe asked.


  “He’s supposed to, but if the lock was broken on the outside door to the tunnel, then the lock on the door in his office could have been broken, too,” Mandie said. “Come on.”


  It took some coaxing but Mandie was able to get the key from her mother. Elizabeth went upstairs to her bedroom and came back out in the hallway with the key.


  “Now you two be real careful,” Elizabeth told them as she gave the key to Mandie.


  “Yes, ma’am, we will, but Zack Hughes has already run away. We saw him go off through the woods,” Mandie explained. “We’ll be back downstairs in a few minutes.”


  Mandie and Joe went upstairs and looked around John Shaw’s office, examining the door to the tunnel, but everything seemed to be in place. The lock had not been broken.


  “Well, I don’t suppose he could have got in here,” Joe remarked as they looked around.


  “You never know,” Mandie replied as they picked up the two lamps they had brought from the hallway. “But I suppose we should go back downstairs and see if Uncle John and Uncle Ned have come back.”


  As they left the room, Mandie locked the door and they went downstairs to the parlor. She put the key in her skirt pocket and forgot about it.


  After a while John Shaw and Uncle Ned returned and told everyone they had not been able to find Zack Hughes in the darkness. By now he must be gone.


  “We decided there was no use looking further for the man,” John Shaw told everyone in the parlor. “But we know he was here now, so we can be on the lookout for him if he returns.”


  Elizabeth stood up and said, “I think it’s about time we got some sleep anyway.”


  “The door to the tunnel in your office is locked,” Mandie told him.


  “It is? How do you know?” John Shaw asked.


  Mandie looked at her mother and said, “Mother allowed us to go in there to check it. So he has not been able to break that lock.”


  “That tunnel is quite a maze, and he might not have been able to find his way through it into the house,” John Shaw said.


  Mrs. Taft also rose and said, “Good night, everyone. I’m going to my room.”


  Mandie reluctantly went to bed that night. And when she did, she found the key to Uncle John’s office in her pocket. She was so excited she wanted to stay up to figure all this out. But she soon got in bed and drifted off to sleep.


  The next morning when she went downstairs to the kitchen she found Uncle Ned’s two young braves had returned from Tennessee, and Aunt Lou was giving them breakfast at the long table. Uncle Ned and Uncle John were sitting and eating with them as they talked. And Joe came into the room holding Snowball.


  “Here’s that crazy cat,” he told Mandie as he set Snowball down, and the cat rushed over to his plate on the floor by the wood cookstove.


  “Where did you find him?” Mandie asked.


  “I left my door open just a crack last night, and this morning he was curled up on my feet asleep. So who knows where he’s been?” Joe said with a laugh.


  Mandie walked on over to the table, looked at the young Indians, and said, “I’m glad y’all are back.” Joe followed.


  John Shaw turned to look at Mandie and said, “And they’ve brought good news. They found friends of Jacob Smith, and the friends will get in touch with Mr. Smith and ask him to come down here.”


  “Oh, I’m so glad,” Mandie said excitedly. “Thank you, Uncle Ned.” She grasped the old man’s hand.


  Uncle Ned looked at her and then at the young Indian men and said, “They do work.”


  “Oh yes, and I appreciate it so much,” Mandie told the two. The young men smiled at her, nodded, and kept on eating their breakfast.


  “Where does Mr. Smith live now?” Joe asked as he slid onto a chair at the table, and Mandie sat down beside him.


  “All the way north and west in Tennessee,” John Shaw replied. “His friends live over near Tellico, and they told these young men they were going on immediately to Mr. Smith’s house.”


  “Then maybe the man will get here soon,” Mandie said.


  “We hope so,” John Shaw replied.


  When the young Indians had finished their meal and left to go home, John Shaw and Uncle Ned also rose from the kitchen table and John said, “Now, I didn’t want to wake your mother this early, but when she does come downstairs, please tell her that Uncle Ned and I have gone searching for Zack Hughes, Amanda.”


  “Uncle John, I want to go, too,” Mandie begged as she and Joe stood up.


  “No, Amanda, you stay here at the house,” John Shaw replied. “Uncle Ned and I will be back soon.”


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said as John Shaw and Uncle Ned left the kitchen.


  Aunt Lou asked from over by the cookstove, “Ain’t you two younguns hungry?”


  “Oh yes, Aunt Lou, I’m starving,” Joe told her with a grin.


  “Me too, Aunt Lou,” Mandie agreed. “Couldn’t we just eat in here at this table?”


  “Well, jes’ sit back down and I’ll give y’all sumpin’ to eat den,” the old woman told her.


  As Mandie sat back down, she straightened her skirt and felt the key she had put back in her pocket earlier that morning with every intention of giving it back to her mother or Uncle John, but now he was gone and her mother was still asleep.


  “Joe, I still have the key,” she told him as he sat beside her. She pulled it out far enough for him to see.


  “Why didn’t you give that back to your mother or your uncle, Mandie?” Joe asked.


  “I forgot,” Mandie replied. “I truly did. And Mother is still asleep, so why don’t we hurry and eat and go back up there and look things over again?”


  Joe sighed and said, “Well, all right, for all the good it’s going to do.”


  The two hurried through their breakfast and went back upstairs to John Shaw’s office. Mandie had brought matches from the kitchen.


  When she opened the door, she told Joe, “Let’s light the candles.”


  On the three sides of the room with shelves, wall sconces holding candles were placed closely together between the rows of books. And Mandie knew the trick of lighting them. By touching a match to one candle, the one on either side of it automatically burst into flame, and by repeating this around the room, every candle would be lit.


  Joe started at one end and Mandie at the other, and soon the candles were all glowing. The two stood back and admired them.


  “I love to look at them,” Mandie said.


  “Don’t forget we’ve got to find the snuffer to put them all out,” Joe reminded her as he glanced around the room.


  Mandie walked around looking for the long rod that was used to extinguish the candles. It was nowhere in sight.


  “Joe, I don’t believe it’s here,” Mandie said in sudden alarm.


  “Well, we’ll just have to find it,” Joe said, searching among the shelves.


  After a few minutes the two decided the snuffer was not in the room.


  “I can’t imagine where it is or why Uncle John must have taken it out of the room,” Mandie said.


  “But your uncle uses lamps in here. Remember he told us that the first time we found this room?” Joe reminded her.


  “But Mr. Jason had the snuffer that day, and he showed us how to light the candles and put them back out,” Mandie argued.


  The candles were burning fast. Joe sighed and said, “We’d better go around and blow each one out. That’s the only way to do it that I can see.”


  “I suppose so,” Mandie said. “You start over there and I’ll do these.”


  Joe had no problem blowing out the candles, but Mandie was having trouble. The flames would flicker and then blaze back up. She spotted a poker by the fireplace and ran to get it. Carefully running the poker over each wick, she was able to extinguish the flames. But at the end of her row, one of the candles sputtered and the flame shot up higher.


  “Oh, goodness!” Mandie exclaimed as she poked excitedly at the flame. “This one is stubborn.” The poker slipped and hit the wallpaper behind the sconce. The wallpaper puckered up from the heat.


  “Mandie! What are you doing?” Joe asked, hurrying to her and taking the poker.


  “I ruined the wallpaper. Look at it. It’s coming off the wall,” Mandie told him as the two surveyed the damage. She reached to smooth the paper and felt something rough under her hand. Looking closely she could see tacks in the wallpaper. “This paper must have been damaged before. Look, it’s tacked up.”


  Joe looked closely and said, “We’d better see what we can do to smooth out this mess. I don’t know how, but we’ve got to do something.”


  “Maybe if we just peel it back we could retack it into place,” Mandie suggested as she pulled out the key she had put in her pocket and pried one of the tacks loose.


  As the paper fell back, Mandie said excitedly, “Look, there is something behind the wallpaper! Joe, look!” She began removing more wallpaper.


  “Mandie, don’t tear up the paper or we’ll be in trouble sure enough,” Joe reminded her as he watched.


  As the wallpaper fell back, it revealed a sheet of paper with writing on it. Mandie could hardly stand still until she had pulled out the sheet. Her heart started doing flipflops. Here was her father’s will!


  “Joe, my father’s will!” she exclaimed loudly as she showed him the paper.


  “Well, what do you know?” Joe was almost speechless with the discovery as he took the paper and looked at it.


  “This is only one sheet. There were two pages to the will, remember?” Mandie said as she continued removing the tacks to pull back the wallpaper. “And here it is!” She hugged the paper to her and danced around the room. “We found it! We found it! I told you we would!”


  Joe quickly extinguished the rest of the candles Mandie had left burning. “Of all the weird places to hide a will!” he exclaimed.


  “Let’s go tell Mother and everyone,” Mandie said, putting the key back in her pocket. Then taking the two sheets of paper, she left the wallpaper dangling and ran out into the hallway. Joe followed.


  When they got to the bottom of the staircase onto the second floor, they met Elizabeth and Mrs. Taft in the hallway who were also headed downstairs.


  Mandie waved the papers in the air and cried out, “We found it! We found the will! Mother! Grandmother! We found it!”


  “Amanda,” Elizabeth called to her as the young people caught up. “Please settle down. I’m also raving happy that you’ve found it, but tell us where it was.”


  “Yes, where was it, dear?” Mrs. Taft asked. “Are you sure you found the real will?”


  “Oh, this is the real will, Grandmother. I know because Joe and I both have seen it before, remember?” Mandie explained as she tried to calm her racing heart. She held out the two sheets of paper to Elizabeth, who scanned them and gave them to her mother.


  “And you’d never believe where we found it,” Joe told them.


  “It was under the wallpaper in Uncle John’s office!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Under the wallpaper. That is hard to believe,” Elizabeth said.


  “Why, Elizabeth, I think that would be the perfect place to hide a piece of paper,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  Mandie and Joe quickly explained how they had found it.


  “Oh, dear, you could have burned the house up with those candles,” Mandie’s mother said. “I’ve asked John time and again to take all those candles down.”


  Mandie heard that and protested. “No, Mother, I just love all those candles. Besides, my grandfather had them all put up there after his father built this house.”


  “We’ll see,” Elizabeth answered. “Now, let’s go on downstairs and get some breakfast while we talk about this will. Is your uncle John down there?”


  “No, Mother, he and Uncle Ned left a long time ago to look for Zack Hughes, and they ate with the young Indian men that Uncle Ned sent to look for Mr. Smith,” Mandie began garbling everything up. “And Mr. Smith—”


  “Amanda, please slow down and tell me one thing at a time,” Elizabeth said as they continued down the stairs to the first floor and on toward the dining room.


  Mandie and Joe took turns explaining about the braves’ return and about Mr. Smith’s coming visit. By the time they reached the dining room, Aunt Lou had heard the loud talking and she was waiting for them.


  While Elizabeth and Mrs. Taft ate their breakfasts, Mandie and Joe continued talking until Liza came into the room with an envelope in her hand.


  “Dis heah man be waitin’ outside. He give me dis heah envelope he say is message for Mistuh John,” she told Elizabeth as she walked up to the table.


  Elizabeth took the envelope and said, “I wonder what this is all about. It’s from Ed Wilson, John’s lawyer.” She looked it over.


  “Well, go ahead and open it, Elizabeth. John’s not here, and the man may be waiting for a message to take back,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  Elizabeth tore open the envelope, pulled out one sheet, and read the few lines scribbled on it. She looked at Mandie and then said, “Ed says he has word that the signature on the letter John gave the judge and the signature on the will Etta Hughes turned in are the same, that evidently Jim did sign both of these.”


  “No!” Mandie cried out as she jumped up, went around the table to her mother’s side, and read the message.


  “John is not here as I said before, so you need to send a message back to Ed Wilson that Amanda and Joe have just now found the original will and ask him to let the judge know,” Mrs. Taft told her daughter.


  Elizabeth rose and said, “Yes, I should do that.” Looking at Liza, who was still standing nearby, she said, “Liza, will you please go tell the man that I will have a message shortly for him to take back to Ed Wilson?”


  “Yessum,” Liza said and stepped back into the hallway.


  Elizabeth left the room to write the return message, and Mandie and Joe sat back down at the table, too stunned to discuss the message the lawyer had sent.


  “Do you think your father could have really made a new will, the one that Etta Hughes turned in?” Mrs. Taft asked Mandie.


  “No, no, no! I just know he didn’t. Don’t ask me to explain, but I just know he didn’t!” Mandie protested.


  Joe looked at her and said, “I don’t believe he did, either, Mandie. I believe those Hugheses are dishonest.”


  “I wish your uncle John would hurry up and come on back home so we can discuss this,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Mandie looked at her with sudden hope. “And I wish Mr. Jacob Smith would hurry up and come to see us. He’ll be able to straighten everything out. He was my father’s friend. I’ll trust him.”


  Everything was in such a turmoil Mandie’s mind seemed to be whirling through space. There had to be a solution to this somehow.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  AND THAT’S THAT!


  John Shaw and Uncle Ned came home not long after Ed Wilson’s messenger left. Mandie heard them ride into the backyard and ran to the back door to meet them. She had the will in her hand. Joe followed her.


  “Guess what this is?” she excitedly asked as she waved the two sheets of paper in front of them. “Guess!”


  She had barely given them time to step inside the house. Both men looked at her in surprise and then grinned. John put his rifle back in the rack over the door.


  “The will!” John and Uncle Ned said at the same time.


  “Right, and you’ll never guess where we found it,” Mandie continued.


  “Where?” John Shaw asked as he removed his hat and coat.


  Mandie began, “Before I tell you everything, I have to say that I think I ruined the wallpaper in your office.”


  “Wallpaper in my office?” John questioned. “Amanda, cut out the suspense and tell us what happened.”


  “All right, you see it was like this,” Mandie began, and she related the events that had taken place that morning.


  John and Uncle Ned looked at each other as they still stood there in the hallway.


  “Good hiding place,” Uncle Ned said as he also removed his jacket.


  “But who did it?” John asked thoughtfully. “If the door into the tunnel from my office was locked, whoever it was couldn’t have come in through there.”


  They all walked down the hallway.


  “Mother and Grandmother are in the parlor,” Mandie told the men. “Mr. Ed Wilson also sent you a message, Uncle John.”


  By that time they were at the parlor door and Elizabeth gave John the message as soon as they went into the room. She also told him what reply she had sent.


  John read the message aloud to Uncle Ned as they sat down. “There are some strange things going on,” he said as everyone sat down. “I think the best thing we can do is pack up right now and go to Dr. Woodard’s house and find out if we can see the judge.”


  “But, John, what if that Mr. Jacob Smith comes here? He won’t know where you are,” Elizabeth reminded him.


  “Mother, he knew where my father lived, so he would know how to find Dr. Woodard’s house,” Mandie reminded her.


  “Yes, I won’t be going, so I can explain to him,” Elizabeth agreed.


  At that moment Liza appeared in the doorway and said, “Mistuh John, dis heah Mr. Burns he be waitin’ to see you on de back poach.”


  “All right, Liza, please tell him I’ll be right out,” John told her. Then to Elizabeth he said, “I wonder why he came here. Uncle Ned and I were just by the mine to speak to him.”


  John Shaw left the room, and Elizabeth told Mandie, “I think you’d better run upstairs and get your things together. Your uncle John will be wanting to leave right away.”


  “Yes, Mother,” Mandie agreed as she stood up.


  “And I’ll get my stuff,” Joe said as he rose.


  “And I’ll also go up,” Mrs. Taft said, rising from her chair.


  Mandie lingered a moment hoping Uncle John would come back and tell them what Jake Burns wanted. And she wasn’t disappointed.


  “Well, we’ve cleared up one mystery,” John Shaw said as he entered the room. “That bucket with the gold in it came from another one of our mines over in Buncombe County. They got mixed up because my name was on both of them. The assayer sent a man out to the ruby mine after we left to explain what happened.”


  “Come to think of it, we were all so full of news about the will when y’all came back, we didn’t stop to ask if you and Uncle Ned found any trace of Zack Hughes,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “No, nothing. No one had even seen them,” John Shaw said. Turning to Elizabeth he said, “Dear, if you would ask Abraham to get the rig ready, I’ll run upstairs and get a bag packed.”


  “Of course, dear,” Elizabeth said.


  Everyone left the parlor and went their various ways. Mandie finally found Snowball and put his leash on so he couldn’t run away. And just as they all gathered in the backyard a few minutes later to get in the rig Abraham had waiting, a huge, burly, gray-haired man came riding up on a horse.


  Mandie caught her breath as she instantly recognized the man. She had not seen him since she was four or five years old, but she remembered him now. He threw his reins over the hitching post and quickly dismounted as everyone silently watched.


  “Well, howdy, little lady. You’ve grown up to be quite a lovely girl,” the man said as he quickly strode over to Mandie, and to her great surprise, he playfully picked her up off her feet and swung her in the air. She let go of Snowball’s leash but Joe grabbed the cat. As the man set her down, he laughed and said, “You haven’t forgotten our old greeting, have you now?”


  “Oh no, Mr. Jacob. It’s just that I was surprised to see that you are the man we were waiting for. I didn’t connect the name,” Mandie said, straightening her skirts. “And I haven’t seen you in so many years. I’m thirteen years old now, Mr. Jacob.” She was beginning to feel the happiness of those years long ago when this man came often to visit her father. Memories of love and joy were associated with him. She could see her father happily entertaining his visitor.


  “Well, Amanda, aren’t you going to introduce us to your friend?” Uncle John stepped forward with his hand out. “I’m John Shaw, Jim’s brother, Mr. Smith. I’m grateful that you came.”


  The old man looked closely at John as they shook hands and said, “I do believe you look like your brother except he was redheaded and your hair is dark.” He glanced around and quickly stepped over to Uncle Ned to put an arm around his shoulders and say, “And here is Uncle Ned. I’ve missed seeing all of you, Uncle Ned. I’m moving back into my cabin above Charley Gap, and I want you all to come to see me.”


  John Shaw quickly made introductions for Mrs. Taft, Elizabeth, and Joe, and Jacob immediately recognized Joe. “You don’t remember me, boy?” he asked. “You used to come down to Jim Shaw’s and play with this little lady while your papa was out doctoring somewhere.”


  Joe gave him a big grin, extended his hand, and said, “Of course I remember you, Mr. Jacob. You used to bring us candy when you came to visit Mandie’s father.” They shook hands.


  “You barely caught us, Mr. Smith. We were getting ready to go to Dr. Woodard’s house and try to contact the judge,” John Shaw told him. “Why don’t you leave your horse here and ride in the rig with us and we can talk on the way?”


  Before the man could answer, Elizabeth spoke up, “John, Mr. Smith is probably hungry. Maybe he’d like to eat something before you all leave.”


  “I’m sorry,” John Shaw apologized. “Why don’t you—”


  “Thank you, but I stopped just down the road to eat a bite, and I certainly don’t want to delay everyone, so let’s be on our way,” Jacob Smith interrupted.


  “Fine,” John Shaw agreed. Turning to Abraham, who was holding the reins on the horses hitched to the rig, he said, “Abraham, would you please take care of Mr. Smith’s horse while we are gone?”


  “ ’Course, Mistuh John.” Abraham walked up to get the reins on Mr. Smith’s horse. “I take good care of him.”


  Mandie knew Mr. Smith would ride on the front seat with Uncle John, so she immediately took Snowball from Joe and sat right behind them so she could listen to them talk on the way. She was so surprised and so happy that this was the witness they had been looking for that she was practically speechless.


  When they reached the Woodards’ house, the doctor was home, and he and John immediately took the will and went into town to try to contact the judge. Then Mandie decided to take Mr. Smith to her father’s house.


  “Grandmother, if it’s all right I’d like to take Mr. Smith out to my father’s house,” Mandie told her as Uncle Ned and Jacob Smith were sitting on the porch steps and talking. Joe was listening.


  “Well, I suppose it’s all right, but don’t stay gone too long now,” Mrs. Taft warned her as they sat in the swing on the porch with Snowball between them.


  “Thanks, Grandmother. Mrs. Woodard is keeping the key for me, so I’ll go get it,” Mandie said, quickly picking up her cat and going inside the house where Mrs. Woodard was in the kitchen giving instructions to Mrs. Miller on what food to prepare.


  When Mandie asked for the key, Mrs. Woodard took it down from the hook on the wall by a cupboard and said, “Now don’t y’all stay too long. Your uncle John may be back soon and things may get busy around here, so we don’t want to have to look for y’all, you hear?”


  “Yes, ma’am, we’ll hurry back,” Mandie promised as she took the key and left the room.


  When Mandie asked Jacob Smith to go, he was eager. Uncle Ned and Joe also went. Snowball fascinated Jacob Smith by walking along on a leash.


  “I can’t let you out of my sight, Mandie Shaw, or you’ll be gone off somewhere chasing a mystery,” Joe teased her as he walked along the road with them.


  Mandie looked at him, smiled, and said, “You’re always happy to join in.”


  When they got to the property, Mandie eagerly showed Mr. Smith around, pointing out things her father had done. Then when they went inside the house, Mr. Smith immediately went to the secret compartment in the floor, knelt down, and pointed to the boards. Uncle Ned and Joe, holding the end of Snowball’s leash, watched.


  “This is where you found the will, isn’t it?” he asked Mandie.


  Mandie nodded.


  “After it was all signed, Tom Kennering and I watched your father place it in the metal box and put it inside this secret hiding place,” Mr. Smith said. He ran his hands over the boards.


  “Open it if you like, Mr. Smith,” Mandie told him. “It’s empty. We took the metal box with all the papers back to Uncle John’s house.”


  Jacob Smith carefully opened the place, looked inside, and then replaced the boards. He stood up and said, “Yes, I can see your father now when he put that will in there. He was so happy to have finally made it out with everything to you, Amanda.” He reached to put an arm around her.


  Mandie put her head against him and fought back tears as other memories of Mr. Smith and her father came back to her. He had seemed to be the only one who came to visit, and that was probably because of Etta, who was rude to everyone.


  By the time they got back to the Woodards’ house, John Shaw and Dr. Woodard were just returning from town.


  “We were really lucky. The judge happened to be in his office and we were able to talk with him,” John Shaw was explaining to everyone in the Woodards’ parlor. “As soon as he can contact Etta Hughes, he will set up a special hearing and we’ll have a decision made on the validity of the will.”


  “Today’s Thursday,” Mandie said. “Do you think it will be this week?”


  John Shaw looked at her and said, “No, I would imagine it will be sometime the first of the week, because Etta has to be notified.”


  “So I’m out of school until then?” Mandie asked.


  “You sure are,” John Shaw said with a laugh. “Enjoy it while you can because you’re going to have a lot to make up when you do return to school.”


  
    

  


  On Monday morning a messenger came to tell John Shaw the judge was setting up things for that afternoon. And after the noon meal everyone rode into Bryson City to the courthouse. Mandie took Snowball and left him on the leash tied to a post outside.


  This time Mandie noticed Etta Hughes had arrived before they did and was sitting on the front row in the same place she had before. John Shaw motioned them all into the other section of seats. In a few minutes Mandie saw Nimrod, who was married to her stepsister Irene, quickly slide into a seat next to Etta.


  “Look who else is here!” she whispered, nudging Joe to look.


  Joe glanced that way and said, “I wonder why he’s here.”


  Then Mandie saw Uncle John quickly rise and slip into the aisle when a tall, thin man came in the doorway. They met halfway and shook hands. John did a lot of whispering to the man as they stood there.


  Mandie tugged at her grandmother’s hand to get her attention. “Who is that man Uncle John is talking to?”


  “That’s your uncle’s lawyer, Ed Wilson,” Mrs. Taft whispered back.


  Mandie looked at the man again. She had always heard the name, but she didn’t remember ever seeing him before. While she was watching them, she saw another man enter and go straight to Etta and sit down beside her. Must be her lawyer, Mandie decided. So this was going to be a big thing with a lawyer involved on each side.


  As the judge entered and the hearing began, Mandie watched and tried to understand the process, but she couldn’t really make out what was going on. Everything seemed to be so formal.


  When Etta Hughes was asked where the witnesses to the will she had were, she looked at the judge and said, “I guess they’re late. They oughta be here soon.”


  “Unless they’re here before this hearing is over, you’re going to be in deep trouble,” Ed Wilson told her.


  After she was questioned, Mr. Smith was called. He explained in detail how he had seen Jim Shaw sign that will and put it into the metal box in the secret place in his house. When shown the will Mandie and Joe had found, he identified it as the one he had signed. “That’s it,” he said. “That’s Jim Shaw’s will that I signed. There’s my signature right there.” He pointed to it.


  Then Mandie had to explain how she and Joe had found the will. She was so scared she was shaky all over until she heard Nimrod tell Etta, “Ain’t gonna do her no good to claim that will’s real.” With that remark, anger flared up inside Mandie and she quickly went into every little detail that she could remember about finding the will in the fire-damaged house.


  Ed Wilson examined the will Etta had and the letter John Shaw had turned in. He bent over them with a magnifying glass and then straightened up to say, “I believe the signature on the will Mrs. Hughes has was traced from the signature on the letter Mr. John Shaw has from his brother. They’re too exact. One had to be traced from the other, and since Mr. Shaw received this letter from his brother and knew that his brother signed the letter, I would say the signature on the will Mrs. Hughes has has been traced from the one on the letter.”


  Then Etta’s lawyer got a chance to question John Shaw, and while he was doing this, Mandie caught a glimpse of Snowball creeping in through the open window behind Uncle John. She practically held her breath wondering what he was going to do. To her great relief the cat jumped down and came straight to her. She picked him up, put him in her lap, and held him tight. His leash was still attached to his collar, and she wondered how he had managed to get loose from the pole outside.


  After what seemed like hours, the judge declared, “We will now take a ten-minute recess and, Mrs. Hughes, or Mrs. Shaw, as you’d rather be called, if the witnesses to your will have not shown up by then, I will have to rule in favor of Mr. John Shaw as guardian of Miss Amanda Shaw.”


  Nimrod immediately jumped up and began talking loudly. “I told you you wouldn’t get away with it,” he said to Etta. “When I told you about them finding the will that day of the fire, you promised me half the property if I’d get in that house and hide that will, and here you mess everything up because there ain’t no such people as those witnesses on that piece of paper. You don’t know how to do anything right, you nor Zack Hughes, either.”


  The court clerk had hurried to stand before Nimrod. “Young man,” he tried to speak to Nimrod but Nimrod kept on talking.


  “I even managed to get in that desk that day and almost got caught by that maid when she left the door open, but you didn’t even thank me for the risk I took. That husband of yours couldn’t do it. Well, if I ain’t gonna git none of that property, you ain’t, either,” Nimrod told her, and then finally looking at the clerk he said, “She made this whole thing up. Ain’t none of it so.”


  Etta finally broke down and admitted she had made up the will, but Zack had been the one who traced the signature.


  Mandie heard a commotion in the back of the courtroom and turned to see Zack Hughes standing there as he began to yell at Etta, “You told me nobody could tell it was traced.”


  The judge finally restored order in the courtroom and spoke to John Shaw’s lawyer. “Does your client want to prosecute these people?”


  Ed Wilson quickly consulted with John Shaw and said, “Mr. John Shaw does not wish to prosecute these people, Your Honor, but wishes them to be ordered to stay away from him and his family forever.”


  Etta raised her head to look in John Shaw’s direction. She was clearly surprised.


  The judge agreed to John Shaw’s request and called Etta and Zack forward to give them orders. When the hearing was finally formally over, Etta’s lawyer quickly herded her, Nimrod, and Zack out of the courtroom, keeping one eye on John Shaw. But John Shaw asked everyone with him to remain seated until the others had left.


  Mandie was so upset by what she had learned in the courtroom, she didn’t remember, until Joe reminded her outside, that she now legally owned her father’s house.


  “It’s all yours now, Mandie,” Joe told her as they waited outside for the others to come out.


  Mandie looked at him with a big smile as she held on to Snowball and said, “Yes, and you did help me get back my father’s house. Thank you, Joe, with all my heart.”


  Joe grinned and said, “That’s no reason for us not to get married when we grow up. You always said you’d marry me if I would get your father’s house back for you.”


  “I’ll think about it later,” Mandie told him with a teasing grin.


  On the way back to the Woodards’ house, Dr. Woodard told Mandie, “Now that it’s all settled, I’d like to mention that, knowing you can’t just let the house stand empty and uncared for, Mrs. Miller’s daughter who just got married recently would like to live in it.”


  Mandie took a deep breath. Someone else live in her father’s house? Finally she replied, “I’ll have to let you know later.”


  Dr. Woodard didn’t mention it any more, and they went home soon after eating at the Woodards’. It was late when they got there, but Elizabeth was sitting in the parlor reading a book. When they came in, she rose and said, “I had a feeling you’d all be back tonight.”


  Everyone talked for a while and explained to Elizabeth what had occurred in the courtroom. She was happy for Mandie that everything had been solved.


  “I’m so glad for you, dear,” she told Mandie as she smiled at her across the room.


  “Thank you, Mother. I’m glad it’s all over with,” Mandie replied.


  “You can say that again. That woman carried on something awful in the courtroom, and that son-in-law of hers acted like a real idiot,” Mrs. Taft added.


  “By the way, dear,” Elizabeth said to Mandie. “I received a letter today from Jane Hamilton saying she is taking Celia with her to New York for Thanksgiving holidays, and she wanted to know if you might be able to go with them.”


  Before anyone else could say another word, Mrs. Taft quickly said, “Elizabeth, Amanda has no business in New York.”


  Elizabeth looked at her mother and frowned.


  “Please let me go, Mother,” Mandie begged. “Please. We could go to see Jonathan.”


  Mrs. Taft again spoke out. “Y’all may not be welcome there. Jonathan’s father has not invited y’all to visit.”


  “But his father did ask us while we were on the European trip this past summer, remember?” Mandie reminded her. “He said to come see them whenever we go to New York.”


  Mrs. Taft told her, “It’s just not proper to go dropping in on someone unexpectedly, especially during a holiday when people usually have plans of their own.”


  “Mother,” Elizabeth finally spoke up loud and clear. “If Amanda wishes to go to New York with Celia and her mother, then it’s all settled. She is going.”


  Mrs. Taft stood up and said, “I need to change into something more comfortable,” and left the room.


  Mandie smiled at her mother and said, “Thank you, Mother. I also want to go see Dr. Plumbley while I’m up there.”


  “And you should thank him for me,” Elizabeth said. “He pulled me through that fever when Dr. Woodard had done all he knew to do.”


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “Without him you might not be here.”


  Elizabeth stood up and said, “I suppose I’ll have to go see about Mother. She is so easy to get upset if things don’t go her way.” She smiled as she left the room.


  John Shaw, Uncle Ned, and Jacob Smith had all been listening to the conversation between Mrs. Taft and her daughter. Now they all smiled at Mandie. Jacob Smith, sitting close by, reached to pat her blond head.


  “I hope you enjoy your journey to the big city, little lady,” he told her. “I should be moved back into my cabin by then, so you’ll have to come and tell me all about it when you get back home.”


  Mandie suddenly had an idea. She turned to look straight at Jacob Smith as she said, “Mr. Jacob, from what I’ve heard, that cabin you plan on moving back into isn’t much of a house.”


  “No, but I can fix it up a bit,” Jacob Smith told her. “I haven’t been up there in several years so I’ll have to go look it over and see what needs to be done.”


  “I have a better idea,” Mandie told him with a big smile. “How would you like to live in my father’s house?”


  John Shaw and Uncle Ned quickly smiled at her. Jacob Smith looked at her in surprise and asked, “Move into your father’s house?”


  “You see, you’d be doing me a favor really, because I can’t be around to take care of it, and I don’t want it to get in bad shape, so you could live in it and take care of it for me,” Mandie told him.


  “Well,” Jacob Smith hesitated as he looked at John Shaw.


  John said, “That would solve a big problem. You’d help us out a lot if you’d just live in it and keep things in good repair.”


  “If you put it like that, I can’t refuse. I’d be honored to live in Jim Shaw’s house, little lady,” he said.


  Mandie jumped up, kissed the old man on his cheek, and said, “I have to go see about my mother now,” and she quickly left the room. Her real reason was to keep from breaking into tears. So much had been going on. She had been reunited with one of her father’s best friends, and she was going to New York with Celia even though her grandmother didn’t want her to.


  Snowball followed her into the hallway. She stooped down and picked him up. Then she suddenly began running toward the kitchen and rushed through the door.


  Aunt Lou, Jenny, and Liza were all getting the meal ready and looked up in shock as Mandie began yelling, “I have my father’s house back and I’m going to New York!”


  “Noo Yawk?” Liza repeated. “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, you gwine git lost and stepped on in dat big place.”


  “I’m happy fo’ you, my chile.” Aunt Lou put down the spoon she was using and came to hug Mandie. “Jes’ be sho’ you don’t take dat white cat wid you, ’cause he’ll git lost, dat’s fo’ sho’.”


  That night when Mandie went to sleep, she dreamed she was lost in New York and Liza was standing there laughing at her and saying, “I done tole you you gwine git lost.” Then Jonathan appeared, and everything was all right.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  NEW YORK AT LAST!


  Mandie gasped as she stepped outside the noisy train depot in New York. She looked around in disbelief at what seemed like hundreds of people rushing in every direction.


  “Where are all the people going?” Mandie asked. Snowball, her white cat, clung to the shoulder of her coat as she stopped to stare.


  At that instant a tall man carrying a huge bag on his shoulder swiped by her, almost pushing off her wool tam. She snatched at her hat and managed to get it back in place with one hand.


  “Come on, girls,” Jane Hamilton said, giving her daughter, Celia, a slight push forward through the crowd. Looking back, she added, “Amanda, if you just stand there, the people will literally run over top of you.”


  Mandie quickly walked on with her friend Celia Hamilton.


  “Sorry, we forgot to warn you about the people here being in such a fizz,” Celia said with a big smile. She dipped her head to dodge an open umbrella a woman was carrying, even though it was not raining.


  Mandie tried to see where they were going, but the crowd blocked her view. She looked upward and gasped again at the sight of several monstrous buildings nearby. Pedestrians shoved against her as they rushed past, and she had to hurry to keep up with Celia.


  Celia’s mother was directing their baggage into a carriage on the street.


  “The Waldorf-Astoria Hotel,” Mrs. Hamilton told the driver. She motioned for the girls to enter the vehicle, then she followed.


  “The Waldorf-Astoria it be, missus,” the short, chubby driver said as he closed the door behind them and then jumped up on his seat.


  Mandie clutched Snowball and tried to see the city through the carriage window as the driver raced the horses at breakneck speed up the avenue. She held her breath as she saw people risking their lives by dashing across the street between motorcars and horsedrawn vehicles that were moving rapidly in both directions. Most of the people were bundled up in thick coats and warm hats in the cold November weather, so Mandie thought to herself that if they were struck they would at least have a lot of padding on them.


  “It’s exciting to be in New York, isn’t it?” Celia remarked as she turned to look at Mandie from the other side of the carriage, where she had also been gazing out the window.


  “Yes, but the people sure are in a hurry,” Mandie replied without taking her gaze away from the street. “They act like they’re all rushing off to some mysterious place.” Then quickly turning to look at her friend, she said, “I imagine New York is full of mysteries.” She paused to grin and then added, “Maybe we can find one to solve while we’re here.”


  Mrs. Hamilton, sitting on the opposite seat, smiled at Mandie and said, “I don’t think we’ll have time to go looking for mysteries.”


  “Well then, maybe we’ll just happen to run into one,” Mandie told her with a smile.


  “Mandie, I hope not,” Celia said. “We’ve got so many things planned to do, and we are only going to be here this week because we have to go back to school next week, remember.”


  “I know,” Mandie said with a slight groan.


  The carriage came to a sudden halt, and Mandie looked outside. They had stopped in front of a building so tall she couldn’t see the top.


  The carriage door opened and the driver announced, “The Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, missus.”


  Mrs. Hamilton led the way out of the vehicle, and the girls followed.


  “You mean we are going to stay in this huge building?” Mandie questioned in disbelief as she still tried to see the top from where she stood clutching Snowball.


  “Yes, this is the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel,” Mrs. Hamilton told her as the driver began unloading their baggage. “It has one thousand rooms and is the largest hotel in the world.”


  “One thousand rooms!” Mandie exclaimed as she and Celia followed Mrs. Hamilton into the building. “How will we ever find our way around?”


  Mrs. Hamilton looked at her and smiled as she said, “Don’t worry about that. We’ll manage. I’ve been here before.” She went to the desk in the lobby to check in.


  A hotel employee in a neat red uniform with lots of braid on it took them and their baggage up to their rooms on the fifth floor. Mandie’s stomach almost turned over when they stepped inside the elevator and it began moving upward. She held her breath until the thing stopped and the man opened the door. Rushing out into the hallway, she exhaled and held tightly to Snowball.


  “Oh!” she exclaimed to herself.


  “I didn’t like the ride, either,” Celia confided as the two girls followed Mrs. Hamilton and the man down the long hallway to their rooms.


  Once they were inside one of the rooms, Mrs. Hamilton said, “You girls will share this room, and I will be right next door.” She directed the man with the luggage. He left the girls’ things in that room, then Mrs. Hamilton showed him where to take hers.


  The girls followed her through a bathroom and into another bedroom.


  “Everything is so fine,” Mandie remarked, looking at the furniture and draperies.


  The man left, and as soon as the door closed behind him, Mrs. Hamilton said, “I had already asked for a sandbox for your cat, Amanda, so you should go see if there’s one in your room. I do hope Snowball won’t damage anything. And, girls, get your dresses out of your trunks and freshen up after that long train ride. As soon as y’all change your clothes, we’ll go down to the dining room and find something to eat.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied.


  “We’ll hurry, Mother,” Celia promised, “ ’cause I’m awfully hungry.”


  As the girls rushed back into their room, Mandie said, “You know, I don’t believe any of those hotels we stayed in last summer in Europe were this big or this nice.” She saw a sandbox in a corner and set her cat in it.


  “I know,” Celia agreed as she opened her trunk. “But then Mother just said this is the largest hotel in the world.”


  Mandie went over to her trunk and opened it. “I wish Grandmother could have come with us,” she said, taking out a dress and shaking it. “But for some reason she didn’t want me to come, much less her.”


  Celia straightened up as she unpacked and said, “I think there’s something wrong somewhere, somehow, between Jonathan’s father and your grandmother. She never wants to associate with the man, and she knew very well that if we came to New York we would certainly go visit Jonathan.”


  “I agree,” Mandie said, pausing to look at her friend. “I’ve been puzzled about that, and I can’t figure out what it’s all about.”


  “Maybe Jonathan knows. We can ask him,” Celia said as she slipped off her brown traveling suit and hung it up in the huge wardrobe.


  Mandie removed her navy suit and hung it next to Celia’s. “Has your mother decided when we’ll go to see Jonathan and his father?” she asked.


  “No, all she has said is that we will visit them,” Celia said.


  “I want to see Dr. Plumbley, too,” Mandie told her as they continued hanging up their clothes. “He will be surprised to see us all the way up here in New York.”


  “I hope you brought his address,” Celia said.


  “I have it in my purse,” Mandie replied, picking up the small drawstring bag she had laid on the bed.


  “Do you think Jonathan’s father will invite us to have Thanksgiving dinner with them Thursday?” Celia asked as she took clean stockings from her trunk.


  “I hope so,” Mandie said. “But we’ll have to let him know we’re here pretty soon so he can have time to get the meal prepared if we’re going.”


  “Well, today’s just Monday. I’m sure he has plenty of servants to cook and all that,” Celia told her.


  Mrs. Hamilton called through the closed door to the bathroom, “Hurry up, girls. I’m finished in here now.”


  “Yes, Mother,” Celia replied.


  A few minutes later the three of them went back downstairs. Mandie left Snowball shut up in the bathroom, and Mrs. Hamilton led the way to the dining room. A man in uniform standing by the door took Jane’s name and led them to a table by a window that was partially obscured by tall potted plants.


  Mandie looked around as she sat down in the plush-seated chair. Lots of well-dressed people were seated throughout the room, and the fragrance of the food made her realize she was about to starve. She was delighted to find the hotel had fried chicken on the menu. She had been secretly afraid that the food in New York would be something strange.


  After they had all ordered and while they waited for the waiter to return with their food, Mrs. Hamilton told them her plans. “As soon as we eat, I’ll call Jonathan’s house and you girls can decide when you want to get together with him,” she said.


  “Call?” Mandie questioned. And then she quickly added, “Oh, of course, there are telephones in this hotel, aren’t there?”


  “Yes, quite a few, and I imagine Jonathan’s father has a telephone in his house. You see, this city is so far ahead of everything back home,” Mrs. Hamilton replied.


  “But we have telephones in Franklin,” Mandie said. “And Grandmother says she’s going to have a telephone installed in the school where Celia and I go and also in her house. Then she won’t have to ride over to the school so much. She’ll be able to talk to Miss Prudence and Miss Hope on the telephone.”


  “They have telephones in Richmond, too,” Mrs. Hamilton replied. “But we’re so far out in the country, we’ll have to wait for them to run the lines out there from Richmond. I do hope it will be soon. Telephones are a great convenience, just like motorcars are becoming.”


  “Do you think we might buy a motorcar some day, Mother?” Celia asked.


  “Yes, one day, when they’ve improved the roads. Right now there are not enough roadways to make a motorcar worthwhile,” Celia’s mother told her. “Not only that, your aunt Rebecca and I would have to learn to steer the thing, and someone would have to know what to do if it quit going.”


  “In other words, it would be an enormous undertaking to own one,” Mandie remarked. “I like carriages better. They’re not so complicated.”


  “Yes, just feed and take care of the horses, hitch up the carriage any time you get ready, and drive down all those muddy, bumpy roads we have back home,” Celia agreed with a laugh.


  “Now here’s our food,” Mrs. Hamilton said as the waiter rolled a cart holding trays of steaming meats and vegetables up to their table. “Let’s make short work of this meal so we can use the telephone.”


  Mandie and Celia were both hungry and anxious to contact Jonathan, so they devoured their food. In no time at all, they were following Mrs. Hamilton to a telephone on a small table in the lobby of the hotel. She picked it up, putting the tall piece to her mouth and the cylinder attached on a cord to her ear.


  “Number please,” the girls could plainly hear a voice coming over the telephone.


  “I don’t have the number, but would you please ring Mr. Lindall Guyer, that is, Mr. Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the second? He lives on Fifth Avenue,” Mrs. Hamilton explained.


  “Thank you,” the voice came over the telephone again, then a loud buzzing noise was heard.


  Suddenly another voice sounded on the telephone. “This is Mr. Guyer’s residence,” a man said with a British accent.


  “Is Mr. Guyer at home, please? This is Mrs. Hamilton from Richmond, Virginia, and I am calling from the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel,” Jane told him.


  “He is not here at the moment, mum, but he should be returning soon. I will give him your name,” the man said.


  “Also, please give him my daughter’s name, Celia, and her friend Amanda Shaw, who are with me. Thank you,” she replied.


  “Righto, mum, that I will,” the man said and broke the connection.


  Mrs. Hamilton hung up the phone and looked at the two girls. “Maybe Mr. Guyer will telephone us when he returns home,” she said as she walked toward a sofa on the other side of the lobby.


  “I hope so,” Celia said.


  “So that’s all you do to call up someone else’s telephone,” Mandie remarked as she and Celia followed Mrs. Hamilton to the sofa where they all sat down.


  “It’s not hard at all, and think of the time it saves when you want to get in touch with someone,” Mrs. Hamilton said.


  “Provided the person you want to talk to has a telephone,” Celia added.


  “I think maybe the telephone is a good idea,” Mandie said, smiling. “When Grandmother gets hers, I’ll ask Mother to get one. Then I won’t have to go all the way home from school in Asheville to talk to her.”


  “Yes, and maybe Mr. Chadwick’s School will get one, too, and we can call the boys over there,” Celia said with a big grin.


  “And maybe Joe Woodard’s father will get one, too. After all, he’s a doctor and should have one,” Mandie added thoughtfully. “I just don’t know about Uncle Ned. He might not want a telephone.”


  Uncle Ned was Mandie’s father’s old Cherokee friend. The year before, Jim Shaw had died and Uncle Ned had promised her father that he would watch over Mandie. He kept his promise and almost always turned up wherever she went.


  “Oh, but, dear, you have to have telephone lines to connect your telephone, and I don’t imagine there would be any lines way out there in Deep Creek where Uncle Ned lives,” Mrs. Hamilton explained.


  “Well, he probably wouldn’t get one anyway,” Mandie decided.


  They got into a deep conversation about telephones and time flew by. Suddenly Mandie was startled to see Jonathan Guyer and his father coming toward them across the lobby. She quickly grabbed Celia’s hand.


  “Celia, here comes Jonathan!” she cried, excitedly jumping up from the sofa.


  Celia also rose and uttered a loud “Jonathan!”


  Jonathan ran ahead of his father and quickly tried to embrace both girls at one time. “Mandie! Celia!” he exclaimed. “You didn’t let us know you were coming.”


  Mandie looked up into his mischievous black eyes and said, “But we did let you know we were here.”


  “It would have been TB for you if you hadn’t,” Jonathan replied, squeezing her hand.


  “TB? What does that mean?” Mandie asked.


  Jonathan looked at her in surprise and said, “Why, it means too bad. Oh, I forgot y’all come from down in the country and are probably behind with New York slang.” He grinned.


  Lindall Guyer approached the sofa, and Jane Hamilton rose.


  “My, my, what are you doing in a hotel when I have such a big house? I must insist you check out of here immediately and come home with us,” he told Mrs. Hamilton as he squeezed her hand.


  She looked up at the smiling man and said, “Oh, but we couldn’t impose on you. You see, we have plans for so many things in the short time we’ll be here.”


  “Never mind excuses,” Mr. Guyer said. “Seems like I remember you were always making up excuses long years ago when we first met. Now, let’s get your things. I have my carriage waiting outside.”


  The three young people had been listening to the conversation. Mandie was aware that her grandmother knew Jonathan’s father, and it was evident that Celia’s mother did, as well. But then when you were as wealthy and well known as Lindall Guyer, it was no surprise that everyone seemed to be acquainted with the man.


  “Please, Mother,” Celia spoke up.


  “Please, Mrs. Hamilton,” Jonathan added.


  Mrs. Hamilton looked at the dark young man and said, “Jonathan, I am pleased to finally meet you. Celia and Amanda have talked about you so much since they met you on the trip to Europe back in the summer that I feel as though I already know you.”


  “I’m pleased to meet you, Mrs. Hamilton,” Jonathan replied, and then with a big grin he added, “But we could all get better acquainted if you just move on over to our house.”


  “Yes, let’s get someone to bring down your luggage,” Mr. Guyer told Mrs. Hamilton as he glanced around the lobby.


  “We will have to go up and repack a little first,” Mrs. Hamilton replied.


  “And get Snowball! Goodness, I almost forgot about him. He hasn’t even been fed yet,” Mandie told them, suddenly realizing her cat must be awfully hungry by now.


  “So you brought that white cat with you,” Jonathan teased. “Remember all the trouble he caused on that ship going to England? But he won’t be any trouble at our house. We have lots of rooms for him to roam in.”


  While Mandie and the Hamiltons went to their rooms to repack, Mr. Guyer and Jonathan went outside to get their driver to help the hotel employee bring the luggage down and stack it in the Guyers’ huge, rich-looking carriage. Finally they were all on their way to Jonathan’s house.


  The three young people excitedly reminisced about their adventures on the journey to Europe. Mrs. Hamilton listened to them and smiled. Mr. Guyer smiled as he watched her.


  Before anyone realized it, the driver was turning the carriage into the driveway of Lindall Guyer’s house.


  CHAPTER TWO


  POOR FELLOW


  Mandie stared at the huge stone building Jonathan called his home as the carriage came to a halt under a portico. The driver jumped down and opened the door, and another man, evidently the butler, came out of the house to assist with their luggage.


  “The North Carolina room and the Virginia room, Jens,” Lindall Guyer directed the butler with the bags. Turning to Mrs. Hamilton, he said, “Let’s get inside. It’s cold out here. I heard there is a possibility of snow today.”


  Mrs. Hamilton went along with him as he led the way into the house. Mandie followed, clutching Snowball, and Celia came behind her with Jonathan. Both the girls looked around in fascination at the luxurious furnishings in the parlor that opened off the corridor from the outside door.


  “Let’s sit in here and have some coffee while your rooms are being readied,” Mr. Guyer told them.


  At that moment a maid in a neat uniform popped into the room and stood attentively waiting for Mr. Guyer to speak.


  “Please take the ladies’ coats, Monet,” he told her.


  Jonathan held Snowball while they removed their coats and hats. Mandie realized Mr. Guyer had included her and Celia as “ladies” to the maid. This gave her a grown-up feeling even though she and Celia were only thirteen years old.


  “And, Monet, coffee please, in here,” Mr. Guyer added as the maid hung the coats and hats on a clothes tree by the hall door.


  “And something to eat for Snowball,” Jonathan added as he let the cat down on the floor and held the end of Snowball’s red leash out to the maid.


  Monet quickly stepped back and looked at Mr. Guyer, then at the cat.


  “You will need to take him to the kitchen to feed him, Monet,” Jonathan told her, still holding out the end of the leash. “Come on. He won’t bite you.”


  Monet stood there without moving. Mandie sensed she was afraid of Snowball. “I could just take him to the kitchen if you’ll show me the way,” Mandie offered as she looked at the maid.


  “No, Monet will take him,” Mr. Guyer spoke up. “The cat will be staying here with us this week with our guests, Monet, so you will have to get used to him.”


  Everyone watched as Monet silently accepted the end of the leash from Jonathan and started toward the door. Snowball decided to run, and Monet had to rush after him. As soon as they were outside the room, everyone laughed.


  “I’m sorry, but she’s afraid of all pets—cats, dogs, even birds. But we’ve never owned a pet, and Monet has been with us ever since Jonathan was born,” Mr. Guyer explained. “Please sit and relax. We’ll have coffee shortly.”


  Mrs. Hamilton stepped over to an upholstered chair by the fireplace where a fire was giving out warmth, and Mr. Guyer sat in the chair opposite her. The young people gathered on a settee nearby.


  Jonathan brought the girls up to date on how he was doing. He was living at home and attending a private school on the other side of Central Park.


  “Even though my father still travels around a lot, I am at home now when he does come back. We have finally got to know each other,” he told the girls.


  “I remember you telling us about all those boarding schools you were sent off to,” Celia said.


  “And never getting to really know your father because he was always going off somewhere on business,” Mandie added. “I’m so glad things have changed for you.”


  “He is getting up in age. Maybe he’ll retire someday. You know, Mandie, he’s as old as your grandmother. My mother was a lot younger, twenty years in fact,” Jonathan explained. “And by the way, why didn’t your grandmother come with you?”


  Mandie and Celia glanced at each other, and Jonathan looked puzzled by their reaction. Before Mandie could answer, he asked, “Did I say something wrong?”


  “Oh no, not at all,” Mandie quickly replied. “It’s just that my grandmother didn’t want to come.”


  “She didn’t?” Jonathan asked, not understanding.


  “No, you see, she has so many things to do, always looking after her business and everything,” Mandie tried to explain, but secretly she was thinking about the fact that her grandmother didn’t even want her to visit the Guyers for some odd reason. She couldn’t figure out why her grandmother acted like that every time Lindall Guyer’s name was mentioned.


  “Well, at least she allowed you to come,” Jonathan said.


  “My mother gave me permission to come with Celia and her mother,” Mandie corrected him.


  “I’m sorry. I know you go to school in the town where your grandmother lives and that you went to Europe with her, so I always forget that your mother is the one with the final say-so,” he replied. “Anyway, I’m glad both you girls finally got here to the big city of New York, and I’m anxious to show you around.”


  Monet returned with a large silver tray loaded with sweet delicacies, and another maid followed with the coffee, cream and sugar, and the necessary china and silver. Monet set the tray she was carrying on a table near Mrs. Hamilton and Mr. Guyer, then she turned to help the other maid serve.


  Mandie accepted a cup of coffee and noticed that Monet never said a word. The other maid inquired, “Sugar? Cream?”


  As soon as the two women left the room, Mandie looked at Jonathan and started to say, “Monet doesn’t—”


  “Speak a word,” Jonathan interrupted, finishing Mandie’s sentence. “Only when it’s absolutely necessary will she talk. To her it’s a waste of breath.” He laughed as he placed his cup of coffee on a table next to the settee.


  The girls looked at him and smiled.


  “You see, a mystery right here,” Mandie said with a big grin.


  “A mystery? No mystery about it,” Jonathan said. “Monet knows how to talk. She is French, you know, and from the upper class. But she has no money, so she humbles herself to work, for a fine salary from my father, I might add. However, she feels she is above the other servants, so she refuses to converse with them. And she thinks she is being proper when she doesn’t converse with her employer, either.”


  Mandie laughed aloud. “Oh, she should meet Liza, the maid at my mother’s house,” she said. “Liza would have her talking in no time flat. You’ve got to visit us sometime and get acquainted with everyone down our way.”


  “I’d like to,” Jonathan said.


  At that moment a tall, buxom older woman in a housekeeper’s uniform appeared at the doorway to the parlor and looked directly at Mr. Guyer.


  “Your guests’ rooms are ready, sir,” she said in a strong, no-nonsense voice with a harsh foreign accent. “Shall I show them upstairs?”


  Mr. Guyer looked at Mrs. Hamilton, and she immediately said, “Yes, please, we need to get freshened up.” She rose from her chair, and he also stood up.


  “And I imagine you need some rest before we dine tonight,” Mr. Guyer said. He looked at the housekeeper and said, “Mrs. Yodkin, please show them to their rooms and then have Monet bring them back down here at six o’clock. We’ll dine at seven as usual.”


  “Yes, sir,” the woman replied, waiting for Mrs. Hamilton and the two girls to go with her. “If there is anything you need pressed, I will have Monet do it for you,” she said to Mrs. Hamilton.


  “Thank you, but we’ll have to see. We haven’t unpacked yet,” she replied.


  “Monet has already unpacked your bags, madam,” Mrs. Yodkin said as she turned to lead the way out of the room.


  “Well, thank you,” Mrs. Hamilton replied. Looking back at Mr. Guyer, she said, “Thanks for getting us out of that hotel. We appreciate your thoughtfulness.”


  “My pleasure, Mam’selle Jane,” Mr. Guyer replied with a grin as he bowed slightly.


  Mandie and Celia watched and listened in surprise. Jonathan stood by grinning.


  “It has been many years since I was mam’selle, my dear monsieur,” Mrs. Hamilton mischievously replied.


  “Ah, but you are still that beautiful young girl in my memory,” Mr. Guyer said, still grinning.


  Mrs. Hamilton didn’t answer but blew him a kiss with her fingers as Mrs. Yodkin, looking shocked and puzzled, continued on her way into the hallway.


  “Jonathan, what is going on between my mother and your father?” Celia whispered to the boy.


  “Evidently something interesting,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  “Your father must know everybody,” Mandie whispered as she and Celia followed Mrs. Hamilton down the hallway. Jonathan stopped and turned to go back into the parlor.


  The girls got hasty glimpses into expensively furnished rooms along the way. They passed a huge library with hundreds of books covering the walls, a music room with two baby grand pianos in it, a formal drawing room, another parlor, and several closed mahogany double doors set in the wainscoting that seemed to be in every wall. They kept poking each other and exclaiming silently.


  Then Mrs. Yodkin led them into a hallway that was as wide as the parlor they had been sitting in. Directly ahead of them was a carved stairway, split on either side and rising to meet again at a balcony above.


  Mrs. Yodkin stopped at the bottom of the stairs and spoke to Mrs. Hamilton. “We do have an elevator over there,” she said, motioning toward the left where a door with glass window panes was set in the wainscoting. “We are only going up one flight, but if madam would prefer, we can ride up.”


  “Oh no, thank you, Mrs. Yodkin. We need to walk, and the steps are so lovely,” Mrs. Hamilton told her.


  “Then we go up the stairs, madam,” Mrs. Yodkin replied and started up the staircase.


  When they got upstairs, Mrs. Yodkin led them from the balcony to a corridor. She showed Jane Hamilton to one room and then the girls to an adjacent room.


  “Girls, get some rest and then be dressed and waiting at five-thirty,” Mrs. Hamilton told them from her doorway.


  “Yes, madam, five-thirty I will send Monet to direct you back to the parlor,” Mrs. Yodkin said before the girls could reply. “If there is anything you need, you will find the bell rope over next to the window by the bed. Now if that is all, I will go and let you rest.”


  “Oh yes, Mrs. Yodkin, thank you,” Mrs. Hamilton said. “And we’ll be waiting for Monet.”


  Mrs. Yodkin slightly bowed her head, turned, and went back down the hallway.


  Once inside the huge bedroom, Mandie and Celia flopped onto the two huge four-poster, canopied beds.


  “What a house!” Mandie exclaimed. “I knew Jonathan’s father was rich, but I didn’t expect all this.”


  “Neither did I,” Celia said. “But you know, Mandie, some people like to show off their wealth. Look at the difference in this house and your grandmother’s house. She has a mansion, but nothing like this. However, I would imagine your grandmother has a lot more money than Mr. Guyer.”


  Mandie frowned and thought about that. “I just don’t know, Celia,” she said. “I know every time I turn around I find out about something else my grandmother owns, like that shipline we went to Europe on, but this house must have cost an awful lot of money to build and furnish.”


  Celia smiled and said, “Just think what would happen if your grandmother and Jonathan’s father should get married.”


  Mandie sat up quickly on the bed and said, “That will never be. My grandmother doesn’t even like Mr. Guyer.” She paused to grin and added, “Besides, looks to me like your mother and Mr. Guyer are interested in each other.”


  Celia quickly shook her head and replied, “Maybe back in the old days but not now. My mother still loves my father even though she lost him last year.” Her voice slightly quivered.


  “I’m sorry, Celia,” Mandie said. “I know it was terrible for her and for you to lose your father, just as it was for me to lose my father last year, also. But I wanted my mother to get married again, only to my uncle John, though, since he was my father’s brother and I knew that my father would never be back.” She paused to wipe a tear from her blue eyes.


  Celia quickly jumped over to the other bed and put her arm around Mandie. Mandie straightened her slumped shoulders and asked, “Don’t you think we might find some mystery in this great big house?”


  Celia laughed and said, “If you’re dead bent on finding one, you will.”


  Mandie suddenly looked around the room and asked, “Oh, where is Snowball?”


  “He’s probably still in the kitchen,” Celia said as she, too, glanced about.


  “But he should have been finished eating by now. Oh, I wonder what they’ve done with him,” Mandie said with a frown. She slid down off the high bed and shook out her long skirts. “Maybe I’d better go see.”


  Celia got off the bed, too, and said, “But, Mandie, we’d never be able to find the kitchen in this house.” She glanced at the windows and said, “Maybe we have one of those bell ropes like the one in my mother’s room. We could ring for someone.”


  Mandie quickly said, “But we couldn’t ring for a servant to come all the way up here just so I could ask about Snowball. No, I think I’m going to find the kitchen.” She started toward the door.


  “Wait, I’m going with you then,” Celia told her as she rushed to follow.


  The girls found their way to the staircase without any problem, but once they got to the main floor, they couldn’t agree on which direction they should go.


  “I’d think the kitchen would be to one side or the other from here,” Celia said as they stood in the hallway at the foot of the stairs.


  “Oh no, Celia, it would be at the back of the house, somewhere beyond this staircase,” Mandie replied, then she walked over to look around one set of stairs.


  “But, Mandie, this staircase is at the back of the house when you think about how long the hallway is leading up to it,” Celia told her.


  “Come on. Let’s look in some of these rooms,” Mandie said. She stepped over to a closed door in the narrow piece of corridor that went past the staircase.


  “Mandie, what if we open the door to someone’s private room?” Celia asked in a whisper.


  “Then we can just say, ‘excuse me,’ and ask whoever it is where the kitchen is,” Mandie replied in a loud whisper. She cautiously pushed open the door and peeped inside. Long mahogany tables were piled high with fabric, and two sewing machines stood by the double windows across the room. She pulled the door shut. “Nobody there. Just a sewing room.”


  The girls opened and closed several more doors but found only small parlors, a storage room for linens, and a small sitting room with a carved mahogany desk in it. They did not hear or see anyone.


  “I think we’d better go back in the other direction,” Celia told her.


  “Just one more. I see one more door,” Mandie said, hurrying to open a door at the end of a center hallway. “Oh, look what I found!” she exclaimed as she stepped through the doorway.


  Celia followed. They were in a huge room full of growing plants and several small flowing water fountains with various statues standing guard. The ceiling and three of the walls were made of glass. A fresh, cool scent filled the air.


  Mandie walked on the stone floor, stopping to finger the long green stems growing here and there and to smell fresh peppermint plants and tiny buds sprouting out in the midst of the jungle-like room.


  “This is a beautiful place!” Celia exclaimed.


  “I wonder if Snowball could be in here,” Mandie said as she tried to see between the plants. “Snowball! Kitty, kitty! Come here, Snowball.”


  “Mandie, I don’t think Snowball would be in here. He’s supposed to be in the kitchen,” Celia reminded her.


  “Yes, supposed to be,” Mandie said. “There’s no telling what that French maid did with him. Remember, she seemed afraid of him. He could have run away from her.”


  Footsteps sounded across the room on the other side of the tall plants. Both girls stopped and waited to see who was there. And in a moment they were surprised to see Jonathan coming toward them.


  “I knew you two wouldn’t stay in your room,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  “Oh, Jonathan, we only came down here to look for Snowball,” Mandie explained. “I forgot to get him back from your maid after she fed him.”


  “In that case, he’s probably still in the kitchen. Come on. We’ll go look,” Jonathan told her.


  “We couldn’t find the kitchen,” Celia said as they left the room through a different door from the first one they had come through.


  “It’s right here,” Jonathan said, looking back at the girls as he opened a heavy wooden door directly across the small hallway they had entered.


  “What a kitchen!” Mandie exclaimed as the three of them stepped inside a huge room furnished with three of the very latest in cookstoves, several work tables upon which were utensils and equipment for cooking, an enormous pantry through an open door in the far corner, various bins and stools, and shelves and shelves of chinaware.


  “It is rather big, isn’t it? But then when my father entertains for a dinner of maybe a hundred people, this room doesn’t seem large enough to take care of the necessary food that is cooked,” Jonathan explained.


  “A hundred people?” Mandie said in surprise. “Where do that many people eat?”


  “Oh, we have three dining rooms, each with a movable wall that can be opened into one large room,” he replied.


  “I’m just plumb overcome with this huge house,” Celia told him.


  Mandie suddenly realized the odor of cooking food filled the room. She sniffed and looked around. “Where is the food being cooked?” she asked.


  “Oh, it’s in all the ovens over there, and it will be ready for us to eat tonight,” Jonathan told her, gesturing toward the stoves.


  At that moment, a short, hefty woman with eyeglasses perched on her long nose came into the room through a door on the far side. When she saw them, the woman stopped and put her hands on her hips, which were covered with a large white apron. “Now, now, Master Jonathan, we came to an understanding, just yesterday it was, that you would not come to raid my kitchen any more,” she said as she shook a long finger at him.


  Jonathan laughed, and the girls laughed with him. “But I’m not bothering your cooking, Mrs. Cook. I’m only looking for that white cat you were supposed to feed,” he said.


  “White cat? Oh yes, I fed that white cat, and he ate like he’d not had a bite today. Shame, shame for starving the poor fellow,” Mrs. Cook said, shaking her head.


  Mandie laughed again and said, “But Snowball eats like that all the time, no matter how much I feed him. He never gets full. Where is he, Mrs. Cook?”


  “Why, I suppose he’s still out in the garden. That French maid didn’t want anything to do with him and decided he needed to go outside,” Mrs. Cook explained.


  “Oh no!” Mandie said with a loud gasp.


  “Come on. We’ll go find him. The garden is closed in with a gate, so he’s probably still out there,” Jonathan said, quickly leading the way through the kitchen, down a short hall, and then opening the back door.


  “Jonathan, Snowball is a cat, and cats climb. You can’t fence them in,” Mandie said with a moan as she and Celia followed. “Oh, I hope I can find him.”


  As they stepped into the backyard, the three of them began searching among the shrubbery and plants that were interspersed with more statues and fountains like the ones in the glass room. Benches stood among the foliage. The garden was enclosed with a high stone wall, but Mandie found the gate standing wide open, and outside was a street with busy traffic.


  “Snowball, Snowball, where are you? Kitty, kitty!” she called as she stepped outside the gate to look for her cat. There was no sign of him, so she came back inside the garden and pulled the gate closed. And when she did, she heard a faint growl. She glanced behind a nearby bush and couldn’t believe what she had found. “Snowball!”


  “Did you find him?” Celia asked as she and Jonathan came to see what Mandie was doing.


  “Look!” Mandie excitedly told her friends.


  Snowball was standing there hissing at a white dog, much larger than he was, sitting behind the gate when Mandie had swung it shut. The dog looked terrified of the cat.


  “I wonder whose dog that is,” Jonathan said, stooping to look at the animal, whose eyes were fastened on the white cat. Snowball paid no attention to his mistress.


  “I never saw a dog afraid of a cat before,” Celia remarked.


  “He has a collar on,” Jonathan said, moving closer to the dog. Then, looking up, he said, “Mandie, how about shooing your cat away so I can look at the poor fellow’s collar.”


  Mandie laughed and, reaching down, quickly picked up Snowball, who didn’t like the idea at all and tried to escape from her arms. “No more dog chasing, Snowball,” she told him as he wriggled.


  Jonathan quickly examined the collar on the dog that was still too afraid to move. “Poor fellow, I won’t let that mean cat terrify you any more,” he said, slowly touching the collar. Then the dog suddenly began licking Jonathan’s hand.


  Mandie and Celia watched as Jonathan carefully turned the collar around. It was almost completely covered with blue, red, and green glass stones.


  “No identification,” Jonathan said in a disappointed voice as he stroked the dog’s head.


  “What are you going to do with him, Jonathan?” Celia asked.


  “Do? Why, I just don’t know,” Jonathan replied. “I’ve never seen him before. I have no idea.”


  “Well, you can’t just turn him out into the street. He’s so meek there’s no telling what would happen to him,” Mandie said.


  “Evidently that’s where he came from,” Jonathan replied.


  “Your father said he heard it was going to snow,” Celia reminded him. “He might freeze to death out here in the snow.”


  “You could let him stay on the back porch. It’s closed in enough so he wouldn’t be out in the cold,” Mandie suggested.


  “He looks so clean. Someone must have given him a bath not long ago,” Jonathan said as he continued rubbing the dog’s fur. “I suppose he could stay on the back porch until something can be done about him.”


  Jonathan stood up, and as he did, the dog also rose. Walking toward the porch, the dog followed right on Jonathan’s heels.


  Mandie smiled and said, “I believe he likes you, Jonathan.”


  “Well, I don’t want him to like me too much because I know he must belong to someone else and I wouldn’t be able to keep him,” Jonathan said, continuing toward the porch.


  The girls followed. Mandie had to hold tightly to Snowball, who was determined to get down.


  “Mandie, we should go back to our room now,” Celia reminded her.


  As they all stepped onto the back porch, Mandie agreed. “Yes, Jonathan, we’re supposed to be in our room resting. We only came down to find Snowball,” she said. “We’ll be back down at six like your father asked.”


  “All right,” Jonathan said, carefully closing the outside door to the porch and latching it. “I’ll get doggie something to eat and see you then.” The dog stayed close by.


  As the girls entered the house with Jonathan, he headed for the kitchen, and then Mandie remembered they didn’t know the way back to the staircase to go to their room. “Jonathan, wait,” she said. “How do we get back upstairs?”


  “Simple,” he said as he pushed open a door in the back hallway.


  Mandie could see the staircase from there and laughed as she and Celia headed for it. “All the time we were wandering around looking for the kitchen we must have been right at it,” she said.


  “I know. Remember that’s what I kept telling you all the time?” Celia reminded her as they hurried up the stairs.


  “I remember, but we had a nice tour of the house anyway, didn’t we?” Mandie said, holding tightly to Snowball.


  “Yes, and I can imagine what would have happened if you and I had been caught in the kitchen without Jonathan. I don’t think Mrs. Cook would have been very pleased with us,” Celia said.


  Moving quickly down the hallway to their room, Mandie stopped and said, “And we do have a mystery. Where did the dog come from? Who does he belong to?”


  “Oh, come on, Mandie,” Celia told her as she continued on to their room and opened the door.


  Mandie hurried to catch up. “Yes, we can figure that all out later.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE STRANGE GIRL


  Mandie set Snowball down on the carpet in the room she was sharing with Celia and then flopped on one of the beds. Celia was already on the other bed.


  “Do you think Jonathan will keep the white dog?” Celia asked.


  “If he can’t find the owner, his father may not allow him to keep it,” Mandie said. “He has never owned a pet, you know. So I just don’t know what will happen to the poor dog if we can’t solve the mystery.”


  “He is a beautiful dog. I wouldn’t mind having him, but I know my mother would say we have enough animals back home,” Celia told her. “Anyhow, I think—”


  “Snowball!” Mandie suddenly interrupted Celia as she jumped up from the bed. Snowball was running around in circles and making loud growling noises. “What is wrong with you?” She bent down to get a look at him. He meowed and continued rushing around the room.


  “What is wrong?” Celia asked, excitedly joining Mandie.


  “A sandbox. He wants a sandbox, that’s it. Oh, where is the sandbox?” Mandie exclaimed, growing excited herself as she raced about the room looking for one.


  “Mandie, there isn’t one in here,” Celia told her.


  “Isn’t one? Oh, how could we forget to ask for one?” Mandie replied as she tried to figure out what to do next.


  “Take him back outside,” Celia told her.


  “I’d never find the way in time,” Mandie said as she bent to pick up the cat. “I’ll put him in the bathtub. You ring the bell for the servants fast.”


  Mandie quickly carried Snowball into the bathroom and set him down in the tub as Celia raced for the bell cord. The cat was puzzled by his mistress’s actions and meowed as he raced around inside the bathtub. He tried to jump out, but Mandie pushed him back down.


  Remembering that Celia’s mother was in her room on the other side of the bathroom and was probably taking a nap, Mandie whispered to Celia through their open door, “Did you ring?”


  Celia came to the doorway and whispered back, “Yes, I pulled and pulled. I’m sure it rang downstairs or wherever it’s connected.”


  “Well, I wish somebody would hurry,” Mandie said, bending over the tub. “Snowball, you just stay down there.”


  At last a knock sounded on the door to the hallway. Celia rushed to open it. There stood the maid who had helped Monet serve coffee in the parlor.


  “Oh, thank goodness you are here,” Celia said, stepping back to allow the woman to come into the room. “In the bathroom.”


  The woman looked at her in puzzlement and walked to the bathroom door.


  “I’m so glad to see you,” Mandie said. “You see, we should have had a sandbox put in our room for my cat to use, but we forgot all about it. Now he has need for one, and I can’t find the way out of the house to let him in the backyard.”


  “Oh, zat ees all,” the woman said and reached for a towel. “Just geeve him to Zelda. I take him out.” She picked up the cat, wrapped the big towel around him, and started back through the room to the hall door.


  “Wait!” Mandie called to her as she ran to a table and picked up the cat’s red leash. “I have to put this on him or he might run away if he goes outside.”


  The woman stopped and looked at the leash in Mandie’s hand. “But he ees not a dog,” she said.


  “But he still likes to run away,” Mandie said, fastening the leash to his red collar. “I’ll go with you.”


  As Mandie followed Zelda out the door, Celia called, “Don’t be too long. We have to get dressed pretty soon.”


  “As soon as I can find out where to get a sandbox, I’ll be back,” Mandie replied.


  Zelda led the way through the house and out to the backyard, where she set Snowball down. He immediately began scratching around in the dirt. Mandie held on to the end of his leash.


  “Could somebody get us a box with sand in it to take up to our room for Snowball to use next time?” Mandie asked the woman, who stood watching the cat.


  “Box weeth sand?” Zelda asked. “Sand ees out here.”


  “Yes, a box with sand in it for his bathroom,” Mandie tried to explain. “Come to think of it, I wonder if Jonathan realizes that dog might mess up the back porch?” She tried to see through the garden to the back porch. Zelda had brought them outside through another door that opened into a patio.


  Zelda didn’t reply but stood there still watching the cat.


  “Do you know where Jonathan is? Could you tell him I’m out here in the backyard?” Mandie asked.


  Zelda didn’t seem to understand what Mandie wanted and kept looking at her.


  Mandie tried again. “Jonathan? Get him,” she said slowly.


  “Get zee leetle man,” Zelda finally replied. She shook her head and turned back to the house. “Get zee leetle man.” She went inside.


  In a few minutes Jonathan came rushing out the door. “What’s wrong?” he asked, hurrying over to her.


  “We don’t have a sandbox for Snowball in our room, and we almost didn’t get down here in time,” Mandie told him.


  “Oh, I’m so sorry. I should have thought of that,” Jonathan said. Then with a big grin he added, “I will ask Monet to put one together and deliver it to your room right away.”


  “Monet? But, Jonathan—” Mandie began.


  “Yes, Monet,” he repeated. “I like to bring her down to earth now and then and make her realize she is being paid to work.” He grinned.


  “That is downright mean of you, Jonathan,” Mandie replied as she moved around holding the end of the leash. “If you’ll get me some kind of container, I will make a sandbox myself.”


  “Oh no, as my father would say, Monet will,” Jonathan promised as he went back toward the door into the house. “You will have a sandbox shortly.”


  Mandie stopped him as she called, “Wait! I don’t know the way back to our room. I think Snowball is all right now.”


  “Come on then,” Jonathan replied.


  Mandie picked up Snowball and she followed Jonathan into the house, through two different hallways, and finally to the staircase.


  “Thanks, I know the way from here,” Mandie told him.


  “One sandbox coming up,” Jonathan promised as he walked down the hallway.


  When she got back to their room, Mandie explained to Celia how Jonathan was going to get a sandbox.


  “I didn’t realize Jonathan could act like that,” Mandie said in a disappointed voice as she sat on a chair nearby.


  “But you know, Mandie, he is absolutely right. If Monet is being paid to work, then she should work for the money,” Celia said.


  “But I could have made a sandbox if he would have given me something to put the sand in,” Mandie said. “Besides, he could have, too. I think he has just got plain lazy since he came home to New York. He wasn’t like that when we met him on the ship.”


  “I think we’d better start getting dressed,” Celia reminded her.


  “I reckon so,” Mandie said. She rose and went to find a dress in the tall wardrobe.


  While the girls were dressing, Monet brought up the sandbox, which she silently placed in a corner of the bedroom. Without a word she turned and left the room.


  “Thank you,” Mandie told Monet as she went out the door, but the prim maid didn’t even let on that she heard her.


  When Monet had closed the door behind her, Mandie sighed and said, “Oh well, I really do thank her.”


  The girls and Mrs. Hamilton were dressed and waiting when the housekeeper herself came back and escorted them down to the parlor. Jonathan and his father were waiting there for them, and Mandie couldn’t believe her eyes. The white dog was lying on the hearth by the fire and looked as though he had had a bath.


  “Jonathan?” Mandie asked as she and Celia walked straight over to the settee where Jonathan had risen at their entrance.


  “Do you like my dog?” Jonathan asked, mischievously grinning as the three of them sat on the settee. Mrs. Hamilton joined Mr. Guyer by the fireplace.


  “Are you going to keep him?” Mandie asked.


  “Did your father say you could?” Celia wanted to know.


  “Yes, my father said I could keep him—until someone comes along to claim him, which I certainly hope won’t happen,” Jonathan explained to the girls. “I gave him a hot bath. He was cold out there on the back porch. Now he can stay in the house and will only go into the backyard when he has to.”


  “I’m so glad for you,” Celia said.


  “It’s a good thing I left Snowball in our room. Remember, that dog is afraid of my cat,” Mandie said with a grin.


  “Oh, but you could have brought him down here. There’s plenty of room for them both,” Jonathan replied.


  “No, seriously, Jonathan, it would not have been nice for me to bring my cat down here to the parlor. After all, we are only guests in your father’s house, and there are so many things Snowball could get into or break,” Mandie said. “We left him asleep on the hearth by the fire in our room. And Monet did bring the sandbox.”


  “And speaking of Monet, here she is,” Jonathan said under his breath as the maid wheeled a cart holding coffee, tea, and sweet cakes into the room and parked it near Mr. Guyer.


  “Just leave it here, Monet,” Mr. Guyer said. “We’ll help ourselves.”


  Monet silently left the room. Mr. Guyer spoke to Mrs. Hamilton as he stood up by the cart. “Please tell me what you would like.”


  Mrs. Hamilton also rose, assisted him with the coffee, and told the young people to come over and get what they wanted.


  “Monet seems peeved about something. Maybe it’s that dog I allowed Jonathan to bring into the house, but I didn’t think we needed her sullen attitude to spoil our evening,” Mr. Guyer told Mrs. Hamilton as they sat back down.


  The three young people overheard the remarks, and Mandie whispered under her breath, “Your father doesn’t know about the sandbox.”


  “No, and don’t tell him,” Jonathan whispered back.


  Mr. Guyer glanced at them and asked, “And what are you whispering about, Jonathan?”


  “These are really delicious-looking sweet cakes,” Mandie said, quickly putting one on a small plate. “Did your cook make them, Mr. Guyer?”


  “Why, yes, as a matter of fact, Mrs. Cook did bake them,” Mr. Guyer replied. Then he smiled and added, “I’m sure you will enjoy them, but that couldn’t be what Jonathan was whispering about.”


  “Father, please!” Jonathan exclaimed as he also took one of the sweet cakes.


  “Oh, it was private then,” Mr. Guyer replied with a grin so much like Jonathan’s. He turned back to Mrs. Hamilton and said, “It was nice to be young and have secrets from our parents, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes, and I did have lots of secrets,” Mrs. Hamilton replied as she drank her coffee.


  Celia heard that and said under her breath, “Secrets? And she has never wanted me to have a single secret.”


  “Pay no attention to those two old people over there. We have other more interesting things to talk about,” Jonathan said with another grin as they all sat down again with their refreshments.


  “Like seeing New York,” Mandie said, smiling.


  “Yes, we must make plans for tomorrow,” Jonathan said.


  “I think my mother wants to go shopping tomorrow,” Celia said.


  “Then we’ll go shopping and stop here and there to sight-see,” Jonathan told her. “I’ll show you Broadway and Saint Patrick’s Cathedral. The church is huge and really beautiful. And maybe we’ll get to ride in my father’s motorcar.”


  “Your father’s motorcar?” Mandie said. “He owns a motorcar?”


  “Right, and as soon as I am old enough, I will be able to drive it,” Jonathan said. “In the meantime, if my father is not around to drive it, then we will have to ask Jens to take us.”


  “I’d much rather ride in one of those horsecars, I believe you call them, that go up and down Fifth Avenue,” Mandie said.


  “Well, I have to be different and say I’d rather just walk,” Celia said.


  “New York is too big and crowded to walk much. Besides, what will you do with all the packages of things you and your mother will buy? You can’t just carry them around with you,” Jonathan said.


  “Now, Jonathan, I happen to know the best stores will deliver whatever you buy right up to the front door. You can’t mislead me into getting into that motorcar,” Celia said with a teasing smile.


  “You know too much, Celia,” Jonathan teased back.


  “Anyhow, we will have to consult with Celia’s mother before we can make any plans for tomorrow,” Mandie said.


  The white dog rose from the hearth and came over to put his head on Jonathan’s knee. “Now, isn’t that nice?” Jonathan said, patting the dog’s fur. “He already knows who his master is.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “I would suggest you let him check out the backyard now and then until he gets used to staying in the house.”


  Jonathan understood what she meant. “You mean—like Snowball?” he asked.


  Mandie nodded, and he quickly rose. She put down her coffee cup on a table and said, “Wait. I’ll go with you.”


  Mrs. Hamilton saw them rise and start toward the door with the dog. “Where are you going, Amanda?” she asked.


  “Just out in the yard with Jonathan and the dog,” Mandie replied.


  “Not without a coat,” Mrs. Hamilton said firmly. “It’s cold out there.”


  Mandie remembered the maid had hung their coats on the hall tree, and she quickly looked to see if they were still there. “Our wraps are here,” she told Mrs. Hamilton as she took her coat off the hook and put it on. Jonathan took a coat that evidently belonged to him from another hook.


  “Well, I suppose I might as well go, too,” Celia said, coming to join them and get her coat.


  Mrs. Hamilton watched them and said, “Hats, too, girls.”


  After the three of them were dressed for the cold, Jonathan spoke to the dog and he followed them through the house and out the back door into the garden.


  Mandie took a quick breath upon stepping outside. “Your mother was right, Celia. It is cold out here,” she said.


  “Right,” Celia agreed, turning up the collar of her coat.


  Several outside lights gave a faint illumination to the garden, and as soon as the door closed behind them, the dog raced to the gate in the fence. The young people followed.


  “Come on back, feller. You can’t go out into the street. The gate’s closed anyhow,” Jonathan called to the dog.


  As they reached the gate, a voice called to them from the other side, “Let my dog out of there right now!”


  The three young people stopped in surprise. Mandie was the first one to spot the girl sitting on top of the wall by the gate in the dark.


  “Who are you?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, who are you, and what are you doing on my property?” Jonathan asked as they came up to the wall.


  “I want my dog,” the girl said angrily. “Let him out.”


  Mandie glanced at the white dog. He was exploring a bush nearby and completely ignoring the girl. “If this is your dog, how come he doesn’t seem to know you?” she asked, squinting to see the girl better.


  The girl jumped down from the wall and landed near where the young people were standing. “Give me my dog,” she insisted, looking around for the animal.


  As the girl moved into a better light, Mandie could see that her clothes were raggedy and that she did not have on enough warm clothes in the cold weather. The girl did not look older than ten years.


  “You will have to prove you own this dog,” Jonathan told her as he watched her closely.


  “Come on, Fido,” the girl said to the dog as she took hold of his collar and tried to pull him toward the gate. The dog jerked back and went running off to another part of the garden. The girl went after him. “Fido, come back here,” she called.


  The young people followed her, and Jonathan spoke sternly, “Now, you look here, miss, if you don’t leave this property I will call my father, and I am sure he will call the authorities.”


  The girl stopped instantly and turned to him. “He wouldn’t do that now, would he? That’s my dog you got here,” she insisted.


  “Yes, he would do that,” Jonathan said. “Now, I will let you out the gate. If you come back tomorrow with some proof that this dog belongs to you, I will let you have him, but you are not going to take him tonight.”


  The girl pushed her dark, stringy hair back under her hat, shook an ungloved fist at Jonathan, and said, “I will be back tomorrow and get my dog.” She raced over to the gate, tried to open it, and found it locked.


  “I’ll get the key,” Jonathan said and hurried toward the back porch.


  Mandie watched and noticed that he did not go into the house but retrieved the key from somewhere around the back porch. He came back and unlocked the gate.


  “Now, you come to the door proper when you do come back. No more sneaking over the wall,” Jonathan told her, but she didn’t seem to listen to a word he was saying. As soon as he swung the gate open, she raced through and disappeared into the dark street.


  Jonathan locked the gate, and the three of them went back inside the house with the white dog.


  “Do you think that dog really belongs to that girl?” Mandie asked. She noticed Jonathan had put the key in his pocket.


  “No, I don’t believe it. The dog ignored her,” Jonathan replied as they went along a hallway. “Come on, feller,” he urged the dog.


  “I don’t, either, but how did she know you had the dog?” Mandie asked.


  “Maybe she saw it come into our garden earlier today,” Jonathan said.


  “She looked too poor to afford to keep a dog,” Celia remarked.


  When they returned to the parlor, Jonathan told his father about the girl. “I just don’t think the dog could belong to her,” Jonathan concluded.


  “She may know where the dog came from and decided to claim it for herself,” Mr. Guyer said. “Don’t worry about it. She would have to have proof of ownership before I’d let her have it.”


  “Thanks, Father,” Jonathan replied.


  No more was said about the dog that evening, and when it was time to retire, Mr. Guyer told Jonathan, “I would suggest you let the dog sleep in your room tonight so you will know where he is. We can’t have him roaming all over the house.”


  “Of course, Father,” Jonathan agreed with a big grin. “He can sleep on the rug right beside my bed, and I will see that my door is closed.”


  When good-nights were said and the girls were alone in their room, Mandie thought about the girl as she undressed for bed.


  “I wish we could help that girl. She looked like she could use some better clothes,” she said to Celia, who was already combing out her hair for the night.


  “I know,” Celia agreed. “Maybe there’s some way we can help her.”


  Mandie drifted off to sleep that night wondering where the dog really came from and who the girl was. These things needed to be cleared up.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  WHAT A DAY!


  Mandie was always an early riser, and she woke the next morning just as a maid came into the room she was sharing with Celia and quietly built up the fire in the fireplace, even though the great mansion had furnace heat going.


  The maid, a young girl whom Mandie had never seen, looked up from where she was stooping by the fireplace as Mandie sat up in bed and said, “Good morning.”


  “Guten morgan,” the girl quickly replied with a big smile as she shuffled the wood.


  Mandie jumped out of bed and came to join her. “German!” she said. “You are German. I know because I went to Germany with my grandmother this past summer, and that is the way the German people say good morning.” Mandie grinned as she wrapped the loose nightgown around herself and sat on the carpet.


  “Ja!” the girl replied shyly.


  “And that means yes,” Mandie said. “But please don’t say too much more in German because I don’t know very much. You do speak English, don’t you?”


  “Ja, I speak American language,” the girl replied.


  Celia had silently crawled out of her bed and joined them. She said, “Mr. Guyer has so many people working here, and they’re all different nationalities.” She flopped down by Mandie.


  “German, French, Russian is all, and American,” the girl explained.


  “So Zelda must be Russian. I couldn’t figure her out,” Mandie said. “My name is Mandie Shaw. What is yours?” She wondered how old the girl was and decided she must not be much older than her own thirteen years.


  “I am called Leila,” the girl said as she rose and pushed back her long reddish-blond hair and adjusted the tiny maid’s cap on her head. She was young but she was tall and a little on the plump side. “I will go now,” she added, turning toward the door.


  Mandie and Celia stood up by the fire and at that moment Snowball, who had been asleep in the middle of Mandie’s bed, jumped down and came running to join the girls by the fireplace.


  “Ah! He is the cat for the sandbox,” Leila exclaimed as she watched him. “Nice, pretty.”


  “Thank you,” Mandie said. “His name is Snowball, and he belongs to me. I take him with me everywhere I go.”


  “Does Snowball like the white dog Master Jonathan has in his room?” Leila asked.


  Mandie laughed as she replied, “That white dog is afraid of Snowball.”


  “Is Jonathan already up?” Celia asked. “Has he gone out yet?”


  “Up and down the stairs with the white dog,” Leila said as she opened the door. “Now I fix fire in next room.” She went out into the hallway and closed the door behind her.


  “Let’s get dressed and see if we can find Jonathan,” Mandie said, rushing to open the huge wardrobe.


  “And find something to eat,” Celia added as she followed.


  Just as the girls were buttoning their dresses and smoothing out their long skirts, there was a soft knock on the door.


  “Now, who can that be?” Mandie said, going to open the door.


  The maid, Zelda, stood there in the hallway holding a silver tray. She came into the room and said, “Drink. Eat in half hour. I come back then.” She set the tray on a table nearby, and Mandie could see then that two crystal glasses full of orange juice stood beside a bud vase holding a bright red rose.


  “Thank you,” Mandie told the maid as she left the room.


  “This is nice,” Celia said, picking up one of the glasses and drinking from it.


  “Yes, I agree,” Mandie said, taking the other one and sitting on a chair nearby. “I just wonder if we could find Jonathan.”


  “Mandie, we might get lost, and Zelda said she would be back for us in thirty minutes,” Celia reminded her. “Besides, my mother is in the next room, remember, and we can’t go running off without letting her know.”


  “I’ll be glad to find out what plans your mother has for us today,” Mandie said.


  “We still have to finish getting ready,” Celia reminded her.


  When Mandie and Celia were finally ready, the door opened to the bathroom between the two rooms, and Celia’s mother came into their room.


  The girls both eagerly greeted her with “Good morning” and “What are we doing today?”


  Mrs. Hamilton smiled at them and said, “Well, for pity’s sake, y’all make me feel so important I’m speechless.” She sat down on a chair near the girls.


  “Oh, Mother, please tell us. Are we going shopping or sightseeing today?” Celia asked eagerly.


  “I thought we’d do some of both,” Jane replied.


  “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Hamilton. That’s exactly what Jonathan suggested, and that’s what we want to do,” Mandie told her.


  “I’m not real interested in shopping, but I’ll go along just to do the sightseeing,” Celia teased. “Besides, I don’t have any money.”


  “Celia, of course you have money. I brought enough for you to buy some new clothes and other things if you’d like,” Mrs. Hamilton told her in surprise. Then turning to Mandie, she asked, “Did your mother give you spending money?”


  “Oh yes, ma’am,” Mandie told her. “I have a whole purse full of money, but I have no idea what I’ll do with it.”


  “Everything in New York is expensive, so you won’t have any trouble getting rid of it,” Mrs. Hamilton said with a smile.


  There was a knock on the door, and Celia opened it. Zelda was standing there in the hallway.


  “You eat now,” the maid said, looking into the room and seeing Mrs. Hamilton. “We go.”


  “Oh yes, thank you,” Mrs. Hamilton said.


  Mandie quickly put Snowball in the bathroom and closed the door. Then they followed the woman downstairs to the dining room. Jonathan was waiting for them by the huge sliding doors made of mahogany to match the wainscoting.


  “Good morning,” he greeted Mrs. Hamilton. “My father left his regrets, but he received a telephone call during the night and had to go down to Washington early this morning. He hopes to return by tomorrow night and should be home for Thanksgiving dinner, which is the day after tomorrow. I’m sorry.”


  “I’m sorry we’ll miss his company, but I understand,” Mrs. Hamilton said as Jonathan stepped aside and motioned for her to enter the dining room.


  The three of them and Jonathan were seated at a long table covered with white linen and set with the finest china and silverware. A silver candelabra stood at each end. They made their plans for the day while the housekeeper, Mrs. Yodkin, stood by supervising the serving of the meal.


  “My father told me to ask Jens to drive us in the motorcar wherever you wish to go,” Jonathan said. “Jens is the butler, you know, and he can drive the motorcar, but Hodson drives the carriage.”


  “Thank you, Jonathan, but I think the carriage would be more practical for us to use,” Mrs. Hamilton told him.


  “And more comfortable,” Jonathan agreed with a big grin.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and breathed sighs of relief. They listened as Mrs. Hamilton and Jonathan mapped out their day, and everyone began filling their plates with food.


  “Will I be able to take Snowball with me?” Mandie asked.


  “Why don’t you leave him here, Amanda? Some of the stores probably won’t allow pets inside,” Mrs. Hamilton told her as she took a roll from the basket the maid was holding.


  “Yes, and New York is awfully big for him to get lost in. We’d never find him,” Jonathan added as he took a sip of coffee.


  “Then I’ll have to feed him and shut him up in our room. I hope no one lets him out,” Mandie said. “Where is the white dog, Jonathan?”


  “He’s in the kitchen, where he’s going to stay until we return. Mrs. Cook has made friends with him,” Jonathan explained.


  “What if that girl comes back to claim him while we’re gone?” Mandie asked as she accepted potatoes from a tray being passed. Then she suddenly glanced down at what she had put on her plate. These people eat potatoes for breakfast! she thought. How odd! She looked around and saw that Celia and Mrs. Hamilton had both put potatoes on their plates.


  “She won’t be able to get him because Mrs. Cook has strict orders not to let him outside except when absolutely necessary, and then with strict supervision,” Jonathan replied. “She’ll just have to come back when I’m home. I’m sorry for the inconvenience to her, but I can’t stay home all day waiting for her to show up when she may never even come back.”


  “Are you hoping that she doesn’t?” Celia asked.


  Jonathan grinned and said, “Sure, I’m hoping she won’t be able to claim him, or that anyone else ever will. I’m positive he must belong to someone, but I don’t believe that girl owns him.”


  “We never did ask her where she lives or her name,” Mandie said.


  “No, and that was a big mistake. I could have had someone check her out,” Jonathan said.


  “The girl may never come back,” Mrs. Hamilton told him. “Surely she has some parents or somebody somewhere to see that she doesn’t go running around on the streets alone at night in New York.”


  “Anyhow, right now we’ve got things to do, like sightseeing,” Celia reminded them as she hurriedly ate her breakfast.


  “Yes, the dog is safe, so let’s get finished and get going,” Mandie agreed. She wasn’t very hungry and had taken small portions of the food when it was passed.


  They were soon on their way in the carriage. Jonathan instructed Hodson to drive slowly and be prepared to stop and let them out to walk around now and then.


  Their first stop was St. Patrick’s Cathedral. The girls were greatly impressed with the magnificent Gothic Revival style church as Jonathan acted as tour guide.


  “This church took twenty-six years to build,” he told them as they stood on the sidewalk in front of it on Fifth Avenue. “It is a whole block long, from Fiftieth Street to Fifty-first Street.” He motioned up and down the street.


  “How old is it?” Mandie asked as she leaned backward trying to see to the top of the spire in front of her.


  “It was opened for service in 1879, and it is now 1901. But remember, it took all those years to build, so I suppose you’d calculate the age by what was constructed in what year,” he explained, becoming confused in his thought.


  “In other words, pieces of it are actually older than others,” Celia said with a mischievous grin.


  “Why don’t we look inside?” Mrs. Hamilton told the young people as she walked up the steps to the huge doors.


  Jonathan rushed ahead to open the door, then he followed the girls and Mrs. Hamilton inside, where they paused at the back to look around.


  Mandie could feel the peaceful atmosphere as she gazed about at the beautiful carved woodwork and stained-glass windows. She stepped forward to look more closely at a pew when a dark form suddenly darted between the seats. She quickly moved in that direction to investigate.


  “Amanda, where are you going?” Mrs. Hamilton asked in a whisper.


  Jonathan had also noticed the movement, and he hurried after Mandie, who had not heard Mrs. Hamilton’s question.


  “That’s the girl who came to your house!” Mandie whispered to Jonathan as she finally got a good look at the moving form.


  Jonathan followed her gaze, but at that moment Mrs. Hamilton stepped forward and sternly caught Mandie by the hand. Without a word she swiftly pushed Mandie and Celia back to the outside door and Jonathan followed.


  “There are people praying in there,” Mrs. Hamilton scolded the young people. “We can’t go running around and disturbing them.”


  “But I saw that girl in there who claimed the white dog,” Mandie replied. Mrs. Hamilton frowned at her. “I’m sorry,” Mandie continued.


  “I think we’d better go now,” Mrs. Hamilton said.


  They returned to the carriage to continue their sightseeing, and Mandie could tell that Mrs. Hamilton was upset by her behavior. She didn’t know what else to say, so she tried to remain silent, but her friends wanted to talk.


  “Do you really think that was the girl in our backyard last night?” Jonathan asked as Hodson drove on.


  “I’m positive it was, but she saw us and tried to run away and hide,” Mandie said.


  “I got a glimpse of her, too,” Celia said. “It was the same girl.”


  “Well, it was a little dark in there after being outside in the sunshine, so I couldn’t tell who it was,” Jonathan explained.


  “I wonder what she was doing in there,” Celia commented.


  “Anyone can go into a church,” Jonathan said. “It was probably just a coincidence that we met up with her.”


  “Or she could live in the neighborhood near the church and saw us go inside and decided to follow,” Mandie suggested.


  The driver pulled the carriage to a stop in front of a large building on West Fifty-seventh Street. They all left the vehicle and looked around.


  Jonathan quickly began explaining, “This is Carnegie Hall. It is rather new. It only opened about ten years ago.”


  “Well, what is it?” Mandie asked, glimpsing at the colorful posters around the doorway. She tried the doors but discovered they were locked.


  “It’s a music hall, I suppose you’d call it,” he said. “Some very well-known musicians and actors perform here from time to time. And you can only go inside when there is something going on, and then you have to have a ticket to get in.”


  “We won’t have time to attend a concert here,” Mrs. Hamilton told them. “Maybe next time we come to New York. I think we’d better go on downtown, Jonathan, if we’re going to do any shopping today.”


  “Oh yes, ma’am,” Jonathan replied as they returned to the carriage. “I’ll tell Hodson where to go.”


  “And, Jonathan, we will need to find a place to eat somewhere in the shopping district,” Jane replied. She and the girls entered the carriage. Jonathan gave instructions to the driver and then joined them.


  “I asked Hodson to drive through Longacre Square on the way,” Jonathan told Mrs. Hamilton.


  “Thank you, Jonathan. I’m sure it will be an interesting sight for the girls to see,” she replied.


  “What is Longacre Square?” Mandie asked.


  “It’s the busiest section of New York. It’s where everything and almost everybody come together. It’s where Forty-second Street and Seventh Avenue and Broadway cross each other,” Jonathan explained.


  As the carriage continued down Broadway to what Jonathan called Longacre Square, both girls eagerly watched the crowds hurrying here and there. Stores and theaters were all tightly built together side-by-side. Vehicles and motorcars mingling with carriages rushed in what appeared to be every direction.


  “Oh, you’re right, Jonathan. Everything and everybody in New York must be out there,” Mandie said without glancing away from the scene outside the carriage.


  “I don’t think I’d like to walk out there,” Celia remarked.


  “No, it’s not a place to take a leisurely stroll,” Mrs. Hamilton said.


  And as they went from one huge store to another to do their shopping, the girls were interested in the sizes of the buildings. Once they were inside, they were pushed and shoved by the rush of shoppers until they learned how to weave in and out of the crowds behind Mrs. Hamilton. Then they saw the beautiful merchandise, things Mandie had never seen in any store. There were ready-made dresses in every shape, color, and size.


  “How can they sell dresses all made up like that? Suppose no one ever comes along that they will fit?” Mandie said as she stopped to look.


  Mrs. Hamilton smiled at her and said, “Oh, but they have so many different sizes, and if you look around you’ll see the customers are all different sizes.”


  “But I still don’t think these dresses would fit as well as the ones Aunt Lou makes for me,” Mandie said, walking the length of the clothes rack, not daring to touch the dresses.


  “You are right about that,” Mrs. Hamilton told her. “Nothing readymade ever fits as well as your own seamstress’s work.”


  Mandie wasn’t interested in buying any of the expensive merchandise she saw until they entered a hat shop. She and Celia went wild over the huge assortment of hats.


  “Oh, I must buy a hat,” Mandie said, walking around the shop. “You know, Celia, it’s impossible to find a store like this back home.”


  “I want one, too,” Celia replied as she surveyed the stock.


  Jonathan smiled at them as he watched and listened. “I know,” he teased. “You girls just want to look older.”


  Mandie turned to him and said, “Well, we are getting older, you know, old enough to wear hats.” She looked at a simple but expensive hat trimmed with red ribbons.


  “I agree with you, Amanda,” Mrs. Hamilton said, coming to stand beside the girls. “You and Celia do need to buy something in keeping with your age. As much as I hate to admit it, you two are growing into young ladies. Let me help y’all find something.”


  They shopped the rest of the day, taking time only to eat in a nearby restaurant. Everything they bought was to be delivered the next day to Jonathan’s house. Early winter dusk was beginning to cover New York as Hodson drove them back to Jonathan’s house. Everyone was tired and silent.


  As soon as they entered the house, Jonathan told the girls, “I have to go see Mrs. Cook and be sure the dog is all right.”


  “I want to go with you,” Mandie told him as she began removing her tam.


  “I do, too,” Celia said, taking off her coat.


  “All right, girls, go ahead, but you’ll have to hurry up to your room and get ready for supper. Make it quick now,” Mrs. Hamilton told them.


  Mrs. Yodkin came into the front hallway and overheard the conversation. “Yes, ma’am, the meal will be served at six since Mr. Guyer is not home. When he’s here he prefers seven o’clock,” she said. “I hope you had a nice time. I will show you the way to your room if you’d like.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Yodkin,” Mrs. Hamilton replied. “I appreciate your offer, but I believe I know the way now.” She smiled at the woman. “But I’d appreciate it if you would see that these girls get to their room as soon as they check on the dog.”


  “Yes, ma’am, that I will,” Mrs. Yodkin replied as Mrs. Hamilton went into the hallway. “Young ladies, just hang your wraps on the hall tree if you please. And please hurry with your checking on the dog. I will wait here.”


  “Yes, ma’am, we’ll be right back,” Mandie told her as she and Celia hung up their coats and hats and quickly followed Jonathan down the hallway and into the kitchen.


  When Jonathan pushed open the door to the kitchen, the white dog rushed forward and eagerly jumped around Jonathan. Mrs. Cook stood at the stove and turned to watch.


  Jonathan told the girls, “You see how well trained he is. He must belong to someone who taught him not to jump all over your clothes.” He reached down to pat the dog’s head, and the dog immediately sat down. “Hello, fellow, you are a good doggie.”


  “He is a good dog, that he is,” Mrs. Cook said. “Let me know every time he had to go out and then was ready to come right back inside. Stayed right here all day.”


  Mandie suddenly remembered her cat. “Oh, I forgot all about Snowball,” she said. “He must be starved by now.”


  “No, no, miss,” Mrs. Cook said. “I bring him down here. He eat everything I give him.”


  “You brought him down here? Where is he?” Mandie asked, glancing around the huge kitchen.


  “I take him back to room,” the woman said with a smile. “No worry. He’s all right.”


  “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Cook,” Mandie told her with a sigh of relief.


  “Jonathan, I’m glad your dog is all right,” Celia said. “But I think we’d better go upstairs to our room now.”


  “That girl came over the wall in the garden again, this afternoon it was,” Mrs. Cook said. “When I tell her I will be calling for the police she goes away.”


  “So she did come back,” Jonathan said.


  “But she didn’t come to knock on the door like you told her to,” Mandie reminded him.


  “Maybe I’d better look in the garden to be sure she’s gone,” Jonathan said, starting toward the door.


  “I’ll go with you,” Mandie said as she followed.


  “So will I,” Celia added.


  The three went out into the dark garden and looked around in the dim light. There was no sign of the girl, and Jonathan checked the gate to be sure it was locked.


  Suddenly a chill ran over Mandie and she shivered. “Let’s go back inside,” she said. “I didn’t realize it was so cold out here.” She ran for the back door.


  “We should have put our coats and hats back on,” Celia said, racing after Mandie.


  “This is only November, just the beginning of cold weather. You girls should come up during December and January. Then it’s really cold,” Jonathan told them as the three returned to the kitchen.


  “Mandie, don’t forget, Mrs. Yodkin is waiting for us,” Celia reminded her as she started for the hallway.


  “Oh, that’s right,” Mandie said. “Jonathan, we’ll see you when we come back down for supper.”


  “I have to go to my room, too,” Jonathan said.


  The three left the kitchen, and Mrs. Yodkin showed the girls the way to their room even though Mandie insisted that she now knew the way.


  All during the evening meal Mandie kept thinking it must be awfully cold, even with the furnace heat on and a fire crackling in the great fireplace in the dining room. She could hardly wait to get back to her room and crawl under the warm quilts on the big bed. The day had worn her out, and she was secretly wishing she was home in her own bed as everyone else carried on a conversation. New York was just too big and too busy for her.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  SUSPICIOUS HAPPENINGS


  The next morning Mandie woke up with a sore throat, and when she sat up in bed her nose began running. “Oh my goodness!” she exclaimed, reaching for her handkerchief on the table beside the bed.


  “I was wondering if you were going to wake up in time for breakfast,” Celia called to her from the bureau across the huge room, where she was brushing her long, curly auburn hair.


  “Breakfast?” Mandie repeated as she pressed her hands against her aching head.


  “What is it, Mandie? What’s wrong?” Celia asked, quickly coming to stand beside the bed.


  “Oh, shucks, Celia,” Mandie said with an irritated sigh. “I do believe I’m getting a cold. Of all the unlucky things to happen to me!”


  “I’m sorry, Mandie, but you do sound like it,” Celia replied as she frowned.


  Mandie swung her legs over the side of the big bed and said, “Maybe if I just get up and eat something it’ll go away.” She swallowed hard because her throat burned. “I just can’t let this interfere with seeing New York.”


  “Yes, maybe you will feel better when you’ve dressed. I’ll help you,” Celia told her. “Which dress do you want to wear today? I’ll get it from the wardrobe for you.”


  “Oh, anything that’s warm will do. The navy wool one will be fine,” Mandie said.


  “Leila has already been in and built up the fire in the fireplace, and Zelda has brought the orange juice. It’s on the tray over there,” Celia told her, motioning across the room to a large table. Then she went over to the wardrobe to take down the dress Mandie wanted to wear.


  With Celia’s help, Mandie was dressed but feeling a little shaky by the time Mrs. Hamilton joined them to go down to breakfast. Zelda knocked on the door at about the same time.


  “I’m sorry, but I seem to be getting a cold,” Mandie told Mrs. Hamilton.


  “Oh dear, maybe you should go back to bed and rest awhile longer,” Mrs. Hamilton suggested.


  “Eat first,” Zelda said from the doorway. “Then rest.”


  Mandie tried hard to ignore the cold. She shut Snowball up in the bathroom, and they all went down to the dining room, where Jonathan was waiting for them at the door.


  “My father rang up on the telephone last night to say he will be home this afternoon, Mrs. Hamilton,” Jonathan told her as they entered the dining room.


  “Thank you for letting me know, Jonathan,” Mrs. Hamilton said. Everyone sat down at the table. “Then I will go out and do some more shopping this morning.” She glanced at Mandie and said, “Amanda, I think you had better stay inside today with that cold.”


  Mandie sighed loudly and asked, “Do I have to?”


  “Yes, I think you have to. I am responsible for you right now, and I don’t think you should go out in this cold weather,” Mrs. Hamilton replied.


  “If you don’t need me to find your way around New York, Mrs. Hamilton, I’ll stay here with Mandie, and Celia could go with you,” Jonathan volunteered.


  “Thank you, Jonathan. I’m sure your driver can find the stores where I want to shop,” Mrs. Hamilton said with a smile.


  “Mother, I could stay here with Mandie,” Celia suggested.


  “No, no. Amanda needs to get some rest, and besides, I may need you along to be fitted for clothes,” her mother replied.


  “I’m really not very interested in going shopping anyway, Celia, and I know you are, so y’all just go ahead,” Mandie told her friend.


  Once their breakfast was finished, Mrs. Hamilton and Celia left in the carriage. Mandie went with Jonathan to sit by the fire in the parlor.


  “Before we get too comfortable here, I’d better take the dog outside for a few minutes,” Jonathan told her as he stood up.


  “Yes, we don’t want any accidents,” Mandie agreed with a smile. “And I’d better check on Snowball.”


  “Take him down to the kitchen where Mrs. Cook can feed him. She won’t mind having him in there for a while. I’ll bring the dog in here after he goes outside,” Jonathan said.


  Mandie rose, and the two started toward the hallway.


  “Do you need me to show you the way back up to your room to get Snowball?” Jonathan asked.


  “No, I think I can find the way now. But I must say, you sure do have a huge house,” Mandie replied, smiling as they stepped into the corridor.


  “My father keeps saying he is going to close off a lot of it except on special occasions, but he never gets around to doing that,” Jonathan replied. “Now I go this way and you go that way. Please don’t get lost.” He motioned Mandie down the hallway to the right, and he went left.


  “I won’t,” Mandie promised.


  Mandie found the way to her room, rescued Snowball out of the bathroom, fastened on his leash, and started back downstairs.


  “Now, don’t get any frisky ideas,” Mandie cautioned the cat as he tugged hard at the end of the leash.


  But Snowball had a mind of his own. He suddenly jerked the leash out of Mandie’s hand, raced down the stairs, and disappeared into the hallway.


  “Snowball!” Mandie called. She ran after him. “Where are you? Kitty, kitty, come here.” Her cold was getting worse, and she certainly didn’t feel like chasing that cat. Looking into every room with an open door down the hallway, she came to the doorway to the glass room. The glass door was closed.


  “I don’t think Snowball could have opened this door,” Mandie said to herself as she put her hand on the door and then stopped. The door seemed awfully easy to move. Snowball could have pushed his way into the glass room.


  Mandie eased the door open just in case Snowball was on the other side. She knew she would have to sneak up in order to capture him. Cautiously moving into the room, she began searching the aisles between the plants. Finally she caught a glimpse of Snowball standing up on his hind legs in one of the huge pots, sharpening his claws on the thick trunk of the plant growing in it.


  “Snow—” she started to call him as she moved in that direction, but she suddenly heard men’s voices just beyond where she was standing.


  Slipping between the large pots, Mandie was able to see the owners of the voices. Jens, the butler, and another man she had not seen before were standing just inside the door that opened out into the yard. She bent down and moved a little forward to get a better look. The stranger was tall, dark, middle-aged, and was wearing dark work clothes and a green beret. He looked foreign and seemed to be speaking a foreign language in a low voice.


  Jens pulled an envelope out of his inside coat pocket, handed it to the man, and said, “Take this and don’t let anyone know where you got it.”


  The man shrugged his shoulders, accepted the envelope, slipped it inside his jacket, and spoke again in a strange language.


  Whatever the stranger was saying, Jens evidently disagreed with him. “No, no, no!” he interrupted the foreign man. “That is not the way it is done here. You must be patient. Haste will ruin everything.”


  Mandie’s heart beat faster. These men sounded like they were planning something they shouldn’t be doing. She couldn’t understand a word the stranger was saying. Oh, if only Jonathan would come looking for her. He would probably be able to translate the man’s conversation.


  The scent of the wet soil in the pots suddenly tickled her nose and she sneezed loudly. She ducked down lower as she saw the two men look around. After what seemed like minutes, she finally heard Jens say, “I must go now.”


  The stranger mumbled something in his language.


  Jens replied, “I will see you then. Remember, say nothing, not one word.”


  Jens quickly went out the door into the yard and the stranger followed. Mandie straightened up and quickly crept forward to look outside. The two men had vanished.


  “Something strange is going on,” Mandie mumbled to herself as she looked out into the yard. Something suddenly swished by her ankles and she jumped in fright. Looking down, she was relieved to see it was only Snowball. She quickly stepped on the end of his leash. Snowball meowed angrily as he tried to pull away.


  “You are coming with me,” she told him. She picked up the end of his leash and started toward the kitchen. This time she had no trouble finding her way.


  “Ah, so here is that white cat,” Mrs. Cook said as Mandie pushed open the door and stepped inside the kitchen. She put a lid on a pot on the stove and came toward Mandie. “Just you leave him here with me, and I will feed him.”


  “Has Jonathan been in here, Mrs. Cook?” Mandie asked as she stooped to unhook Snowball’s leash.


  “That he has, and he took the white dog to the little parlor,” the woman told her. “Now, we will put this white cat behind this little door here, and I will know if he gets out,” she continued, pointing toward a half-swinging door that closed off a counter at the back of the room.


  Mandie picked up Snowball and took him across the room. “You know, Mrs. Cook, Snowball can jump over this door,” she said while she looked at it. “Maybe I should leave his leash on him and fasten the other end to the catch on the door.” She examined the hook holding the door in place.


  “That will be fine,” Mrs. Cook said as she went toward a storage cabinet back across the room. “You secure the white cat and I will get him food. Just leave him here with me. I will see that he does not get out.”


  Mandie looped the end of the leash around the door fastener while Snowball protested. “Thank you, Mrs. Cook,” she said, straightening up. “Please don’t let him get outside. I’ll go find Jonathan now.” She started toward the hall door.


  “He will be here whenever you decide to return,” Mrs. Cook promised.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Cook,” Mandie told her. She went out the door and into the hallway.


  Mandie found her way back to the parlor. Jonathan was sitting by the fire, and the white dog was lying on the rug by the hearth. She sat down across from Jonathan and excitedly told him about Jens and the stranger.


  Her throat hurt terribly bad, but she managed to give Jonathan all the details. “I think it was all awfully suspicious, the way they were acting and talking,” she ended up.


  Jonathan had sat still listening, and then he said, “I’m completely baffled. I can’t imagine who the stranger was or what Jens was doing, giving an envelope to him and admonishing him to be secretive about it all.” He frowned thoughtfully.


  “I know we can’t go ask Jens anything about all this, but we could keep a watch out in case anything else happens,” Mandie said.


  “But I don’t see how we can even watch Jens without him knowing we are spying on him,” Jonathan replied.


  “Your father will be home this afternoon. Are you going to tell him about this? Maybe he could do something,” Mandie told him.


  “Yes, I suppose we should tell my father,” Jonathan said, then he grinned. “But we’ll feel really foolish if it turns out to be something my father knows about.”


  “But how could your father know anything about it?” Mandie asked.


  “Oh, Mandie, that cold has slowed you down,” Jonathan said, smiling. “Don’t you remember my father does secret work for the government?”


  “But, Jonathan, I thought he had quit all that. Remember, when we were in Europe you said he was getting out of it and would be staying home because he was allowing you to stay home to go to school here rather than those boarding schools all over the world where you’d been going,” Mandie reminded him.


  Jonathan laughed and said, “He did say that, and he did try to quit. But when President McKinley was assassinated and President Roosevelt was sworn into office, those people in Washington talked him into continuing his work for a while longer. He has cut back on the amount of time he works, though.”


  “So that is why he went to Washington yesterday,” Mandie said. “But, Jonathan, exactly what does he do in Washington?”


  Jonathan shrugged his shoulders and said, “I have no idea.”


  “But he’s your father. You ought to know,” Mandie said, looking at him in doubt as she stretched her feet toward the warmth of the fire.


  “Mandie, that is the very reason he doesn’t tell me anything,” Jonathan protested. “That way he can be sure I don’t go around telling things I ought not to. Besides, if somebody managed to kidnap me, they wouldn’t be able to get any information from me.”


  “Kidnapped? Oh, Jonathan, the very word scares me,” Mandie said. “I think you’d better tell your father about Jens and the strange man. I just feel like something is going on, and if your father knows what it is, then that’s all right, but if he doesn’t, then he should be made aware of it.”


  “Of course, you’re absolutely right, Mandie,” Jonathan agreed. “As soon as he gets home I’ll talk to him, without anyone else hearing about it, just in case it is something he is aware of, something that should be kept a secret.”


  “I won’t mention it to anyone else,” Mandie promised. “Maybe your father will return before Celia and her mother get back, and you’ll have a chance to talk then.”


  Jonathan shifted in his chair and said, “Now that that’s all settled, what do you say we do? Just sit here so you can rest? Or do you feel like playing a game of chess or something?”


  “I feel better than I did when I first got up,” Mandie replied. “I just can’t talk too well because of my sore throat. But I’d say I’m up to whatever you’d like to do.”


  “Well, what will it be?” Jonathan asked.


  “I’m not much of a chess player. Uncle John taught me, and he says I talk too much,” Mandie said, laughing.


  “Mrs. Hamilton didn’t want you to go shopping with her and Celia because of your cold, but do you suppose it will be all right if we just walked out in the garden?” Jonathan asked.


  “That’s a good idea. I need some fresh air,” Mandie said, rising from her chair. “And I don’t think it would hurt my cold at all. I’ll get my coat and hat.”


  “And I’ll get mine,” Jonathan said, standing up. As Mandie started toward the hallway, he added, “And I believe Zelda took your coat and hat up to your room. She’s always clearing things off the hall tree. I know she put mine in my room.” He followed her into the hallway.


  “That’s all right,” Mandie said. “I’ll run upstairs and get it.”


  “The maids are all working upstairs right now, so if you don’t find it, you can ask one of them,” Jonathan told her. “I’ll meet you back here.”


  “Right,” Mandie agreed as she went one way and Jonathan the other.


  When she reached the top of the staircase, she could hear the maids talking in nearby rooms while they worked. She hurried to the room she shared with Celia and was glad to find her coat and hat hanging in the huge wardrobe.


  “Thank goodness I don’t have to hunt for it,” she said to herself as she stood before a long mirror and slipped into her warm coat and hastily pulled her tam over her blond hair. Reaching into her pocket as she started for the door, she pulled out her gloves and began putting them on as she hurried back to the parlor.


  “I’m ready,” she said, rushing into the room. She stopped and looked around. Jonathan had not returned, but the white dog raised his head by the fireplace to watch her. “And I suppose you want to go, too,” she said to him.


  Behind her, Jonathan had come into the room and said, “Let’s leave him here. I’ve already had him out, remember?”


  “Oh yes, and I left Snowball in the kitchen so I don’t have to take him outside,” Mandie said.


  “Then let’s go,” Jonathan told her.


  As they passed the kitchen door, Mandie stopped and said, “Let me just check on Snowball to be sure he is still here.”


  Jonathan reached from behind her and pushed the door open. Mandie almost stepped on the butler lying on the floor, all tied up with ropes around his legs and his hands and a gag in his mouth. Snowball was roaming around the room.


  “Jens!” Jonathan exclaimed, rushing to the butler to untie the ropes and remove the rag from his mouth. “What happened? What happened?”


  As soon as the butler could speak, he said, “Thief! Stole—”


  “Jonathan, there they are!” Mandie cried, glimpsing someone running down the hallway. She ran into the hallway in pursuit.


  Leaving the butler with his feet still tied up, Jonathan rushed after her. “The girl!” he exclaimed as the figure disappeared down the hallway.


  “And that man!” Mandie added, spotting the strange man who had been talking to Jens. He was following the girl.


  The two young people chased after the girl and the strange man and saw them escape through the back door.


  “Hurry!” Mandie cried to Jonathan, racing ahead through the open door.


  “The cat!” Jonathan called to her as Snowball quickly followed his mistress outside.


  Mandie glanced down, saw her cat, quickly scooped him up into her arms, and kept running through the garden. Jonathan caught up with her.


  “There they go,” Jonathan said, pointing down the street as he and Mandie went out through the garden’s open gate.


  “He went that way,” Mandie said, slowing down when she saw the man go down an alley to the left.


  “And the girl went that way,” Jonathan said.


  Mandie could see her still running down the street in the opposite direction. “Let’s go after her,” she told Jonathan.


  They had narrowed the gap with the girl when she suddenly ran into a small second-hand shop. Jonathan paused, but Mandie looked back and said, “Come on. She’ll get away.”


  Jonathan caught up with Mandie, and together they entered the shop and looked around. An old man sat behind a small counter at the back of what looked like a used clothing store. There was no one else in sight.


  “Did a girl come in here just now?” Mandie quickly asked him.


  The man looked at her but gave no evidence of understanding what she was saying.


  “A girl? About ten years old? Not quite as tall as I am?” Mandie continued with her questions while Snowball squirmed in her arms.


  The man just looked at her and then at Jonathan.


  “I think he is deaf, Mandie,” Jonathan said in a whisper.


  Mandie looked at the man and decided Jonathan was correct. She began looking among the piles of clothing and narrow aisles but could find no trace of the girl.


  “I don’t think she is in here,” Jonathan said as he, too, thoroughly examined the contents of the store.


  “Let’s go back and see if we can find out where the man went,” Mandie suggested.


  “He’s probably long gone by now,” Jonathan said.


  “He might not be. Maybe he saw us go after the girl and decided we weren’t going to chase him, so he could be somewhere near where we saw him,” Mandie replied. “Come on.”


  “All right, but I think you’re wasting your time,” Jonathan reluctantly agreed.


  “We won’t know until we go look,” Mandie said.


  The two young people went out of the store and hurried back in the direction they had come.


  CHAPTER SIX


  ON THE RUN!


  “Jonathan, that man who was in your house was the same man I saw talking to the butler this morning,” Mandie managed to tell Jonathan as they ran. She was nearly out of breath.


  “Why didn’t you tell me so? I would have chased him instead of the girl,” Jonathan replied, slowing down so Mandie could keep up with him.


  “Sorry—everything was—so fast,” Mandie said between gasps.


  When they got to the place where the man had disappeared, they stopped to consider what they should do next. They stood looking down the dark alley where the man had vanished.


  “I believe this alley has nothing in it but the back doors of all the shops along the street around the corner,” Jonathan said.


  “And he could have gone into any of the shops,” Mandie added.


  “I just thought of something. When you told me about seeing him in our house this morning, you said he was speaking a foreign language. If I only knew what language it was, we could look in the neighborhood where that nationality of people live,” Jonathan said.


  “You mean there’s a whole neighborhood full of foreign-speaking people?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “Oh, there are lots of languages spoken here in New York, and the people of each different language live in clusters,” he explained. “So if I knew his language, I could locate the settlement of his kind of people.”


  “I’m sorry, Jonathan, but I don’t believe I have ever heard such a language before. Of course, we don’t have any foreign-speaking people down in North Carolina where I come from, and I haven’t heard any other languages except when we went to Europe this past summer,” Mandie told him. Snowball squirmed in her arms.


  “I’d like to know how they got into the house and managed to tie Jens up,” Jonathan said as he continued scanning up and down the streets at the intersection.


  “And I wonder what they stole. Your butler was saying, ‘Thieves,’ and was trying to tell us what they had taken,” Mandie reminded him, still peering down the dark alleyway. “I didn’t see Mrs. Cook in the kitchen, either. She had promised to watch out for Snowball.”


  “Well, are we going down through there or not?” Jonathan asked with a big grin. “We could at least check around the doorways.”


  “Of course,” Mandie agreed. “Let’s go.”


  The two young people cautiously entered the alley and began slowly inspecting the back doors of the shops. Almost all of the businesses had trash cans beside the entrances. Here and there they found a window, but the glass was always barred and too dirty to see through.


  “It’s awfully dark in here for it to be daylight outside,” Mandie remarked.


  “That’s because it’s cloudy and also because the buildings are so close together. Everything in New York is crammed in,” Jonathan said while he examined a dark recess at the corner of a building.


  Snowball suddenly growled and almost jumped out of Mandie’s arms. She quickly squeezed him tight. “Snowball, be still,” she told him. But the white cat struggled to get free.


  “Watch out!” Jonathan suddenly called to her.


  Mandie looked toward the corner where he was standing and saw something rushing toward her. Snowball growled angrily and fought with her to get down.


  “What is it?” She gasped as she tried to catch her breath.


  The flying object dashed past her, and as it disappeared down the alley she realized it was another cat. Then out of nowhere a dog materialized and chased after the animal.


  “Whew!” Mandie said, letting out a deep breath.


  Jonathan walked back to where she was standing. “Are you all right?” he asked. “Those animals were in the trash cans.”


  “Yes, I’m all right, but let’s hurry and finish looking through this dark place,” Mandie said, rubbing Snowball’s head to calm him down. She put her handkerchief to her nose when she smelled the rotting garbage that the animals had stirred up.


  Mandie stayed close to Jonathan the rest of the way, and they finally came out onto the street at the end. They had not met up with anyone in the alley.


  “Now I suppose we should look in the front doors of all the shops,” Jonathan suggested.


  “Maybe if we described the man, someone might have seen him,” Mandie said as they walked up to the door of the first shop on the block.


  “We can try that if you can remember what the man looked like,” Jonathan replied. “I was so busy untying Jens I didn’t get a good look at him. I would recognize the girl, but I don’t know about the man.”


  “He was tall, dark-looking,” Mandie began as they stopped for a moment. “He had on everyday clothes, like a man would work in, dark grayish, and the main thing I noticed was that he was wearing a green beret.”


  “A green beret?” Jonathan asked thoughtfully. “Could the man have been French?”


  “I may be wrong, but it didn’t sound like French he was speaking,” Mandie replied. “Not the kind of French we heard when we were in France.”


  “Was it a slower language? You know the French talk rather fast sometimes,” Jonathan told her.


  “No, it was fast, all jumbled together in fact,” Mandie replied. “And he must have been able to understand English because Jens was speaking English. I understood that much when Jens gave him that envelope and then told him not to let anyone know where he got it, and that haste would ruin everything, and all that.”


  Jonathan thought for a moment and said, “Then Jens must have been able to understand the man’s language, too, and I’m just not sure how many languages Jens knows. I do know he has a good education. My father hired him away from the household of an earl in England where he was working. Jens wanted to come to the United States and had not been able to because of money.”


  “Those people in England seemed to know so many languages when we visited there, like German, French, and some I never figured out,” Mandie replied. Snowball had finally calmed down and clung to the shoulder of her coat.


  “On your trip there is one language I don’t think you ran into, and that is Spanish,” Jonathan said, suddenly brightening up. “They also talk with their hands. Did this man use his hands when he talked?”


  Mandie frowned and thought about that. “Why, yes, I believe he did,” she said. “He talked real fast, and I remember his hands sort of accenting the words he was saying.”


  “Aha! Let’s try a Spanish neighborhood,” Jonathan decided. “I know where there are several hundred tenements that Spanish people live in.”


  “Several hundred?” Mandie asked. “Jonathan, how will we ever find anybody in a place that big?”


  “We’ll just walk around and look and ask questions,” Jonathan said. “Come on. It’s within walking distance if you feel up to it. How’s your cold?” He smiled at her.


  “My cold is a nuisance more than anything,” Mandie said. “But aren’t we even going to look in all these shops around here? The man did go this way.”


  “You’re right,” Jonathan agreed. “Let’s start here at the corner and work our way down the block. This is a mixed area—a Jewish delicatessen, a German butcher, a Dutch candy store, a Negro shoe shine parlor, a Chinese laundry, and lots more. I’ve been down this street before.”


  The two young people began entering the shops, looking around, and going on to the next one. Jonathan asked several store owners if they had seen such a man as he described but without any luck.


  Then as they entered the last shop, which was a soda shop on a corner, Mandie looked ahead through the store and spotted the stranger. He looked directly at her, then turned and ran out the back door.


  “Jonathan, there he is!” Mandie yelled as she tightened her hold on the white cat and chased after the man.


  Mandie reached the back door first and shoved it open. Jonathan caught up with her and together they came out into the same back alley they had gone down earlier.


  “He’s disappeared,” Mandie said in a disappointed voice, scanning the dark alleyway. She stomped her foot and added, “Oh, shucks! He was right there in that store, and now he got away.”


  “Come on. We’ll find him again,” Jonathan told her. “He couldn’t have gotten very far away.”


  They began searching the passageway and watching to see if any of the doors were open. Finally coming to the corner and out into the street, the two stopped to look around.


  “He sure disappeared fast,” Mandie remarked.


  “But I imagine he is still in the neighborhood,” Jonathan added. “Let’s look in the shops again. More than likely he stepped inside a store.”


  “He really must be guilty of something to run from us that way,” Mandie said.


  “Sure he is,” Jonathan told her. “Remember Jens was calling the man and the girl thieves, and he said they had stolen something. So I am pretty sure he has committed a crime of some kind.”


  Mandie reached to touch Jonathan’s arm. “Jonathan, we should be awfully careful. He could be dangerous if he’s committed a crime,” she reminded him.


  Jonathan patted her hand and said, “Just don’t get out of my sight.”


  “But, Jonathan, if we do finally get him to stop running away, or I should say, catch up with him, what are we going to do? We can’t arrest him,” Mandie said.


  “No, but we can make such a fuss that everyone within listening distance will stop to see what’s going on,” Jonathan said. “Besides, there are quite a few policemen walking the beat around here. We might be lucky enough to see one.”


  At that moment something touched Mandie’s nose, and she looked up to see light snowflakes beginning to fall. “Jonathan, it’s snowing!” she exclaimed as she cuddled Snowball closer.


  Jonathan looked upward, also, and said, “Just a few flakes here and there. It may not even really snow. But, anyway, we’re wasting time. Let’s go through all these stores again.”


  “If I see him again, I’ll try to dodge out of his sight and signal to you so we can trip him or something before he knows we’re around,” Mandie said as they stepped up to the door of the corner shop.


  They walked in and out of several stores, looking over the people inside, but had no luck until they came to the Chinese laundry.


  As they stepped inside, Mandie laid her hand on Jonathan’s arm to stop him. “That man behind the counter,” she whispered. “I think that’s the man. He’s taken off his green beret.”


  Jonathan glanced at her and then walked toward the man with Mandie close behind him. When they reached the counter, the man saw them and suddenly shoved down a lever that blew up a cloud of steam, blinding their view.


  Mandie wiped her face and cried, “I can’t see a thing, Jonathan!”


  Jonathan, by her side, blew out his breath and said, “I can see enough to know he grabbed his green beret from the shelf under the counter, put it on his head, and disappeared in the fog.”


  Mandie looked toward the front door. The air was clear in that direction, and she had not seen the man go that way. “He went out the back door,” she said. “Come on.”


  The two rushed past the Chinaman working on a laundry press and out the back door. This time they were in luck. The man was still in sight as he ran down the dark alley.


  “Let’s go,” Mandie said, reaching for Jonathan’s hand and holding on to Snowball with her other arm.


  The two raced down the alley in pursuit. When they came to the end, they saw the man run across the street and disappear behind some bushes in a small park. They kept right on running after him.


  Jonathan suddenly yelled something in a foreign language, and Mandie looked at him as he waved ahead.


  “What are you saying?” she managed to ask as she began gasping for breath. She felt like the cold was really stuffing up her lungs.


  “I asked him to wait so we could talk to him, in Spanish, that is,” Jonathan explained as they slowed down to examine the area around the bushes where the man had gone.


  “He sure can disappear fast,” Mandie said. “That’s all I can think about. How fast he can run.”


  “He knows by now that we are really in earnest about catching up with him, so he has to run all the faster,” Jonathan said, looking behind a bench.


  Mandie happened to glance ahead and saw the green beret moving past a sign at the far end of the little park. “Look!” she exclaimed and pointed in that direction. “There he is!”


  Mandie and Jonathan kept chasing the man, but he kept outrunning them. He led them through various kinds of neighborhoods and business districts but didn’t seem able to completely disappear.


  Mandie’s side was hurting, and Snowball was heavy to carry while running. Her throat got sorer and sorer, but she didn’t complain. She did her dead-level best to keep up with Jonathan, who didn’t seem to tire at all.


  Then suddenly Mandie thought the world was tumbling. There was a terrific roar all around her, and she looked up to see train cars running on a platform far above the street. She had never even heard of such a thing, much less seen it. She stopped in amazement, and Jonathan happened to look back and saw that she had stopped.


  “Come on!” he called out above the noise, stepping back to take her hand. “That’s just the elevated railroad up there. Come on.”


  Mandie allowed him to pull her forward as she continued to stare at the miracle above, trains running up in the air!


  “I see him over there behind that building with the horse tied up in front,” Jonathan told Mandie, still pulling her along with him.


  Mandie quickly looked where he was pointing. The man, still wearing the green beret, was sitting on the doorstep of the tenement house where the horse stood. Evidently he had not seen them.


  “Maybe we can catch up with him now,” she said eagerly as the two of them ran across the cobblestone street, dodging between drays pulled by horses and children playing in the street.


  Just as the two got to the other side of the street, the man finally saw them. He jumped up and ran up the stairs to the overhead railroad.


  “Come on,” Jonathan urged Mandie as he started after the man.


  Mandie got to the stairs and then suddenly pulled her hand out of Jonathan’s. “We can’t go up there. That train may come back and run over us,” she cried.


  “Oh, come on, Mandie,” Jonathan coaxed her. “There’s more than one track up there. We can get out of the way if it comes back. Come on. I’ll show you.”


  “I can’t walk up in the air like that,” Mandie insisted, nervously holding on to Snowball.


  “Mandie, the man is getting away. After all the time we’ve spent chasing him, let’s not quit now or we’ll never find him again,” Jonathan insisted. “Please!”


  Mandie looked at Jonathan, took a deep breath, and said, “Only if you will hold my hand and catch me if I start to fall.”


  Jonathan grinned at her and said, “I’ll hold your hand anytime, Mandie Shaw, and I sure won’t let you fall. Now come on.” He reached for her free hand.


  Clinging to Jonathan on one side and squeezing her cat with her other arm, Mandie managed to climb the steps to the railroad tracks.


  “You have to be careful to walk on the edge where the train doesn’t run because the tracks actually have electricity to make the train move,” Jonathan explained as he led her down the narrow walkway.


  Mandie stopped and said, “Electricity? Jonathan, we could be— what do you call it—electrocuted? This is dangerous!”


  Jonathan grinned and said, “No danger of that if you just do what I tell you. And for goodness’ sakes, Mandie, please don’t let that cat get away from you.”


  Mandie finally smiled at him and said, “Jonathan, you live a dangerous life, playing around with trains and electricity.”


  “Come on,” Jonathan said, looking down the track. “We may have lost the man unless we can see him when we go around this curve.”


  Mandie practically held her breath as she allowed Jonathan to lead her down the pathway next to the tracks. She was so nervous she had to watch her footsteps and left it to Jonathan to spot the man.


  As they came around the curve in the tracks, Jonathan suddenly exclaimed, “There he goes! And I don’t believe he knows we are behind him.” He quickened his footsteps, and Mandie took a deep breath and followed.


  After what seemed like hours to Mandie, they finally came to a train stop where there was a waiting place for passengers. However, it was on the opposite side of the tracks from where they were walking.


  “We have to cross the tracks now, Mandie,” Jonathan told her. “The man went over there and down to the street.”


  Mandie looked down at the dangerous tracks, contemplating how she would be able to get to the other side. Suddenly there was a loud commotion and the tracks began to shake under her feet. Jonathan quickly put his arm around her and screamed above the noise, “No problem. Just a train coming down the other side. Stand very still.”


  Mandie’s heart did flip-flops as the train came rumbling down the tracks and then stopped on the other side from where they were standing. She was shaking so hard she could hardly stand up, what with the train also shaking the very rails under her feet.


  Then suddenly the train started to move on down the tracks, and the vibration finally stopped.


  “Now,” Jonathan told her. “Here. I’ll take Snowball to the other side.” He took the white cat in one arm and reached for Mandie’s hand. “Hold on to me.”


  Mandie looked down at her feet again and realized her long skirts were in the way. She lifted up the garments and held them tightly in her other hand as Jonathan guided her across the tracks.


  “Whew!” Mandie exclaimed with a loud sigh, almost collapsing with relief after they managed to get back down to the street.


  “Come on, Mandie,” Jonathan urged her. “That man went this way. Maybe we can get a glimpse of him somewhere. Help me watch for him.” He looked down at her and grinned. “Now you can go home and tell everybody you walked down the elevated railroad tracks in New York.”


  “Never,” Mandie said. “My mother would have a heart attack.” She allowed Jonathan to lead her down the street as she took Snowball back into her arms. She rubbed his fur and talked to him, “Poor kitty, you were scared, too.”


  “Do I hear Mandie Shaw admitting she was scared? Never have I heard that she was scared by anything,” Jonathan teased as they rushed down the street.


  “You are not playing fair, Jonathan,” Mandie objected. “You are used to this crazy life in New York, and I’ve never been here before. And I’ve certainly never been on overhead railroad tracks before. Just you wait till you come to visit us in North Carolina. I’ll get even with you on some things, too.”


  Jonathan glanced at her, smiled, and then looked ahead. “There! That man is going into that tenement building over there. Hurry! We’ll go inside and follow him.”


  Go inside a tenement building? Mandie thought. What’s inside there? New York was a strange place to her. She didn’t mind chasing strangers out in the open streets, but to enter a strange building! That could be dangerous.


  Jonathan gave her hand a pull and said, “Come on, Mandie, we’re wasting time. He’ll get away again.”


  “I’ll sure be glad when we do catch up with him,” Mandie replied as she reluctantly followed.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  A STRANGE NEIGHBORHOOD


  Even with her cold, Mandie could smell the strong odor of garlic in food cooking somewhere in the tenement building as she and Jonathan stepped inside the front hallway. The front door had been closed but was unlocked. A draft in the hallway indicated something was open beyond as the wind practically whistled through. She shivered with cold and fright. Snowball meowed loudly in her arms.


  Jonathan held her hand as they paused near the front door. Mandie stepped closer to him. She could hear loud voices intermingled with even louder quarreling and children yelling from somewhere inside the building.


  “Now what?” she whispered.


  “Let’s look around,” Jonathan whispered back, holding her hand as they walked down the long hallway.


  Several doors along the way stood half-open with different noises coming out from behind them. Some doors were closed. Mandie counted at least eight doors before they suddenly came to the back door. It stood wide open, hanging halfway off its hinges. The wind bellowed through it into the building.


  Mandie shivered and held Snowball closer. What a terrible place to live, she thought. What kind of people inhabit this rundown building?


  “What a horrible place to live,” Jonathan echoed her thoughts in a low voice. “Let’s go back to the front.”


  Just as they came to the back side of the staircase, they both saw the strange man going up the steps. They quickly followed, but the man had a good start and disappeared before they could see where he went.


  “Let’s go up to the top and we can search our way down,” Jonathan suggested.


  The old staircase creaked, and the loose spindles in the banister rattled under their combined weight and the strong draft of air from below. Mandie would not have been surprised if the whole thing had collapsed at any moment.


  “Let’s get off these steps,” she whispered to Jonathan when they finally reached the top floor.


  Stepping into the hallway, Jonathan went toward a door straight ahead and said, “All right, but first let’s look on the roof and see if he went there.”


  Jonathan pushed the door open, revealing a short staircase that he quickly climbed. Mandie followed, but as she stepped through the doorway, Snowball suddenly managed to jump out of her arms. He ran back into the hallway. The door slammed shut with Mandie on one side and Snowball on the other. She frantically pulled on the door but couldn’t get it to open.


  “What are you doing?” Jonathan called down to her.


  “The door shut and Snowball is in there. I can’t get the door open!” she cried out in panic.


  Jonathan rushed down and helped her pull on the door, but without any results.


  “The door must have locked when it slammed shut,” Jonathan told her in dismay, looking helplessly about.


  “What are we going to do, Jonathan?” Mandie exclaimed. “Snowball will run off and I’ll never find him! Oh, Jonathan, we’ve got to do something.”


  “We’ll just have to wait until somebody comes up here,” he said. “I need to search the roof, Mandie, to see if the man is out there. Come on. Maybe someone will help us.”


  Mandie followed Jonathan up the short staircase and realized they were completely outside the building. The door had closed off the tenement house behind them, and now they were out on the open roof.


  Jonathan reached for her hand and said, “Come on. Let’s walk around the chimney so we can see what’s up here.”


  After they passed the chimney, Mandie could see there was nothing else on the roof, and when she looked over the edge she could see for blocks and blocks around. The sudden realization that they were on top of a building without any rails or protection around the outer edges made Mandie slightly dizzy. Her hold tightened on Jonathan’s hand.


  “What’s wrong?” Jonathan asked, looking at her in concern.


  “I—I—just never—have been this high up without something to keep me from falling over the edge,” Mandie managed to say in a squeaky voice.


  “You have me,” Jonathan told her. “I won’t let you fall over the edge. Besides, once you get used to being up here and looking down there on everything, you’ll get over the fright.”


  A gust of wind blew across the roof, and Mandie pulled her coat collar up, trying not to shiver. She glanced up at the cloudy sky and asked, “What will we do if it snows, Jonathan?”


  “I don’t think it will snow. Besides, I don’t expect to stay up here long. Someone must have seen us and will probably come to see what we’re doing,” he said. “Not only that, your cat will be found by someone down there, and then they will surely come looking for you.”


  “But, Jonathan, no one saw us come up here,” Mandie reminded him.


  “That’s what you think. The kind of people who live in a building like this know and see everything that goes on,” Jonathan said as they stood together in the middle of the roof.


  “If we didn’t see them, how could they see us?” Mandie asked. “I don’t believe you, Jonathan Guyer. You’re just trying to keep me from being worried.”


  “Mandie, remember all those half-open doors? And all those noises in the house?” Jonathan replied. “Well, those people who were making those noises were also peeking through the cracks to see what we were doing. I felt it.”


  “Then I wish they would hurry up and come to the roof,” Mandie said. “In fact, I think we should just go back down those steps and beat and bang on that door and scream and holler until someone hears us.”


  “Remember, this is New York, Mandie. That might work in other places, but no one in New York is curious about someone beating and banging and screaming and hollering,” Jonathan said. “Sooner or later someone will come up here.”


  “Suppose that man we’ve been following comes up here. Won’t you be afraid of him way up here on this roof by ourselves?” Mandie asked.


  “No, because there are two of us and only one of him,” Jonathan replied with a big grin.


  “But he must have friends, or even family, in this building because he did come in here while we watched him? He could bring the whole kit and caboodle right up here,” Mandie argued. She looked around the roof and added, “Oh, how did we ever do such a dumb thing, getting locked out on the roof of a ramshackle old building like this?”


  “Because we were in such a hurry,” Jonathan replied. “We had to hurry or lose sight of the man. And I don’t even know what he and the girl might have stolen from my father’s house. It could have been something very valuable.”


  “And you know that no one at your house even knows where we are,” Mandie reminded him. “If we don’t get back there soon, Celia’s mother will go absolutely wild when she finds we ran off and haven’t returned.”


  “I know. I’ve been thinking about that, but right now there is nothing we can do about it except just wait for someone to open that door,” Jonathan reminded her.


  “Do you suppose we could attract someone’s attention down on the street if we yelled and waved?” Mandie asked.


  “We can try,” Jonathan replied. “Do you think you can walk to the edge of the roof without getting tipsy?” He grinned at her.


  “Of course,” Mandie tried to answer in a firm voice, but secretly her head began to swim just thinking of looking over the edge of the roof.


  “Come on, then,” Jonathan said, starting forward and holding her hand.


  “Slowly, Jonathan, don’t go too fast,” Mandie cautioned him and then looked up with a big smile. “Or we might just not be able to stop and step right off into space.”


  Suddenly she heard a noise coming from below the steps they had climbed to the roof, and before she could speak, Jonathan said, “I hear someone. Come on!”


  The two rushed back down to the locked door, listened for the noise, and when they heard it again they began pounding on the door.


  “Please open the door,” Jonathan called loudly between blows.


  “We’re locked out,” Mandie cried as loudly as her sore throat would allow.


  When the two stopped to listen, everything was silent on the other side of the door. Then they began again, beating and kicking the door. They heard the noise on the other side again, but when they stopped making their noises, whatever was inside also stopped.


  “They must hear us,” Mandie complained.


  “It sounds like someone is in the hallway on the other side of this door,” Jonathan said. “So they must know we’re out here and just don’t want to let us back in.”


  Mandie looked at him with worried eyes. “You mean that strange man may be leaving us out here to get rid of us because we followed him?” she asked.


  “Could be,” Jonathan agreed.


  After a while they no longer heard anything inside the house, and Jonathan said, “Let’s try your suggestion. We’ll go back up on the roof and see if someone down on the street will hear us.”


  Mandie followed him up and out onto the roof. She held tightly to his hand as they slowly walked to the edge. Halfway across, she pulled him to a stop and said, “Jonathan, I think we ought to say our verse.”


  “Our verse? What verse?” he asked, puzzled by the question.


  “Remember all those escapades we got into in Europe? We always say my favorite verse when we’re afraid. Remember?” Mandie asked, looking up at him.


  “Oh yes, I remember. I had forgotten about it, or I should say I haven’t had the right occasion to say it,” Jonathan told her.


  “Now is the right time,” Mandie said, holding his hand tightly and looking toward the cloudy sky. “Ready?”


  “Ready,” Jonathan agreed.


  Together they recited Mandie’s favorite verse. “ ‘What time I am afraid, I will put my trust in thee.’ ”


  “Now I’m not afraid to look down at the street,” Mandie said, still holding Jonathan’s hand as they advanced to the edge of the roof.


  Peering down to the street, for a moment everything did swim around in Mandie’s head, and then things straightened up when she took a deep breath. People were walking on the sidewalk below, and she felt that it must be possible to get help from someone.


  “Hello, down there!” she yelled as loudly as she could and waved her arms.


  “Hey, you, down there!” Jonathan called out.


  No one seemed to hear them even though they stood there yelling and waving for a few minutes. Mandie almost lost her voice and had to stop, and Jonathan decided to rest.


  “That’s New York for you. No one pays attention to anyone else,” he complained.


  “I think I’ll sit down a minute,” Mandie said, practically collapsing onto the roof. She was just far enough from the edge so she couldn’t see over it.


  “Good idea,” Jonathan agreed as he sat down next to her.


  “I wonder what time it is,” Mandie said.


  “Sorry, but I didn’t wear my watch. I’d guess it’s around noontime,” he replied. “You can’t tell by the sun because of the clouds, but my stomach is beginning to tell me that it’s time to eat. All that food they’re cooking in this building makes me hungry, even though it does smell to high heaven with all that seasoning.”


  “If you think it’s only noontime, maybe we’ll be able to get down from here and back to your house before Celia and her mother return from shopping,” Mandie said in a cracked voice. She felt hot, then felt ice cold. She was just plain miserable with the cold, but she would never let Jonathan know.


  “I sure hope so,” Jonathan replied.


  “And, Jonathan, I almost forgot about Snowball,” Mandie told him. “I don’t know where he is, and if we can ever get down from here, I’ll have to find him before I can go back to your house.”


  “He’s probably downstairs somewhere looking for that food the people in this house are cooking,” Jonathan said with a laugh. “We don’t know now where that man is that we were chasing.”


  “He’s probably the one who closed that door and locked it behind us,” Mandie said.


  “Maybe, but most of the houses in New York have an automatic lock on the doors to the roofs. When you close them, they lock unless you release the catch on the inside before you go out. And I—”


  “And you forgot to do it,” Mandie interrupted. “Oh, Jonathan, how could you forget such an important thing?”


  “I’m sorry, Mandie. I really and truly am,” Jonathan said. “But I still think someone in this house will come to see what we are doing up here.”


  “Jonathan, do you have any idea what that man and girl might have stolen from your house?” Mandie asked. “It must have been small because I don’t remember seeing them carrying anything when they ran away.”


  “I would say the girl was after the dog, but she sure didn’t have him when we saw her leave,” Jonathan said thoughtfully. “Maybe we surprised them and they weren’t able to take anything.”


  “But your butler said they stole something. He knew what it was, I suppose,” Mandie said. “From the way things are going, whatever it was, we’ll never be able to recover it.”


  “Ah, now, Mandie, don’t give up hope,” Jonathan said, reaching over to pull a strand of blond hair that had escaped from her hat.


  Mandie pulled her hair out of his fingers and gave him a hard shove. “Jonathan, please behave,” she said. “This is a serious situation we’ve got ourselves into, and I don’t know how we’re ever going to get out.”


  “I’m sorry, Mandie,” he said, straightening up. “I suppose I’m really worried silly and don’t want to admit it.”


  “Let’s go back and bang on the door again,” Mandie said, getting to her feet.


  “All right,” Jonathan agreed as he, too, stood up. “Never can tell. Someone might come and open it.”


  They went back down the short staircase and began beating on the door again and yelling and stomping their feet. When they finally paused for breath, Mandie thought she heard something on the other side.


  “Did you hear that?” she asked.


  “What?” Jonathan asked.


  “I thought I heard someone close another door inside the house,” she explained.


  Jonathan listened for a moment and said, “No, I didn’t hear a thing. Maybe I was making too much noise myself to hear it.”


  They waited at the door for a few minutes but didn’t hear another sound inside.


  “Let’s go back on the roof and see if we can attract someone’s attention down on the street,” Jonathan said.


  “All right, but you will have to do most of the yelling because I am losing my voice from this cold,” Mandie said, trying to clear her throat.


  “I’m sorry you’re sick, Mandie. I know you ought not be out here in this cold wind,” Jonathan said as they climbed back up on the roof and walked over to the edge.


  Mandie held on to Jonathan’s hand and closed her eyes. The height really did make her dizzy. She cautiously opened her eyes and looked over the edge. The clotheslines were still down there, the laundry was still on them, and people were still rushing along the street, so she was sure it must all be real. She sank down on her knees with Jonathan and dared to look down again.


  “Mandie, look—” Jonathan started to say.


  “Jonathan!” Mandie interrupted, anxiously gazing below. “There is Snowball, on that windowsill. Oh, Jonathan, he might fall off.”


  “Are you sure it’s Snowball?” Jonathan asked as he tried to see down below them.


  “I know it’s Snowball, and if I call to him he really will fall off,” Mandie said with tears in her blue eyes. “What am I going to do?” She kept staring below, forgetting all about her fear of the height.


  “He will probably just go back inside,” Jonathan told her as he kept watching the cat below.


  And at that moment Snowball did disappear back through the window.


  “Oh, thank goodness, he did,” Mandie said with a big sigh of relief. She looked at Jonathan and asked, “How did you know he would do that?”


  “Oh, I was just guessing,” Jonathan said. “I know most cats are afraid of heights and that if he looked down he would back up into the house.”


  “You’re right, but he’s not a normal cat and sometimes he doesn’t act like a cat should,” Mandie said with a nervous laugh. “Now I wonder where he is, where that window goes. Someone may see him and try to take him.”


  “I think they’ll put him down awfully fast, too, because that cat knows how to scratch if he doesn’t like what you do to him,” Jonathan told her with a grin.


  “You’re right again,” Mandie agreed. A strong gust of icy wind made her shiver through and through. She pulled her coat around her legs and started to get up.


  “Moving back from the edge?” Jonathan asked as he stood up and offered his hand.


  “It’s so cold up here,” Mandie said. She took one last look below and almost lost her breath. Snowball was in the window below again and his front paw was testing the clothesline strung across to the window in the opposite building. “Snowball!” she whispered.


  Jonathan quickly joined her to see what was happening. He looked down and then at Mandie. “I’m sorry, Mandie,” he said. “There’s nothing we can do.”


  “Snowball, please, please go back inside,” Mandie whispered to herself.


  Jonathan sat back down beside her. “I can’t yell down to the street because that might distract your cat, but maybe I could wave and someone will see me. What do you think?” Jonathan asked.


  “Yes, please don’t make any sound that would cause Snowball to look up or he might fall,” Mandie said, continuing to watch the white cat who had now backed up onto the windowsill.


  Jonathan leaned over and began waving his hat at the people below, but no one seemed to notice.


  “Maybe if I drop my hat someone will see it,” Jonathan suggested.


  “Oh, no, Jonathan, you’d freeze to death without your hat. There’s no telling how much longer we’ll have to stay here on this roof,” Mandie replied. She watched Snowball below as he finally sat down on the windowsill.


  “Maybe I ought to go back to the door and beat on it some more,” Jonathan suggested. “It wouldn’t hurt anything to keep trying.” He stood up again.


  “All right, Jonathan, but please don’t be too long,” Mandie told him.


  “I’ll be right back,” he promised and walked back across the roof.


  Mandie kept watching her cat below. Snowball was evidently satisfied with the windowsill and lay down and curled up to sleep. Mandie breathed a sigh of relief. If he would only sleep awhile, maybe they would soon be able to get down from the roof and rescue him.


  Then she had another thought. How would she ever find that particular window in the building in order to get Snowball? Someone must be living in the room where it was, and the house seemed full of people.


  But somehow she would have to find her cat.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  OUT OF COMMISSION


  After what seemed like hours and hours on the roof, Mandie became so miserable with her cold she didn’t even want to talk any more. She could see that Jonathan was worried and had run out of anything to say. They sat safely back from the edge of the roof, and Mandie only moved to check on Snowball now and then. He was still asleep on the windowsill.


  Suddenly there was a loud noise at the door below, and both of them rushed down the short staircase to see what it was.


  “Look, the door is opening!” Jonathan exclaimed, running ahead to see who was doing this.


  “Thank the Lord!” Mandie managed to say as she followed. When the door came open far enough to see inside the hallway, Mandie saw the girl who had claimed the white dog, peeking out at them.


  “We’re glad you came—” Jonathan began as he got to the door.


  “Stop!” the girl interrupted as she started to slam the door shut.


  Jonathan put his foot in the way and pushed at the girl with all his might. She fell back into the hallway, jumped up, and ran down the stairs.


  “Are you all right?” Jonathan asked as he and Mandie stepped inside the hallway.


  “I think so,” Mandie replied weakly, but then she crumpled onto the floor.


  Jonathan stooped beside her, then quickly stood up and began shouting down the stairs, “Someone get a doctor! Pronto! Doctor! Make haste!”


  Mandie protested, “No, no.” She tried to stand up and fell down again. The hallway was spinning around. She bent her head, closed her eyes, and tried to breathe deeply.


  Jonathan continued yelling for a doctor. Mandie was aware of many people suddenly coming into the hall, and some ventured up the steps to where she sat. In her fuzzy vision, Mandie saw what looked like an elderly, plump woman with jet black hair bend over her and feel her head.


  “Sí, sí!” the woman yelled at the others.


  Jonathan stooped down beside Mandie and said, “We’ll get a doctor. You can’t walk all the way back to my house like this.”


  Mandie shook her head and said, “I don’t need a doctor. Besides, the only doctor I know in New York is Dr. Plumbley. Dr. Plumbley.”


  A buzz went through the crowd that had gathered, and Mandie was faintly aware of a young man rushing down the stairs. The old woman put an arm around Mandie and leaned Mandie’s head against her shoulder as she removed Mandie’s hat and began stroking her hair.


  Mandie could not remember exactly what happened after that, but she suddenly looked up into the worried black face of her dear friend, Dr. Plumbley, and thought she was dreaming.


  “My, my, Miss Amanda, what are you all doing here?” Dr. Plumbley asked as he felt for her pulse.


  “I knew you’d come,” Mandie said through a misty fog. “I wanted to see you anyhow while we are in New York.”


  “Well, this is a bad way to visit with me,” Dr. Plumbley said. “We need to get you back to your friend’s house and into bed.”


  Jonathan tried to explain to the doctor how they had ended up in this tenement building without actually telling him all the details. “We were really lost,” he said. “Then we got locked out on the roof. We’ve been up there for hours.”


  Dr. Plumbley looked at him and said, “Never mind your explanations. We need to get Miss Amanda back to your house immediately. Do you have transportation?”


  “Oh no, we walked over here,” Jonathan admitted with a loud sigh.


  “Then I have my buggy down on the street. We will take her in it,” the doctor decided as he stood up.


  Mandie suddenly realized what they were saying and began objecting in a weak voice. “My cat, Snowball. He’s somewhere in this building. I have to find him,” she protested.


  The older woman who had comforted her moved to the top of the stairs and began a loud, rapid string of words that Mandie could not understand. Then suddenly a young girl pushed her way through the crowd on the stairs, and Mandie saw she was carrying Snowball. She stooped to hand him to Mandie.


  “Mandie, let me carry Snowball. I’ll see that he doesn’t get loose again,” Jonathan promised as he took the white cat from the girl.


  Dr. Plumbley stooped and picked Mandie up in his arms, and the crowd parted to allow him to walk down the stairs.


  “Thank you, thank you,” Mandie kept mumbling to the people watching as they descended the steps.


  The strangers kept jabbering away in their foreign language as Jonathan, holding firmly to the white cat, followed Dr. Plumbley and spoke to the people in their tongue.


  Mandie tried to talk on the short ride to Jonathan’s house, but she kept running out of breath. She was still not thinking clearly and asked, “Dr. Plumbley, how did you find us?”


  “My office is two blocks over from where you were,” Dr. Plumbley said. “A Spanish boy came into my office screaming that someone was sick and had asked for me.” He looked at her and smiled as she rode securely tucked in between the doctor and Jonathan, who was still holding on to Snowball.


  “Thank you, Dr. Plumbley,” Mandie said in a cracked voice. “When are you coming to Franklin again?”


  “I’d like to come down and visit Abraham sometime after the weather warms up,” Dr. Plumbley replied. “I hope your family are all well.”


  “Yes,” Mandie managed to say and then ran out of breath again.


  “Mandie came to New York with her friend Celia Hamilton and Celia’s mother. My father asked them to stay at our house,” Jonathan explained. “Do you know Mandie’s family?”


  “Why, I sure do,” Dr. Plumbley said with a big smile. “I wouldn’t be a doctor today if it hadn’t been for their generosity. And not only that, they are also helping to educate my nephew who is studying medicine.” He looked across the seat at Jonathan and added, “They treat me like kin people.”


  “I’m not sure how long they are planning to stay, but maybe we could visit before they go home to North Carolina,” Jonathan suggested.


  Mandie, not exactly coherent with her cold disorienting her, looked up at the doctor and said, “I want you and Moses to come eat Thanksgiving dinner with us.”


  Dr. Plumbley started to object, but Jonathan quickly said, “Yes, that would be a great idea. We are not having any guests for dinner tomorrow except Mandie and Celia and Mrs. Hamilton. My father had to go to Washington yesterday, but he is supposed to return home this afternoon. I know he would make you both welcome.”


  “Good idea, Jonathan,” Mandie mumbled. “Tell Mrs. Cook two more people are coming.” She fell silent and leaned her head on Jonathan’s shoulder.


  “Please say you and your nephew will come,” Jonathan told him, and then with a smile he added, “Besides, we may need you to look at Mandie again tomorrow to be sure she is recuperating from this cold.”


  “I don’t normally go to dinner at other people’s houses unless the man of the house expressly asks me, and you say your father is away,” Dr. Plumbley said.


  “Which makes me the man of the house right now,” Jonathan said proudly. “And it is absolutely all right with my father if I invite people to dinner.”


  Dr. Plumbley silently looked at Jonathan and then asked, “What time?”


  Jonathan grinned and said, “Come early so we can talk. We always have the Thanksgiving dinner at noon, so if you and your nephew could make it a couple hours before that, we’d have time to get acquainted.”


  “Thank you, young man,” Dr. Plumbley said with a nod. “Moses and I will be there about ten o’clock then.”


  The doctor turned the buggy into the Guyer driveway and pulled up under the portico. Mandie shook her head, trying to clear it, then she saw Jens quickly rush toward the buggy as Jonathan jumped down.


  “Jens, the doctor here needs to put Miss Amanda in her bed. She’s sick with a cold,” Jonathan explained.


  “No, no, no,” Mandie protested as Dr. Plumbley picked her up out of the buggy. “I don’t want to go to bed. Can’t I just lie on the settee by the fire?”


  “Sure, Mandie,” Jonathan said, still holding Snowball, and directed the doctor into the parlor where he deposited Mandie on the settee.


  Mrs. Yodkin, evidently hearing the commotion, came rushing in with pillows and quilts. “First, we take off the coat and hat,” the housekeeper told Mandie as she sat on the settee and began removing Mandie’s outer garments. “And then the shoes come off.” She helped Mandie sit back against the pillows and quickly covered her with the quilts. “Now we bring tea, and we bring the cat to the kitchen,” the woman added as she took Snowball from Jonathan and left the room.


  Dr. Plumbley smiled at Jonathan and said, “You have a very efficient housekeeper, I must say. I was just going to order hot tea and bed rest. Now I have to be going, but we will see you tomorrow. Thank you for the invitation.” He shook Jonathan’s hand.


  Mandie reminded the doctor to be sure he and Moses did come, and the doctor reminded her to behave herself and rest.


  Jonathan walked the doctor to the door, then came back into the parlor. He looked around. Everyone but Mandie had vanished. “Where did Jens go? I want to ask him some questions,” Jonathan said as he removed his coat and hat and threw them on a nearby chair.


  “I will ring for him to come back,” Jonathan said. He pulled one of the bell ropes by the window. “He is going to have to answer some questions.” He went to stand by the fireplace.


  “When Mrs. Yodkin brings the tea for you, I will ask her to tell Jens we want to talk with him in here,” Jonathan said.


  Mandie started to sit up higher on the settee, then she remembered something. “Jonathan, we’ll never find that man again, and we may never see the girl again,” she said.


  “I expect to get some information from Jens,” Jonathan told her.


  The butler returned to the parlor and stood in the doorway. “Yes, Master Jonathan,” he said.


  Mandie waited eagerly to hear the conversation with Jens.


  “Jens, Miss Amanda and I have some questions we’d like answered,” Jonathan began.


  “Yes, Master Jonathan,” Jens said politely but with aloofness.


  “Miss Amanda saw you giving an envelope to a strange man in the greenery early this morning,” Jonathan began. “And then we saw the same man and the girl who tried to claim the dog running out of the house later this morning while you claimed they had tied you up and stolen something. Exactly what is this all about?”


  Jens cleared his throat and avoided looking straight into Jonathan’s eyes. “I gave the man some money for his Spanish charity, and evidently he thought there was more money in the house and came back to rob us,” he explained.


  Mandie listened and sensed that the man was not telling everything he knew.


  “Who is this man? What is his name?” Jonathan asked.


  “I do not know, Master Jonathan. He came begging for his charity,” Jens insisted. “And when he returned, he had the girl with him. She kept saying you had stolen her dog.”


  Mandie raised up a little and asked, “Where is the dog?”


  “Oh, he is safe,” Jens said. “He has been in the kitchen all morning. Mrs. Yodkin just put him in the back parlor so she can feed the cat in the kitchen. And, I might add, she will be bringing your noonday meal in here since your other guests have not returned.”


  “Thank goodness we got back before Celia and her mother did,” Mandie whispered hoarsely to Jonathan.


  “Jens, I don’t believe you are telling me everything you know,” Jonathan said to the butler. “Who is that man? You must know or you wouldn’t have been so friendly with him. Why did you give him money that you distinctly told him not to tell where he got it? According to Miss Amanda, you also told him not to rush whatever it was he planned to do, because that is not the way we do things. What did you mean by that?”


  Jens cleared his throat again and replied, “He wanted to go back to all those Spanish people and tell them where he got the money, and I knew that wouldn’t do. They’d all be here begging for more money.”


  Jonathan looked at Mandie. She thought about that for a moment and then shook her head without Jens seeing her do this, making Jonathan understand that she didn’t believe Jens’s explanation.


  “Where does this man live, Jens? How did you happen to know him?” Jonathan asked.


  “But, Master Jonathan, I do not know this man, and I have no idea as to where he lives,” Jens denied.


  “Yet you gave him an envelope full of money?” Jonathan questioned. “Jens, I don’t believe what you are saying.”


  “I am very sorry, Master Jonathan, but I speak the truth,” Jens insisted. “I do make donations to charity now and then, and I believed the man when he said his family did not have any heat or anything to eat.”


  “When we untied you, you called the man and the girl thieves and said they stole something,” Jonathan reminded him. “Well, if you don’t know what they stole, how do you know they stole anything at all?”


  Jens hesitated and then said, “They bragged to me that they had stolen something because you had stolen the girl’s dog.”


  “How did they manage to tie you up? Was there no one else around? Also, how did they get into the house in the first place?” Jonathan asked.


  “Master Jonathan, the man knocked on the back door and said he had come to tell me how much his family appreciated the money,” Jens replied. “Then before I realized it, he had thrown a rope around me, and the girl was with him. If you remember, all the maids were working upstairs at that time.”


  “Where was Mrs. Cook? She was supposed to be in the kitchen all morning,” Mandie put in. “I left my cat in there, and she said she would watch him. But she wasn’t there when we found you, and my cat was running loose.”


  “I am sorry, miss, but you will have to ask Mrs. Cook,” Jens said. “She came into the kitchen right after you two ran out the back door. She said she had seen nothing and did not know those people had tied me up.”


  “Jens, this is a very puzzling situation, and I believe you could help us clear some of this up if you would tell us the truth,” Jonathan said.


  Jens tightened his lips and stood up very straight. “I do beg your pardon, Master Jonathan, but I am telling you all the truth that I am aware of.”


  “How much money did you give the man, Jens?” Jonathan asked.


  “Not very much,” the butler replied, shifting his eyes. “Only enough to buy food and heat for his family, and I must say, he has twelve children.”


  “Twelve children,” Mandie exclaimed under her breath. How could anyone support so many children?


  “Now I will tell you what we know,” Jonathan said, still standing by the fireplace while Jens remained just inside the doorway. “Miss Amanda and I followed that man, and he ended up in one of those awful tenement buildings over on the East Side. There must have been dozens and dozens of people living in that one building.” He paused and looked at Jens, but the butler did not show any sign of knowledge about this.


  “And we also know that girl was there in that building,” Jonathan added.


  “But, Master Jonathan, you and the miss should not have gone into such a neighborhood. It could have been an ill fate,” Jens said.


  “As it turned out, we did meet up with problems there,” Jonathan said. “We were locked outside on the roof all morning, and that is why Miss Amanda has such a terrible cold.”


  “I am very sorry, Master Jonathan, but you should have thought twice before you ventured into that cluster of foreigners,” Jens said.


  “I want you to know that when my father returns, I intend discussing all this matter with him. I am sure he will have more questions for you. You may go about your duties now, Jens,” Jonathan said.


  “Yes, Master Jonathan,” the butler replied and disappeared through the doorway into the hall.


  Jonathan shook his head, looked at Mandie, and said, “I just don’t know what to make of that conversation with Jens. I’m sure he’s not telling the complete truth.” He sat down on a chair near the settee where Mandie was lying.


  “I don’t think he was, either,” Mandie agreed.


  At that moment Mrs. Yodkin came into the parlor carrying a silver tray with a teapot and china on it. She set it down on a table near Mandie.


  “Now I will pour this tea for you, and you must drink every drop,” she told Mandie. “We must get you well so you can eat Thanksgiving turkey tomorrow.”


  Mandie watched as she poured the tea into a cup and handed it to her. “Thank you, Mrs. Yodkin,” she said. “I really appreciate your kindness.”


  Then Monet wheeled in a cart laden with steaming food and parked it near the table. Jonathan stepped over to see what was on it.


  “Monet will stay and serve for you,” Mrs. Yodkin said as she started to leave the room.


  “We can do it, Mrs. Yodkin,” Mandie protested.


  “Yes, we can wait on ourselves. Thank you, Mrs. Yodkin, Monet,” he told the two women.


  The two servants looked at each other and then left the room.


  “I have to sit up because I think I might be able to eat something. I feel so hungry my stomach hurts,” Mandie remarked as she pushed up to a sitting position with her feet and legs still under the quilts. “Everything smells good.”


  Jonathan grinned as he picked up plates from the cart and said, “That sounds like you’re better already.”


  “I do feel better,” Mandie agreed as Jonathan put food on a plate and handed it to her. “But you know, Jonathan, this thing is nowhere settled. We need to find out what that man and that girl were supposed to have stolen, for one thing. And if we could just catch up with that man and talk to him, maybe he would tell us a different story from what Jens did.”


  “You’re right. I was thinking the same thing,” Jonathan said, heaping a plate for himself and then sitting near the settee. “I hate to bring my father into this because I’d like to solve everything myself.”


  “If only we had Uncle Ned here, he would be able to help us. He knows so much about people in general,” Mandie remarked as she tasted the potatoes on her plate.


  “But this is New York, and Uncle Ned is all the way down in North Carolina, and being Cherokee he just might not have ever been to New York,” Jonathan reminded her.


  “I think Uncle Ned has been almost everywhere. Remember, he even came to Europe, and he was at President McKinley’s second inauguration,” Mandie reminded him.


  “Do you stay in touch with him? I mean, does he know you have come to New York?” Jonathan asked.


  “He always knows where I am,” Mandie replied. “When my father died, Uncle Ned promised him he would watch over me, and he always does. My father considered him his best friend. And you know that my father’s mother was Cherokee, but Uncle Ned is not actually blood kin.”


  “I remember you telling me all that,” Jonathan replied, hungrily devouring his food.


  “I just thought of something,” Mandie said, sitting up straighter. “When Celia and her mother come back from shopping, are we going to tell them everything that happened to us today?”


  Jonathan thought about that for a moment and said, “We won’t if you don’t want to.”


  “I know that her mother will tell my mother about everything we do here in New York, and it would just worry my mother. After all, that terrible ordeal on the roof is over,” Mandie explained. “I suppose it would be all right to tell them the rest of the events since they left this morning.”


  “Then I will speak to my father privately, because I will have to tell him everything,” Jonathan said, reaching to refill his plate. “More roast or anything?”


  “No, not right now,” Mandie said. “In a way, I’ll be glad when Celia gets back so we can discuss all this with her. I will tell her everything, but not her mother.”


  “And she won’t tell?” Jonathan questioned.


  “No, she’s my best friend. We share all our secrets,” Mandie replied.


  Mandie found herself looking forward to the return of her friend but wondered how she would talk with her right away without her mother present. She would have to think of a way.


  CHAPTER NINE


  MORE MYSTERY


  When Celia and her mother returned from shopping, Mandie and Jonathan were still sitting by the fire in the parlor. Mandie was trying to figure out a way to talk privately with her friend, but the answer came much easier than she had expected.


  “How are you feeling, Amanda?” Mrs. Hamilton asked as she looked at Mandie lying under the quilts on the settee.


  “I think I’ll soon be all right, Mrs. Hamilton,” Mandie said with a big smile. She certainly didn’t want Celia’s mother to worry about her health.


  “I hope so. And, Jonathan, did you have a nice day?” Mrs. Hamilton asked. She removed her gloves and began unbuttoning her heavy winter coat.


  “It was interesting. But where are your packages? I thought you and Celia went shopping,” Jonathan replied, standing by the mantelpiece.


  “Everything will be shipped directly to our home so we don’t have to bother with it on our return journey,” Mrs. Hamilton said, removing her coat. “Come on now, Celia, and get cleaned up.”


  Celia had been standing in the middle of the floor looking at the others. Now she smiled at her mother and said, “I’ll be right up, Mother. There’s something I need to tell Mandie first.”


  “Well, don’t be too long,” her mother replied as she left the room.


  “What is it, Mandie? You look like the goose that laid the golden egg,” Celia said, quickly pulling up a stool by the settee. She took off her gloves and coat and sat down.


  “Why, Celia, what on earth are you talking about?” Mandie teased.


  “We certainly haven’t seen any golden eggs today,” Jonathan told her as he sat down in the chair next to them.


  “Oh, do tell, Mandie,” Celia said, eagerly looking from Jonathan to Mandie. “What have y’all been up to today?”


  “Well, you see, it was like this,” Mandie began. She quickly related the day’s events to her friend with Jonathan adding a comment here and there. Celia’s eyes widened as she listened.


  “Mandie, how could you even think about going into such a neighborhood?” Celia asked.


  “We didn’t exactly have time to think. The man was getting away, and we had to follow real fast,” Mandie replied.


  “Remember, Uncle Ned always tells us to think first and then act?” Celia reminded her. She looked at Jonathan and added, “Jonathan, you must have known that was a dangerous part of town.”


  “But we didn’t see anything dangerous going on over there,” Jonathan told her.


  “No, it didn’t look dangerous, Celia,” Mandie agreed and frowned. “It’s just a lot of poor people who don’t even know how to speak English.”


  “And Dr. Plumbley said his office is near there,” Jonathan told her.


  “And, Celia, he and his nephew Moses are coming here for dinner tomorrow,” Mandie said with a big smile. “We asked them, and Jonathan said it would be all right with his father. Mr. Guyer hasn’t come home yet.”


  “You and Jonathan could have been locked out on that roof forever without anyone even knowing where you were. Suppose that girl had not opened the door and it had begun to snow real hard. What would you have done?” Celia asked in disbelief. “And you know these people must be dangerous. After all, you said they tied up the butler and stole something from the house here.”


  “That’s what Jens claims. I plan on asking my father to talk to him,” Jonathan said.


  “Well, here I am. What is it you want me to talk about, son?” Mr. Guyer asked from the doorway. He walked into the room.


  “Oh, Father, I didn’t hear you come in,” Jonathan said, rising from the chair. “Could we talk privately when you have time?”


  “There’s no better time than now. Come with me. We’ll go up to my study,” Mr. Guyer said. He looked at the girls and added, “I hope you young ladies have been enjoying yourselves. Are you feeling under the weather, Miss Amanda, or just resting under those quilts?”


  “I’m feeling much better now, thank you, Mr. Guyer,” Mandie replied as she sat straight up. “I have a little cold, but I do believe it’s about to go away.”


  “Let’s hope so. Now, Jonathan, come on,” Mr. Guyer told his son.


  “Be back soon,” Jonathan told the girls.


  “Be sure you tell him everything, and I mean everything, Jonathan,” Mandie said in a loud whisper as Mr. Guyer left the room and Jonathan started to follow.


  Jonathan gave her a big grin and said as he went out the doorway, “Yes, ma’am, Miss Amanda. That I will do.”


  Celia stood up and shook out her long skirts as she held her coat and gloves. “Mandie,” she said, “I’d better get upstairs before my mother comes looking for me, but I’ll be right back.”


  Mandie looked at her friend and said, “You understand, Celia, that we are not going to tell your mother every little thing we’ve been doing because she would go and tell my mother, and it would worry her. My mother’s still not completely recovered from the fever, you know, and I don’t want anything to worry her.”


  “I am not about to tell my mother all the things you and Jonathan have been saying,” Celia promised. “My mother would probably pack up right here and now and take us home. But, Mandie, please try to stay out of danger.”


  “Oh, go on to your room, Celia,” Mandie said with a laugh. “We survived, and I certainly don’t plan on doing anything like that again. I learned my lesson.”


  “I sure hope so,” Celia replied, going toward the door to the hallway. “Be right back.”


  Mandie lay on the settee by herself, reliving the day’s events in her mind, and she was a little frightened when she thought about it. She and Jonathan could have ended up in a lot of trouble if these people in that tenement house had decided to treat them as intruders. She silently thanked God for taking care of them.


  Sipping the hot tea left in the pitcher on a table near the settee, she realized she was feeling much better now. She was glad to have recovered from the cold and wind on the roof and from the fright of being up there.


  But she wondered who the strange girl and the foreign-looking man were. She didn’t believe what the butler had told Jonathan about the man. Jens didn’t act just right when he replied to Jonathan’s questions. She wished Jonathan would hurry up and come back so she could find out what his father had to say about all this.


  Leila, the young maid, interrupted Mandie’s thoughts as she appeared in the doorway to the parlor and asked, “If you are finished with the food cart, may I take it away?”


  Mandie looked at her and smiled as she sat up. “All done, Leila,” she said. “It’s all yours.”


  “Oh, but I do not wish to have it. I only wish to roll it back to the kitchen if you are finished,” Leila said, smiling back as she walked over and began stacking some of the dishes on the cart.


  “I suppose that means the same thing,” Mandie replied, still smiling. “Where is everyone? Did Jonathan come and talk to all of you?”


  “Not Master Jonathan, but Mr. Guyer himself,” Leila said, looking up from the cart. “Mr. Guyer himself rang all the bells. All the people in this house came to the kitchen. He asked questions, but no one had any answers for him. I did not see the intruders this morning that he asked about, so they sent me for this cart.”


  “Mr. Guyer is asking questions of all the people who work here,” Mandie repeated out loud. Then as Leila began rolling the cart toward the door, she asked, “Is Jens being asked questions, too?”


  “Ja, he told us how this man and this girl got in this house this morning and tied him up and stole something, but I know nothing about it. Neither did anyone else,” Leila said as she pushed the cart toward the doorway. “I must hurry now.” She disappeared into the hallway.


  Celia was the next one to come into the parlor. She had changed her clothes and brushed her long, curly auburn hair.


  “You look so nice, and I look so terrible. My dress is all crumpled up under these quilts,” Mandie said as she fanned the covers to look beneath them. “I will have to go clean up and put on a fresh dress before suppertime.”


  Celia sat on the low stool again. “I wish you could have gone shopping with us, Mandie,” she said. “We were in some stores that had the most beautiful things, and Mother insisted I buy anything I wanted. Now I can’t even remember what all I did buy.”


  “Are you having the stuff shipped to your home, or is yours going to our school?” Mandie asked.


  “All of it will go to our house,” Celia replied. “Some of it is for Molly—”


  “Molly?” Jonathan interrupted as he entered the room and sat down nearby. “Whatever happened to Molly? You’re talking about the orphan Mrs. Taft brought back from Ireland when you all returned home back in the summer, aren’t you?”


  “Right,” Celia agreed. “She is still living with us.”


  “Well, how did she get to your house?” Jonathan asked. “I thought Mandie’s grandmother was taking Molly home with her until she could locate the girl’s aunt here in the United States.”


  “When we got home and found Mandie’s mother so ill, my mother volunteered to take Molly home with us for the time being, and she’s still there,” Celia explained. “She’s quite a handful, too, still searching for leprechauns and still talking without taking time for a breath.” She smiled.


  “Jonathan,” Mandie asked impatiently, “what did you find out?”


  “Absolutely nothing,” Jonathan said with a disappointed shrug. “No one saw or heard anyone in the house this morning. And Jens still holds to the story he told me.”


  “Did your father believe him?” Mandie asked.


  Jonathan shook his head and said, “No, but Father told me he had never known Jens to lie about anything before.”


  “And we don’t even know what the man and the girl stole,” Mandie said.


  “And it would be hard to figure out what is missing in this big house,” Celia commented.


  “It would be impossible,” Jonathan agreed. “My father is thinking about hiring a detective to get information on the man and the girl and to check out the story Jens told us.”


  “That is a great idea,” Mandie said, and then she added, “But in the meantime, we could spy on Jens.”


  “Spy on Jens?” Celia questioned.


  “I’m not sure we could do that without him finding out,” Jonathan said. “But we could try. Shall we begin right now?”


  “Now?” Mandie asked, tossing back the quilts and swinging her feet to the floor.


  “Yes, now,” Jonathan replied. “You see, Jens has free time between the noon meal and whenever we eat at night. He only answers the door, or checks on the housekeeper who checks on the maids, so he’s free to move around and do anything he likes.”


  “All right, I’m all for it,” Mandie agreed as she stood up. She swallowed and realized her throat was also clearing up. “But I do have to go to my room to change clothes before we eat tonight.”


  “Father will expect us all down here in the parlor at six o’clock, so we do have some time to spy. Let’s go,” Jonathan told her.


  “Coming, Celia?” Mandie asked, looking at her friend, who had not volunteered to spy with them.


  “I suppose so,” Celia said as she followed her two friends out of the parlor into the hallway. “Jonathan, where is the dog?” she asked.


  “Oh, he’s in the back parlor. We’ll take him out in the garden later,” Jonathan replied. “Now, we should begin somewhere around the kitchen.”


  The two girls followed Jonathan through several corridors as he cautioned them to be quiet. He softly opened doors along the way, looked inside the rooms, and listened, but there was no sound anywhere until they came to the door of the greenery, which was closed.


  Jonathan held up his hand to stop the girls and whispered, “He might be in here. This is a good place for clandestine operations.” He grinned.


  The three young people peeked through the glass door, then Jonathan softly pushed it open and led the way inside the glass room, all the time motioning for the girls to be quiet.


  Mandie tried to see among the large plants and the huge pots, but she was too short to see over them and the plants were too close together to see through them.


  The three silently crept around the room, stooping behind pots and plants. They had gone about halfway across toward the door to the garden when Mandie heard the door open. She put her hand on Celia’s arm as Jonathan touched hers. They stayed where they were and waited and listened.


  Suddenly there was talking across the room from the three.


  “Do not worry, Angelina,” a man said. “We will get the white dog for you. Somehow we will do it. Do not worry.”


  Mandie instantly recognized the voice of the man they had been chasing earlier.


  “But how will we do it?” the girl asked.


  And Mandie recognized the voice of the girl they had found in the garden. So here the two were, brazen enough to come into Jonathan’s house after all that had transpired.


  “It’s them,” Jonathan whispered in Mandie’s ear.


  Mandie nodded and whispered to Celia, “The man and the girl.”


  Celia crept closer to Mandie.


  Then Mandie heard another sound that she recognized. A loud meow across the room could only come from Snowball. He must have found a way to escape from the kitchen, where he was supposed to be. She sighed to herself and wondered how she would rescue him.


  “Your cat,” Jonathan whispered in Mandie’s ear.


  Mandie nodded and whispered back, “Right, and I will have to catch him somehow before he goes outside and disappears.”


  The man spoke again, “We must go home now, Angelina, and you should not come over here all by yourself any more. You might just disappear. These people are angry with us.”


  “I want my dog,” Angelina insisted. “I want him now.”


  Snowball meowed loudly again.


  “I have idea,” the man said. “You hear that white cat? He is here somewhere. We take him. Then people will give us the dog for the cat.”


  Without thinking, Mandie jumped to her feet and ran across the room, calling to her cat, “Snowball, where are you? Snowball!” She hurried between the rows and rows of greenery.


  “Mandie!” Jonathan called to her as he followed.


  Celia also got to her feet to assist in the hunt for Snowball.


  Mandie came within sight of the man and the girl, who were rushing out the door into the garden. “Wait! We want to talk to you,” she called to them.


  “Stop!” Jonathan yelled at the strangers.


  But the man and the girl disappeared into the tall plants in the garden without even looking back.


  “Snowball!” Mandie cried as she finally caught up with the white cat and picked him up. “You just ruined everything!”


  Jonathan had gone on out into the garden, and Mandie rushed outside with Celia following her. She saw Jonathan near the gate. From the look on his face she knew the strangers had escaped.


  “They got away, and I don’t think we’d better go after them. We don’t have our coats on, and you are already sick with that cold. Let’s go back inside,” Jonathan told Mandie.


  “It’s freezing out here,” Celia said as she shivered.


  The three hurried back inside the greenery and on into the main part of the huge house. Mandie carried Snowball and wouldn’t let him down.


  “I’d better check on the dog,” Jonathan told the girls as he led the way to the back parlor.


  When he opened the door, the white dog was lying on the hearth beside a brightly lit fireplace. The animal saw Jonathan and quickly rose and came to greet him. He wanted to jump up and down all over Jonathan, but Jonathan told him, “Now, now, down, boy. You are not allowed to do that, remember?” He stooped to rub the dog’s head.


  The dog obeyed immediately and stood there enjoying the petting.


  “He does belong to someone,” Jonathan said, looking up at the girls. “I just wish I knew how to find the owner. Even though I’d like to keep him myself, whoever he belongs to may be out searching the streets for him.”


  “And you don’t think he really belongs to that girl? What’s her name? Angelina?” Celia asked.


  “Never,” Jonathan said emphatically. “He doesn’t want anything to do with her. You saw how he acted when she tried to coax him away before.”


  “And the man thought he was going to steal Snowball,” Mandie said as she hugged the cat tightly in her arms.


  “He’d sure be sorry,” Celia commented.


  Jonathan stood up and said, “I think I’d better get my coat and hat and take the dog outside for a little while. Are you girls coming with me?”


  “No, I’d better go up to my room and change clothes. I’m a mess,” Mandie said, looking down at her dress, soiled from the adventure on the roof. “Why, Jonathan, I do believe you have already changed yours.”


  “Yes, while I was talking to my father I did a quick job at trying to look more presentable. After all, we did get in a mess on the dirty roof,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  “No more roofs for me,” Mandie said with a smile. “We haven’t even seen Jens yet, and that is what we were doing in the first place, looking for him, when we came to the glass room.”


  “That’s all right. He lives here. We’ll spy on him later,” Jonathan promised. “Let’s meet back in the front parlor in a little while.”


  The girls agreed, and Celia went with Mandie to their bedroom. When they got in the room, Mandie noticed the door to the adjoining room was open. Evidently, Mrs. Hamilton had already gone downstairs.


  “We at least got some information,” Mandie commented, setting the cat down and going to the wardrobe to take down a clean dress.


  “Some information?” Celia questioned as she flopped into a big chair.


  “Yes, we now know the strange girl’s name is Angelina,” Mandie said with a big smile. “Pretty name for such a wild girl.” She went toward the bathroom.


  “And the man does speak and understand English,” Celia commented. “You said he was speaking a foreign language to Jens when you overheard them before.”


  “He was,” Mandie said as she stopped to look at Celia. Then she added, “I can’t imagine why, because Jens was speaking English to him.”


  “Do you think they sneaked into the house, trying to steal the dog?” Celia asked.


  “Probably,” Mandie said. “And come to think of it, the gate was open, so they must have just come into the garden through the gate.”


  “But wouldn’t you think the gate would be open sometimes? After all, delivery people have to get in—the milkman, the grocer, the gardener, or whoever.”


  “I suppose so, but if you remember, Jonathan locked the gate and put the key in his pocket when we were in there before. He got the key from somewhere around the back porch, but he didn’t put it back.”


  “I remember,” Celia agreed.


  “I’ll have to think and ask Jonathan about that,” Mandie said as she continued into the bathroom. “I’ll hurry so we can get back downstairs.”


  Mandie was eager to inquire about the garden gate key.


  CHAPTER TEN


  A NEW YORK NIGHT


  When Mandie and Celia returned to the parlor, Jonathan was already there with his father and Celia’s mother.


  “I was just coming up to see you girls,” Jane Hamilton began as the two entered the room. “Jonathan’s father has suggested that we all dine out tonight.”


  The three young people quickly exchanged glances. Mandie, who was never a hearty eater anyway, answered, “If you don’t mind, Mrs. Hamilton, I think I’d like to stay here. I’m not really very hungry, and I still feel all worn out.”


  “Yes, of course, dear. That cold has dampened your spirits,” Mrs. Hamilton told her. She looked at Jonathan and Celia.


  “Why don’t I stay here and keep Mandie company? We can get Mrs. Cook to fix us something when we get hungry,” Jonathan replied as he looked at Mandie.


  “Then I’ll just stay here, too,” Celia said. “We did have a busy day today with all that shopping.”


  Mandie silently breathed a sigh of relief. She understood that her friends were more interested in what was going on in this house than eating out in a fancy restaurant. They would get a chance to spy on Jens.


  “Then you and I, Jane, will do up the town tonight,” Mr. Guyer said with a big smile as he looked at Mrs. Hamilton across the room.


  Mrs. Hamilton looked at the young people and asked, “Are y’all sure you’ll be all right here alone?”


  Jonathan laughed and said, “I am alone lots of times with the servants while my father travels. We’ll be all right. Please don’t worry about us.”


  Mrs. Hamilton looked at Mr. Guyer, and he said, “That is true. I am gone quite a bit, but with all the servants we have living here, they’ll be safe. Now I will telephone the restaurant and reserve a table.” He stood up.


  “And I need to get dressed,” Mrs. Hamilton said as she rose.


  The two left the room, and the three young people hovered together on the settee.


  “Thank goodness we didn’t tell her everything that happened today,” Jonathan said with a sigh of relief. “But of course my father knows, and he didn’t seem worried about it.”


  Mandie anxiously leaned forward and asked, “Jonathan, the gate in the garden was open when that man and the girl ran away from us. You had the key when we were in there before, and you put it in your pocket. How did the gate get unlocked?”


  “Oh, that’s easy,” Jonathan said with a big grin. “There must be half a dozen keys to that gate. They’re kept in different places because so many people need to go in and out during the day. The gate might have been left open by the servants for a deliveryman to come in, or whatever.”


  “If that man and this girl, Angelina, live in that tenement house we were in, they have quite a distance to go to get here, but they seem to keep turning up,” Mandie said.


  “Maybe they don’t go all the way home in between the times they come here,” Jonathan said.


  “I can’t imagine why they keep coming back when they know they will most likely be seen,” Celia remarked.


  “I believe the girl is trying to take the dog,” Jonathan said. “She is so insistent that he belongs to her.”


  “Well, she had better not steal Snowball,” Mandie said emphatically. “I left him shut up in our room. Every time I leave him in the kitchen he gets out.”


  “You can bring him down here later and I’ll get him something to eat,” Jonathan told her. “My father will tell Mrs. Cook that he and Mrs. Hamilton are going out to eat, and I can ask her to serve our food in here if you girls want to do that.”


  “I have a better idea,” Mandie said, smiling. “Why don’t we just go to the kitchen and eat, and that way I can watch Snowball. He might get food on something in here.”


  “That’s Mrs. Cook’s territory, and she might not like us eating there,” Jonathan replied.


  “Oh, then I have another idea,” Mandie replied quickly. “I remember seeing some small tables and chairs in one corner of the glass room. If we ate in there, we could keep a lookout for that girl and that man to return. What do you say?”


  “But, Mandie, they would see us and not even come in,” Celia reminded her.


  “We could move one of the tables behind some of those tall plants,” Jonathan suggested.


  “And think about how many times we’ve seen those people in that room,” Mandie reminded her friends.


  “I believe they go in there because that outside door is never locked,” Jonathan explained. “Of course, the doors from the greenery into the rest of the house are locked at night, and they couldn’t get into the house from there.”


  “What will the servants think if we eat in there?” Celia asked.


  Jonathan looked at her and grinned as he said, “We won’t tell them. We’ll just ask for the food to be brought in here, and as soon as they leave the room we’ll take it all out there. Besides, we don’t want anyone to know we’re planning to sit our there. Remember, we’re supposed to be spying on Jens.”


  “Right,” Mandie agreed.


  “You will have to secure Snowball somehow out there, or he’ll run around the room,” Celia cautioned her.


  “You can be sure I’ll tie him up,” Mandie said. “I don’t want that girl to have a chance to steal him.”


  As soon as Mr. Guyer and Mrs. Hamilton came back to the parlor and then left for the restaurant, the three young people began implementing their plans.


  First they went to the greenery and moved a small table and three chairs into a secluded corner of the room. Then Jonathan went to the kitchen to tell Mrs. Cook they would be eating in the parlor. Mandie hurried up to her room and got Snowball.


  Later when Leila brought the food on the cart to the parlor, Jonathan told her, “Thank you, Leila. We’ll serve ourselves. I’ll ring when we’re finished.”


  “Yes, Master Jonathan,” the young girl said with a smile as she left the room.


  “Now, I know a shortcut,” Jonathan told Mandie and Celia as he stood up and took hold of the handles of the cart. “Just follow me and keep an eye out for servants.”


  The girls followed him through a back corridor. Luckily the cart was noiseless on the carpeted floors. Mandie carried Snowball in her arms. When they arrived at the door to the greenery, she and Celia held the door open for Jonathan to roll the cart through. But once they were inside the glass room, they found the cart would not fit through the narrow walkway to where they had set up the table and chairs in the dim lighting used for the plants.


  “We’ll just have to leave the cart here and carry our food to the table, I suppose,” Jonathan told the girls, looking around the room.


  “That’s all right. It’s just a few steps behind these plants to the table,” Mandie said. “I’ll tie Snowball’s leash to the table leg so he can’t run away. He’s used to that when we travel, so he shouldn’t make a fuss about it.”


  Celia and Jonathan began uncovering the dishes on the cart while Mandie secured Snowball.


  “Just the aroma of all this food makes me ravenous,” Jonathan exclaimed as he looked to see what was in the dishes.


  “Me too,” Celia agreed.


  Mandie came rushing back to the cart and said, “I hope no one comes in here and starts looking for the source of that smell.”


  “Yes, we’d better hurry and eat,” Jonathan said. “Help yourselves, girls.”


  The three loaded their plates and took them to the table where they quickly devoured the food. They carried on their conversation in whispers for fear of someone coming in and discovering them. Snowball hungrily cleaned off his plate under the table and then curled up near Mandie’s feet. Once they were finished eating, they quietly returned their dishes to the cart.


  “Do you think we should take the cart back to the parlor?” Celia asked.


  “You hold the door for me and I’ll take it back,” Jonathan whispered back.


  Mandie watched Snowball while Celia helped Jonathan with the cart.


  “Be right back,” Jonathan told them as he went down the corridor with the food cart.


  As soon as Celia sat down next to Mandie at the table, Snowball began squirming around and meowing.


  “Oh no,” Mandie said with a big sigh. “He wants his sandbox.”


  “I’ll stay here while you take him upstairs,” Celia offered.


  Mandie bent down and picked up the white cat. “That’ll take too long,” she said, looking around the room. “Don’t you think it would be all right if I just set him in one of these big pots full of dirt?” She glanced at Celia.


  “I’m not sure, Mandie,” Celia replied as she rose from her chair.


  Snowball squirmed vigorously in her arms, and Mandie said, “I don’t think I have time to consider it.” She rushed to the nearest huge pot that didn’t have anything growing in its dirt and set Snowball inside it.


  And at that moment the outside door to the greenery faintly squeaked as it was opened.


  Mandie caught her breath and held tightly to the end of Snowball’s leash. Celia cautiously crept to her side. The two stood there waiting and trying to see through the maze of plants and pots. There was only silence.


  Mandie was beginning to think she had imagined the squeak when suddenly there was a sound behind them. She whirled around to see Jonathan hurrying toward them. And at the same time there was the sound of running feet on the other side of the room.


  “Jonathan, quick. That end of the room,” Mandie called to him, pointing ahead.


  Jonathan instantly turned in that direction and disappeared between the plants. Mandie picked up Snowball and ran the other way, holding the cat in her arms. Celia started down the center of the room.


  And it was Celia who suddenly screamed, “Here!” which was followed by the sound of a struggle.


  Mandie and Jonathan rushed that way and found Celia struggling to hold Angelina by her long dark hair as the two of them kicked and fought. Mandie grabbed one of the girl’s arms and Jonathan got the other one.


  “What are you doing in my house again?” Jonathan demanded as the girl sat down on the floor and looked up at him. “Get up!”


  Celia reached down to grasp Angelina’s hair again, and the girl immediately stood up. “Don’t pull my hair!” she said, trying to slap at Celia, but Mandie and Jonathan managed to grab her hands.


  “I asked you a question. What are you doing in my house?” Jonathan repeated in a stern voice.


  “I want my dog,” the girl said, looking from him to the girls.


  “That white dog does not belong to you, and you might as well stop saying he does because no one believes you,” Jonathan told her. “And this is my house, not yours.”


  The girl frowned and did not answer.


  “We know your name is Angelina,” Mandie said. “What is your last name? Angelina what?”


  “None of your business,” Angelina said, trying to kick at Mandie.


  “We are not going to let you go until you answer our questions, so you might as well begin talking,” Jonathan ordered.


  “My name is Angelina Phipps, so let me go now,” the girl said.


  “Phipps?” Jonathan questioned her. “Did you say Phipps?”


  “Angelina Phipps is who I am,” she replied.


  “Jens’s last name is Phipps. Are you related to him?” Jonathan asked.


  “No, I am not, that mean old man,” the girl said sharply.


  “Who is the man that comes here with you? Is he your father?” Mandie asked her.


  The girl looked at her and said, “He is my uncle Mario. I do not have a father.”


  “Where is your mother then?” Mandie asked.


  The girl’s face grew sad as she said slowly, “She died.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, Angelina,” Celia told her.


  “But this uncle of yours, Mario, knows our butler, Jens, doesn’t he?” Jonathan asked, watching her closely.


  “They lived in the same place back in Spain,” she replied.


  “Spain? Why, Jens is from England,” Jonathan said.


  “I know nothing else. Now I am going home,” she said and somehow managed to suddenly free her hands.


  “If I catch you back on our property again I will call the police to you. Do you understand that, Angelina?” Jonathan asked as the girl edged her way toward the outside door. “Go on home and never, ever come back here.”


  As the girl disappeared through the outside door, the three young people looked at each other and started walking back toward the door into the house. As soon as they stepped inside the corridor, Jonathan reached back and turned the latch on the door.


  “It didn’t do us much good to catch her, did it?” Celia said as they made their way back to the parlor.


  “She said her name is Phipps. She may just be a relative of Jens’s,” Jonathan said thoughtfully as they went inside the parlor and sat down by the fireplace.


  Mandie glanced around the room and said, “The food cart is already gone.”


  Celia and Jonathan both scanned the parlor.


  “I suppose someone took it away as soon as I left it,” Jonathan said.


  “I wonder if anyone missed us and the cart while we had it out in the glass room?” Mandie said.


  “One of the servants could have come in here to see if everything was all right while we were gone,” Jonathan reasoned. “I sure hope it wasn’t Jens.”


  “Because if it was Jens, he might have figured we were in the glass room?” Mandie questioned.


  “Exactly,” Jonathan said. “However, if he came to the greenery, I sure didn’t hear or see him.”


  “Too late to worry about it now,” Celia said.


  “It doesn’t matter. Whoever got it knows that I ramble all around the house all the time, and they probably thought we had gone to the game room or the back parlor,” Jonathan said. Then he stood up and added, “The dog. I almost forgot about the poor dog. I’m not sure anyone has fed him. He’s supposed to still be in the back parlor. I’d better go see.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Mandie said, rising and picking up Snowball.


  “And I will, too,” Celia added as she stood up and followed them into the hallway.


  When Jonathan opened the door to the back parlor, he found the room empty. “He’s not here,” he said in alarm. “I’d better ask Mrs. Cook if she knows where he is.”


  The girls followed Jonathan to the kitchen where Mrs. Cook was finishing her duties for the day. She turned from the sink to look at them.


  “That dog, Master Jonathan, if I may say so, he needs a little looking after once in a while,” the woman said. “Shut up all day in that parlor—he needs fresh air and exercise. That’s no way to treat a dog, ’tis not.”


  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Cook. I’ve never had a dog before, and I don’t know how to take care of one too well. But where is the dog?” Jonathan asked anxiously, looking around the room.


  “With Leila. I tell Leila to take him out in the garden, then I will feed him,” Mrs. Cook said, turning back to the dishes in the sink.


  “In the garden with Leila? Thank you, Mrs. Cook,” Jonathan said, quickly turning and leaving the room.


  The girls followed him to the back door where he stepped outside to look for Leila and the dog.


  “I’ll stay right here, Jonathan. It’s too cold to go outside,” Mandie told him as she stopped in the doorway.


  “It’s freezing,” Celia added, standing beside Mandie.


  The girls watched as Jonathan ran across the garden calling for the dog. “Here, boy, here. Where are you?”


  Finally they heard Leila answer. “Here he is, Master Jonathan.”


  Mandie could hear the dog’s happy yelps as he evidently saw Jonathan.


  When Jonathan came within sight, holding the dog’s leash with Leila following, Mandie heard the maid say, “Master Jonathan, there was a girl come into the garden wanting to take the dog. I tell her she cannot, and she tried to pull his leash, but the dog he did not like that and he barked at her. Then she ran away.”


  Jonathan stopped and looked at the young maid. “Thank you for telling me, Leila,” he said. “No one is to ever take this dog unless I tell you myself.”


  “Ja, Master Jonathan. I understand,” Leila replied as they reached the doorway.


  “I will take him to the kitchen to feed him. Thank you,” Jonathan told the girl, who went down the hallway.


  “Angelina must have seen Leila with the dog after we let her go from the greenery,” Jonathan remarked as they went back to the kitchen.


  “Luckily she wasn’t able to take him,” Mandie said.


  In the kitchen Mrs. Cook set a bowl of food down by the cookstove, and the dog greedily ate every bite as the three young people watched.


  “I’ll take him up to the front parlor with us, and then I’ll keep him in my room tonight, Mrs. Cook. Thank you,” Jonathan told the woman as they left the kitchen.


  “Be sure you do,” Mrs. Cook called after him.


  When they got back to the parlor, the dog stretched out on the hearth in the warmth of the fire and went to sleep while Mandie, Celia, and Jonathan discussed the happenings of the evening. Snowball hissed at the dog once and then settled down near him.


  “We haven’t seen Jens all evening,” Jonathan remarked.


  “Is he usually around this time of day?” Mandie asked.


  “Most of the time,” Jonathan said.


  “Maybe he went out somewhere,” Celia suggested.


  “Did he take your father and Celia’s mother to the restaurant in the motorcar?” Mandie asked.


  Jonathan glanced at her and said, “I would think my father would take the carriage tonight because of the possibility of snow. The motorcar is too open and too hard to handle in bad weather.”


  “Then it would be Hodson driving the carriage and not Jens?” Mandie asked.


  “I’m not sure. Most of the time it is, but I think I’ll go check,” Jonathan said as he stood up. “If you girls would watch the dog for me, I’ll be right back.”


  He was gone only a few minutes. And he looked puzzled as he entered the parlor.


  “Well?” Mandie asked.


  “Hodson did drive Father and Mrs. Hamilton in the carriage, but Mrs. Yodkin says immediately after they left, Jens came and told her he was going on an errand and would be back shortly. He has not returned yet,” Jonathan explained as he sat down.


  “Maybe it turned out to be a longer errand than he expected,” Celia said.


  “I’ve never known him to go out like that when Hodson was gone. It has always been the rule that one of them is here at all times,” Jonathan stated.


  “More mystery all the time,” Mandie said with a loud sigh. “I suppose we will just have to sit here and wait for him to come back, and then you can ask him where he’s been.”


  Jonathan grinned at her and said, “I’ll leave that up to my father, thank you.”


  “I understand,” Mandie said, giving him a big smile. “We can’t solve all the mysteries around this big house.”


  She had no idea how long Celia’s mother and Jonathan’s father would be out, but she imagined the three of them would be asleep long before that. This was New York, and things weren’t normal to her here.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  WHOSE DOG IS IT ANYHOW?


  Tired out by the day’s activities and the cold, Mandie decided to go to bed about eleven o’clock. And Celia, after walking what she called miles that day shopping, readily agreed that she, too, would like to retire.


  “Jonathan, are you going to check on Jens again?” Mandie asked as they rose from their seats near the fireplace in the parlor. She picked up her white cat.


  “Yes, one more time. You girls just wait here for a minute, and I’ll see whether he has returned or not,” Jonathan told them as he left the parlor.


  The white dog rose from the hearth, stretched, and yawned.


  “Now you just stay put,” Mandie told the animal. “Jonathan will be back in a minute.”


  The dog looked up at her as though he understood. Snowball stiffened in her arms and growled at him.


  Celia stooped down to pat the dog on the head. To her surprise the dog sat down and closed his eyes, evidently enjoying the attention. “It’s a shame that someone has lost such an intelligent dog.”


  But the minute Jonathan came back into the parlor, the dog jumped up and ran to him.


  “Jens is not back yet,” Jonathan said as he reached for the dog’s leash on a table nearby and hooked it on his collar. “I’m going to take the dog out into the garden for a minute, and then I am going to bed, too. I’ll let him sleep by my bed.”


  “Do you suppose Jens will come back home tonight?” Mandie asked.


  “If he wants his job, he had better. I imagine he is already in pretty deep trouble by even going out tonight,” Jonathan replied as he stood up and held the end of the dog’s leash.


  “Good night,” Mandie said. “We’ll see you bright and early in the morning.”


  “Good night,” Jonathan replied as they left the parlor.


  “Be sure you close your bedroom door so the dog can’t get out,” Celia reminded him as they went to their different rooms.


  Once in their room, the girls discussed the happenings of the day. After they had dressed for bed and crawled beneath the covers, they were both soon asleep.


  Sometime later Mandie was awakened by Snowball’s loud growling on her bed. She reached for him but he moved down the counterpane.


  “Snowball, what is wrong with you?” she asked sleepily, pulling the covers up around her shoulders.


  Snowball leaped off the bed and landed with a thud on the carpet as he continued to growl. Mandie sat up to see what he was doing. She fumbled with the switch on the electric lamp by the bed and blinked when the bright light came on. The cat was crouched by the bottom of the door to the hall and still growling.


  “What is it?” Celia asked in a whisper as she, too, sat up.


  “There is something or some person outside that door,” Mandie replied, swinging her legs over the side of the high bed and sliding to her feet.


  “Mandie, you are not going to open the door, are you?” Celia asked in fright. She huddled under the covers as she watched.


  “How are we going to know what’s out there if I don’t open the door?” Mandie whispered back. She slowly crept toward the door.


  Just as Mandie put her hand on the doorknob to open it, Snowball suddenly hushed and jumped back onto the bed and began washing his face. She slowly opened the door far enough to peep out. There was no one in sight. The light was burning in the lamp at the far end of the hallway and there was no noise.


  “Well, I don’t know what’s going on,” Mandie said to herself as she started to close the door. Then a glimpse of movement at the intersection of the corridor with the cross hall caught her eye. She frowned, trying to see better.


  “Mandie, please close that door,” Celia whispered from the bed.


  Suddenly Mandie made out the figure lurking in the shadows. She quickly reached behind the door to grab her robe from the chair where she had left it, and as she hastily put it on she called to Celia, “Come on. It’s that girl, Angelina.”


  Mandie raced out the door and down the hallway. Looking back she saw Celia following, putting on her robe as she ran. But by glancing back she lost sight of Angelina, and when she came to the intersection of the two corridors, she couldn’t decide which way to go.


  “She’s disappeared,” Mandie whispered to Celia who had caught up with her. “You go that way and I’ll go this way. Holler if you see her.” Mandie went to the right and motioned Celia to the left.


  Celia hesitated a moment and then went running down the other hallway. Mandie was careful to look behind the various pieces of furniture that were sitting along the wide corridor, but the only thing she found was Snowball who had somehow got ahead of her. She snatched him up and held him tightly in her arms.


  After turning more corners, Mandie and Celia eventually caught up with each other and stopped to catch their breath.


  “She got away,” Mandie said with a disappointed sigh.


  Suddenly the white dog came running toward them. Angelina was in hot pursuit. Evidently she didn’t see the two girls, who immediately ducked behind a settee sitting in an alcove in the hallway.


  “Let’s stop her,” Mandie whispered to Celia as she held on to Snowball. “When she gets even with that door over there, we’ll grab her.”


  Celia didn’t have time to agree because the girl came near them and was so intent on capturing the dog she didn’t see Mandie. Letting go of Snowball, Mandie leaped out and grabbed the girl’s skirt.


  “Stop that!” Angelina cried out loudly as Mandie pulled her to the floor and Celia helped hold her there.


  “What are you doing in this house again?” Mandie demanded, holding tightly to the girl’s arm.


  The white dog had stopped and came toward them, loudly barking.


  “My dog!” the girl insisted as she tried to break loose from Mandie’s hands.


  “What’s going on?” Jonathan called to them as he came running down the hallway. Seeing Angelina, he didn’t wait for an answer but added, “Well now, I suppose I will have to call the police just like I told you I would if you came back into this house again.” He stooped to look at her as Mandie and Celia held her on the floor.


  “Jonathan, how did the dog get out of your room?” Mandie asked.


  “I don’t know,” he answered in puzzlement, looking at the white dog that was happily licking his lips and watching the commotion. “I do know I closed the door because Celia reminded me to do that.”


  “My dog!” Angelina insisted as she tried to get up.


  “Did you open my door and let the dog out?” Jonathan asked.


  “That’s my dog, not yours!” the girl told him angrily.


  “So we know how the dog got out of my room,” Jonathan said, looking at Mandie and Celia.


  Suddenly there was a voice down the hallway. “Angelina, where are you?” As the person got closer and turned the corner toward them, the three young people saw Jens hurrying in their direction. At the same time he saw them and rushed forward to say, “Master Jonathan, I see you have caught up with Angelina. I tried to put her out of the house but lost her in the hallways.”


  Jonathan stood up and looked at the butler. He was dressed in his usual uniform. “And how did you know Angelina was in the house?” Jonathan asked.


  “Why, I saw her fleeing down the hallway,” Jens replied. “Do you wish me to remove her now?”


  “Of course, Jens. You know she should not be in this house,” Jonathan told the man. “I want you to see that she is put outside and all the windows and doors are locked so she cannot get back in. And if you do see her again, I want you to call the police. Is this understood?”


  “Yes, Master Jonathan,” Jens replied, bending down to grasp one of Angelina’s hands and pull her to her feet.


  Mandie and Celia released the girl and stood up.


  Jonathan leaned over to look closer at the pocket of Angelina’s coat, and he suddenly snatched a handkerchief hanging half out. Angelina tried to grab it, but Jonathan moved out of reach. As he unfolded the lace-trimmed square of white material, a small metal tag fell into his hands.


  “Is this what you stole from this house?” Jonathan asked, holding up the handkerchief and flipping over the metal tag to read the inscription.


  “I did not steal it. Jens said I could have it,” Angelina insisted.


  Jonathan looked at Jens and asked, “Is this what you were talking about when you said this girl and that man stole something?”


  “I believe so, Master Jonathan. Now I shall get rid of this urchin,” Jens said and began walking down the corridor, practically dragging the girl with him.


  Jonathan didn’t say anything else but stood there smoothing out the handkerchief.


  Mandie moved closer and looked at it. “Why, that’s my handkerchief!” she exclaimed. “See my name on it? Amanda. She must have taken that from my room. Only, I am not sure I brought any of those handkerchiefs with me.”


  Jonathan looked at her and grinned as he said, “You certainly didn’t bring this one with you. Don’t you remember where this came from?”


  Celia quickly said, “From the ship, Mandie.”


  Mandie became flustered and said, “From the ship. When I waved good-bye to you and your father from the ship we sailed on from England last summer, I accidentally dropped my handkerchief.”


  “And I caught it,” Jonathan added with a slight blush.


  “You mean you kept it all this time?” Mandie stammered as she couldn’t think of anything else to say.


  “Of course. I wouldn’t throw away such a dainty thing as this,” he said, still grinning.


  “I think I’d better go back to bed,” Celia said, turning to walk back down the hallway.


  “I’m coming,” Mandie said, quickly snatching up Snowball.


  “Wait. This tag may belong to the dog,” Jonathan said, stopping the girls. He held it out. “See what it says. On one side, ‘My name is Whitey,’ and on the other side is the name Titus with an address.”


  Mandie took it, and Celia turned back to join her in reading it.


  Mandie looked at Jonathan and said, “Angelina probably removed this tag from the dog’s collar. What are you going to do about it?”


  Jonathan shifted his feet and didn’t look at her as he replied, “I suppose I’ll have to go to that address and ask if they have a dog missing.”


  “Oh, Jonathan, and you wanted to keep the dog so badly,” Celia said.


  “I do, but the right thing to do would be to return him to his owner if I can find whoever that is,” Jonathan said as Mandie handed the tag back to him. “I’ll speak to my father about it in the morning.”


  “We’d better all get some sleep. It must be almost morning now,” Celia reminded them.


  “If you look up that address on the tag, I’d like to go with you, Jonathan,” Mandie told him.


  Jonathan grinned and said, “We might have to walk some more elevated railroad tracks.”


  “Oh, good night, Jonathan,” Mandie said, laughing as she and Celia walked toward their room and Jonathan and the dog went in the opposite direction.


  Mandie and Celia went straight to bed, but when Mandie opened her sleepy eyes in the morning, she felt like the night had been awfully short. She lay there a few minutes thinking about the events that had taken place in the wee hours.


  “Good morning, Mandie,” Celia called to her from her bed.


  “Good morning, Celia,” Mandie replied, propping up on the pillows. “I wonder if your mother had already come back and gone to bed when all that happened last night.”


  “No, Mandie, she had not. I looked in her room when I went in the bathroom after we came back to our room,” Celia replied. “And I looked at the clock. It was only five minutes to midnight, so we had not been asleep very long.”


  Mandie jumped out of bed and went to sit on the carpet in front of the fireplace. Someone had made a fire even though the room was warm with heat from the furnace. Snowball followed her and curled up in the warmth.


  “Don’t you think we ought to get dressed and see if Jonathan is up?” Celia asked as she slid off her bed. “We don’t want to be late for breakfast.”


  “Right,” Mandie agreed, going to the wardrobe to take down a dress. “And I want to go with Jonathan to that address on the dog’s tag.”


  “My mother will have to give us permission, so I hope she comes to breakfast on time,” Celia remarked as the two began getting dressed.


  And when they got to the parlor downstairs, the girls were surprised to see that Mr. Guyer, Mrs. Hamilton, and Jonathan were all there and waiting for them.


  “Father says I may go check out this address provided Hodson takes me in the carriage, and Mrs. Hamilton has agreed for you girls to go along if you wish,” Jonathan told them as they came into the room.


  “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Hamilton,” Mandie said.


  “I appreciate your letting me go, Mother,” Celia told her.


  Mr. Guyer looked at the girls and said, “You will have to hurry through breakfast, get over there, and hurry back. Just in case you all have forgotten, today is Thanksgiving, and Miss Amanda, your doctor friend and his nephew are coming to eat with us.”


  “Oh, that’s right,” Mandie said. “Jonathan, is that address close enough for us to get over there and back before Dr. Plumbley and Moses arrive? Remember, he said they would be here about ten o’clock.”


  “Oh, sure, with Hodson driving us it won’t take very long,” Jonathan told her. “Now that we’re all here, let’s eat.”


  As soon as they finished breakfast, the three young people climbed into the carriage that Hodson had waiting and drove to the address on the dog tag.


  Mandie looked out the window as the vehicle came into a clean middle-class neighborhood of brownstone houses and stopped in front of one with lace curtains in the windows.


  “Here it is,” Jonathan told the girls as Hodson opened the carriage door and the three stepped down from the carriage.


  “I hope the people are home,” Mandie said as she and Celia followed Jonathan up the front steps.


  Jonathan looked at the house number on the single front door and said, “Must be just one family living here.” He rang the bell in the door.


  Almost immediately the door opened. A middle-aged man stood there looking at them. He was tall and slim, his dark hair was slightly gray, and he smiled at them. “May I help you?” he asked.


  “Sir, I am Jonathan Guyer, and I live just a few blocks over that way,” Jonathan said, waving his hand back in the direction from which they had come. “I wanted to inquire ... ah ... do you have—have you lost a—ah, dog lately, sir?”


  The man frowned slightly and said, “Yes, as a matter of fact, I have. But that’s nothing unusual. You see, I live alone and I work long hours. The dog gets lonely and manages to break out of his pen in the backyard and run away. He comes back after a while. Why do you ask?”


  “Are you Mister Titus?” Jonathan asked.


  “That’s my name, Jonathan Titus. You see, we have the same first name,” the man said with a smile.


  “Yes, sir,” Jonathan agreed. “Would you please tell me what your dog looks like?”


  “He’s white, a mixed breed, but very intelligent, I must say, and he’s about two years old, I believe,” Mr. Titus told him. “And, oh, he wears a tag on his collar with his name on it. I call him Whitey. Have you seen him?”


  Jonathan opened his fist and held out the tag on the palm of his hand. “Is this his tag, sir?”


  The man took the tag and turned it over, looking alarmed. “Where did you get this? Did something happen to Whitey?”


  “Oh no, sir, that is, nothing bad. You see, he turned up in our garden a few days ago, and we just found the tag last night. But if he’s your dog, we’ll bring him home,” Jonathan said with a sad look on his face.


  “Oh, Jonathan, you won’t be able to keep him after all,” Mandie said.


  “We’ll help you find another dog, Jonathan, one that you can buy and keep,” Celia added.


  The man looked at the three young people and then asked, “Did you want to keep him, Jonathan?”


  Jonathan smiled and said, “He and I have become pretty good friends, and I’ve never had a dog before.”


  “Would your family allow you to keep a dog?” Mr. Titus asked.


  “Oh, sure, my father has already said I could keep the dog, that is, until we found this tag and knew he must belong to you,” Jonathan replied.


  “Come in and sit down a few minutes. Let’s talk this thing over,” Mr. Titus told Jonathan, stepping back and pushing the door wide open.


  Mandie looked around as they went through a large foyer and entered a parlor. The man might live alone, but he certainly did have a nice, neat house.


  After sitting and talking for a few minutes, Mr. Titus said, “You know, I’ve been thinking I should find a home for Whitey. I am gone such long hours, and he is alone back there in his pen. I’ve thought that if I could find the right place, he would be much better off. He has been lonely ever since my wife died last year. Now, I tell you what. Why don’t you go home and talk this over with your father, then ask him to ring me on the telephone and we’ll see what we can do about Whitey?”


  Jonathan stood up instantly and exclaimed, “Oh, thank you, Mr. Titus!” But then he frowned and added, “But I couldn’t take your dog. You would miss him, too.”


  “No, no, that’s no problem. As I said, I see very little of him. Now go on home and ask your father to talk to me,” Mr. Titus said, rising from his chair and going to a small desk nearby. “Here, I’ll write down the number for him to call.” He handed Jonathan a slip of paper. “You must hurry now, because I may have to go to work. Since today is Thanksgiving, a day for families to get together, I volunteered to fill in if they need me, although this is my day off.”


  “What kind of work do you do, Mr. Titus?” Mandie asked as they all walked toward the front door.


  “I’m a policeman, miss, and most of the men are married with families. I don’t mind rescheduling my time so they can be with their families today,” Mr. Titus said. “Now make haste, Jonathan.”


  Mr. Titus waved to them as they entered the carriage and Hodson drove off.


  Jonathan was so full of joy he could hardly sit still the short distance back to his house. “This is wonderful, actually owning Whitey,” he said.


  “I’m glad for you, Jonathan,” Mandie said. “But remember, a pet takes a lot of time and trouble. I know. Snowball keeps me busy.”


  “But it’s worth it all,” Jonathan said. “Whitey and I have already become pretty good friends. Oh, I can’t believe it.”


  When they arrived back at Jonathan’s house, the three young people rushed to the parlor where they found Mr. Guyer and Mrs. Hamilton. Jonathan gave his father the slip of paper with Mr. Titus’s phone number on it, and his father immediately went to the telephone to call the man. It was all settled in a matter of minutes.


  Mandie removed her hat and coat and said, “I’d better get upstairs and hang these up before Dr. Plumbley and Moses arrive.” She started toward the hallway.


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Hamilton called to her. “Wait just a minute. You don’t have to rush because Dr. Plumbley rang up on the telephone a few minutes ago to say he and his nephew won’t be able to come. It seems there has been an accident. Several people have been injured in an old building that just collapsed.”


  “Oh no!” Mandie replied.


  “Where is the building, Mrs. Hamilton?” Jonathan asked, glancing at Mandie.


  Mrs. Hamilton looked at Mr. Guyer.


  “I believe it’s one of those tenements over on the East Side,” Mr. Guyer explained.


  “Do you know the street?” Jonathan asked as the girls listened.


  “No, but Jens seemed to know. Why? Do you know someone over there?” his father asked.


  “Later, Father,” Jonathan said and quickly left the room.


  “Well, I’ll go hang up my coat and hat in my room,” Mandie said as she started for the door.


  “I will, too,” Celia added as she followed.


  Mandie silently prayed it was not the tenement house where she and Jonathan had been rescued from the roof. So many poor people were living there that a collapsed building could lead to a disaster.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  UNEXPECTED VISITORS


  Instead of taking their coats and hats to their room, Mandie and Celia threw them over their arms and rushed after Jonathan. He looked back at them and grinned. “I knew you’d follow me,” he said. “I have to find Jens. Come on.” He was still carrying his coat and hat.


  As they came into the hallway to the kitchen, they spotted Jens hastily putting on his coat and hat and starting out the back door.


  “Wait!” Jonathan called after him but he kept going. They followed Jens as he rushed toward the carriage that was still standing under the portico. They managed to jump inside the vehicle with Jens as Hodson came running to drive the carriage. Mrs. Yodkin was watching from the side door as they sped away.


  “Where are you going, Jens?” Jonathan asked as the carriage swayed from the speed.


  “To help with the collapsed building,” Jens replied, sitting sideways and staring out the window.


  The three young people looked at the butler but didn’t say anything else. They were soon in the neighborhood where Jonathan and Mandie had been on the roof of the old building. And as Hodson pulled the carriage to a stop, they anxiously looked ahead.


  “Jonathan, it is the tenement house we were in!” Mandie said with a loud gasp. “Oh, what can we do?”


  Jens pushed open the door and jumped down to the street. “I will not be responsible for you if you leave the carriage,” he told the three young people and then rushed down the street.


  Jonathan immediately stepped down from the vehicle, and the girls followed. They watched to see where Jens was going, but he disappeared into the crowd.


  The tenement building was standing lopsided with half its roof gone.


  “Jonathan, we must go see if we can find Angelina. She lives there, you know,” Mandie told him as she put her hand on his arm.


  “You’re right,” Jonathan agreed. “Maybe we can work our way around the crowd.” He led the way on the outskirts of the mob of people, gradually pushed through some of the groups of bystanders, and came out on the street near the house where a fire truck was parked along with several police vehicles.


  A policeman stopped them. “You cannot go any nearer,” he told them as he held out his hands.


  “Please, sir, we know a little girl who lives here, and we are trying to find her,” Jonathan said.


  “There is no one left in the house, and all the injured have been taken to the hospital. You will not find her here. You must move back now. If the rest of the house doesn’t fall by itself, we will tear it down immediately,” the policeman explained. He waved them away.


  As they stepped back, Jonathan said, “We’ve lost Jens. I don’t know what to do about the carriage. If we take it and go home, he won’t have a way back.”


  “It’s not very far,” Mandie said. “Why don’t we just ask Hodson to drop us off real fast, and then he can come back here to watch for Jens.”


  “Yes, there’s nothing we can do here,” Celia said.


  “I suppose we’ll just have to go home and wait for news. Jens can tell us all about it when he comes back,” Jonathan agreed reluctantly.


  Hodson drove them home and then rushed back to look for Jens. The three young people went inside the Guyer house, quickly deposited their coats and hats on the hall tree, and went to the parlor.


  “Has there been any word about the people in the building that collapsed, Father?” Jonathan asked as he and the girls sat down.


  “Nothing,” Mr. Guyer replied. “I sent Jens to check things out, but he hasn’t returned yet.”


  The three young people looked at each other.


  “Father, did you know that as soon as you and Mrs. Hamilton left last night, Jens went out?” Jonathan asked. “And he wasn’t back when we went to bed about eleven o’clock.”


  Mr. Guyer looked at his son and replied, “Why, no, I didn’t know that. Did he say where he was going?”


  “Evidently no one knew where he went,” Jonathan said. “I asked Mrs. Yodkin about it, and she said he just put on his coat and hat and left.”


  “I’ll have to talk to him about that,” Mr. Guyer said. He glanced at Mrs. Hamilton and added, “We have a strict rule around here now that Jonathan is staying home and going to a local school. Hodson and Jens cannot go out at the same time. One must be here at all times. And you know Hodson was driving us and of course didn’t return until we did.”


  “That’s a good rule to have,” Mrs. Hamilton agreed. “But maybe he had an emergency of some kind. Surely he wouldn’t just disregard your orders.”


  “He never has that I know of,” Mr. Guyer said. “There might have been something important that came up, but he has not mentioned it to me today.”


  “It might have had something to do with the visitor I told you about,” Jonathan suggested.


  “We’ll see,” his father promised.


  The white dog rose from the hearth and came over to look up at Jonathan and whine.


  “I think I’d better take Whitey outside for a few minutes,” Jonathan said, reaching for the leash on the table.


  “And I need to get Snowball and take him out. He’s been in our room all morning,” Mandie said.


  “I’ll go with y’all,” Celia added.


  After Mandie brought Snowball downstairs, the three of them made their way through the house and into the glass room on their way outside. Luckily they were silent, because as they walked through the plants, Mandie spotted Mario standing just outside the door on the patio.


  “Wait,” she whispered. “Look! Mario is out there.”


  The others paused and looked.


  “Let’s sneak up on him,” Jonathan said. “I’ll go through the kitchen with Whitey and come out the back door over there. You girls go out this door, but give me time to get there.”


  Mandie and Celia waited for a minute, then made their move. Mario didn’t have a chance to escape with Jonathan coming from one direction and Mandie and Celia splitting off on either side of him. He just stood there in surprise as they closed in on him.


  “Now we want to talk to you,” Jonathan said.


  “And I have come to talk to you,” Mario said, frowning at him. “Where is Angelina?”


  “What do you mean, ‘Where is Angelina?’ How do we know? You are her uncle, and you’re supposed to be taking care of her, but you let her run wild and get into all kinds of things,” Jonathan told the man. “We want to ask you. Where is Angelina?”


  Mario looked at him in disbelief as he glanced at the two girls. “You do not know where Angelina is?” he asked.


  “We want to ask you something else, too,” Jonathan said as he held to the leash on the white dog. “Why did you tie up Jens in the kitchen, and why did you run away from us?”


  Mario shrugged his broad shoulders as he replied, “Jens did not give us enough money, so we tie him up and take his money from his pocket. I do not know why you chase me, so I run.”


  The three young people looked at each other. Mandie asked, “Why should Jens give you money? What was it for?”


  Mario thought for a long moment and then replied, “Because Jens owes me money, that’s why.”


  “For what?” Jonathan asked.


  Mario shrugged his shoulders again and didn’t answer.


  “I saw him give you that envelope in the glass room,” Mandie said. “Was there money in it?”


  “Yes, but not enough,” Mario insisted. “Must have more money.”


  “Money for what?” Jonathan asked again.


  “Not your business,” Mario finally replied.


  “Does he owe you money for something you have done for him?” Celia asked.


  Mario looked at her and smiled. “Yes, I do big thing for him,” he said.


  “What big thing?” Jonathan asked.


  “If I tell you, Jens will not give me more money. He tell me that,” Mario said with a big frown. “Now where is Angelina?”


  “She is your niece. You’re supposed to keep up with her,” Mandie said. “She’s too young to be running around New York by herself. And I think you’d better find her before something happens to her.”


  Mario frowned again as he said sadly, “I am afraid something bad has already happened.”


  “We went over to the tenement house where y’all live, and most of it is caved in. They said they are going to tear the rest of it down,” Mandie told the man.


  Mario looked at her and said, “Yes, I know, and I cannot find Angelina. Please tell me if you know where she has gone.”


  “But we don’t know anything about her,” Jonathan said. “My father sent Jens over there to help—”


  Mario quickly interrupted, “Jens over there to help? Then I must find Jens.” He turned to go.


  “Wait!” Jonathan demanded, stepping closer to the man. “We want the answers to some questions. For one thing, where are Angelina’s parents?”


  Mario stopped and said, “Her mother was my sister and she died in Spain. I bring Angelina to United States with me.”


  “What about her father?” Mandie asked. “Where is he?”


  Mario shrugged and said, “I cannot tell you that.”


  “Cannot tell me, or do not know?” Mandie asked.


  The man looked puzzled with the question and merely shrugged again.


  “Angelina has the same last name as Jens,” Jonathan said, “and she said you and Jens were friends in Spain. My father hired Jens from an earl in England, and Jens has always said he is English. Are you related?”


  Mario thought for a moment, then looked at Jonathan and said, “I am not to tell or Jens will stop giving me money.”


  “Tell what? Come on, Mario,” Jonathan insisted. “If you don’t want to tell me, I’ll have my father talk to you, and he has a way of getting answers to his questions. He is a secret government agent, you know.”


  Mario’s mouth flew open in shock. “Secret government agent?”


  “Yes, he is,” Mandie confirmed.


  At that moment Mr. Guyer called to them from the door of the greenery. “What’s taking so long?” He came out and walked up to them, squinting as he looked at Mario. “Who is this?”


  Mario was practically shaking with fright. He wouldn’t look directly at Mr. Guyer.


  “This man’s name is Mario, Father,” Jonathan began. “He has some connection with Jens, and we’re trying to find out what it is.”


  Mr. Guyer looked at Jonathan and asked, “Connection with Jens? Is he a relative?”


  “No, Father, this is the man we told you about before,” Jonathan explained. “He says if he tells us whether he’s related to Jens or not that Jens will stop giving him money. But we don’t know what Jens gives him money for.”


  “Well, now, Mario, you might as well tell us the truth because you can be sure I will interrogate Jens as soon as he returns,” Mr. Guyer told him.


  Mario frowned and finally looked straight at Mr. Guyer. “Then I will tell you,” he began. “Jens was married to my sister. My sister dies. I bring Angelina to United States, and Jens pay me money to keep her.”


  “Jens was married to your sister?” Mr. Guyer questioned. “Jens told me he did not have a family when I hired him in England to come here and work.”


  “Jens and my sister have baby, Angelina. My sister dies soon, and Jens moves back to England and leaves Angelina with me and my family in Spain,” the man explained.


  “And now he pays you to keep her? Why doesn’t he keep her?” Mr. Guyer asked. “He has never told me a thing about this.”


  Mandie was listening to every word. She looked at her friends and they both nodded at her. The three of them had been suspicious of the fact that Angelina’s name was Phipps, the same as Jens’s.


  “He say to me you would not have him work if he had a family,” Mario said. “He say do not ever tell.”


  “That is a ridiculous idea,” Mr. Guyer said.


  “I have to go now and find Angelina. She was in the tenement that fell in,” Mario said.


  “Yes, you go and find her. And I want you also to find Jens and bring both of them to me immediately,” Mr. Guyer told the man. “Now hurry.”


  Mario looked at him in surprise and then smiled. “Sí, señor, I will be back.” He hurried across the garden.


  Mr. Guyer turned to the young people and said, “Let’s go back inside now. We will be eating soon.”


  But soon afterward they were all sitting in the parlor when Jens appeared in the doorway and asked, “You wished to see me, sir?”


  “Yes, Jens,” Mr. Guyer replied as he rose from his chair and came to stand in the doorway with the man. He glanced out into the hallway and called, “Come in here, Mario. This concerns you, too.”


  The three young people and Mrs. Hamilton watched as Mario came to Jens’s side and silently waited.


  “I don’t know whether Mario told you or not, but I now know the whole story about your having been married to Mario’s sister and Angelina being your daughter,” Mr. Guyer began. “For heavens’ sakes, man, why do you not claim your own daughter? Your own flesh and blood?”


  Jens shuffled his feet and finally spoke. “I have no way to take care of her, sir. Therefore I have been paying Mario to do that.”


  “No way to take care of her? I pay you a mighty good salary, Jens,” Mr. Guyer told him firmly.


  “But, sir, I have no place for her to live,” Jens continued objecting.


  “No place to live? That is another foolish idea,” Mr. Guyer said. “You know as well as I do that I own the building next door and that there is plenty of room in there for anyone who works for me to live.”


  Jens dropped his eyes and didn’t say anything.


  “Now, Jens, I will tell you here and now, once and for all,” Mr. Guyer began. “If you do not set up a home for that daughter to live with you in that building, I will have to discharge you. I have no use whatsoever for any man who doesn’t take care of his family.”


  “Yes, sir, I understand,” Jens said. Then, after a short pause, he said, “Thank you, sir. I will move over there today and bring her with me. You see, the tenement house that collapsed is the one where she lived with Mario.”


  “I’m terribly sorry about that,” Mr. Guyer said. “Then Mario has no home, either. You will fix up the ground floor apartment for you and your daughter and then prepare a room on the second floor for Mario. I believe there’s that much space vacant over there right now.”


  Mr. Guyer turned to Mario and said, “Mario, what kind of work do you do?”


  Mario seemed shy. “I do not have job,” he said. “I teach the school in Spain.”


  “Oh, so you’re a schoolteacher,” Mr. Guyer said with interest. “Then we’ll see about setting up a room or two for you to tutor students in Spanish. You ought to be able to make a good living with that.”


  The three young people had moved closer and closer as the conversation had gone on, and now they were standing next to the three men. Mario surprised them all as he suddenly hugged each one of them, saying, “Thank you, thank you!”


  “I’m so glad for you, Mario,” Mandie said.


  “And for Angelina,” Celia added.


  “But where is Angelina?” Jonathan asked.


  “We have not been able to find her, Master Jonathan,” Jens volunteered.


  “Was she actually in the house when it collapsed?” Mr. Guyer asked.


  “We don’t think so, sir,” Jens said. “The police had thoroughly searched the place and had taken all the injured to the hospital. I went to the hospital, but I couldn’t find her there, either.”


  “Then you and Mario must keep looking for her,” Mr. Guyer said. “You may take the carriage if you like.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Jens said. “We shall return as quickly as possible.”


  “Gracias, señor,” Mario said, almost bowing with his thanks.


  The men left, and Mr. Guyer went back to sit by the fireplace with Mrs. Hamilton.


  “That was a very kind thing you did there, Lindall,” Mrs. Hamilton commented.


  “In a way,” he said with a grin. “I don’t want to lose Jens.”


  The three young people sat down on the settee and discussed the events of the day.


  “I hope Jens can control Angelina. She seems so wild,” Jonathan remarked.


  “I hope they can find her,” Mandie said.


  “Angelina will be awfully thrilled about living next door to the white dog, won’t she?” Celia said.


  “She certainly will. There’s a gate in the other wall of the garden that opens into the garden to the building where she’ll be living,” Jonathan told the girls. “I’ll just have to make her understand that he is not to be taken out on the street.”


  “I’m glad she’s going to have a home,” Mandie said.


  Mr. Guyer spoke across the room to them. “Young ladies, everything is off schedule because of the accident, but Mrs. Yodkin will be announcing dinner any minute now,” he told them and then added, “I do hope you don’t regret staying with us instead of at the hotel.”


  “I appreciate your asking us,” Celia said.


  “Mr. Guyer, I’ve enjoyed visiting here in your home,” Mandie said. “You and Jonathan have just got to come visit us.”


  “At your house or at your grandmother’s in Asheville where you go to school?” Mr. Guyer asked.


  “Oh, at my house, of course, when I’m home from school,” Mandie said. “However, if you’re ever in Asheville when I’m there, you’ll just have to come and visit at my grandmother’s house.”


  Mr. Guyer looked hard at her and smiled faintly as he said, “Your grandmother would have to ask me first. However, perhaps we might come during Christmas week to your mother’s house. We’ll see.”


  Mandie thought of how her grandmother had tried to prevent her from coming to visit the Guyers. She couldn’t think of a polite way to ask the question, but she wanted to know what was wrong between her grandmother and Mr. Guyer. She glanced at Jonathan and realized he was grinning. And even Celia was smiling.


  “I’ll ask my grandmother to ask you and Jonathan,” Mandie said, which was the only thing she could think of to say.


  At that moment Mrs. Yodkin appeared at the door to the hallway. She looked directly at Mandie and said, “Begging pardon, miss, but there’s someone at the front door asking for you.”


  Mandie jumped up and said, “It’s probably Dr. Plumbley after all.”


  “No, miss, this man is an Indian if I ever saw one,” Mrs. Yodkin said with a frown. “There are two white people with him.”


  Mandie didn’t wait to hear more. “Uncle Ned!” she cried, excitedly rushing for the door.


  And she got another surprise when she looked out the front door. There beside Uncle Ned stood Dr. Woodard and his son, Joe, from back home in North Carolina.


  “Oh, I’m so glad to see y’all!” she cried, reaching for Uncle Ned’s hand. “Come on in. Everybody is in the parlor.”


  “Wait, Miss Amanda,” Dr. Woodard told her. He turned back to the porch and motioned toward a girl who was sitting on the steps. “Does this girl live here? She was a little scratched up in the building accident and said she didn’t have a place to stay but that y’all would let her come here.”


  “Oh, Angelina!” Mandie exclaimed as she went out onto the porch to the girl. Jonathan and Celia had followed Mandie to the door, and now they all stared at the girl. She had a small bandage around one hand, and when she looked up at them, Mandie could see that she had been crying.


  “Come, Angelina,” Jonathan said, quickly reaching down to take her other hand. “You are going to be living in the house next door with your father. My father said so.”


  “My father?” the girl asked as she stood up.


  “Yes, Jens is your father, didn’t you know that?” Jonathan asked her.


  Angelina’s eyes grew round as she said, “Nobody told me.”


  “We’re telling you now. Come on inside,” Jonathan insisted, leading her into the hallway.


  As everyone appeared in the doorway to the parlor, Mr. Guyer came to greet them and introduce himself. Mrs. Hamilton had met them before, and she stood by smiling as they all got acquainted.


  After everyone was seated, Mandie felt a sudden silence among the young people. Joe was staring at Jonathan, and Jonathan was surreptitiously looking at him. The two had never met before, but they had heard plenty about each other.


  Jonathan looked directly at Joe, cleared his throat, and said, “So you are Joe?”


  “So you are Jonathan. Mandie has told me a lot about you,” Joe said.


  “She has told me a lot about you, too,” Jonathan replied.


  Mandie, trying to make them feel at ease with each other, hurriedly asked, “Joe, how did you happen to be in New York, and with Uncle Ned?”


  “We came to visit a college I had thought about attending next year,” Joe explained. “And somehow Uncle Ned found out where we were staying and just came walking in today.”


  Uncle Ned added from across the room, “Grandmother of Papoose tell me to go see Papoose all right while I visit friend in New York.”


  “And we happened to be downtown when that building collapsed,” Dr. Woodard explained. “In fact, we were looking for the office of Dr. Plumbley so we could say hello. But just as we got to his door, he was called to the scene and I went along to see what I could do.”


  “Any serious injuries?” Mr. Guyer asked.


  “Well, a few cuts and scratches but no broken bones,” Dr. Woodard said. “Most of the tenants were able to get out without injury, but the police are tearing down what was left standing of the old building.”


  At that moment Jens appeared at the door to the hallway and said, “Begging pardon, Mr. Guyer, but I could not find—” Then he saw Angelina sitting on the rug by the hearth and playing with the white dog.


  Mr. Guyer looked at him and said, “She’s right here, Jens. Our friend Dr. Woodard brought her here.”


  Angelina stood up and stared at Jens, and he stared back at her. Then she suddenly ran across the room to him, pulled on his hand, and said, “You are my father. I want to go home with you.”


  Jens stood there speechless until Mr. Guyer said, “Jens, take Angelina to Mrs. Yodkin and ask her to get one of the maids to bathe her. She needs fresh clothes.”


  “Yes, sir, but I do not have any clothes for her,” Jens said.


  Mandie jumped up and said, “I’ll see what I have in my things that she might be able to wear until you buy her something. I know I have a skirt that can be rolled up at the waistband to fit her.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Celia said, rising to follow.


  “Just don’t be too long, girls,” Mrs. Hamilton said. “We will be eating soon.”


  Jens took Angelina down the hallway as Mandie and Celia hurried to their room. Once inside, Mandie closed the door and leaned against it.


  “I really feel strange about Joe and Jonathan finally meeting. They seem so hostile to each other,” she said, taking a deep breath.


  “Just think what it’s going to be like when Jonathan comes to stay at your house for Christmas week. Joe will be there, too, most likely,” Celia reminded her.


  “I know,” Mandie said as she closed her eyes and frowned. “This is going to be an interesting Christmas this year.”


  She wondered whether or not she should have asked Mr. Guyer and Jonathan. But it was too late now. It had been done. And they were most likely coming. And she knew the Woodards always came to her house during Christmas.


  “Oh well,” she said to herself, “I’ll think about it when I get home.”
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  CHAPTER ONE


  HOME!


  “Here comes Ben,” Mandie told Celia Hamilton as they stood in the window of the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls in Asheville, North Carolina. She reached back to the chair behind her, picked up her winter coat, and hurriedly put it on.


  “Are you going to tell your grandmother?” Celia asked as Mandie placed her blue tam on her blond head and pulled on her matching gloves.


  Mandie sighed loudly as she looked at her friend. “I suppose I’ll have to sooner or later, but I dread doing it,” she replied.


  “Yes, you do have to, Mandie, and the sooner you tell her the better,” Celia said. “Oh, how I wish I could go home with you for Christmas. I’d sure like to know what the repercussions are. You’re going to have some interesting holidays.”


  “Maybe you could ask your mother just one more time. Maybe she would finally agree to come to our house. You never know,” Mandie replied as she picked up her small purse from the chair.


  “Mother might agree for her and me to come, but Aunt Rebecca won’t,” Celia said. “She says she has so many things to do for the holidays, and Mother won’t go off and leave her because she does live with us, you know.”


  “I have to go now. I hear Ben in the hallway, and I need to show him my baggage,” Mandie said as she reached to squeeze her friend’s hand. “I hope you have a wonderful Christmas, Celia. I’ll see you when we come back to school the day after New Year’s. I hope your Aunt Rebecca’s train gets in on time so you can get on home.”


  Celia squeezed Mandie’s hand and said, “You mean so we can catch the next train going back. You see how nice Aunt Rebecca is to me. She comes all the way here from Richmond just to travel back home with me so my mother won’t have to make the trip.”


  “I know. I wish I had an aunt like that, but I don’t have an aunt at all,” Mandie said. She released Celia’s hand to go out into the hallway to look for her grandmother’s driver, Ben. Glancing back at her friend, she said, “Good-bye, and Merry Christmas and Happy New Year. I’ll see you in 1902.”


  “Same to you, Mandie,” Celia called after her. “Don’t forget to tell your grandmother. Also, you should prepare Joe for the forthcoming event.”


  Mandie sighed and looked around the hallway where the other schoolgirls were standing about, waiting to be picked up for their journeys home for the holidays. She spotted Aunt Phoebe, the school’s housekeeper, pointing to Mandie’s trunk as Ben went toward it.


  “Here I am, Ben,” Mandie called to the man, who smiled at her as he bent over to pick up the trunk. Hurrying over to the old woman, Mandie quickly hugged her and said, “Merry Christmas, Aunt Phoebe. I’ve already seen everyone else, and I was afraid I was going to miss you.”


  “Merry Christmas to you,” Aunt Phoebe replied as she returned the hug. “You hurry back, now. Gonna be awfully quiet round here wid all you girls gone.”


  “Then you’ll be able to get some rest. Bye now,” Mandie told her, smiling and hurrying after Ben, who was going out the front door.


  She followed Ben to her grandmother’s carriage that was parked in the long driveway. As she got in, Ben put the trunk on the back and called to her, “Miz Taft, she say hurry now so y’all don’t miss dat train.” He jumped up on the seat.


  Mandie knew Ben liked to drive fast when her grandmother wasn’t around. He raced the carriage through the cobblestone streets of Asheville and pulled up at her grandmother’s huge mansion before she could sort out her thoughts. She knew she would have to tell her grandmother about what she had done, and Celia was right, the sooner the better. She quickly stepped down from the vehicle and hurried to the house.


  Ella, the maid, opened the heavy carved wooden door with stained-glass panels as Mandie stepped up onto the front porch. “Miz Taft, she say hurry,” she told Mandie. “Gotta eat a bite ’fo you goes to de depot.”


  “Thank you, Ella,” Mandie said. She removed her coat and hat and hung them on the hall tree. “Where is Grandmother?” She looked around the hallway. “And where is Snowball?”


  “Yo’ grandma, she be in de dinin’ room waitin’ fo’ you, and dat white cat, he be eatin’ in de kitchen,” Ella explained. “Now, git on wid you. Hurry.”


  Mandie smiled at the girl and hurried to the dining room. Mrs. Taft was putting food on her plate from the sideboard. “Get a plate, Amanda,” she said as she glanced at Mandie. “And please hurry.”


  Mandie quickly picked up a plate, spooned bites of food on it, and followed her grandmother to the table where they sat down.


  “Is the train going to be early, Grandmother? Is that why we have to rush so? It’s not supposed to be here for another two hours,” Mandie said, dipping into the food with her fork.


  “No, dear, it’s supposed to be on the regular schedule,” Mrs. Taft explained as she hurriedly ate. “It’s just that I have to pick up some packages down at Wharton’s Store, and Ben will have to open my trunk and put them inside before we can get on the train.”


  Mandie looked at her grandmother and said, “Packages? Hmm! Like Christmas presents?” She smiled.


  Mrs. Taft smiled back and said, “Yes, like Christmas presents, and don’t ask me anything else. We won’t discuss it.”


  “I will have to buy some things to give certain people when I get home,” Mandie said with a mysterious smile.


  “Oh dear, there’s not much of a selection in Franklin. You should have done your Christmas shopping here in Asheville,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  “But I would have had too many presents to pack and take home,” Mandie reminded her. “After all, there’s Mother, Uncle John, Aunt Lou, Liza, Jenny, Abraham, Mr. Bond, Uncle Ned, and—”


  “Never mind, dear,” Mrs. Taft interrupted her. “I’m aware that there are quite a few people you give to, but just eat up now so we can be on our way.”


  Mandie knew this was not the time to talk to her grandmother, so she put it off. Maybe on the train she would have the right opportunity to tell her what she had done. She had written to her mother and told her, and Elizabeth had replied that it was all right. She hoped her mother would help her out when she told Mrs. Taft. She was worried that her grandmother would become angry and pack up and go back home.


  And then she thought about her friend Joe Woodard. Joe was jealous of her. In fact, he had asked her to marry him when they grew up, and now at the age of thirteen Mandie smiled as she remembered the occasion. It happened during the day her mother, Elizabeth, had married John Shaw, brother to Mandie’s father, Jim Shaw, who had died last year. Sharp pains shot through Mandie’s heart as she remembered losing her father, but she had been happy when her mother married John. Joe had become possessive of Mandie beginning that day. And now Mandie knew there was bound to be some friction during the holidays when Joe and his parents came for their usual Christmas visit.


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft spoke sharply, bringing Mandie back to the present. “Are you going to finish that food?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Mandie quickly replied as she began cramming the food into her mouth. “I was thinking about something.”


  “Well, right now we’d better think about getting to the store and on to the depot,” Mrs. Taft reminded her.


  They made it to Wharton’s Store, picked up the packages, and Ben put them in Mrs. Taft’s trunk. Then they got to the depot on time. Later, when they were on the train going to Franklin where Mandie lived with her mother and her uncle John, Mrs. Taft removed her hat and put a pillow behind her head. “I’d like to rest for a while, Amanda. Please don’t let that cat get loose,” she said.


  “I won’t, Grandmother,” Mandie replied, glancing down at Snowball curled up on her bag at her feet. “I have his leash on, and I’ll be sure to keep a tight rein on that.”


  If her grandmother was going to rest, Mandie wouldn’t be able to talk to her and explain what she had done. Somewhat relieved at not having to discuss the matter, Mandie wrapped the end of Snowball’s leash around her wrist and got comfortable herself. Soon she dozed off and slept the rest of the trip.


  “Franklin! Franklin! All out for Franklin!” the conductor called as he walked through the car.


  Mandie quickly sat up, rubbed her eyes, and found Snowball had jumped up into her lap. He stretched and began meowing. “Snowball, we’re home,” Mandie said as she set the white cat on the floor and held on to his leash.


  “My, my, I must have been asleep,” Mrs. Taft said. She sat up straight, put on her hat, and stood up as the train came to a halt.


  Mandie rose, looked through the window, and said, “I see Mr. Jason out there. I thought maybe Uncle John would come to pick us up.”


  “Your uncle John is a busy man with all his business matters to look after. Let’s go now,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie. She picked up the small bag she had brought on the train and led the way to the door.


  Mandie looped the handle of her bag on her arm, held on to Snowball, and followed.


  “It’s nice to see you, Mr. Bond,” Mrs. Taft told the tall, gray-haired man as he assisted her down the train steps.


  “Thank you, ma’am. It’s always a pleasure to have you visit, I’m sure,” Jason Bond told her. Turning to Mandie, he said, “Your uncle John had to go to Sylva on business, so he sent me to pick y’all up.”


  “Mr. Jason, do we have any company yet?” Mandie asked as she and Mrs. Taft followed him to John Shaw’s carriage and got inside.


  “Why, no, nobody,” Jason Bond told her. “I suppose you are expecting a lot of people for Christmas, but nobody has arrived yet.”


  Mandie blew out a breath of relief and relaxed for the short ride to her home after Mr. Bond loaded their trunks on the back of the vehicle.


  Mandie’s mother, Elizabeth, met them at the front door. She quickly hugged her mother and then Mandie. Looking around she asked, “Did you not bring Hilda with you?” Hilda was the girl Mrs. Taft had taken into her home after Hilda’s parents had given up on ever keeping her from running away. They claimed Hilda was not able to talk, although she was almost as old as Mandie.


  Mrs. Taft and Mandie quickly removed their coats and hats and hung them on the hall tree. Snowball scampered away down the hall.


  “No, Elizabeth,” Mrs. Taft replied. “The Mannings wanted her to stay with them for Christmas to be company for their daughter. She broke her ankle, so they can’t go anywhere for the holidays.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Elizabeth replied and then said to Mandie, “I missed you at Thanksgiving, dear.”


  “And I missed you, Mother, but that was the only way I could go to New York, you know, just go straight back to school from New York,” Mandie said, smiling up at the woman who was an older likeness of herself. “I’ve just got to tell you and Uncle John about the trip. I couldn’t tell everything in the letter I wrote y’all.”


  “Well, right now let’s go sit by the fire and get warm,” Mrs. Taft said. “I do declare, Elizabeth, you are just going to have to get one of those furnaces installed, like they’re putting in Amanda’s school. The house would be so much more comfortable.”


  As the three of them walked toward the parlor, Elizabeth asked, “Have you had one put in your house, Mother?”


  “Not yet, but I’m planning to,” Mrs. Taft replied. She led the way into the parlor and went directly to a chair by the huge open fireplace, with logs blazing away inside.


  “Oh, Mother, they make holes all over the place—in the walls and in the floors, and the rats can come in,” Mandie said. She sat on a stool by her mother, who had taken the chair opposite Mrs. Taft.


  “Yes, I understand why they have to do that,” Elizabeth said. Then she turned to her mother and said, “John and I have been talking about getting a furnace. It would make the house warmer, but I understand from the Campbells that these things take a lot of work just to keep the fire in them going.”


  “There are different kinds of furnaces, Elizabeth,” Mrs. Taft said. “If you pay enough to get a good one, there’s some contraption to it that allows the coal to go into the firebox as it’s needed.”


  “Well, I do hope you don’t get the kind like they have in Edwards’ Drygoods Store in Asheville. The radiators hiss and pop and make a terrible noise sometimes,” Mandie said. “If they put a noisy radiator like that in our room at school, I don’t know how Celia and I will ever sleep at night.”


  “Speaking of Celia, I wrote to her mother and asked if they would come visit for the Christmas holidays, and she said they couldn’t leave Rebecca alone for Christmas,” Elizabeth said to Mandie. “But I suppose we’re going to have a houseful of people anyway, with the Woodards all coming and—”


  “I know,” Mandie quickly interrupted her mother. Then she hurried to say, “Mother, I will have to do some shopping for presents.”


  “I haven’t finished buying everything I need, either, dear,” Elizabeth said. “Maybe we can go downtown together tomorrow.” Looking at Mrs. Taft, she added, “And you, too, of course, Mother.”


  “No, thank you,” Mrs. Taft said. “I have mine all bought, wrapped, and waiting in my trunk. I’m not anxious to get in the crowds of shoppers.”


  Mandie did some quick thinking. She still couldn’t get up the nerve to tell her grandmother what she had done, and she certainly didn’t want her mother to give it away, but on the other hand, she couldn’t stick with the two women every minute. She must watch for an opportunity to let her mother know she had not told her grandmother. So she would just have to separate them somehow.


  Her thoughts were interrupted by Liza, the young maid, appearing at the door just then with a loaded tea cart that she pushed into the parlor.


  “Oh, Liza, I’m so glad to see you,” Mandie said, jumping up to rush and squeeze Liza’s hand.


  Liza smiled at her and said, “And I sho’ am glad to be seein’ you, Missy ’Manda. House been too quiet whilst you been gone.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “I’ll be here until the day after New Year’s, and then I have to go back to school. I’ve got to tell you all about New York. Liza, it’s huge! And crammed full of people everywhere.”


  “You don’t say!” Liza exclaimed and then added, “But I got to go back to de kitchen right now ’fo Aunt Lou come lookin’ fo’ me.” Turning to Mandie’s mother, she asked, “Miz ’Lizbeth, do everything look all right on dis heah cart?”


  “Everything looks fine, Liza,” Elizabeth replied, standing up to pour coffee from the pot. “You go on back to the kitchen and I’ll take care of this.”


  “Yessum,” Liza said as she started out the door.


  “And, Liza, would you please tell Aunt Lou and all the others I’ll see them in a little while?” Mandie asked.


  “I sho’ will, and I’ll tell dem you gwine tell us all ’bout dat big place called Noo Yawk,” Liza said as she smiled and went on out the door.


  As soon as everyone had a cup of coffee and a sweet cake, John Shaw came into the parlor.


  “Well, well, looks like I’m in time to join in,” he said, going directly to the coffeepot and pouring himself a cup. Looking at Mrs. Taft, he said, “Glad you could come. We always look forward to seeing you.”


  “Thank you, John. It’s always a pleasure to visit with y’all,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “And how’s my little blue eyes?” he asked Mandie as he sat down nearby with the cup of coffee.


  “Just fine, Uncle John. I’m always ready for holidays and a chance to come home,” Mandie told him. “Especially Christmastime.”


  “With all the guests that go with it, no doubt,” John Shaw said with a smile. “And I do believe we have quite a few coming to stay this year. The Woodards, Uncle Ned, and—”


  “I know,” Mandie interrupted him and then, smiling, added, “Just think. I don’t have to be back to school until next year, 1902.”


  “But the second day of the year, if I remember correctly,” Uncle John said with a nod.


  “You got back home sooner than you expected, John. Were you able to take care of everything?” Elizabeth asked.


  “Oh yes, all accomplished,” John told her with a big wink.


  Mandie, forever listening and looking for a mystery, frowned as she heard their conversation. What were her mother and Uncle John up to? Evidently they had some secret going between them. She glanced at her grandmother, but Mrs. Taft was absorbed in eating her sweet cake and was not in on the conversation. Oh well, she thought, I can always find out lots of things just by remaining silent most of the time.


  “I thought we’d go find a nice Christmas tree after Joe gets here tomorrow,” Uncle John told her.


  “So the Woodards are coming tomorrow. That’ll be fine, Uncle John,” Mandie replied.


  “Yes, Dr. Woodard has a patient or two he wants to drop in on in this area, so they’re coming to visit tomorrow and will be here until New Year’s if things don’t get busy for him in other parts of the country,” John Shaw said. “Now, the other guests—”


  Mandie quickly stood up and set her cup and plate on the table nearby. “I think I’ll go to the kitchen and see everyone, and then go upstairs and change clothes,” she said, glancing at her grandmother, who seemed to be comfortable in the big chair. She started out the door.


  “All right, dear. We’re planning on supper at six tonight,” Elizabeth said. “Polly Cornwallis and her mother will be over to join us, so please don’t forget.”


  “Polly and her mother are coming to eat with us tonight?” Mandie questioned as she looked back into the room from the doorway. “Polly left school yesterday, a day early, so she and her mother could visit some relatives somewhere or other. They must have come on home.”


  “I believe they had a change in plans. But, anyhow, I spoke to Polly’s mother this morning and invited them over tonight,” Elizabeth explained.


  “Oh well,” Mandie said with a sigh. “I’ll remember.” She wasn’t particularly fond of her next-door neighbor, Polly Cornwallis.


  Mandie hurried down the long corridor to the kitchen. She could smell delicious odors coming from behind the closed door. And suddenly she felt starved.


  She pushed open the door and was greeted by Aunt Lou, Jenny the cook, and Liza, who were all working around the big iron cookstove. Jenny’s husband, Abraham, was stoking the firebox on the stove. Snowball was asleep in the wood box.


  “There’s my chile,” Aunt Lou said, coming to embrace Mandie.


  “I’m so glad to be home,” Mandie said, returning the hug and then going to squeeze Jenny’s free hand. “And to see everybody—Aunt Lou, Jenny, and Abraham, you, too. I’ve already seen Liza.” She stepped over near the old man and added, “And guess what, Abraham? I saw your friend Dr. Plumbley in New York.”


  Abraham straightened up, looked at her, and said, “Is dat so? How he be, Missy? He comin’ down dis way when it git warm weather?”


  “He said he was,” Mandie told him, and turning back to look at all the others, she became excited as she began relating her adventures in New York with Celia Hamilton and her mother during the Thanksgiving holiday. “You just can’t imagine how big the place is and how many people are living inside that one town.”


  All the servants were listening to every word.


  “And the Guyers have this enormous mansion so big we kept getting lost in it! And that hotel we stayed in at first had one thousand rooms in it,” she explained, wide-eyed with her story. “Can you imagine that? One thousand rooms in one building?”


  “Lawsy mercy, Missy, I couldn’t count dat many rooms,” Jenny said as she held a spoon over the boiling pot on the stove.


  “How many people dey got cleanin’ up all dat big building?” Liza asked, holding the lid to another pot in her hand.


  Aunt Lou had opened the oven to check on a roast inside, and she straightened up to ask, “Why do my chile want to go to dat Yankee place?”


  Mandie laughed and said, “Because I wanted to see what the place looked like and how the people up there live. Some of it is filled with huge mansions, but a good part of the town is full of poor people and terrible slums, pitiful people. Some of them can’t even speak English.”


  Aunt Lou closed the oven door and turned to Mandie. “And when do dem Yankee friends of my chile plan to arrive heah?” she asked.


  “Oh, so you know that Mr. Guyer and Jonathan are coming to visit us for the Christmas holidays!” Mandie exclaimed. “Please don’t tell grandmother. She doesn’t know yet.”


  “Why you not want huh to know?” Liza asked. “She gwine see dem when dey gits heah.”


  “I know, Liza, but I have to tell her first,” Mandie quickly replied. “I sorta think my grandmother doesn’t like Jonathan’s father for some reason, and therefore she may not like the idea of them spending the holidays here with us. So I have to talk to her and try to persuade her to at least be nice to them.”


  “Dat’s easier said den done, my chile,” Aunt Lou said as she shook her head in dismay.


  “Yo’ gramma done sot in huh ways. I be thinkin’ dis is gwine be a feisty Christmas,” Jenny said as she turned to stir the contents of the pot.


  “And I have another problem,” Mandie said with a big sigh.


  The servants paused to look at her.


  “Seems you ain’t got nuthin’ but problems today,” Abraham muttered.


  “You all know Joe Woodard and his parents will be here during the whole week, beginning tomorrow according to Uncle John,” Mandie said. “Well, you see, Joe Woodard and Jonathan Guyer don’t like each other, either.”


  Everyone gasped, and Liza grinned and said, “And you gotta problem, too, Missy ’Manda. Dat Miss Sweet Thing next do’, she gwine be home all Christmastime, and she gwine be settin’ dem black eyes on de doctuh’s son. Jes’ you waits and see.”


  Mandie felt her face flush as she thought about the way Polly always seemed to trail after her and Joe. “Oh, Liza, I’m not worried about that,” she replied. “And I’ll have to figure out some way when Joe arrives tomorrow to let him know that Jonathan is also coming. And I still have to talk to my grandmother about the Guyers.”


  “Bettuh git busy and do dat’ ’fo dem people gits heah,” Aunt Lou warned her.


  “I’ve got to go upstairs and change clothes. Maybe Grandmother has gone to her room and I can talk to her about it,” Mandie said as she turned to leave the room.


  “Let us know if we kin he’p in all dis mess you got yo’self into, my chile,” Aunt Lou called after her.


  “Thanks. I don’t know what y’all can do, but I’ll let you know,” Mandie said as she hurried into the hallway.


  She had to talk to her grandmother before the Guyers arrived, and she had not been able to ask her mother or Uncle John when they would get there. This was going to be an exciting, and maybe a miserable, Christmas.


  CHAPTER TWO


  MORE QUESTIONS


  Mandie hurried down the upstairs hallway to the room her grandmother always occupied when she came to visit. The door was closed. She was probably inside.


  “Grandmother,” Mandie called as she gently tapped on the closed door. “Grandmother, could I speak to you for just a minute?”


  There was the sound of movement inside the room, and then Mrs. Taft replied without opening the door, “Amanda, please see me later, dear. I’m getting changed for supper.”


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie said aloud to herself, and then answered, “All right, Grandmother. I’ll see you later. I have to get dressed, too.”


  “Fine,” Mrs. Taft called back.


  Mandie hurried to her own room. She stepped inside and closed the door. Then she thought about finding her mother and asking exactly when the Guyers were arriving. Glancing at the china clock on the mantelpiece, she saw it was already twenty minutes past five. She didn’t have time. It would have to wait.


  Quickly flipping through her clothes hanging in the tall wardrobe, she took down a blue plaid wool dress. Even though there was a fire blazing away in the fireplace in the room, she felt cold as she thought about the problem of the Guyers coming for the holidays.


  As Mandie started to change her clothes, a loud meow and a scratch at the bottom of the door told her Snowball was outside. She quickly let him into the room. He jumped up on the tall bed and walked in circles before he finally settled down in the middle and curled up.


  “Snowball, I believe you’re glad to be home, too,” Mandie said, reaching to rub his white head.


  The cat looked up at her and purred.


  “And Christmas is next Wednesday, which means you’ll have all kinds of good things to eat,” Mandie added, continuing to pat his head. Snowball wasn’t interested in anything but going to sleep. He moved his head away from her hand, curled up tighter, and closed his eyes.


  As soon as Mandie was dressed, she rushed back down to the parlor, hoping to catch her mother or Uncle John to find out when the Guyers would be arriving. The room was empty. She kept walking back and forth from the warmth of the fireplace to the door to watch the hallway. Maybe her mother or Uncle John would get back before her grandmother did. On her dozenth trip to the doorway, she finally saw them coming down the hallway, but Mrs. Taft was with them.


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie muttered to herself.


  “You certainly dressed in a hurry, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said as she entered the room and went to sit by the fireplace.


  “And you certainly do look pretty, dear,” Elizabeth added as she and John sat on a settee nearby.


  “Thank you, Mother,” Mandie replied as she pushed back her long blond hair, which she had left hanging loose with a ribbon around it. “You look pretty yourself. You always do. And Grandmother looks as though she stepped out of a band box, like usual.”


  Mrs. Taft smiled at Mandie and turned to Elizabeth to ask, “Just when are the Woodards due in?”


  “Sometime tomorrow afternoon,” Elizabeth replied. Then she turned to Mandie and said, “You and I could go shopping in the morning before they get here if you’d like?”


  “That would work out well because when Joe gets here, he and Amanda and I will go find a tree, and then tomorrow night we could all decorate it,” John Shaw said, smiling at Mandie.


  Mandie hesitated slightly before she said, “Well, yes, we could do that.”


  “And I suppose Uncle Ned, and possibly his family, will be coming to visit sometime during the holidays,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Oh yes,” Elizabeth began, “not only Uncle Ned but also—”


  Mandie quickly interrupted as she asked, “Mother, I need to buy a present for Sallie. Maybe you could help me decide on something.”


  Uncle Ned was Mandie’s father’s old Cherokee friend, and Sallie was Ned’s granddaughter. When Jim Shaw died the year before, the old man had promised that he would watch over Mandie, and Uncle Ned had kept his promise. No matter where Mandie traveled, he followed, all the way to Europe, to President McKinley’s inauguration, to New York, or wherever.


  Elizabeth frowned at having Mandie interrupt her, and before she could reply, Mandie noticed it and said quickly, “I’m sorry, Mother.”


  Her mother looked at her thoughtfully and said, “Let’s not let that happen again. Now, I’ll be glad to help you select a gift for Sallie when we go shopping tomorrow.”


  At that moment Liza appeared in the doorway to the hall and said, “Miz Lizbeth, de next-do’ neighbors, dey be heah.” She stepped aside, and Mrs. Cornwallis and Polly came into the room.


  As soon as everyone exchanged greetings, Aunt Lou came to announce that supper was on the table, and they moved on into the dining room. Liza waited on the table under the watchful eye of Aunt Lou, who tended the sideboard.


  “You got to leave school a day early,” Mandie remarked to her neighbor, Polly, who was seated across the table from her.


  “Yes,” Polly replied, pushing back her long, dark hair as she gazed at Mandie with eyes as black as chinquapins.


  “Well, did you go visit relatives?” Mandie asked as she ate her food. She wasn’t really interested but was merely trying to make conversation.


  “No,” Polly said, picking up her cup of coffee.


  “Did you come straight on home?” Mandie asked with a slight impatience at not being able to draw Polly into a conversation.


  “No,” Polly said, directing her gaze at the adults, who were carrying on their own conversation.


  Then Mandie realized Polly was listening to Uncle John because he was saying the Woodards would be in the next afternoon.


  “I will be taking Amanda and Joe out to get a tree when they get here, so if you don’t have one yet I’d be glad to bring in a tree for you,” John Shaw was telling Mrs. Cornwallis.


  Polly quickly intercepted with, “Mother, may I go with them? Please?”


  Mrs. Cornwallis smiled her beautiful smile at her daughter and said, “But, Polly, you don’t invite yourself.”


  “Of course she will be welcome to go with us,” John Shaw immediately told the woman. “I just didn’t think to ask if she wanted to.”


  “Oh, thank you, Mr. Shaw,” Polly said excitedly.


  “Yes, thank you, John,” Mrs. Cornwallis said, smiling at him. “And we would like to invite y’all to come over and help us decorate it.”


  “Well, I don’t know about that,” John Shaw said, glancing at Elizabeth. “You see, we were making plans to decorate our tree tomorrow night, but both of you would be welcome to join in with us.”


  “That’s no problem, John,” Elizabeth spoke up. “We could put ours up tomorrow night, and since the next day is Sunday, we could do theirs after church in the afternoon.” Looking at Mrs. Cornwallis, she added, “That is, if you would like to do that.”


  “That’s fine,” Mrs. Cornwallis said. “We’ll just plan on that.”


  “What time tomorrow night are y’all going to put your tree up? In other words, what time do you want us to come over?” Polly asked excitedly.


  Mrs. Taft joined in the conversation as she glanced at Mandie. “Don’t forget, Elizabeth, that we have several other things we need to do tomorrow.”


  Mandie instantly understood what her grandmother was aiming at. She was trying to prevent their evening from being taken up with Polly. Although Mrs. Taft was old, she was aware of the fact that Polly could be a nuisance when Joe came to visit. Mandie beamed a smile at her grandmother, who returned it.


  “We will probably be all settled down to start decorating around eight o’clock, don’t you suppose, John?” Elizabeth asked.


  “That sounds about right,” John agreed.


  “Then Polly and I will come over about eight o’clock tomorrow night,” Mrs. Cornwallis said.


  Polly looked at John Shaw and asked, “But you will let me know when the Woodards get here and what time you’re going after the trees, won’t you, Mr. Shaw?”


  John Shaw smiled at her and said, “I certainly will, Miss Polly, just as soon as they arrive.”


  Mandie drew a deep breath and looked up just in time to see Liza, who was standing behind Polly, make some kind of signs with her eyes and her hands. Mandie quickly figured out that Liza was telling her to meet her in the kitchen later. She smiled and nodded at the girl, causing Polly to turn and look behind her as the young maid quickly moved across the room. Then Polly looked at Mandie but didn’t say anything.


  And evidently Aunt Lou had seen the exchange as she spoke loudly to Liza, “Git a move on, girl. Go git dem hot biscuits outa de oven.”


  Liza quickly left the room, and Aunt Lou started refilling everyone’s coffee cups. Mandie couldn’t imagine what was so secretive, or why Liza wanted her to come to the kitchen later. But she planned to do so at the very first moment she could slip away from everyone after they went back to the parlor.


  After a while they were all settled down back in the parlor. Then Mandie suddenly remembered she had left Snowball in her room but couldn’t recall if she had left the door open so he could come out. He needed to go to the kitchen to get his supper.


  During a lull in the conversation, Mandie quickly stood up and said, “Mother, please excuse me, but I have to see if I left my door open so Snowball can come down and eat. I’ll be right back.”


  “Yes, dear,” Elizabeth replied, and the adults went on with their conversation.


  “Polly, I’ll only be a minute,” Mandie promised as she hurriedly left Polly sitting on the settee in the parlor.


  Racing up the steps, Mandie ran down the upstairs hallway and found her door closed. Opening it and going inside, she saw that Snowball was still on her bed but was now sitting up and washing himself.


  “Oh, Snowball, I’m sorry. I left you shut up in here,” Mandie told the cat as she gave him a little push off the bed. “Come on. It’s time for you to eat.”


  The white cat shot out the door ahead of her, and Mandie quickly followed him to the kitchen. There were two places he always went—to her room to sleep and to the kitchen to eat. Mandie pushed open the door and let him in.


  The servants had finished their supper and were sitting at the long table drinking coffee. Snowball rushed to the bowl of food that had been placed under the cookstove for him.


  “De comp’ny dun gone home?” Liza asked as she got up and went over to the sink.


  “No, not yet,” Mandie replied as she followed the girl across the room.


  “Here,” Liza said, holding up a piece of fried chicken. “I saved dis jes’ fo’ dat white cat, and I dun took de bones out of it.” She offered it to Mandie.


  Mandie didn’t want to get her hands greasy because she had to return to the parlor. “You saved it, so you give it to him,” she said.


  Liza smiled at her and took the piece of chicken over to where Snowball was eating. She stooped down beside him and dangled the piece of meat. The cat immediately began meowing loudly and tried to snatch it from her fingers.


  Mandie stooped down beside Liza and asked in a whisper, “What did you want me to come to the kitchen for?”


  Liza dropped the piece of chicken in the cat’s bowl and stood up. Mandie rose beside her.


  “I heerd dat Miss Sweet Thing invitin’ herself to come over when de doctuh son come tomorrow,” Liza whispered back. “And I knows how to git rid of huh.”


  Mandie looked at the girl and asked, “Get rid of her? What do you mean?”


  “I knows how to git rid of huh so’s she don’t come over heah ev’ytime de doctuh son come,” Liza whispered. “I knows how.”


  “Liza, what are you talking about?” Mandie asked. “Hurry and tell me. I have to go back to the parlor before someone comes looking for me.” She glanced at the other servants, who were carrying on their own conversation at the table.


  The young girl moved closer to Mandie and whispered in her ear, “I knows how to put de spell on huh.”


  “Spell?” Mandie asked in a squeaky voice. She couldn’t believe Liza had said that word.


  “Voodoo,” Liza whispered so low Mandie could barely hear her.


  “Voodoo? Liza! That’s witchcraft!” Mandie gasped in disbelief.


  Liza vigorously shook her head. “Ain’t neither!” she said. “ ’Coordin’  to dat Miss Sweet Thing’s cook, voodoo be religion of all dem dead people whut lived befo’ I got born, dem Africa people.”


  “Oh, Liza, forget about that,” Mandie said. “We’d get in trouble all kinds of ways messing in that.” She turned to leave the room.


  Liza laid her hand on Mandie’s arm to stop her. “Won’t hurt nuthin’ if we try it and see if it work,” she said.


  “No, Liza, we can’t do that,” Mandie said, pulling free and going toward the door.


  Liza followed her and asked, “Why?”


  Mandie stopped and stomped her foot, losing patience with the girl. “Because the devil might get us,” she said. As she rushed on through the door, she heard Aunt Lou ask, “Liza, whut you done?”


  When Mandie entered the parlor, she looked around the room but didn’t see Polly. Her mother and Mrs. Cornwallis were talking, and Mandie went toward her grandmother and asked, “Where’s Polly?”


  “Why, dear, as soon as you left the room Polly jumped up and said she was going with you. Did you not see her?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  Mandie puckered her lips and shook her head. “I’ll go look for her,” she said with a big sigh as she turned to leave the room. Then stopping to look back, she said to Mrs. Taft, “If she comes back, tell her to wait here for me please.”


  “I’ll do that,” her grandmother agreed.


  Once out of the hearing of the people in the parlor, Mandie shook her head and began muttering to herself, “Now, where in the world did she go?”


  Mandie quickly searched the downstairs of the big house, but Polly was not in any of the rooms. She hurried up to the second floor and went straight to her room to be sure Polly wasn’t in there, and she wasn’t. Firmly closing her door, Mandie started looking through the rest of that floor. Everything was quiet and the rooms were empty.


  “She has to be somewhere,” Mandie said to herself as she stood at the end of the hallway. “Where did she go?” She thought about it for a moment and then went down the back stairs to the kitchen.


  “Has anybody seen Polly?” Mandie asked as she held the door half open and looked into the kitchen where the servants were cleaning up.


  They all shook their heads no. Then Liza, stopping on her way to the sink, looked at Mandie and asked, “Dat Miss Sweet Thing’s done disappeared? It sho’ worked fast, didn’t it?” She grinned.


  “Liza, Grandmother said Polly followed me when I went up to get Snowball and brought him down here a while ago,” Mandie explained. “Polly hasn’t disappeared. I just can’t find her.”


  “Same thang,” Liza replied and continued to the sink with the load of dirty dishes she was carrying. She looked at Mandie and grinned again.


  Mandie closed the door and walked down the hallway. She stopped to look in each room as she went, but everything was empty and quiet. Finally she came to the doorway of the parlor. She looked inside and was amazed to see Polly sitting on the settee where she had left her when she went to get Snowball.


  “Well, where did you go?” Mandie asked as she quickly entered the room and sat down beside the dark-haired girl.


  “Go?” Polly repeated and then said, “Why, I went looking for you. Where did you go?”


  Mandie took a deep, exasperated breath and said, “I went to my room, got Snowball, and took him down to the kitchen to eat his supper. That’s where I went. And I have looked everywhere for you because Grandmother said you said that you were going after me. So where did you go?”


  Polly shrugged and said, “Nowhere really. I came back because I couldn’t find you.”


  “Did you go to the kitchen?” Mandie asked, remembering the conversation she had with Liza and wondering if Polly could have somehow overheard it.


  “Goodness, no,” Polly said. “Why would I go to the kitchen?”


  “Because I went to the kitchen,” Mandie replied with a deep breath. She looked at Polly, but evidently the girl had said all she was going to say.


  Suddenly Mandie was aware that her mother was discussing plans for the holidays. “So you see, we are going to have a houseful with all these people coming to visit. In fact, we’ve asked Mr. and Mrs. Burns to come and help out,” Elizabeth said.


  “Burns? Oh, you mean the people who live in John’s tenant house,” Mrs. Cornwallis replied.


  “Yes, they are a great help in more ways than one,” Elizabeth said.


  Mandie quickly looked at her grandmother. She didn’t seem to be upset, so maybe her mother had not named the Guyers in the list of expected guests.


  “We are only expecting my sister and her daughter,” Mrs. Cornwallis replied. “They probably won’t get here until Monday, and Christmas is on Wednesday, so it won’t be a long visit.” She stood up and the others also rose. “But right now we must be getting home and let Mrs. Taft and Amanda rest after the journey from the school today. Thank you for inviting us.”


  Mandie breathed a sigh of relief. At last Polly was going home. Now maybe she would get a chance to talk to her grandmother about the Guyers. And maybe she could find out from her mother or Uncle John when they were expected to arrive.


  As soon as Mrs. Cornwallis and Polly left, Mrs. Taft yawned and said, “I really am glad it’s finally time to go to bed. It has been a long day.”


  They were all standing in the hallway after John Shaw had closed the door behind the Cornwallises.


  “Grandmother, remember I wanted to speak to you for a minute,” Mandie reminded the woman.


  “Oh, I’m so sorry, Amanda, but I’m sure it can keep till the morrow. I’m just plain tuckered out,” Mrs. Taft said as she started for the stairs.


  Mandie turned back to her mother and Uncle John as they started to follow. “Mother, could I just ask you something, please?” she asked. She looked to be sure her grandmother had disappeared down the hallway.


  “What is it, dear?” Elizabeth asked as they stood there.


  “It’s just that I don’t know when the Guyers are coming, so I—”


  “Oh, is that all? Well, neither does anyone else know,” Elizabeth told her as she and Uncle John walked on toward the stairway with Mandie. “You know how busy Mr. Guyer stays with all that government business, and he wrote that they would be here but he was sorry he couldn’t tell us when because of a special job he is doing.”


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie said. She quickly decided not to ask her mother if she had told her grandmother about their coming visit because she would have to tell her mother that for some reason Mrs. Taft didn’t like Mr. Guyer.


  At the top of the stairs they said good-night and Mandie went to her room. Her door was standing open and Snowball was asleep in the middle of her bed. She distinctly remembered closing her door when she had gone looking for Polly.


  As she got ready for bed she wondered whether Polly had been in her room. Or where had Polly gone?


  And then there was the question of whether her grandmother knew the Guyers were coming.


  And then there was the question of when the Guyers would arrive.


  And probably the most important part of this whole thing was— what was going to happen with Joe and Jonathan in the same house for several days?


  Mandie tossed and turned in bed a long time before she dropped off to sleep.


  CHAPTER THREE


  A MYSTERIOUS PACKAGE


  The next morning Mandie opened her eyes to find Liza building a fire in the fireplace across the room. She stretched and sat up, almost sitting on her cat as she did. Snowball meowed angrily and jumped down to the floor. Liza looked up from the hearth.


  “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, you ’bout kilt dat white cat,” Liza said. Snowball came directly to her, sat down on the warm marble hearth, and began washing one of his front paws.


  Mandie laughed, jumped out of bed, and went to the hearth to join her. “I didn’t hurt him,” she said. “He doesn’t like it because I woke him up.” She reached to pat Snowball’s head, and he immediately backed away from her.


  Liza laughed and said, “He sho’ is mad wid you.” She stood up and said, “Gotta go now, light up Miz Gramma’s fire. Done ’em all but huhs.”


  “Is everybody up?” Mandie asked.


  Liza shook her head and replied, “Ain’t nobody up. I jes’ startin’ early ’cause all dat comp’ny comin’.” She walked toward the door and then stopped to look back. “Where dat Miss Sweet Thing go last night when you couldn’t find huh?”


  “I don’t know, Liza. She wouldn’t tell me. She just said she went looking for me,” Mandie explained.


  “I jes’ knows, dat I do,” Liza said, laughing and dancing around the room. “I jes’ knows.”


  Mandie stood up, put her hands on her hips, and asked, “And what do you know?”


  “I knows dat spell work. Made dat Miss Sweet Thing plumb disappear,” Liza replied, grinning at Mandie.


  “Spell? Oh, Liza, that’s all a bunch of nonsense,” Mandie protested. “There is no such thing, and you’d better not let anyone hear you talking like that or you’ll be in a heap of trouble.”


  “You jes’ don’t know ’bout spells. Dey works,” Liza replied. She went to the door and opened it. Snowball whisked by her feet and disappeared into the hallway. “Dat white cat he be hungry. I go feed him soon as I light up Miz Gramma’s fire.” She stepped out into the hallway and closed the door.


  Mandie shrugged her shoulders and said to herself, “Humph! Spells! No such thing!”


  She brought her clothes over to the fireplace and dressed in the warmth from the fire, wondering how it would be waking up in a room heated by a furnace. While she was sure it would be much more comfortable, she loved the smell of wood burning and the sound of crackling as it fell into pieces. But she knew if she got too close she would practically scorch on whatever side of her was facing the fire, and then she would have to turn around and warm the other side.


  “Anyhow, we will probably have all the furnaces in the schoolhouse when we go back after Christmas,” she said to herself as she sat on the rug and buttoned her high-top shoes.


  When Mandie was dressed, she went downstairs, intending to go to the kitchen and get a cup of hot coffee that the servants would have already made. But as she was about to pass the section of the hallway that went to the front door, she saw Snowball sitting there meowing, evidently wanting out.


  “Snowball, you must have eaten awfully fast if Liza took you to the kitchen,” Mandie told him. “But then, come to think of it, she said she had to go to Grandmother’s room to start her fire, so you probably just ran off. Oh well, if you want out I’ll open the door.”


  Mandie opened the heavy door enough to allow Snowball to slip through and was about to close it when she thought she saw something on the porch. Pushing the door open wider she saw what looked like a red box sitting on the top step.


  “Well, what is that?” she said to herself. She pushed the screen door open and stepped out onto the porch. It was a large box wrapped with red paper. Mandie picked it up. It was a little heavy. She looked at a Christmas tag on the white ribbon. “Amanda Shaw!” she read out loud. “Wherever did this come from? I wonder who sent it?”


  She hurried back inside the house, pushed the door shut with her foot, and ran into the parlor, where she placed the box on a table. She examined it again. Her name was written in rough block letters as though someone who could not write very well had written it. “Oh, what should I do?” she asked herself aloud.


  “Open it, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said from behind her.


  Mandie had not heard the girl come into the room. “Do you know where this came from, Liza? I found it outside on the steps. It has my name on it.”


  Liza danced around the room without looking at her as she said, “Open it, Missy ’Manda.”


  Mandie frowned at the girl and began untying the ribbon. When she pulled off the red paper, she found a plain white box. She paused as she looked at it.


  “Open de box, Missy ’Manda,” Liza insisted as she came closer.


  Mandie removed the lid and gazed at the contents in disappointment. “Why, Liza, it’s nothing but a bunch of weeds and dirt, holly berries, and stuff,” she said. She glanced at the girl who was also staring into the box.


  Liza straightened up, smiled, and said, “But it sho’ be a purty mess o’ dirt, all dem red berries and holly leaves. Sho’ look purty to me.”


  Mandie became suspicious of the girl. “Liza, did you send this to me?” she asked as she watched Liza.


  Liza looked back down into the box and said, “Now, Missy ’Manda, whut fo’ I go and send all dis heah stuff to you?”


  “Do you know who did? Did you see anyone leave it on the doorstep?” Mandie asked.


  Liza started across the room toward the door to the hall. “I gots to go,” she said.


  “Liza, what were you doing down at this end of the hall? I thought you were helping in the kitchen,” Mandie asked.


  “I is,” Liza replied. “I fed dat white cat, and he dun run ’way ’fo he finish de food. Aunt Lou she say bring him back to eat de rest, and I ain’t found him yet.”


  “Well, he’s outside, Liza,” Mandie told her. “I just let him out the front door. That’s how I found this box.”


  “Den I goes back to de kitchen,” Liza said, hurrying out into the hallway and disappearing.


  “And I’ll just leave this silly present here,” Mandie said, dropping the lid halfway back over the box and brushing her hands. “And I’ll also go to the kitchen where I started in the first place and get me a cup of coffee.”


  When Mandie opened the kitchen door, she expected to find Liza telling Aunt Lou and Jenny about the gift. She was surprised to see the girl silently taking dishes down from the cupboard.


  Aunt Lou closed the oven door, wiped her hands on her big white apron, and smiled at Mandie as she said, “And how’s my chile this bright sunshiny mawnin’?”


  “I’ll be fine if I can beat you out of a cup of that coffee I smell perking away over there on the stove,” Mandie replied with a big grin as she walked toward the stove.


  “Dat won’t be hard to do,” Jenny said, reaching for a cup from the dishes Liza was setting down on the table. She filled it with coffee from the pot and set it on the table.


  Mandie hurried to the icebox, took out the milk, and went to pour a little of it into her coffee. Then she added a little sugar from the bowl on the table. Taking a sip from the cup, she looked at everyone and said, “Y’all make the best coffee I’ve ever tasted. I wonder what makes it so good?”


  Aunt Lou and Jenny looked at each other. Liza stood by listening. When neither woman answered, the girl said quickly, “Dey puts black ’lasses in de coffee, dats whut dey do.”


  “Black molasses? In the coffee?” Mandie asked in surprise. Looking at Aunt Lou and Jenny, she asked, “Do y’all really put black molasses in the coffee?”


  Aunt Lou laughed and said, “Dat be old-time secret, and Liza dun went and told. My mama and her mama befo’ huh always put jes’ a drop or two of good black molasses in de coffee. Takes out de bittuh taste.”


  “I won’t tell anyone y’all’s secret,” Mandie promised as she sat down at the long table. “But I want to tell y’all about what was supposed to be a Christmas present to me.” She explained about finding the gift-wrapped box on the front step. “I left it on the table in the parlor. When y’all have time, go and look at it. See what y’all think it is.”


  “I’ll sho’ do dat,” Aunt Lou said as she turned back to open the oven.


  “Sounds strange to me,” Jenny said, getting another pot down from a hook on the wall.


  “I dun seen it, and it do look strange,” Liza said as she continued stacking dishes on the other end of the table.


  “Thank you for the coffee,” Mandie said as she took the last sip from her cup and stood up. “I’d better go and see if anyone else is up yet.”


  Aunt Lou looked at the clock ticking away on the shelf over the sink. “We be puttin’ de food on de sideboard in de dinin’ room in ’bout twenty minutes, you hear?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied as she left the room. “I’ll tell everybody.”


  When she got back to the parlor, Mandie found her mother, Uncle John, and her grandmother studying the box she had left on the table. They all turned to look at her when she entered the room.


  “What is this mess, Amanda?” her grandmother asked.


  “I see your name here. Did someone actually send you this?” her mother asked.


  “Doesn’t make sense to me,” Uncle John added.


  “I don’t know what it is, either, unless someone is trying to play a joke on me,” Mandie replied, then she told them how she had found it. “Liza acted strange and wouldn’t exactly answer my questions about it, so I’m a little suspicious of her.”


  “Would Liza do something like this?” Uncle John asked.


  “Maybe she had good intentions. Maybe she wanted to give me a present and decided to make one herself. I suppose you could consider it a little garden of some sort,” Mandie said, looking down at the contents of the box.


  “It does look like something she would make,” Mrs. Taft agreed.


  “Well, maybe,” Elizabeth said with doubt in her voice. “What are you going to do with it?”


  “I thought after we put up the tree tonight I’ll just set it under there,” Mandie said. “The grass and leaves will dry up and wither away in a day or two anyhow.”


  “That’s the best thing to do,” her grandmother agreed. “Then, if she did make this, it won’t hurt her feelings.”


  “Right now I wonder if breakfast is ready,” John Shaw said.


  “It should be by the time we get to the dining room,” Mandie told him.


  And it was, with Liza standing by to refill coffee cups. Everyone greeted the girl with a big smile as they began filling their plates with food from the sideboard, and Mandie knew they were all thinking of her present, supposedly from Liza.


  As they ate their breakfast, Elizabeth and Mandie discussed shopping.


  “We’ll take the buggy,” Elizabeth told Mandie. “And we should be on our way as soon as we finish here so we’ll have plenty of time to look around in the stores.”


  Mandie was worried that the Guyers might just happen to arrive while they were gone and would not receive a warm welcome from her grandmother. “It won’t take much time to buy what’s on my list,” she told her mother.


  “I don’t really have a lot to purchase, either, but I thought if we just looked around awhile we might see something else we wanted,” Elizabeth told her as she buttered a biscuit.


  Mandie looked at her grandmother and asked, “Don’t you want to go with us, Grandmother? We might see something you would like to buy.”


  “No, no, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied, setting down her coffee cup. “You just go on with your mother and enjoy shopping. I have lots to do here—presents to wrap and letters to write. In fact, it will be nice to be left alone so I can catch up a little.”


  Mandie sighed to herself. Her grandmother was not going to be persuaded, so she would just have to hurry through her shopping and persuade her mother to return home as soon as they were finished.


  Franklin was not a very big town, but during the holidays out-of-town craftsmen set up their wares around the courthouse, on sidewalks, in vacant lots, and wherever they could find space to pitch a tent or build a temporary shelter. Most of the people around the countryside came into town to shop on Saturdays, and Mandie realized it was Saturday—the only Saturday left before Christmas. So she was not surprised to see the hundreds of shoppers about the town.


  Elizabeth helped Mandie select some writing paper and envelopes for Sallie. “I know this kind of thing is scarce out there where the Cherokee people live,” Elizabeth said as they looked at the supply in the stationer’s shop.


  “That is a good idea, Mother,” Mandie agreed. “Sallie has mentioned having to write on just any kind of paper she can find. I know she’ll like it.”


  Mandie quickly bought gifts for the other people left on her list—a wool scarf for Uncle John, a silk scarf for her grandmother, and a whole assortment of fancy hair clasps and combs for Celia. She and Celia had agreed to wait until they returned to school to exchange presents.


  “I think I’ll just buy wool gloves for Aunt Lou, Jenny, and Liza, and Abraham, too,” Mandie said as they walked through an outdoor stall where a woman was selling handmade gloves and scarves and hats.


  “That’s a practical idea,” Elizabeth told her. “Then I will get all of them scarves, and your uncle John will, of course, be giving them extra pay for Christmas.”


  As Mandie selected the gloves and paid for them, Elizabeth purchased the scarves.


  “Now I’m all finished,” Mandie said. “I’ve already bought other presents in Asheville that I brought home in my trunk.”


  “Don’t you want to walk around the block and see the rest of the goods these people are selling? We have plenty of time,” Elizabeth said.


  “Well ...” Mandie said slowly as she tried to think of an excuse to go home. “I do have to wrap a lot of presents before the Woodards get here so I can put them under the tree tonight.”


  “All right, we’ll go on back, then,” Elizabeth agreed.


  Since they lived within the town limits, it was only a short trip, but Mandie practically held her breath all the way, hoping the Guyers had not arrived. As soon as they entered the front hallway, she looked around anxiously. There was no one in sight. Then she saw Liza come out of the parlor.


  “Has anyone else arrived yet, Liza?” Mandie asked as her mother went on toward the staircase, carrying her purchases.


  “Nobody,” Liza replied, stopping to look at Mandie. “Whut you buy?”


  Mandie hugged her packages against her, smiled, and said, “I can’t tell you. I have to go wrap everything.” She started on down the hallway, looking back to be sure Liza was not following. “Is Grandmother in her room?”


  “Nope, she dun went out soon as y’all left,” Liza said.


  “Who did she go with? Uncle John?” Mandie asked as she stopped walking.


  “Nope,” Liza replied. “Some rich lady come knockin’ at de do’ and yo’ gramma know huh. She went somewhere wid de lady in huh fancy buggy.”


  “You don’t know who the lady was, Liza?” Mandie asked as she puzzled over this information.


  “Nope,” Liza said, and then with a big grin she added, “Missy ’Manda, don’t you ’member how yo’ gramma always likes to go out when y’all leaves huh heah alone? She’s done dat befo’. ’Member?”


  Now that Liza mentioned it, Mandie did remember her grandmother going out after everyone else left her alone in the house one time before. “I believe it was during Christmastime last year,” she said thoughtfully. “Oh well, she probably just wanted to go shopping with her friend, whoever the woman was, Liza. Anyhow, I’m going to get these gifts all wrapped up before Joe comes.”


  She hurried upstairs to her room and deposited her packages on the bed. Quickly removing her gloves, she stuck them in the pockets of her coat. Then, taking off her hat and coat, she hung them in the wardrobe. “Brrrr!” she said to herself as she rubbed her hands together and walked toward the fireplace. “It’s cold in here.” She picked up the poker and pushed at the stack of burning logs with it. The flames went higher, and she put the poker back in its stand.


  Mandie glanced at the packages and said, “Might as well get busy.”


  But as she was wrapping and tying ribbons, she thought about her grandmother. She really should get her to stay still long enough to explain to her that the Guyers were coming for the holidays. So far Mrs. Taft had been too busy and put her off, but Mandie just had to tell her. Otherwise, if the Guyers came walking in and Mrs. Taft had not been told, she would be awfully angry with Mandie. But if Mandie could have a few minutes to explain things to her, maybe she wouldn’t be too upset.


  Suddenly Mandie realized she had been so deep in thought she didn’t remember what was in each package that she had wrapped.


  “Oh shucks! Now I’ll have to unwrap them to see what belongs to whom,” she said. “Then I’ll have to wrap them all up again. Double work!”


  Mandie was careful this time to mark the packages as she rewrapped everything. And finally she was finished.


  “Now I’ll just go downstairs and wait for Grandmother to return. I’ll catch her as soon as she comes in the front door,” Mandie said aloud to herself.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  VISITORS


  When Mandie got down to the parlor, she found her mother and Uncle John already there.


  “Has Grandmother come back yet? You know she went out as soon as we left?” Mandie asked her mother as she sat down on a chair near her.


  “No, dear, she won’t return until sometime this afternoon. She left me a note,” Elizabeth explained. “Mrs. Willimon, an old friend of hers, heard that Mother was here and came by. They’ll be having the noon meal at her house, so whenever Aunt Lou has ours ready, we’ll go ahead and eat.”


  “But Grandmother told us she has so much to do she couldn’t go shopping with us,” Mandie reminded her.


  “Evidently Mrs. Willimon’s visit was unexpected,” Elizabeth replied.


  “Oh, you know how your grandmother is anyway,” Uncle John said with a smile. “Just whatever whim strikes her, that’s what she does.”


  Mandie was beginning to believe that her grandmother was deliberately avoiding talking with her, and she couldn’t figure out why. Maybe Mrs. Taft thought Mandie just wanted to discuss some trivial matter. But on the other hand, maybe she believed Mandie wanted to discuss some troubling matter that she didn’t especially want to hear about. But no matter what, Mandie was determined to get a chance to tell her about the Guyers’ coming visit.


  A few minutes later Aunt Lou came to the parlor door to announce, “Miz ’Lizbeth, de food be on de table.”


  “Thank you, Aunt Lou,” Elizabeth said as she and John stood up.


  Mandie rose and followed them to the door but suddenly ran ahead into the hallway as the knocker on the front door sounded. “It’s probably the Woodards,” she called back to her mother.


  When she opened the heavy door with stained-glass panels, she did find the Woodards on the porch. Elizabeth and John came to welcome them.


  Mandie waited for Joe to enter behind his parents. “Oh, Joe, you’ve just got to see the strangest present I ever received. Come to the parlor,” Mandie told him as she started back toward the parlor.


  “Amanda,” Elizabeth stopped her. “That can wait until later. I’m sure the Woodards all want to freshen up, and then we’ll eat before the food gets cold.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied as she realized her mother was right.


  Aunt Lou had stayed in the hallway, and now she started toward the kitchen as she called back, “I’ll go git mo’ plates on de table, Miz ’Lizbeth.” She went on her way.


  “I hope we are not interrupting your meal,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  “Oh no, you’re just in time, in fact, and I’m glad because we weren’t sure exactly when you all would get here,” Elizabeth said as she walked toward the staircase and led the way upstairs. “Come on. I’ll show you your rooms.”


  As they all went up the steps, Mandie waited in the downstairs hallway. Joe called back to her, “We won’t be long.”


  They weren’t very long, but they all came back down together and went directly to the dining room. Mandie would have to wait to show the gift to Joe.


  Once they had all been served, Dr. Woodard spoke from across the table, “And how are you, Miss Amanda?”


  “Fine, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie replied. “Has Mr. Jacob Smith moved into my father’s house yet like he promised?”


  “Why, yes, he did move in a week or two after y’all got all that settled in court and you asked him to take care of it,” Dr. Woodard replied as he cut the piece of ham on his plate. “And he has certainly been taking care of it. Sure looks like a different place. He has painted everything and has cleared the overgrown fields and plans to start farming the land.”


  Mandie smiled with satisfaction. “I knew he would fix everything up because he was my father’s friend,” she said. “And I’m so glad we found him when we needed to clear up my father’s will.”


  Mandie had lived in a log cabin at Charley Gap near the Woodards until her father died, then she had come to stay with her uncle John Shaw who had married her mother later.


  “And did you and your friend Celia Hamilton and her mother get home all right from that exciting trip to New York?” Joe asked, setting down his coffee cup.


  New York! Oh, my goodness, Mandie remembered. Joe doesn’t know that the Guyers are coming! She quickly cleared her throat and said, “Oh yes, we had a nice trip home on the train. Did you find a college up there that you might want to attend?”


  “I don’t think so,” Joe said, shaking his head, causing a lock of brown hair to fall forward on his brow. “New York is too big, and there are too many people up there to suit me.”


  John Shaw joined in the conversation and turned to ask Dr. Woodard, “Where else will you be looking for a college for Joe?”


  “Well, there are several places,” Dr. Woodard replied. “We’re hoping Joe won’t want to go too far off so he can come home now and then.”


  “Yes,” Mrs. Woodard agreed. “The house will feel awfully empty without Joe around and Dr. Woodard gone so much on patient visits.”


  “Oh, Mom, you can come to college and visit me,” Joe said with a big teasing grin.


  “I know how you feel,” Elizabeth said to Mrs. Woodard. “With Amanda away in school in Asheville, I don’t see a whole lot of her, but it’s all for her good, to get a good education. She’ll inherit a lot of business problems someday.”


  Dr. Woodard laughed and said, “I don’t think I’d exactly call it business problems. To me it’s more like a lot of business money.”


  “But you can’t have money without having problems, too,” John Shaw said.


  “Yes, you’re right, of course,” Dr. Woodard said, looking around the table. “Did Mrs. Taft not come with Amanda?”


  “She came, but she’s out visiting with friends right now,” Elizabeth said.


  Mandie wondered how she would ever talk to her grandmother alone now that the Woodards had arrived. She glanced at Joe and thought about breaking the news to him that Jonathan was coming. She was sure the two boys would try to outdo each other the whole time they were there. And come to think of it, she realized she was not even sure she had told Jonathan that Joe and his family would also be staying at her house for the holidays. Oh, what a mess she had caused for herself. Uncle Ned, her father’s old Cherokee friend, had always told her to “think first, then act,” and she had an awful time remembering to do that.


  “Mandie,” Joe said sharply, bringing her back to the present. “What are you dreaming about?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, Joe,” Mandie said, flustered with being caught in her thoughts.


  “Must have been something awful the way you were frowning,” Joe teased.


  “It was,” Mandie agreed with a nervous laugh.


  “How awful?” Joe asked, grinning at her.


  “Shall we go into the parlor for coffee?” Elizabeth was saying at the end of the table.


  Mandie drew a sigh of relief upon being saved from further explanation. She realized everyone was finished with the meal, and her mother was rising to lead the way back to the parlor.


  “Come on,” she told Joe as the two stood up and followed the adults. “I want to show you that strange present I mentioned.”


  When they entered the parlor, Mandie edged around the adults and went straight to the box sitting on the table where she had left it. Joe followed.


  “Look at this mess that someone wrapped up, put my name on, and left on the doorstep. I found it early this morning,” Mandie explained as she pulled the gift wrapping back for a full view.


  Dr. and Mrs. Woodard glanced at it as they walked past to sit near the fireplace.


  “Some child must have made all that,” Dr. Woodard said.


  “Unless it was meant to be a joke,” Mrs. Woodard added as they sat down.


  Joe bent over the box to inspect the contents. He turned this way and that, mumbled under his breath, and then straightened up with a serious look on his face to announce, “Looks like a treasure map to me.”


  “A treasure map?” Mandie quickly asked. She bent closer to look. “Why, yes, it could be a treasure map. Now, why didn’t I think of that?”


  “Oh, Mandie, I was only joking,” Joe said with a little laugh. “I know how much you love mysteries.”


  Mandie continued gazing at the twigs, berries, and dirt. “But look, Joe,” she said, pointing to some twigs tied with bits of red ribbon. “Those could be markers on the road to some hidden treasure. And these little dents in the dirt could be roads. See?” She glanced at Joe.


  “Might be, but I doubt it,” he said. “Looks more like a jumble of holly leaves and berries and dirt, all just thrown into the box and patted down.”


  “But, Joe, all this must mean something,” Mandie argued as she straightened up to look at him. “Somebody sent it to me for some reason.”


  “Probably some young child,” Joe said.


  “But I don’t know any child who would do this,” Mandie said thoughtfully, trying to remember just how many children she knew in Franklin. “In fact, I don’t know any children anywhere near here. And they would have to live close by in order to bring this box and leave it on our doorstep at night. No, I’m sure it’s a treasure map, just like you said.”


  “And I think I said the wrong thing. Look, Mandie, I was only joking,” Joe replied, waving his hands at the box. “Why, you could never make any sense out of that mess to try and follow it as a map.”


  “We could try,” Mandie insisted.


  Uncle John spoke from across the room. “Are you two ready to go bring in a Christmas tree?” he asked.


  “Oh yes,” Mandie agreed and explained to Joe, “Polly Cornwallis invited herself to go with us.”


  “Well, well!” Joe said with a big sigh.


  “Uncle John, should we go get Polly now?” Mandie asked as her uncle rose from his chair.


  “Why don’t you ask Liza to run over and let her know we are ready to go while we go get our coats?” John Shaw replied. “Ask Liza to tell her we’ll be in the barn. I have to get the ax and some rope.”


  “All right,” Mandie agreed as she left the room and went to the kitchen.


  She found Liza stacking dirty dishes in the sink while Aunt Lou and Jenny brought everything in from the dining room table.


  “Liza, Uncle John said to ask you to let Polly know we are ready to go get the trees and for her to meet us in the barn,” Mandie said.


  Liza stopped her work, put her hands on her hips, and said, “Dat Miss Sweet Thing sho’ gwine git things poppin’. But don’t you worry none, Missy ’Manda, ’cause she might disappear agin.”


  “Oh, Liza, please hurry,” Mandie said impatiently. “And please tell Polly to hurry, too. As soon as we get these trees, Joe and I are going on a treasure hunt, but, of course, don’t tell Polly that.”


  “I knows you wants huh to go back home when y’all gits de trees, but I heahs tell dat Miss Sweet Thing and huh mama gwine come over heah tonight to he’p fancy up de tree,” Liza said.


  “That’s right, Liza. Uncle John asked them,” Mandie replied.


  “So when you and de doctuh son gwine on dis heah huntin’ treasure? Where dis treasure be anyhow?” Liza asked as she stared at Mandie.


  “I have no idea where the treasure is or what it might be. You saw that present I found on the doorstep this morning. Well, as soon as Joe saw it, he declared it was a treasure map,” Mandie explained.


  “Den how you gwine find it?” Liza asked.


  “Oh, Liza, I’ve got to go up to my room and get my coat,” Mandie said, turning to leave the kitchen. “Please hurry and tell Polly we’re ready. Thank you.” She smiled back at Liza as she quickly left the room.


  Mandie rushed to her room, put on her hat, coat, and gloves, and hurried back downstairs and out to the barn to join Uncle John and Joe. As she came to the open door and looked inside the building, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Polly Cornwallis was already there and was hovering around Joe, who was assisting John Shaw in taking the ax down from its rack. How did she get there so fast?


  “I’m ready,” Mandie announced from the doorway.


  “So am I,” Polly said as she turned to look at Mandie. “This is going to be exciting.”


  Mandie frowned and asked, “Exciting?”


  “Oh yes,” Polly began explaining. “Mr. Shaw said we’re going to walk through his woods and pick out any tree we want, and I have decided exactly what kind of a tree I want for our house. It’s got to be—”


  “Let’s get on our way now,” John Shaw interrupted. “It looks like snow, and we want to get back before it starts.” He went out the door with the ax over his shoulder.


  Polly walked close to Joe as he carried the roll of rope and left the barn. Mandie stepped to his other side.


  “Snow,” Polly repeated. “I think it would be so delightful to scrunch along in the snow, don’t you, Joe?”


  Joe didn’t even look at her as he said, “Not today.”


  The three young people followed John Shaw through his acres and acres of land until he came to the wooded area. Then he stopped, turned around, and said, “Beginning here, look around and decide what you want for the house, Amanda, and, Polly, you choose one for yours.”


  Mandie quickly looked up at Joe and asked, “Will you help me find one that will reach the ceiling? I’m not sure how to judge the height.”


  “That won’t be hard to do,” Joe replied as he stepped ahead and pointed to the left. “All those trees in that cluster over there are more or less the right height.”


  “I’d say you’re right,” John Shaw agreed as he looked at the trees.


  “Then the next thing I’d like is to have one that has thick limbs that fan out in graduated heights,” Mandie explained as she walked through the group of trees.


  “Well, what about mine? Aren’t y’all going to help me find one?” Polly asked with a pout.


  “Of course,” John Shaw told her. “Just tell us what you want.”


  “I suppose whatever Mandie is getting will be all right for our house, too,” Polly replied as she inspected the trees.


  “Do you want pine or cedar, Mandie?” Joe asked as he and Mandie pushed their way through the thick growth of trees.


  “Cedar. It smells so good,” Mandie replied. She stopped to touch the limbs of a cedar. “This one looks about right, doesn’t it?”


  “I’d say so,” Joe agreed. “Want me to cut that one down for you?”


  “Please,” Mandie replied with a big smile.


  Joe took the ax from John Shaw and began chopping into the trunk of the cedar as he moved around it. Polly stopped her search to stand and watch with Mandie.


  As the trunk was finally severed, Uncle John and Joe threw ropes around it and pulled it down from its tight fit between the other trees.


  “Oh, it’s going to be beautiful when we decorate it,” Mandie exclaimed as she watched it fall to the ground.


  “Now, Miss Polly, where’s the one you want?” John Shaw asked.


  “Let me look a minute,” Polly said, wandering through the trees. She stopped at one and said, “I believe this one is about right.”


  “Then we’ll take it down,” John Shaw said as he reached for the ax from Joe. He was about to land a blow on the trunk when she changed her mind.


  “No, no, wait just a minute. I believe it’s too skinny,” Polly said as she moved on among the trees. “Maybe this one here.” She looked up at the height. “No, I believe it’s too tall.”


  “How about this one over here?” John Shaw asked, indicating a cedar almost identical to the one Mandie had chosen.


  Polly looked at it, screwing up her mouth, and tossed back her long, dark hair. “I think it’s too out of shape or something,” she finally said and walked on.


  Mandie, Joe, and John Shaw stood there watching and waiting for her to make a decision. And all at once a shower of snowflakes fell through the trees.


  “Polly, please make your mind up. It’s snowing. We have to go home,” Mandie called to her as she wiped the snowflakes from her face.


  Polly stopped to look upward and reached out her gloved hands for the flakes. “Oh, isn’t it beautiful? I was hoping it would snow,” she said.


  “I’m sorry, Miss Polly, but we do have to be getting back to the house,” John Shaw told her firmly.


  Polly looked at his stern face and went directly back to the first tree she had selected and said, “Then I’ll just take this one.”


  John Shaw quickly began swinging the ax before she changed her mind again, and no one spoke until the tree was swinging free.


  “At last,” Mandie said under her breath.


  Uncle John and Joe attached the rope to the tree, and between the four of them they managed to carry the trees to the yard behind the Shaw house. The snowflakes became thicker and were fast covering everything in white.


  “Let’s just put ours on the back porch and run Polly’s over to her house,” John Shaw told Joe.


  Polly hesitated and said, “I suppose I’d better go on home and show you where to put it. I was going to go in with you, Mandie, but I’ll be back tonight with my mother.” She started after John Shaw and Joe, who were already moving across the yard with the tree.


  “All right, Polly,” Mandie called to her as she went in the back door of the house. She stomped the snow from her feet and brushed the flakes from her coat and hat and gloves. She removed them and hung them on pegs by the back door in the hallway.


  Liza opened the kitchen door and looked out into the hallway. “I be thinkin’ I be hearin’ sumpin’ out heah,” she said. “Where dat Miss Sweet Thing?”


  Mandie laughed and said, “She went on home to show Uncle John and Joe where to put her tree. Ours is on the back porch. She said she’d be back tonight with her mother.” Mandie went into the kitchen and straight to the warmth of the big iron cookstove.


  “But she ain’t a’comin’ tonight,” Liza said with a big grin. “Huh mama dun sent word. Got unexpected comp’ny. Cain’t come.” She laughed and danced around the room.


  Mandie looked at her with a big smile and said, “You aren’t joking, are you?”


  “Nope, ain’t comin’,” Liza replied. “Told you I could make huh disappear.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “But you didn’t make her disappear. They have company, so they can’t come over here because of that.”


  “But it’s unexpected comp’ny,” Liza reminded her.


  Mandie suddenly remembered her white cat. She had not seen him since before the meal at noon. She looked around the room and asked, “Liza, do you know where Snowball is?”


  “I sho’ does, and I ain’t tellin’ nobody else,” Liza said. Then she bent closer to Mandie and whispered, “He be on Miz Gramma’s bed fast asleep.”


  “On Grandmother’s bed! Oh, she won’t like that. I’d better go and get him,” Mandie said as she started to leave the kitchen.


  “Wait! Ain’t no hurry! Miz Gramma ain’t come back home yet,” Liza told her.


  Mandie paused at the door and said, “So Grandmother is still out with Mrs. Willimon.” And then she quickly added, “But it’s snowing outside and she will probably be home any minute now, so I’d better get him out of her room.”


  She rushed out into the hallway and up the stairs. She didn’t want to have her grandmother upset because she still had to tell her that the Guyers were coming to visit. And that was going to be enough to put Mrs. Taft in a bad mood.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  GETTING READY


  The door to Mrs. Taft’s room was slightly ajar. Mandie quickly pushed it open and headed for the tall bed on the other side of the huge room.


  “Snowball! Snowball!” she called as she went. “Come here. You know you aren’t supposed to go in Grandmother’s room. Snowball!” She looked on the counterpane, but her white cat was not there. She quickly searched the room and decided he was not there.


  She left the bedroom, pulling the door shut behind her, and hurried down the long hallway toward her room. Halfway there she met her grandmother, who had just reached the top of the steps.


  “Oh, Grandmother, I didn’t know you were back,” Mandie said nervously, hoping the lady had not seen her come out of her bedroom.


  “I thought I’d better get back while the snow has stopped—just in case it starts again,” Mrs. Taft said, removing her hat as she hurried on toward her room.


  Mandie only heard the words that the snow had stopped, and she raced for the stairs. If she and Joe were going to try to decipher that treasure map, they’d better begin now. She met Joe at the bottom of the steps.


  “The snow stopped,” she said to him.


  “I know. Mr. Shaw and I just got back from Polly’s house, and there’s hardly a trace of the white stuff outside now,” Joe told her. He was carrying his coat and hat.


  “But it might snow again, so let’s get started with that treasure map,” Mandie told him. “I’ll get my coat and things. I left them in the back hallway.” She started in that direction.


  “Wait, Mandie!” Joe quickly said. As she stopped and turned around, he asked, “How are we going to figure out any treasure map from that mess in the box you received?”


  “We’ll have to study it real hard,” Mandie said. She walked on. “I’ll be right back.”


  She quickly got her coat and hat and put them on as she came back to where Joe was sitting on the bottom step.


  “Let’s go get the box and take it out on the porch,” Mandie told him.


  Joe followed her to the parlor where Elizabeth, John Shaw, and the Woodards were sitting by the fire. Mandie hurried over to the table, picked up the box, and said, “We’re going outside.”


  “All right, dear, but don’t go too far away. We may have more company coming, you know,” Elizabeth told her.


  Mandie gasped. Did her mother believe the Guyers were coming that afternoon? She and Joe would just have to stay within sight of the house so she could watch for them. “All right, Mother,” she said as she and Joe left the parlor. Joe hurried to open the front door for Mandie. With her arms full of wrapping paper and the box, she was trying to hold it as level as possible so the contents would not be disturbed.


  “Now, let’s look this thing over real good,” Mandie said. She sat down on the swing on the porch and Joe joined her. She set the box between them, removed the wrapping paper, and folded it, tucking it in the corner of the seat.


  Joe bent forward to look at the contents. “I don’t see a thing but a lot of dirt, weeds, holly leaves, berries, and some little red ribbons, Mandie,” he said.


  “But it all must mean something. Whoever made this must have had some idea as to what it is,” Mandie said, frowning as she concentrated on the stuff. “I still think those little dents in the dirt represent roads and those red ribbons are landmarks along the way.”


  “If that’s so, then where is the dead end, the place where the treasure should be?” Joe asked, looking at her.


  Mandie thought for a moment and then looked out across the huge front yard. Signs of the snow were gone except for white powder here and there. “It’s probably the last ribbon along the way,” she said thoughtfully, looking back down at the contents of the box. “You see, if you went along one of the dents, or a road, you would pass two of the ribbons in order to get to the third ribbon.”


  “Then where do we begin?” Joe asked.


  “Well, we can start right here,” Mandie said, picking up the box and going down the long walkway. “We walk down to the gate here. And that could be the first red ribbon.” She stopped and looked around as Joe followed.


  “All right, the road in front of your house here goes both ways,” he said. “Do we go left or right?”


  Mandie studied the contents of the box a moment and then said, “If we go left, we will come to the intersection of another road. But if we go right, we’ll only keep going down the same road. Let’s go left.” She pushed open the gate and started down the road to the left.


  “At least this is good exercise,” Joe remarked as he walked along with her. “Tell me. What do you expect to find at the end of this treasure hunt?”


  Mandie stopped to look up at him. “Why, Joe Woodard, that’s the fun of going on a treasure hunt. You never know what you’ll find. If you did, there wouldn’t be any sense in going at all.”


  “I’d really like to know who sent you that box,” Joe said, looking down at the contents. “That might just give us an inkling of what this is all about.”


  “So would I, but since we don’t know, we can find out if we solve this mysterious treasure map,” Mandie said.


  When they came to the intersection, they stopped and looked around.


  “Now which way do you plan to go?” Joe asked, looking at the box and then up and down the other road.


  “Let’s see. If this is the first red ribbon, then we should go right toward the next ribbon,” Mandie said as she studied the contents.


  Joe glanced back in the direction of the house. “I do believe I see Uncle Ned turning into your driveway in his wagon,” he said.


  Mandie quickly turned around to look. “Yes, that must be Uncle Ned, and he probably has Morning Star and Sallie with him because he’s in the wagon. Come on. Let’s go back.” She held the box closely to her and hurried back down the road.


  As they reached the front gate, the wagon disappeared around behind the house, and they followed it until it stopped in front of the barn. Mandie looked up and saw Uncle Ned as he stepped down. She glanced back up. There was no one with him.


  “Uncle Ned,” she greeted him. “I’m so glad you’ve come. I thought maybe Sallie and Morning Star would be with you since you’re in the wagon.”


  The old Cherokee put his arm around her thin shoulders and said, “Not today. Three days I bring Sallie and Morning Star.”


  “Three days?” Mandie said, quickly counting in her head. “That would be Christmas Eve, which is Tuesday. Oh, I’m so glad y’all are coming for Christmas.”


  Uncle Ned turned to shake hands with Joe. “Glad to see you,” he said.


  “And I’m glad to see you, sir,” Joe replied. “My mother and father are here, too.”


  “Well, come on. Let’s go in the house,” Mandie said, starting toward the back door, and then she stopped and held the box out for Uncle Ned to see. “Look at what somebody sent me, all wrapped up like a Christmas present, with no name on it. I found it on the doorstep this morning.”


  The old Indian glanced at the box, looked at Mandie, and asked, “What this be?”


  “I’ve decided it must be a treasure map,” Mandie declared and went on to explain about the dents and ribbons.


  Uncle Ned shook his head as she finished. Smiling, he said, “No treasure. Mess.”


  “I think you’re right, Uncle Ned,” Joe told him.


  Mandie stomped her foot and said, “Oh shucks! Let’s go in the house.” She led the way in through the back door, left the box on a table there, and began removing her coat, hat, and gloves as she went into the parlor.


  “Welcome, Uncle Ned,” John Shaw said as they entered the parlor, and he rose to shake hands.


  Greetings were exchanged all around because everyone knew Uncle Ned. Mandie pulled up a stool near him when he sat down and waited to ask why he was alone in the wagon when he always rode his horse.


  “I bring baskets, sell to store people for holiday,” he said.


  “Oh, Mother, we ought to go buy some of them Monday,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, we will,” Elizabeth promised. “They will make nice presents to some of the people on our lists.” Turning to the old Indian, she said, “I wish you had brought Morning Star and Sallie with you.”


  He explained that he would return with them on Christmas Eve.


  “I hope you are planning to stay tonight with us before you start back over the mountain,” John Shaw told him.


  Uncle Ned smiled and nodded as he said, “Thank you. I stay. Leave sunup tomorrow.”


  “We just brought in a tree this afternoon, so you’ll be here to help us decorate it,” Mandie told him.


  “And I’d appreciate it, Uncle Ned, if you could take our presents to everyone back your way,” Elizabeth said.


  “Yes, glad to,” Uncle Ned replied.


  Elizabeth looked at Mandie and asked, “Amanda, do you have all your gifts wrapped, the ones to the people who won’t be able to come visit for Christmas?”


  “Well, I have a few things in my trunk I brought home from school that I haven’t wrapped,” Mandie said.


  “Why don’t you go finish now while you have time? Uncle Ned will be leaving early in the morning,” Elizabeth told her.


  Mandie stood up, looked at Joe, and said, “It won’t take long.”


  John Shaw rose and said to Joe, “We brought in the tree, but we still have to find some mistletoe and holly.”


  “Yes, sir, and I think I remember seeing a whole bunch of mistletoe on the way to the woods today,” Joe said as he also stood up.


  “I go along,” Uncle Ned said.


  “And I would like a little exercise myself,” Dr. Woodard told him.


  As the men and Joe left the room to hunt mistletoe and holly, Mandie looked back at her mother, her grandmother, and Mrs. Woodard in the parlor. “I won’t be gone long,” she said.


  “All right, dear,” Elizabeth replied.


  Mandie hurried upstairs to her room. The minute she pushed open the door, she knew something was wrong. As she stepped into the room, she saw Snowball curled up asleep in the middle of her bed. And he was practically covered with the paper torn from the presents she had wrapped earlier.


  “Snowball!” she cried as she ran toward the bed. “What have you done?” She quickly examined the gifts to see if he had clawed them. Nothing looked damaged, but she would have to finish pulling off the wrappings and do everything all over again.


  “Oh, I could shake you good!” she declared as the white cat stood up, stretched, and jumped down from the bed. He took one look at his mistress and quickly ran out into the hallway. “You’d better stay out of here,” she added as she went to close the door.


  When she finished redoing the presents, she put them in the bottom of the huge wardrobe this time and closed the doors. Then she had to get the things out of her trunk that she had bought for some of her Cherokee kinpeople and wrap them. Uncle Ned would be taking these. She sat down at the desk in her room and wrote notes to each of the recipients, wishing them well and a glorious holiday.


  “Now I need something to put all this in so Uncle Ned can carry the things back with him,” Mandie said to herself.


  She went to the linen closet in the hallway and searched through the stacks there. “If I can only find some flour sacks,” she said to herself. “Ah, here are some.” She pulled out a few sacks that were folded and tucked at the bottom of the stack. When she unfolded one, she was disappointed to see that someone had ripped out the seams. She knew the stitching in flour sacks was made with an end thread that if pulled would immediately unravel the whole seam. Evidently this had been done to these. She looked in other stacks in the closet and finally found three flour sacks that were still sewn in the seams.


  Back in her room she quickly filled the bags with the wrapped presents and the notes she had written. The flour sacks were the large thirty-six-pound size, so she only had to use two. The third one she folded and put on her bureau. Then she gathered up the tops of the bags and looped them so the contents wouldn’t spill out. She set them on a chair and made sure she closed the door when she left her room.


  Mandie went back downstairs to the parlor and found everyone had returned and also that it was almost time for supper. Where did the time go?


  “What took you so long, dear?” Elizabeth asked as Mandie sat down on a small settee beside Joe.


  “That white cat had completely torn up the paper on the presents I had wrapped after we went shopping today, and I had to redo everything, plus all the things I had in my trunk,” Mandie explained, pointing to Snowball, who was now curled up asleep on the carpet in front of the fireplace.


  “Amanda, you need to start closing the door to your room when you go out so Snowball can’t get in there,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  “I know, but I always forget, and he goes in and sleeps on my bed,” Mandie said with a sigh. “But I’m sure I closed it this time.”


  “We’ve got the whole back porch full of holly and mistletoe,” Joe told Mandie with a big grin. “You girls won’t be able to find a safe place to stand away from the mistletoe.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “That’s what you think. But come to think of it, Polly might like being caught under the mistletoe.”


  “The Cornwallises are not coming over tonight, Amanda,” Elizabeth said from across the room. “They have unexpected company.”


  “Oh, that’s right. Liza told me,” Mandie said. Turning to Uncle Ned, she said, “I have my presents all wrapped and ready in two flour sacks whenever you get ready to take them.”


  “In morning I will get,” the old man said.


  Aunt Lou came to the doorway at that moment and announced, “De food be on de table, Miz ’Lizbeth.”


  “Thank you, Aunt Lou. We’ll be right in,” Elizabeth said as she stood up.


  They went into the dining room for supper, and afterwards they returned to the parlor to plan the decorating.


  “I believe the first thing we need to do is get the pot for the tree out of the barn and get the tree standing,” John Shaw said.


  “The pot? Oh, you mean that same old bucket you use every year,” Mandie said. “I know where it is. Joe and I could go get it.” She looked at him, and he nodded.


  “We’ll bring it in and put it in place, and then we’ll carry in dirt to fill it here. That way it won’t be too heavy to carry, and the tree will stand up better,” John Shaw said.


  “Need ladder,” Uncle Ned said. “I get ladder.”


  “And a hammer and some tacks. I know where they are,” Elizabeth said.


  “Well, if you’ll just tell me where you keep the skirt for the bottom of the tree, I’ll get it,” Mrs. Taft said to Elizabeth.


  “It’s in the linen closet down the hall next to the kitchen door,” Elizabeth replied.


  “And Dr. Woodard and I can get the little ornaments, or whatever you plan to put on the tree, if you’ll just tell us where they are,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  “Please wait, everybody! We are forgetting something,” Mandie suddenly spoke up loudly as she stepped into the middle of the floor.


  Everyone turned to look at her.


  “What are we forgetting, Amanda?” Elizabeth asked.


  “Don’t you remember? A long time ago we agreed that all the servants would be asked to join in with us when we decorate the tree,” Mandie reminded her.


  “Oh yes,” Elizabeth agreed.


  “Thank you for reminding us. I don’t know how I forgot that,” John Shaw said. “Now, why don’t you run back to the kitchen and round everybody up so we can get to work?”


  Mandie rushed out of the room and came back with Aunt Lou and Liza. “Abraham and Jenny wanted to get the tree pot out of the barn,” she explained. “They’ll be here in a minute.”


  John Shaw looked around the room and said, “We’re still forgetting Jake and Ludie Burns, and did Jason Bond get back from his visit over the mountain?”


  “Why don’t Mandie and I run down and get the Burnses?” Joe asked.


  “All right. I thought they would have been here by now. They’ve agreed to help out in the house during the holidays,” John Shaw said. “Has no one seen Jason Bond?”


  Everyone shook their heads.


  “Then he should be back soon,” John Shaw said. Looking at Dr. Woodard, he added, “He always takes food and toys to the settlement of poor folks on the other side of the mountain. He has been gone all day, so he should return soon. Amanda, get your coat, then you and Joe run along and get the Burnses. Take a lantern. There’s one on the back porch.”


  Aunt Lou and Liza stood at the doorway looking and listening. And Abraham and Jenny came in, carrying the huge pot.


  “Whereabouts y’all be wantin’ dis heah pot?” the old man asked.


  “Just set it down right there, Abraham, and we’ll figure out where,” John Shaw told him.


  As Abraham and Jenny set the pot down, Mandie started to go out the door to get her coat and hat. Joe followed. They almost ran straight into Polly Cornwallis.


  “Well!” Mandie said in surprise. “I thought you weren’t coming over tonight.”


  “Mother said I could because my aunt and uncle came to visit for the weekend and they’re old,” Polly said, wrinkling up her nose. “I didn’t have anybody to talk to, so here I am.”


  “Well, go on in,” Joe said, stepping out of her way and motioning her into the parlor. “Mr. Shaw is giving out work orders, so you might as well let him know you’re here so you can get yours.” He grinned at her.


  “Work orders? What in the world for?” Polly asked in surprise.


  “Everybody has a part in putting up the tree and decorating, so all you have to do is say what you want to do. Joe and I are going to get the Burnses,” Mandie said, stepping past her to get her coat and hat where she had left them on the hall tree.


  “You are? Then I’ll just go with y’all,” Polly said, turning to follow Mandie.


  “We’re going to walk real fast. We have to hurry,” Mandie warned her.


  “I can walk as fast as you can, Mandie Shaw,” Polly said with a frown.


  “Then let’s get going,” Joe told the girls as he put on his coat and cap. “Let’s go out the back door so we can get the lantern.”


  Mandie went through the kitchen and picked up some matches and joined Joe and Polly on the back porch. Joe lit the lantern, and they were on their way. The winter day had been short because of cloudiness, and it was dark as the three hurried down the pathway.


  When they reached the Burnses’ house, they knocked on the front door and Mrs. Burns opened it, surprised at seeing them.


  “Well, bless my soul, do come in,” she told the young people. “I was just getting ready to go, as soon as Jake gets his things together.” She stepped back so they could enter the small front room.


  “Uncle John sent us after y’all,” Mandie explained.


  “I’m sorry you had to come all the way down here for us,” she said. “You see, we didn’t know exactly what time youins wanted us up there. Then when it started to snow today, we decided we’d just take a change of clothes and stay at the big house with y’all, just in case it snows real bad.” She leaned toward the door to another room and called, “Jake, are you ready yet? Mr. Shaw done sent the young’uns for us. Hurry up, you hear?”


  “I’m ready, be right there,” Jake called from the other room. He came into the front room with a bag thrown across his shoulder and a lighted lantern.


  Mrs. Burns picked up her bag from across the room and led the way out of the house. Jake went ahead with the light and Joe brought up the rear with his lantern. Mandie stayed back near Joe and let Polly get ahead of her.


  “I hope nobody bothers my box, you know,” Mandie whispered to Joe as they walked. “And I don’t want other people to see it. Know what I mean?”


  “You shouldn’t have left it just sitting there at the back door,” Joe told her under his breath.


  “I know,” she whispered. She would have to grab the box and hide it because she was afraid if Polly saw it and got the idea that it was a treasure map she would follow them around.


  Also, she would have to talk to her grandmother about the Guyers. And she had not told Joe yet that Jonathan was coming to visit.


  “Oh me, oh my!” she said under her breath to herself as the group moved on.


  CHAPTER SIX


  UP WENT THE TREE


  Jake Burns led the way to the back of the Shaw house with his lantern to illuminate their path. Just as he started to open the door, Mandie stopped and said to Joe, “Let’s go in the front door.”


  “But why?” Joe asked as he looked at her in the light from his lantern.


  “Oh, you know, let’s just go in the front door. It’s nearer to the parlor,” Mandie insisted. She started to walk around the house. “Come on, Polly.”


  “Well, all right, then,” Joe agreed. “We’ll catch up with y’all inside,” he called back to the Burnses, who were going through the back way.


  “If y’all are going in the front, then I will, too,” Polly said. She quickly followed Joe and Mandie.


  Mandie pushed open the front door, quickly removed her coat, hat, and gloves, and hung them on the hall tree. Joe and Polly did likewise.


  As soon as they got to the parlor door, Mandie turned to look at Joe where Polly couldn’t see her face and said, “I’ll be right back.” She mouthed the words “the box” and hurried down the hallway.


  Polly followed Joe into the parlor.


  Mandie went straight to the box she had left on the table at the back door. She looked around as she picked it up, trying to figure out where to hide it.


  “The closet under the stairs,” she murmured to herself as she quickly opened the door to the space under the steps leading up to the second floor. As she did, she was amazed at the contents of the place. There was not one inch of space to store the box. Linens were packed tightly into every shelf, and the space on the floor beneath was covered with canned goods stacked all the way up to the bottom shelf. “How did anyone ever figure out how to put all this into one closet?” she said aloud.


  Closing the closet door, she glanced around the hallway. Then she realized the table had a large drawer. She pulled it open and breathed a sigh of relief when she found it empty, but the box just barely fit inside.


  “Mandie, your mother is asking where you are,” Polly called to her as she came down the corridor.


  “I’m coming,” Mandie said, trying to close the drawer.


  “What are you doing?” Polly asked as she came closer.


  “Nothing,” Mandie said, moving in front of the drawer. “This drawer is stuck. Why don’t you go back and tell my mother I’ll be right there?”


  Polly had come up to her and bent forward to see into the drawer. “What’s wrong with the drawer, Mandie?”


  “Oh, Polly, please go back to the parlor,” Mandie said as she let go of the drawer and turned to stand in front of it.


  Polly managed to see behind Mandie. “No wonder it won’t close,” she said. “What is that inside? It’s too big for the drawer.”


  Mandie gave up, turned around, and took the box out of the drawer.


  “It’s just a box I was trying to put away,” she said, holding it with both hands. “Come on. I’m going back to the parlor.”


  Mandie hastened down the hallway and Polly followed.


  “What’s in the box, Mandie?” Polly asked as she looked at Mandie.


  “Nothing important,” Mandie replied and kept right on into the parlor. She looked around for a place to put the box. Everyone was there, and everyone was involved in some chore of decorating. The tree had been placed in the pot and was standing at the other side of the room away from the heat of the fireplace. Joe and Abraham were bringing in buckets of dirt and pouring it into the pot as Uncle John held the tree in place. Dr. Woodard was on a ladder while Elizabeth and Mrs. Taft handed him pieces of greenery to place over the top of the window. Aunt Lou, Jenny, and Liza were untangling bundles of holly and mistletoe. Jake and Ludie Burns were darting among everyone for odds and ends as needed. Uncle Ned was stringing beads for the tree. Mrs. Woodard was standing back and giving directions for placement of everything.


  Elizabeth looked across the room and asked, “Amanda, aren’t you going to participate? And Polly?”


  “Of course, Mother,” Mandie said. She put the box on a table and sat down on the carpet to assist in separating the holly and mistletoe.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Polly said as she went to help pass the greenery to Dr. Woodard.


  Mandie stayed within view of her box and watched Polly moving about the room. And when they finally got to the task of decorating the tree, Elizabeth surveyed their work around the room and said, “I believe we could take a break now for refreshments.”


  “Hot cocoa,” Joe spoke up as he stood by Mandie near the table with the box on it.


  “With marshmallows,” Mandie added.


  “Suppose we get some sticks and roast the marshmallows over the fire? What do y’all think?” Uncle John asked as he looked around the room.


  “Yes!” Mandie agreed with a big smile.


  “I’ll get the sticks,” Joe volunteered as he started toward the door.


  “I believe you’ll find plenty of sticks in the leftovers on the back porch,” John Shaw told him.


  “I’ll help make the hot cocoa,” Mrs. Taft said, and as she glanced at her hands, she added, “As soon as I wash my dirty hands.”


  Mandie looked at her grandmother in surprise. She had never seen the woman do any kind of work. She had servants at her home. Her many businesses kept her involved and she had never seemed interested in housework.


  “If you are going to make the hot cocoa, then I’d better go along to supervise,” Mandie teased with a big grin.


  Mrs. Taft didn’t blink an eye as she replied, also grinning, “That might be a good idea. Let’s go.” She started toward the door.


  Aunt Lou had stood by listening to the conversation, and she said, “Now, I don’t be needin’ nobody else in my kitchen. I’ll make dat hot cocoa myself. Come along, Liza.” She started for the door and beckoned to Liza.


  “Then we’ll just go and watch,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  Without remembering about the box, Mandie followed them to the kitchen. She helped Liza get down cups and saucers, and Mrs. Taft stood by watching.


  “One of these days I need to take time to learn a few things about food and the operation of a kitchen,” Mrs. Taft remarked as Aunt Lou added more water to the kettle and set it on a hot cap.


  “Ain’t nuthin’ to it, really,” Aunt Lou told her. “But if I may say, ma’am, a lady in yo’ position don’t need to be wastin’ huh time in de kitchen. People like us needs our jobs in de kitchen, and people like you gotta make de money to keep de kitchen goin’.”


  “Dat’s right. Cain’t nobody do ev’ything,” Liza joined in from across the room.


  “I’ll teach you if you really want to learn, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “Aunt Lou taught me, you know, and I wrote up all the recipes. We put them together and got it made into a book that we call Mandie’s Cookbook.”


  “Why, Amanda, that would be wonderful,” Mrs. Taft told her. “When you grow up you will have a well-rounded education.”


  Liza took large bags of marshmallows from the cabinet and asked Mandie, “What you wantin’ to do wid dese?”


  Mandie rushed to take them from her and said, “I need a large platter to put these on and some little tea plates for everyone to hold them after we roast them.” She helped Liza find the proper dishes.


  Liza looked at Aunt Lou and Mrs. Taft and then leaned over to whisper to Mandie, “You dun left dat Miss Sweet Thing in de parlor wid de doctuh’s son.”


  Mandie gasped as she thought about the box she had left on the table. “I’d better go back and help Joe with the sticks,” she said as she hurried out of the kitchen.


  She met up with Joe and Polly in the hallway on their way back to the parlor with sticks for roasting the marshmallows.


  “Aunt Lou is making the hot cocoa,” Mandie remarked as she joined them.


  “I didn’t think she would need you to help,” Joe teased.


  “No, not really,” Mandie replied when they came to the door of the parlor. She rushed into the room and went to look at her box. It was still on the table and didn’t look as though it had been disturbed.


  “I didn’t touch your old box,” Polly said as she watched Mandie.


  “Why, Polly, I didn’t say you did,” Mandie told her.


  Uncle John and Uncle Ned came into the room then carrying boxes full of decorations, which they set down near the tree.


  “Did you all get those from the attic?” Mandie asked.


  “We sure did,” John Shaw told her, dusting off his hands.


  “I saw them up there one time. Lots of the stuff must be awfully old,” Mandie replied as she bent to look into one of the boxes.


  “As old as this house,” John Shaw said.


  “And some older than grandfather of John Shaw,” Uncle Ned said.


  “That would be terribly old,” Dr. Woodard added from the doorway where he had come in. “And I suppose you young people will want to know the story of each piece.” He looked at Mandie, Joe, and Polly.


  “I’m afraid that would take all night,” John Shaw said with a laugh. “We can’t possibly use all this, so Amanda, Joe, and Polly can just pick out what they want to hang on the tree.”


  Aunt Lou and Liza brought trays holding the hot cocoa and marshmallows and set them on a long table. Mrs. Taft followed with the white linen napkins, which she placed alongside the trays.


  Mandie watched her grandmother and with a smile said, “Well, Grandmother, you did get to help after all.”


  Mrs. Taft responded with a big smile of her own.


  At that moment Jason Bond entered the parlor. “Hope you don’t mind I took so long,” he said to John Shaw as he came to stand by the fireplace. “There are so many wonderful people over that mountain, and I just had to visit awhile.”


  “Oh no, that’s quite all right,” John Shaw replied. “You’re back just in time for a hot drink and to help decorate the tree.”


  “It’s cold outside and still looks like snow,” Jason Bond told him. “Now, what can I do around here?”


  Mandie spoke up. “Help us tie the ribbons on the decorations,” she said. “Look at all those things in these boxes. We have to go through it all and pick out whatever the tree will hold.” She pointed to the boxes nearby.


  “Looks like a big job,” Jason Bond said with a smile as he bent to inspect the contents.


  “Shall we get started now? Otherwise we’re going to be all night getting this tree decorated,” Elizabeth Shaw said loudly as she looked around the room. “Help yourselves to the cocoa and cookies. We can stop now and then to roast a marshmallow in the fireplace whenever you wish.”


  Everyone immediately pitched in and the hot cocoa and cookies soon disappeared. Aunt Lou and Liza went back to the kitchen for more.


  Mandie excitedly picked out items in the boxes and tied red ribbons around them with a loop to put over a branch of the tree, but she kept watching her box on the table.


  When the decorating job came to an end, everyone stood back to admire their work. Elizabeth went to the piano and began playing Christmas carols. Soon the whole crowd was taking part in the singing.


  As the grandfather clock in the hallway struck midnight, Elizabeth stood up and said, “This has been a wonderful day, but I think we’d better all retire now. Otherwise, we may fall asleep at church tomorrow.” She laughed as she looked around the room, and the others joined in.


  Uncle John looked at Polly and said, “Now, Miss Polly, we’ll send someone to escort you home. It’s late.” He looked directly at Joe.


  Mandie quickly offered, “I will go with her, Uncle John.”


  “Then who is going to escort you back home?” her uncle teased. “I think we’d better let someone else go.”


  Mandie walked over to Uncle Ned, looked up at him with her blue eyes, and asked, “Uncle Ned, would you mind walking with me and Polly over to her house?”


  “I be glad to go,” the old man told her.


  As they put on their coats and hats in the hallway, Polly called back to Joe, “Aren’t you coming with us, Joe?”


  Joe walked over to the doorway and said with a big grin, “I wasn’t exactly asked. See you later.” He stepped back into the parlor.


  “Well, he could have come anyway,” Polly muttered as she followed Mandie and Uncle Ned out the front door.


  Outside, the moon could barely be seen behind the clouds floating over it. And as Jason Bond had said, it was terribly cold.


  Mandie held Uncle Ned’s hand as they walked through the trees to Polly’s house. Although Polly lived next door, it was still a good distance from the Shaws’ house.


  “I have my presents all wrapped for you to take to my Cherokee kinpeople, Uncle Ned. I put them in flour sacks in my room,” she told him.


  Before he could say anything, Polly said quickly, “I don’t understand why you put red paper on all of them—every single one. Why didn’t you use different colors like green or white?”


  Mandie gasped with surprise. “And how do you know what I wrapped my presents with?” she asked, looking at the girl on the other side of Uncle Ned.


  “Well, I ... I do, anyhow, I—” Polly stuttered.


  “So you had been in my room when I saw you in the hallway,” Mandie said. “Why did you go snooping in my room?”


  “But, Mandie, I was only looking for you,” Polly said quickly. “You were gone so long I figured you weren’t coming back right away.”


  “I was not gone all that long,” Mandie argued.


  “Let us not say angry words,” Uncle Ned said as he squeezed Mandie’s hand and reached to clasp Polly’s with his other. “Must remember. Think first.”


  Mandie breathed deeply and said, “I’m sorry, Polly. I suppose I’m just tired, and there are some things bothering me that you don’t know about.”


  “That’s all right, Mandie,” Polly replied. “You know I always like to be part of whatever is going on.”


  “I go home when sun rises,” Uncle Ned said. “Must promise no angry words while I go to bring back Sallie and Morning Star.”


  Mandie wondered how she would ever be able to hold down her temper when Polly was always doing irritating things. Maybe if she could just ignore Polly altogether, she would be able to overlook what Polly said and did.


  “I promise to try, Uncle Ned,” Mandie told the old Indian as they continued through the adjoining yards. “I’m really anxious to see Sallie, and Morning Star, too, of course. And I’m so glad you all will be here to celebrate Christmas with us.”


  Uncle Ned looked down at Polly, who had been silent. Polly caught his glance and said, “I always try to behave.”


  They came to the front door of Polly’s house, and her mother answered their knock. She insisted they come in, but Mandie quickly declined.


  “We have to get back. It’s too late, but thank you, Mrs. Cornwallis. We’ll be over tomorrow night to help decorate your tree,” Mandie told her.


  “Please don’t let your mother forget,” Mrs. Cornwallis said, and looking up at Uncle Ned, she said, “Thank you for walking Polly home.”


  “Welcome,” the old man said.


  As Mandie and Uncle Ned started to turn and walk off the porch, Polly called to Mandie from the doorway, “I don’t know why you are so protective of that old box. It’s just full of dirt and twigs. What good could it be?”


  Mandie instantly stopped, turned around, and was about to give an angry reply when Polly shut the door.


  “So she has managed to look in my box,” Mandie said as she followed Uncle Ned off the porch.


  “No damage done,” Uncle Ned said, leading the way down the pathway. “No one know what is in box anyhow. Look like what she said.”


  “Oh, but, Uncle Ned, Joe and I have been trying to figure out whether it’s a treasure map or not, and I didn’t want Polly to know because she follows us around every minute when Joe is here,” Mandie told him.


  “But she might help figure out,” the old man said.


  “Oh well,” Mandie said, giving up the subject.


  Uncle Ned paused as they came to the front steps of the Shaw house. “What things bothering Papoose? Must settle bothering things,” he said.


  Mandie stopped by his side, then sat down on a step, and he joined her. “I have big problems, Uncle Ned,” Mandie began. “You see, when I was in New York I asked Mr. Guyer and Jonathan to come visit with us for Christmas, and my mother said she received a note saying they were coming.” She paused.


  “That no problem,” Uncle Ned said.


  “But it’s all so complicated,” Mandie tried to explain. “You see, for some reason my grandmother does not like Mr. Guyer. I don’t know what will happen when he and Jonathan arrive and my grandmother has to stay under the same roof with them for a few days.”


  “Still no problem,” Uncle Ned insisted. “So many company they do not have to talk.”


  “And then there’s Joe,” Mandie added. “I don’t know if you noticed when Joe and Jonathan met in New York, but they didn’t seem to like each other, and they will both be here during Christmas. Like you have always told me, I should have thought first before I asked the Guyers to come visit.”


  “Still no problem, Papoose,” the old man said. “They will all get to be friends before they leave John Shaw’s house.”


  “Oh, and, Uncle Ned, Grandmother doesn’t know they are coming, and neither does Joe. I haven’t told them yet,” Mandie said with a big sigh.


  “Papoose should tell right away so no surprise,” Uncle Ned replied.


  “I haven’t had a chance to talk to Grandmother since I left school to come home. She’s always busy. And I’ve been wondering how to tell Joe,” Mandie said.


  “Must tell all,” the old man said. “First sunup go tell. Must not let Guyers be surprise.”


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “I’ll have to figure out how to get Grandmother to stand still long enough to explain to her. But what if she decides to pack up and leave because the Guyers are coming?”


  “Grandmother of Papoose will not pack up and leave. She come to celebrate with daughter and granddaughter. She will not go home,” Uncle Ned said.


  “I don’t think the Woodards would leave because the Guyers are coming, because Dr. Woodard and Jonathan’s father seemed to get along fine in New York when they met,” Mandie said. “But you know how jealous Joe is. He wants to marry me when we grow up.”


  Uncle Ned smiled as he looked at her. “Long time away,” he said. “Many other boys go through life of Papoose before grown up. He knows that.”


  “Yes, and when he goes away to the university, I suppose he will meet lots of other girls, too,” Mandie said thoughtfully. She secretly felt a pain of jealousy as she thought about that.


  Uncle Ned stood up, and Mandie joined him. He looked around the yard and asked, “Where white cat? Not see all time we decorate.”


  “Snowball!” Mandie said as she suddenly realized he had not been around that night. “I hope he’s on my bed. No, that couldn’t be because I closed my door after he got in my room and tore up all the paper on my gifts. I’ll have to go find him.” She quickly went up the steps and through the front door.


  “Good night, Uncle Ned,” Mandie replied as she went toward the kitchen. “I’ll be up in the morning to tell you good-bye.”


  Mandie opened the kitchen door and was relieved to find her white cat curled up on top of the box of wood by the warmth of the big iron cookstove where a fire was kept twenty-four hours a day during cold weather.


  “Snowball, it’s time to go to bed,” Mandie said, stooping down to pick him up. He opened his eyes, looked at her, and tried to go back to sleep.


  As she hurried toward her room, she thought about what Uncle Ned had said. She had to get the dreaded task over with. She had to tell her grandmother and Joe that the Guyers were coming without further delay.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  A MISUNDERSTANDING


  The next morning everyone was up earlier than usual because Uncle Ned wanted to leave by daybreak. Mandie jumped out of bed as soon as Liza came into her room to build up the fire in the fireplace. Snowball stretched, yawned, and followed his mistress as she sat on the carpet in the warmth from the fire.


  “Good morning, Liza,” she greeted the young maid. “Have you been in my grandmother’s room yet? Is she up?”


  “Mawnin’, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said, adding a log to the fire. “Now, dat lady she dun went and got dressed and dun went down to de parlor soon as I shake up huh fire.”


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie exclaimed as she jumped to her feet. “I was hoping to catch her before she left her room.” She went to the wardrobe to take down a dress.


  “Well, now, you kin ketch huh in de parlor,” Liza said. “I gotta go now.” She walked over to the door.


  “Thanks, Liza,” Mandie said as she quickly dressed. “I’ll see you downstairs.”


  Liza left the room, and Mandie hurriedly brushed her long blond hair and tied it back with a red ribbon to match her red calico dress. She glanced in the mirror one last time as she shook out the folds in her long, gathered skirt.


  “Come on, Snowball,” she said as she opened the door. “We’re going to eat, and I’ve got to talk to Grandmother first if I can get her alone.”


  Snowball quickly darted past her feet into the hallway and was out of sight by the time she closed the door.


  Mandie hurried downstairs to the parlor and was disappointed to find not only her grandmother there but all three Woodards, Uncle John, and Uncle Ned.


  “Good morning,” she greeted everyone as she entered the room and went to sit near Joe as everyone returned her greeting.


  “Sleepyhead!” Joe teased.


  “I’m up earlier than usual. Everybody else must have stayed up all night,” Mandie told him. She glanced at Uncle Ned with a frown and disappointed look as he made a slight nod in the direction of her grandmother.


  “I didn’t. I was the last one down before you,” Joe replied.


  Mandie looked over at the adults who were clustered around the fireplace. They were busy with their own conversation. She could talk to Joe right now about the Guyers without her grandmother overhearing her. And she certainly needed to get her grandmother alone because there was no telling what kind of response she would get from her.


  “Joe, there’s something I need to say to you,” Mandie began in a low voice.


  Joe immediately looked at her, smiled, and said, “I’m listening.”


  At that moment there was a loud knock on the front door and everyone stopped talking when they heard it. Then Mandie could hear Liza opening the front door and saying, “Good mawnin’. Whut kin I be doin’ fo’ you?”


  There was a loud laugh, and Mandie heard Jonathan Guyer say, “You must be Liza.”


  “And you must be dat Yankee boy and man we be expectin’,” Liza replied with a slight giggle. “Y’all come right in now, you heah?”


  Mandie’s heart did flip-flops and she felt short of breath. She looked at her grandmother, who was saying, “I do believe you have company, John.”


  “Yes,” John Shaw said as he rose and went to the parlor door to greet Mr. Guyer and Jonathan, who were waiting there. “Welcome! I’m John Shaw, Amanda’s uncle, and I do believe you’re Lindall Guyer and Jonathan. We’ve heard so much about you. Please give Liza your coats and come on in and join us.”


  “Glad to meet you,” Lindall Guyer said as he removed his coat and handed it to Liza.


  “So am I, sir,” Jonathan said as he hung his coat and hat on the hall tree.


  As the Guyers came into the parlor, Jonathan immediately spotted Mandie and came to sit by her and Joe.


  “I’m glad you could come, Jonathan. You remember Joe, don’t you?” Mandie said, nervously watching both of the boys. “Joe, you were at Jonathan’s house in New York, remember?”


  “Sure I remember Joe,” Jonathan said, extending his hand. “How are you?”


  “Fine. And how are you?” Joe asked as he shook hands with him.


  Mandie glanced over at the adults and heard her grandmother say, “Why, Lindall Guyer, I had no idea you would be coming here.” She had a slight smile on her face.


  “First time I’ve been to visit the Shaws here,” Lindall said as he sat down by John Shaw. He turned to greet Uncle Ned and Dr. Woodard. “Glad to see you again.”


  Dr. Woodard introduced his wife, and Mandie caught a glimpse of Liza peeking around the door. The girl had always been curious about the Guyers since Mandie had come back from Europe the summer before and told Liza about becoming acquainted with Jonathan and his father.


  “Y’all are just in time for breakfast,” Mandie told Jonathan, trying to ease the tension between the two boys.


  “Hope you have lots to eat. I’m hungry,” Jonathan said with a laugh.


  “So am I,” Joe finally spoke.


  Mandie looked back at the doorway and saw her mother coming into the room. As John Shaw stood up, Lindall Guyer also rose and looked at Elizabeth, who was coming toward him with her hand extended.


  “We’re delighted that you and Jonathan could come,” Elizabeth said. Then she glanced at Jonathan and smiled.


  “This is my wife, Elizabeth,” John Shaw told Mr. Guyer.


  “How do you do?” Lindall said, shaking her hand.


  Turning to John, Elizabeth said, “I’ve met Mr. Guyer before, a long time ago.”


  “We’ve met before?” Lindall questioned her.


  “Yes, years ago when you came to my mother’s house. That’s my mother over there, Mrs. Norman Taft,” Elizabeth explained.


  “Oh, goodness gracious, yes!” Lindall exclaimed. “How dumb of me not to realize who you were. I knew Amanda was Mrs. Taft’s granddaughter, but I didn’t realize who her mother was. I apologize.”


  “That’s quite all right. It has been a long time,” Elizabeth said. “Why don’t we sit down and get comfortable until breakfast is ready?” She sat down nearby, and Lindall sat across from her.


  “I’ll see to your luggage,” John Shaw offered as he remained standing.


  “I hired a rig, and the driver dropped it inside your front hallway,” Lindall Guyer said, standing up. “I’ll go with you.”


  As the two men left the parlor, Mandie glanced at her grandmother, who was silently staring into the flames in the fireplace. So Lindall Guyer had been to Grandmother’s house years ago, she thought. They must have been friends back then. What happened to make Grandmother dislike him? She sure would like to know.


  “Have you decided about a college? Are you coming to New York to attend one?” Jonathan asked Joe.


  “No, that place is too big for me,” Joe replied. “We’re still looking, but not in New York.”


  Mandie noticed how the two boys were looking each other over. She knew she was going to be miserable with both of them around. Glancing at her grandmother again, Mandie saw that she was not taking part in the conversation among the other adults.


  Feeling the tension rising between the two boys, Mandie suddenly remembered her box. She jumped up, went over to the table where she had put it, and brought it back to show to Jonathan.


  “Look at this,” she told him as she removed the lid. “Someone wrapped this stuff up like a gift and left it on the doorstep with my name on it yesterday.” She held the box out to him.


  Jonathan looked but didn’t take the box. He shrugged his shoulders and asked, “Well, what is it supposed to be?”


  “I don’t know, but Joe and I decided it must be a treasure map of some kind,” she replied.


  “You mean you decided that. I was only teasing when I said it must be a treasure map,” Joe reminded her.


  “Well, anyhow, we’ve been outside with it, trying to figure out if these tiny little trenches in the dirt could represent roads,” Mandie said, indicating the places in the box. “And these ribbons must be landmarks or something to mark the way to whatever or wherever the treasure is.” She looked at him.


  Jonathan was grinning as he replied, “You figure it all out, not me.”


  “Oh, you’re acting just like Joe. He doesn’t want to help, either,” Mandie said with a big sigh as she looked at Joe.


  Joe laughed and said, “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help. I said I’d go along with you while you solve the mystery.”


  “When are you beginning this search, or whatever you wish to call it?” Jonathan asked.


  “This afternoon,” Mandie said. “That is, if it doesn’t snow. We have to go to church this morning, and then after we come home and eat, we can begin. Are you coming with us?”


  “Well, you know, I’m not very good at such stuff,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  At that moment Aunt Lou came to the doorway to announce, “Miz ’Lizbeth, breakfust is served.”


  Elizabeth rose and replied, “Aunt Lou, thank you. Could you please find Mr. Shaw and Mr. Guyer and tell them for me?” She sat back down.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Aunt Lou answered and went on down the hallway.


  “So that was Aunt Lou?” Jonathan said.


  “Yes, that was Aunt Lou. Sooner or later you’ll meet all the people who live here,” Mandie told him.


  “I’ve heard so much about them I feel like I know them already,” Jonathan said.


  “But we don’t have nearly as many people working here as you and your father do,” Mandie said. “And all our people speak southern English, no foreigners in this house.” She laughed.


  “And no southerners in our house,” Jonathan replied.


  “Just what little time I was there I couldn’t understand half of what those people in New York were saying,” Joe remarked. “They talk too fast and with their hands.”


  “How is Angelina?” Mandie asked. She was a runaway girl in New York who had claimed a dog that had wandered into Jonathan’s backyard during Mandie’s visit at Thanksgiving time.


  “Oh, she’s fine,” Jonathan replied. “But she still wants to claim Whitey, and I have to keep telling her the dog’s owner gave him to me.”


  At that moment John Shaw and Lindall Guyer came back into the parlor.


  “I heard the food is on the table,” John said to Elizabeth, who immediately rose from her chair.


  “Yes, let’s go in before everything gets cold, shall we?” Elizabeth said, looking about the room at her guests.


  After they were all seated at the table and conversation began again, Mandie noticed that her grandmother was still not participating. Evidently she was awfully upset with the presence of the Guyers. Mandie dreaded the thought of the lady catching her alone and venting that anger on her.


  After the meal was over, Uncle Ned left for his home, promising to return. Everyone went to their rooms to dress for church services. Mandie hurried through changing her clothes, planning to come back down to the parlor to meet Jonathan and Joe. She hoped her grandmother would not stop her on the way.


  She was brushing her hair when someone tapped on her door. Her heartbeat quickened as she called, “Come in.”


  The door slowly opened, and Liza slipped inside the room, closing it behind her. She put her finger to her lips, signaling to be quiet.


  “What’s wrong?” Mandie asked in a soft voice.


  “I ain’t s’pose to be heah,” the girl told her. “But I jes’ had dis heah idea after I dun seen dat Noo Yawk boy.” She came closer to Mandie.


  “Liza, what are you up to?” Mandie asked with a laugh.


  “I ain’t up to nuthin, Missy ’Manda,” Liza replied as she placed her hands on her thin hips. “But like I was sayin’, I knows whut we kin do ’bout dat Miss Sweet Thing.”


  “I have to hurry, Liza, and get back down to the parlor,” Mandie said as she pinned her hair up. She would be wearing a hat to church.


  “Well, dis won’t take but a minute if you’d jes’ listen,” the girl insisted as she followed Mandie to the wardrobe, where Mandie took down her best coat.


  “Then tell me what you’re talking about, Liza,” Mandie said. “I have to get back downstairs, and come to think of it, you’d better be getting ready yourself for church.”


  “Dat won’t take but a minute,” Liza said. “You see, I been thinkin’ ’bout dat Noo Yawk boy. I think dat Miss Sweet Thing might roll her eyes at him. He ain’t bad lookin’. What do you be thinkin’ ’bout dat?”


  Mandie smiled as she looked at Liza. “You sure come up with some ideas,” she said as she took her hat out of the hatbox in the bottom of her wardrobe. “So you believe Polly might be interested in Jonathan. Now, tell me how that matters to me. If she wants to be friends with Jonathan, that’s all right with me.” She stepped in front of the mirror to put on her hat and secured it with a large hatpin.


  “Don’t you even unnerstand whut I be tellin’ you?” Liza asked. “Dat Miss Sweet Thing git to rollin’ dem black eyes at dat Noo Yawk boy, den she leave doctuh’s son alone.” She grinned at Mandie and danced around the room.


  “Liza, I can’t make Polly like Jonathan,” Mandie insisted. “She will probably be hanging around during the holidays anyway because Joe is here and I’m home from school.”


  “Den maybe dat Noo Yawk boy will like huh,” Liza said. “And maybe dey won’t follow you and doctuh’s son around.”


  “We’ll see,” Mandie replied, trying to end the conversation. She picked up her coat and gloves and headed for the door. “Liza, you had better go get dressed for church or Aunt Lou is going to be awfully put out with you.”


  “I see you aftuh church,” Liza promised as she darted out the door and down the hallway ahead of Mandie.


  Mandie smiled to herself as she went down to the parlor. Liza seemed more interested in matching up boys and girls than she was in finding a boy for herself. And as far as Mandie knew, Liza had never had a boyfriend. She was older than Mandie and was old enough to be interested in boys. But Mandie knew Liza had been orphaned when she was small, then Aunt Lou had taken her under her wing, and Aunt Lou could be awfully strict sometimes.When Mandie got to the parlor, she found Uncle John and Dr. Woodard already there. She was about to sit down when Joe and Jonathan came in together. She noticed they were walking along together but didn’t seem to be engaged in any conversation. She wished they would get to be friends because they were both her friends.


  “My, my! You absolutely look beautiful! What did you do to yourself?” Jonathan teased as he and Joe sat down near her.


  “I only put on my Sunday clothes, Jonathan Guyer,” Mandie replied with a big smile. “What have you done to yourself? You look different somehow.”


  “Oh, I am different,” Jonathan answered, grinning. “I changed clothes, too, and even combed my hair.” He patted the dark curls on top of his head.


  Joe had been listening and watching but had not said a word. Now he spoke. “I’ve been outside,” he said. “It still looks like snow.”


  “I hope it doesn’t snow before Uncle Ned comes back with Morning Star and Sallie,” Mandie remarked. “They might have a rough journey across that mountain.”


  “But then after they get here, I hope it snows for Christmas,” Joe said.


  “It snows so much in New York that it usually doesn’t miss a Christmas,” Jonathan said.


  “But if it snows, we won’t be able to get out and see if we can figure out that treasure map,” Mandie reminded them.


  “I wish I knew who sent you that mess,” Joe remarked.


  “Why?” Mandie asked.


  “Because I’d make them explain what it’s all about,” Joe replied.


  “Well, don’t you like treasure maps? The way Mandie tells me things, I thought you both liked treasure maps,” Jonathan said.


  “But we don’t know that that thing in the box is a real treasure map,” Joe said.


  “We’ll just have to study it and work on it to see what it is exactly,” Mandie said.


  “I would say I’d help you, but I don’t know anything about treasure maps,” Jonathan told her. “I’ve never had one.”


  “Be thankful you haven’t,” Joe said. “These things cause a lot of hard work and trouble, and they’re not always worth it.”


  “Oh, they’re a lot of fun anyway, even if you don’t find much of anything at the end of the trail,” Mandie said. “We’ll work on it this afternoon if it doesn’t snow.”


  Mandie secretly wondered if that thing really was a treasure map, but she wouldn’t admit that to anyone. It would give them something interesting to do together.


  Elizabeth, Mrs. Woodard, and Mrs. Taft came into the parlor then, and John Shaw rose to say, “We are all ready and waiting. I believe it’s about time to go.”


  When they got to the church, Mandie noticed that her grandmother stepped into the pew first with Elizabeth right behind her. Evidently she wanted to be sure she didn’t sit next to Lindall Guyer. Mandie found herself between Joe and Jonathan when they all sat down.


  The pastor’s sermon was about forgiveness, and his voice was loud and clear. Mandie knew her grandmother couldn’t help hearing him, although Mrs. Taft’s attention seemed to stray to the other side of the church away from the direction of Lindall Guyer. And when they stood to sing hymns, Mrs. Taft sang as she usually did, although she kept her eyes focused on the book.


  When the service was over and they returned to the house, Mrs. Taft went straight to her room with the remark that she would be right back.


  Mandie knew the servants were not required to cook on Sunday. The meal had been prepared on Saturday, as it always was, and then warmed up on Sunday. Everyone pitched in to help. The servants’ church held services longer than their church, so the Shaw family was usually finished when the others came home. Elizabeth was trying to hurry things up, and Mrs. Woodard helped.


  Mandie volunteered to do whatever was needed to be done, and she was surprised when Jonathan and Joe both asked to help. Elizabeth had them carry food to the table.


  “So many volunteers today,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “Amanda, if you would just go hurry up your grandmother a little bit, we’re about ready to eat.”


  Mandie’s heart sank. “Go get Grandmother?” she asked.


  “Yes, just tell her it’s all ready,” Elizabeth said. “And hurry back, dear.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie reluctantly agreed as she headed toward the door.


  She hurried up the steps and down the hallway to the door of her grandmother’s room. Knocking first, she called through the door, “Mother says everything is ready.”


  Mrs. Taft opened the door and stood there looking at Mandie with a frown.


  “It’s all ready, Grandmother,” Mandie said, starting to turn and leave.


  “Wait,” Mrs. Taft said quickly.


  “Yes, Grandmother?” Mandie said, turning back to look at her.


  “I’m coming,” Mrs. Taft said, closing the door to her room as she stepped into the hallway. “I’m just wondering why your mother didn’t tell me she had invited Lindall Guyer to spend Christmas with us?”


  “Mother?” Mandie questioned as they walked down the corridor.


  “She should have warned me,” Mrs. Taft continued.


  “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Mandie said, suddenly deciding not to tell her grandmother that she had invited the Guyers.


  Mandie knew her grandmother wouldn’t dare confront her daughter over anything in her daughter’s house. So just maybe, as long as Mrs. Taft thought Elizabeth had invited the Guyers, Mandie wouldn’t have to worry about it any longer. Yes, she decided, that would be the best solution for now.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  IS IT A MAP OR NOT?


  When the meal was finished, the adults went to the parlor, and Mandie asked Jonathan and Joe to go outside with her to begin the treasure hunt. She carefully carried the box, and the three young people looked at the mess inside it now and then as they walked along the road.


  When they came to the crossroads where she and Joe had been the day before, Mandie stopped and asked the boys, “Which way do y’all think we ought to go?” She held the box out for them to look inside.


  The two boys looked at it and then at each other. They answered at the same time.


  “That way,” Jonathan said, pointing to the left.


  “That way,” Joe said, pointing to the right.


  “Oh, what am I supposed to do? Y’all don’t agree,” Mandie said.


  “You choose which way,” Jonathan told her.


  “Yes, Mandie, you decide,” Joe said.


  “No, I can’t do that,” Mandie said in exasperation. “If I decide to go to the left, then you, Joe, will be put out with me because that’s the direction Jonathan picked. And you, Jonathan, won’t like it if I choose Joe’s way.”


  At that moment Snowball came running up to join them and began rubbing around Mandie’s ankles.


  “No, it’s all right with me whichever way you want to go,” Jonathan insisted.


  “And you know that I’m just going along and leaving it up to you to decide which way we’re going about this,” Joe reminded her.


  Snowball stood up on his hind paws and held on to the hem of Mandie’s skirt. He started meowing loudly.


  “Oh, Snowball, get down and hush up,” Mandie told him as she stepped away from him.


  The white cat growled angrily for a moment and then turned and raced off down the road to the right.


  “Snowball, come back here,” Mandie called after him.


  “Come on. He just made the decision about which road to take. Let’s follow him,” Joe said with a laugh.


  The three hurried after the white cat. Snowball paused to look back at them, and when they almost caught up, he raced off again and turned to look back.


  Finally, Mandie stopped in the middle of the road, took a deep breath, and said, “He thinks we’re playing a game with him. Let’s just ignore him, but I’ll keep an eye on him.” She looked down at the contents of the box she was carrying. “Let’s see if we can figure out where we are on this map.”


  “Well, now, if you’re claiming those little indentations are roads, then we must be here,” Joe said, pointing to a bunch of twigs in the dirt inside the box.


  Jonathan was silent.


  Mandie asked, “Well, Jonathan?”


  “Oh, I agree with Joe. I don’t know how to read a treasure map,” Jonathan said with a big grin. “You will have to figure it out.”


  “You could at least guess,” Mandie said with a little smile.


  “But I did guess. I made the same guess that Joe did,” Jonathan insisted.


  “All right, then,” Mandie said, looking back down at the inside of the box. “If we’re right there, then I suppose we should go down that road to the left that is coming up down yonder.” She looked ahead. She also noticed Snowball had stopped running and was sitting in the road watching them.


  “Agreed,” Joe said.


  “Yes,” Jonathan added.


  Mandie suddenly heard her name being called behind them. She turned to look back and saw Liza running down the road toward her.


  “Missy ’Manda!” Liza was calling as she held up her long skirt and ran toward the three young people. When she came up to Mandie, she had to pause to get her breath.


  “What’s wrong, Liza?” Mandie asked anxiously.


  “Ain’t nuthin’ wrong. It’s jes’ dat I has to ax you sumthin’,” Liza said, looking at the two boys.


  “Well, what is it?” Mandie asked.


  Liza stepped between Mandie and the boys and whispered, “I has to tell you private like. Over heah.” She moved over to the side of the road.


  Mandie followed as she frowned and asked again, “What is it, Liza?”


  “Well, you see, dat Miss Sweet Thing, she be at de house lookin’ fo’ you, and I tells huh you be out walkin’ round,” Liza replied.


  “Did she go back to her house?” Mandie asked.


  “Nope,” Liza replied. “I tell huh to wait, and I sees if I kin find you.”


  “Well, now you’ve found me, Liza,” Mandie said. She glanced at Joe and Jonathan. They were looking at her from across the road.


  “Well, whut I wants to know is, does you want dat Miss Sweet Thing to find you, being as how you got doctuh’s son and dat Yankee boy both out for a walk?” Liza asked.


  “Oh, Liza, you don’t have to go to so much trouble for me,” Mandie said. “It’s all right if you tell her where I am. I don’t want you to lie about it. I’m not really anxious for her to find out what we’re doing, but I suppose sooner or later she’ll know anyway.”


  “Whut you doin’?” Liza asked as she looked at the box in Mandie’s hands.


  “Liza, this is that present I received. We’re trying to figure out whether it’s a treasure map or not. In other words, we’re trying to trace out these little lines in it and see where they go,” Mandie explained.


  “Oh, I ’member dat uttuh treasure map whut you had one time, and I he’ped you find dat treasure, ’member?” Liza said, smiling.


  “I remember, and you could help us with this one, but I know Aunt Lou is too busy and you have to help her,” Mandie said. “I’ll let you know if it all works out as a real treasure map.”


  “Den I goes back and tells dat Miss Sweet Thing you down heah,” Liza said. She turned to go back up the road.


  “Liza, please don’t tell her we’re looking for a treasure because I’m not sure this is even a real treasure map,” Mandie called after her.


  “I won’t,” Liza promised as she hurried back toward the house.


  Mandie stepped over to join the two boys. Looking at Joe, she explained, “Polly is at the house asking for me, and Liza didn’t know whether or not to tell her where I am, so I said go ahead and tell her. I suppose she will join us shortly.” Then turning to Jonathan, she explained, “Polly Cornwallis is my next-door neighbor. I might have mentioned her sometime or other to you.”


  “I believe I’ve heard the name,” Jonathan replied.


  Mandie looked up the road as they stood there and saw Polly hurrying toward them. “Here she comes,” Mandie said.


  “Liza told me y’all were out walking,” Polly said as she gazed at Jonathan. He stared back at her.


  “Polly, this is Jonathan Guyer, our friend from New York,” Mandie introduced them. “He and his father are visiting us for the Christmas holidays. Jonathan, Polly Cornwallis.”


  “I heard y’all had some company from New York. I’m glad to meet you, Jonathan,” Polly said, still looking him over.


  “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance,” Jonathan said solemnly.


  “Well, let’s walk on,” Mandie said.


  They moved on down the road. Polly immediately fell in beside Joe, but she still looked at Jonathan now and then. Snowball waited for them.


  When they got to the intersection of the road that they had discussed before Liza’s arrival, Mandie asked, “Should we go down this road?” She glanced down at the box in her hands. They all stopped to look around.


  Polly noticed then that Mandie was holding the box. “Mandie, why are you carrying that old box with the dirt in it?”


  “Because I want to,” Mandie replied without looking at her.


  “But why?” Polly insisted. She tossed back her long, dark hair that was hanging below her tam and looked at the box with her black eyes.


  “Because I want to, Polly,” Mandie replied impatiently. “Don’t you ever do anything just because you want to?”


  “I suppose so,” Polly reluctantly agreed. “But I wouldn’t want to go around carrying a box full of dirt and all that mess. I would think it would be a silly idea for me to do that.” She looked at Mandie on the other side of Joe.


  “Oh, Polly!” Mandie exclaimed.


  Jonathan looked at Polly and said, “I think it’s a very good idea. Who knows? We might just find a pot of gold at the end.”


  Mandie took a deep breath as Jonathan said that because she knew she would have to explain now to Polly.


  “A pot of gold?” Polly questioned him. “Don’t tell me you think this thing is a treasure map with a pot of gold at the end. That’s impossible!”


  “Nothing’s impossible,” Jonathan replied as he glanced at Polly. “This thing, as you call it, could very well be a treasure map. And if it is, we won’t know what treasure awaits us at the end unless we try to find it.”


  “But that’s just a pile of dirt and twigs in that box. It’s not a real treasure map,” Polly objected.


  “Whoever said what form a treasure map could be in?” Jonathan asked her. “It could probably be traced in dirt, carved in wood, or written on paper, or whatever.”


  “But Mandie doesn’t even know who sent her this mess in the box,” Polly told him. “It may be a trick.”


  “If someone played a trick on Mandie with this thing here, I’d sure hate to be the one who did it,” Joe said with a big laugh.


  “Oh, Joe, I know you had nothing to do with this box. You weren’t even here when it came,” Mandie said. Then she turned to Jonathan and said, “And you weren’t, either. But as for Polly, she was home when I received this so-called gift.” She glanced from Joe to Jonathan and then to Polly.


  “Well, thank you, ma’am,” Joe teased.


  “I’m glad you’ve figured that much out,” Jonathan replied with a big grin.


  Polly frowned as she gazed at Mandie and said, “Amanda Elizabeth Shaw, I have better things to do than fill up boxes with dirt.”


  “I didn’t say you had anything to do with this box,” Mandie quickly replied. “I only said you were home when I received it.”


  “Well, that’s implying that I had something to do with it,” Polly replied.


  “Polly—” Mandie began.


  Joe loudly interrupted, “Girls, are we going ahead with this, or are we going to stand here wasting time? Because if you’re not going ahead I’m going back to the house.”


  “And I will, too,” Jonathan added.


  “I’m sorry, everybody,” Mandie said, looking around the group. She held the box out toward Polly. “Would you like to carry the box and help us trace the little ridges and ruts in the dirt?”


  Polly backed off and said, “No, thank you. I might spill that dirt all over my coat. You carry it. I’ll just follow along with y’all.”


  “Let’s get on with it,” Joe told the girls as he began walking down the intersecting road.


  Mandie realized she was on edge with everyone. The tension of worrying over the reception the Guyers would receive from her grandmother and from Joe had her all wound up. So far Joe and Jonathan had been polite to each other, but she was hoping they would become friends. And her grandmother had more or less stayed to herself since the Guyers had arrived, believing it was her daughter, Elizabeth, who had invited the people in the first place. Mandie knew sooner or later she would have to explain to her grandmother that she had been the one who extended the invitation. And there was no telling what the lady’s reaction would be.


  “Mandie! Are you coming?” Joe called to her.


  Mandie realized the other three had walked ahead, and now she hurried to catch up. Snowball followed.


  The young people, led by Mandie, wandered on into the business section of Franklin, where all the shops were closed because it was Sunday. They looked through the windows of the stores and admired the trees and decorations on the streets. Mandie completely forgot about the box she was carrying.


  “I suppose we’ve done our treasure-map hunting for the day,” Joe said, looking at Mandie as she stood before a shop that sold crafts made by local people.


  “I can’t see inside too well, but I imagine these people who own this shop will have Uncle Ned’s people’s baskets to sell. Mother said she and I would go buy some tomorrow,” Mandie replied, trying to see through the glass window.


  “I’d like to buy some of his baskets to take back to New York,” Jonathan remarked.


  “I’d like to come with you and your mother so I can buy some, too,” Polly quickly told Mandie.


  Suddenly snow began falling. Large white flakes were rapidly covering everything. Mandie looked at her box and said, “Oh goodness, I need to put the lid on so this won’t get all wet.”


  “Here, I’ll help you,” Joe said. “You hold the box, and I’ll pull the lid out from under it.”


  “So I suppose that’s the end of this so-called treasure hunt,” Polly said as she tried to shake the snowflakes off her coat.


  “I think it’s the end of our walk today,” Mandie said. “Mother said we should come back if it started to snow.” She looked down at Snowball, who was rapidly blinking his blue eyes as the snowflakes fell into them. Handing the box to Joe, she said, “Here, if you’ll carry the box, I’ll carry Snowball so he won’t get so wet from the snow.” She picked the cat up and held him against her.


  The four started back, and when they arrived at the Shaw gate, Mandie said, “Polly, we’re coming to your house tonight to help decorate your tree, remember?”


  “But I’m not going home right now,” Polly quickly told her as she opened the gate and started up the long walkway. “Our company is old people, and I don’t have anyone to talk to at home.”


  Mandie sighed, followed her, and said, “All right, come on into the house with us, then. We’ll find something to do.” She looked back and saw Jonathan and Joe exchange grins.


  As the group stepped onto the front porch, they stopped to shake the snow off their coats and hats, then they went inside. Mandie put Snowball down, and he raced off in the direction of the kitchen. She placed her box on the shelf under a table near the front door.


  They hung their wraps on the hall tree, and Mandie looked through the doorway to the parlor. The adults were gathered around the fireplace.


  “Mother, we’re back. It’s beginning to snow,” Mandie said.


  “All right, dear, just don’t go back out in it,” Elizabeth told her absent-mindedly as she continued her conversation with the others in the parlor.


  “I have an idea,” Mandie said, looking at Jonathan. “Let’s go to the kitchen, and I’ll introduce you to everybody. You said you wanted to meet all the servants.”


  “I sure do, after all I’ve heard about them from you,” Jonathan agreed.


  “We might even manage to get a piece of that chocolate cake that was on the table at noon,” Joe said with a big grin.


  “Sounds delicious,” Jonathan agreed. “Or maybe a cup of hot cocoa like we had last night when we decorated your tree,” Polly added.


  “Come on,” Mandie said, leading the way down the corridor. “I’m sure Aunt Lou will be glad to oblige.”


  When she pushed the door to the kitchen, Mandie found all the servants gathered around the kitchen table, drinking coffee and snacking.


  “We’re just in time,” she said to her friends as they all entered the kitchen. Then looking at Aunt Lou, she said, “This is my friend Jonathan Guyer from New York, and he wanted to meet you all.”


  Aunt Lou stood up and said, “Well, now, we’ll all be pleased to meet your friend, but whut do you say we do dis over cake and coffee?” She smiled at Mandie.


  “You are always a step ahead of me,” Mandie said, laughing. “That’s exactly what we were saying on the way in here—chocolate cake and coffee or cocoa.”


  “Well, don’t jes’ stand der, my chile,” Aunt Lou said as she went toward the stove. “Make places fo’ yo’ friends at de table. Liza, you git de cups and plates.”


  The servants moved over and made room for the young people at the table, and Jonathan looked around at the friendly faces and was surprised to be welcomed into the kitchen. As he sat down, he remarked to Mandie, “You know, at my house we aren’t allowed in the kitchen. This is a wonderful atmosphere here.”


  Mandie smiled as she sat next to Joe, and Polly managed to get next to Jonathan. “I know all about those high and mighty servants your father has up there in New York,” she said. “But down here we’re all like one big family.”


  “Mandie and I have eaten here in this kitchen before,” Joe said to Jonathan. “And at my house we have Mr. and Mrs. Miller who live in a tenant house on my father’s land and do work for my mother in the house. So you see, this is why I wouldn’t want to go to college in New York. Nobody is anybody’s friend up there, and down here everybody knows everybody and treats them as a friend.”


  “Then maybe someday I’ll come down south to live,” Jonathan remarked.


  As soon as everyone had been introduced and coffee and hot cocoa and chocolate cake had been served, Jonathan became the center of attention and was asked a lot of questions about New York, that faraway land where these servants had never been. He told them about the city and his home, and when he started naming all of the servants, everybody gasped.


  “How kin you find work fo’ all dem people to do?” Aunt Lou asked.


  “I suppose they all find something to do,” Jonathan replied as he began eating the chocolate cake on his plate.


  “I’m sure they do,” Mandie said. “Aunt Lou, his house is enormous. You can get lost in it and not find your way out for days.”


  Jonathan laughed and said, “It’s not that bad. We don’t use the whole house.”


  Liza had been silently listening to every word spoken, and now she said, “We’se got part of dis heah house closed off, too.”


  Mandie looked at her, wondering what she meant. “Well, we have guest rooms upstairs that are very seldom used,” she said to Jonathan.


  “But, Missy ’Manda, dat ain’t all,” Liza reminded her. “You knows dat dark tunnel place nobody don’t wanna go in.”


  “Oh, the secret tunnel. I’m glad you mentioned that, Liza,” Mandie said. Turning to Jonathan, she said, “We’ll show you the secret tunnel if you’d like.”


  “The secret tunnel?” Jonathan questioned. “You have a secret tunnel?”


  “Oh yes, my ancestors built it under this house to hide the Cherokee people during the time the government was forcing them to leave this part of the country,” Mandie reminded him. “Don’t you remember my telling you that I’m part Cherokee?”


  “I remember you telling me that you’re part Cherokee, but I’m not sure you ever told me about the tunnel, but let’s go. I’d like to see it,” Jonathan replied.


  “I’ll get a lantern,” Joe said as he rose from the table. Everyone else stood up.


  “And don’t forget plenty of matches,” Mandie reminded him.


  “Mandie, are you really going into that tunnel?” Polly asked.


  “Sure, Polly,” Mandie said. “You don’t have to go with us if you don’t want to.”


  Polly glanced at Jonathan, who was watching her. “I’ll go, but let’s don’t stay in there too long,” she finally agreed.


  As the group started to leave the kitchen, everyone thanked the servants, and Mandie looked at Liza and asked, “Don’t you want to come with us, Liza?” She leaned closer and whispered, “You could take care of Polly if she gets scared.”


  “No, no, Missy ’Manda, I ain’t wantin’ to go in dat place, nevuh!” Liza said, backing away from her.


  Joe had been listening and now he teased, “Liza, one of these days we’re going to take you for a walk all the way through the tunnel.”


  Liza’s eyes got big and she rushed across the kitchen away from the young people. “Ain’t nuthin’ gwine take me in dat dark place,” she said.


  Jonathan smiled at her and said, “If it’s all that bad, I might get scared, too. Don’t you want to go? We could always come right back out.”


  “No, no, no!” Liza said as she stood by the big iron cookstove, rubbing her hands together.


  “All right, Liza, we’ll see you when we come back, then,” Mandie told the girl as the group left the room.


  CHAPTER NINE


  A SCARY ORDEAL


  As the four young people stepped into the hallway from the kitchen, Mandie said, “Joe, while you get the lantern, I’ll ask Uncle John if he’ll open his office and we can go into the tunnel from there.”


  “Then y’all meet me at the top of the staircase on the third floor,” Joe said, turning to go out the back door from the hallway to the porch.


  “All right,” Mandie called back to him as she led the way to the parlor. She spoke from the doorway since her uncle and Lindall Guyer were sitting nearby with Dr. Woodard. “Uncle John, would it be possible to get you to unlock your office? We want to show Jonathan the secret tunnel, and it would be easier if we could go straight down from there.”


  “If you promise not to light the candles up there,” John Shaw said, smiling as he rose. “Your mother is always afraid they will start a fire, you know.”


  Lindall Guyer also stood up. “A secret tunnel? In this house?” he asked.


  “Do you want to go with us, Mr. Guyer?” Mandie asked.


  “Not this time,” Mr. Guyer replied. “Maybe later.”


  “I’ll explain all about this tunnel when I come back. I’ll run up and unlock the door for them,” John Shaw said.


  Mandie saw her uncle pull his keys out of his pocket as he went ahead of them up the stairs. Everyone knew his office was kept locked and that the key stayed in a secret hiding place in his and Elizabeth’s bedroom. So Mandie wondered why he had the key in his pocket.


  The three young people followed John Shaw up the staircase and found Joe waiting at the top with a lantern in his hand. John Shaw looked at the lantern and said, “Please be careful with that lantern. I know you have to have one to go through the tunnel, but please be very careful.”


  “Yes, sir, I will,” Joe promised.


  John Shaw led the way down the long corridor to his office and unlocked the door. As he pushed it open he said, “It would be much safer if you would just light the lamps in here and not touch the candles, even though I know you would like to show Jonathan how they work, Amanda. Maybe when his father comes up later we could light the candles.” He went into the room and walked over to a small door in the corner, which he unlocked.


  “We won’t touch them, Uncle John,” Mandie promised as he left the room. Turning back to Jonathan, who was standing in the doorway as Joe lit the lamps, she said, “The candles work like magic. They are so close together that if you light one, the one next to it will catch, and the next one, and so on around the room.”


  Jonathan stepped inside the room and looked at the candles in the wall sconces close together around three sides of the room, with shelves above and below them holding hundreds of books. “I never saw so many candles before,” he said.


  Joe stopped by the huge desk in front of a large stained-glass window and touched a lighted match to the lamp sitting there.


  Jonathan looked around the room and asked, “Well, where is the secret tunnel?”


  Mandie walked over to the small door in the corner that her uncle had unlocked and said, “You can go in through here.” She opened the door as Jonathan came over to watch.


  “But that’s just a paneled wall inside,” Jonathan said.


  “Oh, but watch this,” Mandie said as she reached in a corner of the paneling and pressed a latch. The paneled wall swung open, revealing steps inside.


  Joe stepped inside first with the lantern. Mandie waved Jonathan in behind him and then turned to Polly, who had been in the tunnel before. “You’re next, Polly,” Mandie said.


  Polly stood at the doorway and hesitated.


  “Well, aren’t you going with us?” Mandie asked.


  “I ... I suppose so,” Polly finally agreed as she stepped inside. “But I do think we should have brought two lanterns just in case the one Joe has goes out.”


  Mandie followed her and replied, “But Joe has plenty of matches to re-light the lantern if it goes out.”


  “This is very interesting,” Jonathan remarked as they came to the bottom of the short flight of steps. Joe flashed the lantern around, showing a small room.


  “This is only the beginning,” Mandie told him.


  “And we not only go all the way down through the house,” Joe said. “The tunnel goes under the ground for a long distance, too.”


  “If you remember, we started on the third floor, but the tunnel also goes on up to the attic,” Mandie explained.


  “It sure took an intelligent architect to build this,” Jonathan remarked. “You said it was designed when the house was built, didn’t you?”


  “Right,” Mandie said.


  “Watch your step, now,” Joe warned. “We’re going ahead and there’s more steps.”


  “I’m right behind you,” Jonathan said.


  Joe led them down more steps, through more little rooms, platforms, and doors. After a while he stopped again to swing the lantern around in a dark room full of furniture.


  “Furniture in here?” Jonathan questioned.


  “Sure,” Mandie said. “Don’t forget, my Cherokee kinpeople actually lived in this tunnel while the government was trying to move all of them out of North Carolina.”


  “Looks like handmade furniture,” Jonathan said, examining a bench nearby as they stood in the middle of the small room.


  “It is, all of it,” Mandie said.


  “Mandie and I accidentally discovered this tunnel,” Polly said. “We bumped into a paneled wall upstairs. It opened up and we got caught behind it when it closed. It was scary.”


  “I imagine it was,” Jonathan said. Then he looked at Mandie in the dim light and asked, “Do you mean your family didn’t know this was here? Your current family?”


  “Uncle John knew about it, and he was the one who told us the whole history. It was just Polly and me who didn’t know it was here until we more or less fell into it,” Mandie said with a smile.


  “Shall we go on?” Joe asked.


  “You mean there’s more ahead?” Jonathan asked.


  “Yes, that is if we can find the way out of here,” Joe teased. He began swinging the lantern around. “Anybody see a door or steps or anything to get out of this room?”


  “Oh, Joe is just teasing,” Mandie started to say when suddenly everything went black. “Joe, what happened?” she quickly asked as she felt Polly grab hold of her arm.


  “The lantern went out,” Joe said.


  “Well, for goodness’ sakes, re-light it,” Mandie said.


  “Oh, I can’t see anything,” Polly said in a trembling voice.


  “I’m not afraid, but how are we going to see to get out of here, with all those steps and doors?” Jonathan asked nearby.


  “Y’all just wait a minute. I’m trying to find a match,” Joe said.


  “Don’t tell me you didn’t bring any matches,” Mandie said. She was beginning to get nervous, too, but she tried to hide it.


  “Of course I brought matches. Only I can’t seem to find them,” Joe said. “I know I put them in the pocket of my jacket here.”


  “We’ll never get out of here in one piece,” Polly moaned as she held tightly to Mandie’s arm. “I can just feel all kinds of squirmy things running across my feet and hanging over my head. Oh-h-h-h!”


  Mandie was beginning to feel the same way, but she was not about to admit it. She shook Polly’s hand real hard and said loudly, “Polly, stop it! We’ve been in here in the dark before, and we got out.”


  “I sure hope someone knows the way in the dark,” Joe finally spoke. “I’ve lost the matches.”


  “Lost the matches?” Jonathan, Mandie, and Polly all spoke at once.


  “Sorry, but I have a hole in my pocket that I didn’t know about when I put the matches in here,” Joe explained.


  “You mean you’ve been dropping matches all the way down through the tunnel?” Mandie asked. “Oh, Joe, that could be dangerous. We need to get out of here and get another light and find all those matches. A rat could spark one and burn the house up.”


  “I’m sorry,” Joe replied. “Right now I think we’d do better to keep on going down rather than going back up because I believe we are nearer to the entrance in the woods.”


  “All right,” Mandie agreed. “Now, if we could just all hold on to the next one in line as we move on, maybe we won’t fall down if we miss a step.”


  “Good idea,” Jonathan agreed. “If Joe will go first, I’ll move back and be last. That way we can protect the girls between us.”


  Mandie felt Jonathan move behind her in the dark, and she reached to hold his hand. “Polly, give me your hand and give the other one to Joe,” she said as she tried to see in the darkness of the room. She felt Polly grasp her hand. “Now, while we are holding hands and before we move on, let’s just say our verse.” She paused, and then together the group repeated her favorite verse, “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ ”


  Mandie took a deep breath and said, “I’m ready.”


  “Then we’d better get going,” Joe said.


  “Yes, let’s get going,” Jonathan answered.


  “Right,” Polly said in a shaky voice.


  “I’m ready,” Mandie added. “But please go slow, Joe.”


  “Don’t worry, I will,” he replied.


  They moved forward, and eventually Joe announced that they were approaching steps down. The group slowed down, and Mandie found herself putting one foot forward to feel where she was going each time she made a step. No one was talking much except for an occasional “oh,” “ah,” or “watch out for a step.”


  Then Jonathan spoke. “Just think what an adventure I’ll have to talk about when I return home to New York. My father’s servants will never believe this,” he said with a laugh.


  “That is, if you are able to return, Jonathan,” Polly said. “This could cause an accident if we aren’t careful.”


  “I apologize,” Joe said. “I’ll never volunteer to carry the lantern or the matches again.”


  “It could have happened to any of us,” Mandie said. “The only thing I’m really worried about is coming back with a light and finding all those matches you lost.”


  “One thing about it,” Joe said as they slowly moved on, “we know I lost them during our walk in the upper half of the tunnel.”


  They finally stepped down into a hallway that Mandie knew led to the outside door of the tunnel.


  “The door is straight ahead,” Mandie told the others.


  Joe moved on and the others followed until he said, “This is it. Now I have to find the key to the door here.”


  “It’s supposed to be on the nail on the left-hand side of the door,” Mandie told him as they all broke the line and came crowding around Joe.


  “I haven’t located the nail yet,” Joe replied.


  Mandie moved up beside him and began feeling around the wall. “I’ve got it,” she exclaimed as her hand touched the big metal key and she took it down from the wall. Stooping down, she moved her hands around until she felt the doorknob and then located the keyhole beneath.


  “Mandie, please hurry,” Polly begged.


  “I’m hurrying, Polly,” Mandie said as she tried to insert the key in the keyhole in the darkness of the corridor. Finally, it slipped into the slot and she turned the lock.


  “Here, I’ll help you,” Joe said as he reached to assist her in pulling open the heavy metal door.


  As soon as the door swung open and they could see daylight, they all began laughing and hugging one another.


  “Now all we have to do is get one more lantern and a whole lot of matches and go back and look for those matches that Joe lost,” Mandie told them. She stepped outside and said, “It isn’t snowing anymore.”


  The others followed her, and Jonathan looked around in amazement. “You mean that tunnel came all the way down here in these woods?” he asked.


  “It sure did,” Mandie replied. “So now we have to go through the woods and up to the house and start all over again in the tunnel.”


  “Oh, it’s cold out here,” Polly complained, shivering as the wind blew. They didn’t know they were going to be outside, so they didn’t wear coats.


  “It’s not far to the house. We’ll just have to hurry,” Mandie told them.


  When they reached the house, they went straight to the parlor. The adults were still there talking.


  “Uncle John, I think I’d better let you know what we’re doing,” Mandie began as the four stood in the doorway.


  “Oh, y’all are back,” John Shaw said as he looked at them.


  “We’re back, but we’ve got to go again,” Mandie replied, and she explained what had happened. “So you see, we have to go back inside the tunnel and try to find all those matches.”


  “Yes, by all means,” John Shaw said. “And please don’t be gone too long this time.”


  “We won’t,” Mandie promised as she looked across at her mother and grandmother, who were busy conversing with Mrs. Woodard. She turned back to her friends and said, “Let’s get going.”


  They went to the back porch, picked up another lantern, checked both lanterns to be sure they were full of fuel, and then got matches from the pantry. This time Mandie put some in her pocket as Joe took a few.


  They reentered the tunnel and began searching for the lost matches. With the light from the two lanterns, it was easier going this time, and the extra light made it easy to spot the matches. By the time they reached the spot where the lantern had gone out, they had found all the matches Joe said he had been carrying.


  “I suppose we can go back now,” Polly said.


  “Oh no, I just thought of something,” Mandie said as they started to go back up. “We have to go all the way to the outside door at the end of the tunnel in order to lock it. I put the key back on the nail when we went outside down there.”


  “Unless y’all want to go around through the woods and lock it from the outside,” Joe suggested.


  Mandie thought for a moment and said, “No, that won’t work because there wouldn’t be a key inside for anyone to get out if they happen to go down from in here.”


  “If you girls want to wait here, I can run down with Joe and lock it,” Jonathan offered. “Since I don’t know the way, he would have to go, too.”


  “Oh no!” Polly immediately objected. “I’d be afraid to stay here with just Mandie.”


  “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Mandie told her.


  “But the lantern could go out again,” Polly reminded her.


  “All right, then,” Mandie said, looking at the boys. “One of you come with me and I’ll lock the door. The other one of you can stay here with Polly.”


  “I’ll go,” Joe said. “I can move faster than Jonathan because he doesn’t know the way.”


  “That’s fine,” Mandie said, handing her lantern to Jonathan. “Here, keep this lantern, and Joe can take his with us. We’ll be right back. Please don’t go away or move to another place.”


  “We won’t,” Jonathan promised as he took the lantern and he and Polly sat down.


  Mandie smiled to herself as she went on down the tunnel with Joe. She couldn’t wait to tell Liza about it because Liza had told her she thought Polly might be interested in Jonathan. Well, here was Polly’s chance.


  Joe led the way with the lantern, and he and Mandie hurried down to the outside door, locked it, placed the key back on the nail, and began their way back up.


  “It has stopped snowing, and I don’t believe it’s time to eat yet,” Mandie said. “Maybe we could go back out with the treasure map and see if we can figure any more of it out.”


  “I don’t know what good we can do with that pile of dirt, but if you want to I’ll go with you,” Joe said.


  Mandie looked up at him in the dim lantern light and smiled. “I knew you would,” she said.


  “Well, I’m not so sure Jonathan and Polly will want to go,” Joe told her as he held the lantern higher to light the steps they were going up.


  “Jonathan will probably go along just for the fun of it, and Polly will probably go along just because Jonathan is going,” Mandie said with another smile.


  Joe looked back at her as they climbed the steps and said, “Do you think Polly is interested in Jonathan?”


  “Maybe,” Mandie answered.


  So when they reached Jonathan and Polly and continued on up the tunnel with them, Mandie asked, “Would y’all be interested in going back outside with Joe and me and the treasure map?”


  They had reached the top and came out in John Shaw’s office. Mandie turned to look at them.


  Jonathan shrugged and said, “If you want to, it’s all right with me.”


  “Well, I suppose I could go for a little while,” Polly said, looking at Jonathan.


  “All right, then. As soon as we check in with Uncle John and get our coats, we’ll go outside,” Mandie said.


  They hurried down the stairs and let John Shaw know they were back and had found the matches.


  “Now we’re going outside for a little while,” Mandie told him. Her mother was still engrossed in conversation with the other women.


  “Don’t be gone too long,” John Shaw told her. “We will be eating a little early tonight since we are going over to Mrs. Cornwallis’s house afterwards to help decorate her tree, remember.”


  “We won’t be gone long,” Mandie promised.


  The four of them put on their coats and hats, then Mandie picked up the box and they left the house.


  CHAPTER TEN


  THIS AND THAT, HERE AND THERE


  Mandie led the others in a different direction this time with the stuff in the box. At the front gate they went right instead of left as they had done previously, but nothing seemed to fit the indentations in the dirt in the box, and her friends soon lost interest. Even Snowball, who had followed them at the beginning, drifted off on his own.


  They all paused at an intersection, and Mandie said with disappointment in her voice, “Maybe these little marks represent roads or paths through the woods. We may be in the wrong place altogether.”


  Her three friends just nodded and looked at her. She knew they were tired of the game, but she couldn’t think of anything else to do to entertain them.


  Joe finally looked at her and said, “Maybe we should just go on back for now. It’s getting late.”


  “That’s what I was thinking,” Mandie agreed as she put the lid on the box. “We can try again tomorrow after we go buy those baskets.”


  They returned to the house and stopped by the parlor. Snowball followed them. The adults were still there, but this time Elizabeth saw them and said, “Amanda, I think you should all go up to your rooms and freshen up now. Supper will soon be ready.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed as she placed the box on the table in the parlor where she had left it yesterday.


  “Polly, you are welcome to stay and eat supper with us if you like,” Elizabeth told the girl, who had stood there at the doorway undecided whether to take off her coat and hat.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Shaw, but I suppose I’d better go home,” Polly replied. “I’d much rather stay and eat with y’all, but I know Mother will be expecting me back for supper because we have company, you know.”


  “Then please tell your mother we will all be over after a while,” Elizabeth said.


  “Yes, ma’am, I will,” Polly said, going back out into the hallway. “Mandie, Joe, and Jonathan, I’ll see y’all over at my house.”


  “Right,” Joe called after her.


  “See you then,” Jonathan said.


  “All right, Polly,” Mandie told her.


  Polly went out the front door. Mandie turned to the boys and said, “I’ll see you both back down here for supper. I’ve got to go to the kitchen for something right now.”


  “Sure,” Jonathan said.


  “Right,” Joe told her.


  Mandie watched until the two boys disappeared up the staircase, then she went on down the hallway to the kitchen. As she pushed the door open, she found Liza helping Aunt Lou warm up the leftovers from the noon meal for supper, which was the usual practice on Sunday.


  “Dat white cat dun eatin’ his suppuh,” Liza told her as she pointed to Snowball happily gobbling up food scraps on a plate by the cookstove.


  Mandie laughed and said, “I knew he would get served first.” She walked over near Liza, who was getting dishes down from the cupboard. Aunt Lou was on the far side of the huge room moving things around on the cookstove. Cupping her hand over the side of her mouth, she whispered, “I left Polly alone with Jonathan in the tunnel.”


  Liza’s eyes got big and she said, “Missy ’Manda, you dun lef’ dem in de tunnel! How dey gwine git out?” She paused in her work to look at Mandie.


  “They’re out,” Mandie told her in a low voice. “You see, Joe and I had to go back down to the outside door and lock it, so we left Polly and Jonathan in that room about halfway up that has all that furniture in it, and then we all came back out together.”


  “Uh-huh,” Liza said, smiling. “Wonder whut dem two had to say to each other whilst dey alone.”


  “I don’t know, but you thought if Polly had a chance she would get interested in Jonathan, so I gave her a chance,” Mandie replied. She glanced at Aunt Lou, who didn’t seem to be listening.


  “Well,” Liza said, “I dun tole you if dat don’t wark, den voodoo spell—”


  “Liza!” Aunt Lou yelled so loud even Mandie jumped. “I dun tole you I ain’t puttin’ up wid you usin’ dat word round heah, and I sho’ don’t mean mebbe. Next time I heahs you say dat word, I’se gwine wash out yo’ mouth and shut you up in de tunnel fo’ a week.”


  Liza was so frightened she was almost trembling as she replied, “But, Aunt Lou, dat word you talkin’ ’bout was my kinpeople’s religion way back ’fo I was bawn, and dey was kin to me, so dat word be my religion, too.”


  Aunt Lou immediately dropped a lid on the pot she was checking on and hurried across the room to stand firmly in front of Liza. “I said you ain’t gwine use dat word, and you ain’t gwine talk ’bout dat word no mo’. We’se Christian people, and dat word ain’t no Christian word, and it ain’t nevuh been yo’ religion, either. You’se Christian, and you’se gwine stay Christian.”


  Liza had moved back a step and was hugging herself with her arms and staring at the floor.


  Aunt Lou moved a step nearer to the girl and said, “Liza, I’m talkin’ to you. You looks at me when I talks to you, you heah?”


  “Yessum,” Liza said in a low voice as she ventured to look up at the woman.


  “I dun raised you myself, and I expects you to listen to me when I talks to you,” Aunt Lou continued. “Now, I wants to know where you git dat word, anyhow.”


  Liza shuffled her feet and nervously answered, “Dat girl whut come visit dat Cornwallises’ cook, she dun tole me ’bout dat word last week. Dat’s where I git de word.”


  “If I ketches you sayin’ dat word agin den I be gwine over fo’ a talk wid dat cook. Now, you git on wid yo’ work,” Aunt Lou said.


  Although Aunt Lou had not even looked directly at Mandie during this conversation with Liza, Mandie had gradually edged her way over to the door and now she slipped out into the hallway without a word. Aunt Lou was angry. Mandie had never seen the old woman so upset, and she didn’t want anything to do with it all. She hoped Liza obeyed Aunt Lou because she sounded like she meant that threat of shutting Liza up in the tunnel.


  Mandie hurried upstairs to her room, washed up, and changed her clothes. She thought about the confrontation between Aunt Lou and Liza the whole time she was getting ready for supper. Maybe Liza didn’t understand what voodoo was and needed to learn something about it in order to realize it was, as Aunt Lou had said, not Christian. Mandie didn’t know that much about it, and she didn’t think she could help Liza, but she would try to think of someone who could.


  When Mandie got back down to the parlor, the boys were already there and to her surprise they were sitting near each other and talking. The only other person in the room was her grandmother, who was seated in a chair by the fireplace.


  “Amanda, dear, come sit by me,” Mrs. Taft said as she looked up to see Mandie come into the room.


  Mandie smiled as she walked past Joe and Jonathan and pulled up a footstool by her grandmother’s chair. “Are you going with us later over to Polly’s house?” Mandie asked as she sat down.


  “Yes, I suppose I’ll have to, Mrs. Cornwallis being your mother’s neighbor and all,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Things have been moving so fast since we got here that I’d really rather stay here and catch my breath, but it’s Christmastime and there’s always so much to do.”


  “I know what you mean, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “And everybody gets all wound up, and sometimes there are words spoken that should not have been.”


  Mrs. Taft quickly looked at her and asked, “Why, Amanda, have you been having words with someone, dear?”


  “No, Grandmother, it was Liza and Aunt Lou,” Mandie replied, and then she suddenly had an idea. “Liza needs someone to talk to her and explain things, and I believe you are the right person to do this. I know she looks up to you.”


  “What on earth are you talking about, Amanda?” the lady asked.


  Mandie went on to explain the events concerning voodoo. “I know Aunt Lou is trying to teach Liza, but she doesn’t give any explanation or anything. I’m afraid Liza doesn’t understand the reason why she shouldn’t believe in that stuff. She doesn’t really know what it is, I don’t think. And I believe if you talked to her she would listen to everything you say.”


  “Well, I certainly don’t want to interfere with Aunt Lou’s authority over Liza,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “But you wouldn’t be. You would actually be helping Aunt Lou out because she is not educated enough to know how to handle this,” Mandie said. Then looking up at the lady with her blue eyes, she added, “Please, Grandmother?”


  “I suppose ... if the right opportunity presents itself I could talk to Liza. I’ll see,” Mrs. Taft promised.


  “Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said, reaching to squeeze the lady’s hand. Grinning up at her, she added, “You know, it’s a pity you were born rich because you would have made a good teacher.”


  “Amanda!” Mrs. Taft exclaimed. “I would never have the patience with unruly children to teach them anything.”


  Elizabeth and Mrs. Woodard came into the parlor then, with John Shaw, Dr. Woodard, and Lindall Guyer right behind them.


  “I’ve just checked with Aunt Lou, and I believe she’s ready for us to go into the dining room,” Elizabeth said as she looked around the room.


  Everyone rose and followed her into the dining room. They hurried through the meal and then went over to Polly’s house.


  The young people did most of the decorating. Mandie noticed that Mrs. Cornwallis and her visiting relatives seemed more interested in carrying on a conversation with the other adults than putting up a Christmas tree. Also, the Cornwallises’ servants were not invited to join in as John Shaw’s had been. And Polly followed every move Jonathan made. He kept glancing at Mandie and smiling behind Polly’s back.


  Mandie was glad when it was finally time to go home and go to bed. She was tired. It had been a long day.


  But then the next day was a long day, too. So many people and so many things going on.


  As soon as breakfast was over, Elizabeth suggested going downtown to purchase the baskets, and everybody wanted to go. It turned out to be time consuming just trying to keep up with everyone, but Christmas spirit filled the air. Carolers were on street corners. The children’s school choir was singing on the steps of the courthouse. Now and then Mandie noticed a shopper joining in the songs. And a few snowflakes fell, glistening on the town’s street decorations and then fading away.


  “This is all so different from Christmastime in New York,” Jonathan remarked as he walked along with Mandie, Joe, and Polly, who were trying to keep up with the adults. “It seems more personal somehow, more real.”


  “This is only the second Christmas I’ve been here in Franklin,” Mandie told him. “I was raised in the country in Swain County, you know, and things were different there, too. There were a lot more things going on at people’s houses and at the school and at the church.” She leaned forward to look up at Joe, who was on the far side of their group. “You still live there, Joe. You know how it is.”


  “Yes, it’s not as convenient to go into Bryson City and shop as it is to live in Franklin and just walk downtown,” he said with a smile.


  Jonathan looked at Joe and said, “I’d like to visit your part of the country sometime. I’m not especially what you’d call a city person. I suppose I’ve lived in so many cities, going to school and all that, that I’m tired of it.”


  Joe replied as they walked on, “You’d be welcome at our house any time you want to come visit.”


  Mandie smiled as she looked from one boy to the other and said, “I’m so glad.”


  Polly had been silent until now and she asked, “Glad about what?”


  “Glad to know Joe and Jonathan have become friends,” Mandie answered.


  “Well, we certainly aren’t enemies,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  “I hope not,” Joe said, laughing.


  As they continued along the street, Polly turned to Mandie again and asked, “Do you think I could come visit, too, when you go?”


  “Of course, Polly. Remember, I own my father’s house now, and although Mr. Smith lives in it to take care of it, I still would like to go see it for myself now and then,” Mandie replied.


  “But you always stay with us,” Joe said.


  “Yes, and you’re going away to college next school year, so we’d better all try to get out there before then,” Mandie reminded him.


  “Maybe next summer when school is out,” Jonathan suggested.


  “That would be a good time to come see us,” Joe said.


  The adults had finally found the baskets for sale and stopped to purchase some. An old woman in a stand on the corner across from the courthouse had the ones made by the Cherokee people.


  “Amanda, these are the baskets Uncle Ned brought in,” Elizabeth told Mandie as she examined the piles of merchandise.


  “I would like to take some back for Miss Prudence and Miss Hope at my school,” Mandie said. “And I’d also like one for myself. And I must get one for Celia, too.”


  “Now, wait a minute,” Jonathan teased. “You can’t buy them all because I want some, too.” He began sorting through the pile.


  Lindall Guyer inspected the baskets and said, “I must buy some of these for some friends back in New York. I’m sure they’ve never seen baskets handmade by the Cherokee Indians.” He reached to pick one up.


  Mrs. Woodard decided she wanted one for a bread basket, even though the Woodards had been longtime friends of the Cherokee people and had bought such things from them before.


  Everyone ended up with baskets to carry, but they came in handy as containers for other purchases they made along the way.


  When they returned to the house, Liza opened the front door for them. Mrs. Taft was the last adult to enter, and Mandie heard her speak to Liza.


  “I wonder if you could come up to my room for a few minutes, Liza,” Mrs. Taft told the young girl.


  Liza looked at her in surprise and said, “If it take long, I has to ax Aunt Lou, ’cause she dun give me work to do.”


  “Of course, ask Aunt Lou,” Mrs. Taft told her. “I’ll be in my room.” She went down the hallway to the stairs.


  “Yessum,” Liza said, looking after the lady. “I go ax.”


  Mandie smiled to herself. She knew why her grandmother had asked Liza to go to her room. Maybe she would be able to make Liza understand things.


  “What are we up to now?” Joe asked as he came down the hallway behind Mandie.


  Mandie stopped to turn around and look at him, and Jonathan and Polly, who were following. “Would anyone be interested in going off in a different direction for the treasure map in the box?”


  “Sure, I’d be interested in seeing everything while I’m here,” Jonathan told her. “Anywhere you want to go is fine with me.”


  “Her uncle John owns a lot of territory around here,” Polly said.


  “He even owns a ruby mine,” Joe added.


  “Really? I’ve never seen a mine of any kind,” Jonathan said, looking at Mandie.


  “The Burnses, Ludie and Jake, they live on Uncle John’s property, and Jake takes care of the mines. Uncle John has several mines. Jake could tell you all about them,” Mandie said as they still stood in the hallway.


  “But I’d rather you show them to me,” Jonathan said.


  “I can show you the ruby mine, but the others are too far off,” Mandie said. “Let’s go to our rooms and get rid of all these packages first.” She started toward the staircase.


  “I’ll be back in five minutes,” Joe said.


  “I’ll go up with you, Mandie,” Polly said, following Mandie.


  “I’ll see you all in the parlor,” Jonathan said.


  They all hurried up the stairs and to their different rooms to deposit the things they had bought.


  Mandie found Snowball asleep on her bed. She quickly put her packages in the bottom of the wardrobe and closed the doors. Then she looked at Polly and said, “Maybe you’d better put your things in here with mine. Snowball has a bad habit of tearing up packages sometimes.” She reopened the doors, and Polly added her purchases.


  “Don’t you think Jonathan is interesting?” Polly asked as she picked up a hairbrush on Mandie’s dresser, removed her hat, and began brushing her hair.


  “Of course,” Mandie agreed. “I’d better let Mother know where we’re going. Are you ready?”


  Polly quickly laid down the brush and put her hat back on. “I’m ready,” she said, following Mandie out the door.


  Mandie stopped by her mother’s room to say they were taking Jonathan around the property, and Elizabeth reminded her to be back in time for the noon meal.


  As the two girls went along the corridor toward the staircase, they met up with Jonathan and Joe.


  “Supposed to meet us in the parlor,” Mandie teased as she and Polly walked on.


  “Right,” Joe said with a laugh as he raced ahead and down the stairs.


  Jonathan quickly followed him.


  Then as Mandie and Polly started down they met Liza.


  The young girl stopped Mandie on the steps. “Missy ’Manda, yo’ grandmama, she want me up to huh room,” she said.


  “Then you’d better go on, Liza,” Mandie said with a smile.


  “She ain’t nevuh axed me to come up special to huh room,” Liza said, still standing there.


  “Maybe it’s something special she wants you to do,” Mandie suggested. “We have to go on, Liza. Joe and Jonathan are waiting for us in the parlor.”


  Liza looked from Mandie to Polly and back again as she said, “Where you be gwine dis heah time?”


  “All around. Jonathan wants to see everything,” Mandie said.


  Liza looked serious as she said, “Don’t be forgittin’ ’bout de graveyard, Missy ’Manda.”


  “The graveyard?” Mandie answered. “Oh, of course, we’ll go over to the cemetery so I can show him my little brother’s grave. He knows about him. Thanks for reminding me.”


  “I’d rather go wid y’all than up to see yo’ grandmama,” Liza said.


  Mandie laughed and said, “Liza, you’d better go on and see what my grandmother wants. She doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” She went ahead down the stairs.


  “Guess I have to,” Liza said as she went on up the steps.


  Mandie laughed as she and Polly walked on toward the parlor.


  “Why is Liza afraid of your grandmother, Mandie?” Polly asked.


  “I don’t think she’s exactly afraid of Grandmother. She just believes my grandmother is somebody extra special because of all her money and jewels and everything,” Mandie said.


  “But I’ve always heard that your uncle John is the richest man this side of Richmond, and Liza isn’t afraid of him,” Polly told her.


  Mandie laughed again. “That’s because she was born and raised right here in this house,” she said.


  They came to the door of the parlor, and Joe and Jonathan quickly left the room to join them in the hallway. They were ready to go anywhere.


  Mandie thought of Liza again. She hoped her grandmother could make the girl understand why Aunt Lou had been so angry with her.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  MORE COMPANY


  Mandie could hardly sleep that night because she knew Uncle Ned, Sallie, and Morning Star would be arriving the next day, which was Christmas Eve, and she prayed it would not snow so they could get over the mountain. She thought about the box with the dirt in it. So far she had not been able to solve anything regarding that, but when Sallie got there, Mandie was sure she would help.


  Jonathan had enjoyed the walk around Uncle John’s property, and Mandie thought that since he and Joe had become friends, maybe Joe would entertain him so she could slip off with Sallie. She drifted off to sleep trying to figure out how she would do that.


  A loud metallic noise woke Mandie. She quickly sat up and looked around. Liza was working on the fire, so it must be morning already. She felt as though she had slept for only a few minutes.


  “Morning, Liza,” Mandie greeted the young girl, pushing up her pillows and stretching under the quilts. She nudged Snowball off the bed, and he jumped down to join Liza in the warmth of the fire.


  “Mawnin’, Missy ’Manda. Sorry I dropped de shovel. Must woke you up,” Liza said, poking the logs.


  “That’s all right, Liza. Must be time to get up if you’re in here building up the fire,” Mandie replied. “Did you go see my grandmother yesterday? I haven’t had a chance to see you since then.”


  Liza jumped up, wiped her hands on her white apron, ran over to the bed, and plopped down near Mandie. “I hopes de Lawd blesses you, Missy ’Manda, ’cause you dun saved my soul from de devil, that you have,” Liza started talking fast. “Miz Grandmama, she tell me all ’bout de devil puttin’ dat voodoo stuff in my haid. I didn’t knows dat voodoo belongs to him. But I knows now. Dis heah is de last time I’ll ever talk about that bad word. Miz Grandmama, she know all ’bout it, but you see, Aunt Lou, she don’t know all Miz Grandmama know.”


  Mandie reached to squeeze the girl’s hand. “Oh, Liza, I’m so glad you understand now why Aunt Lou was so angry with you. It was all for your good,” she said. Then she grinned mischievously and added, “Now Aunt Lou won’t have to wash out your mouth and shut you up in the tunnel.”


  Liza jumped up, ran to the fireplace, and began spitting into the fire. Then she turned back to Mandie, smiled, and said, “There, I dun cleaned out my mouth.” She picked up the bucket she carried to work on the fireplace every morning. “I has to go now. When you sees Miz Grandmama, you tells huh I’m dun cured.” She danced around the room and went to open the door.


  “I’ll be sure to tell her, Liza,” Mandie called after her as she went into the hallway and closed the door behind her.


  “Thank the Lord!” Mandie said with a big smile. She jumped up, took clothes out of the wardrobe, and began dressing in front of the heat from the fireplace. Looking down at Snowball, who was washing his face, she said, “Sallie will be here today.”


  Suddenly she remembered it might have snowed during the night. She ran to the window and pulled back the curtain. The sun wasn’t shining, but it wasn’t snowing, and there was no sign of any having fallen during the night. “Oh, it’s going to be a wonderful day!” she exclaimed as she ran back to the fireplace to put on her shoes.


  As soon as she had dressed, she hurried downstairs to the parlor. Snowball followed and went off in the direction of the kitchen. But no one was in the parlor when she got there. She must be the first one up this morning. However, by the time she sat down on a stool in front of the crackling fire, Joe came in.


  “Good morning,” they greeted each other.


  Joe pulled up another stool and sat down near her. “Have you seen Jonathan?” he asked.


  “Jonathan? No, I figured no one else was up,” Mandie answered. “I went by his room but he wasn’t there, so I thought maybe he would be down here,” Joe told her.


  Mandie moved her feet to turn and look at Joe, and when she did she noticed a button was missing on one of her shoes. She looked around the floor. “Oh shucks! I’ve lost a button. See.” She stuck her foot out for Joe to inspect it.


  Joe stooped down and searched the floor. “You must have lost it before you came in here,” he said as he stood up.


  “These are not going to be very comfortable with them gaping open that way. I think I’ll run back to my room and put on another pair,” she said as she rose from the carpet.


  “You have plenty of time. No one else seems to be up yet,” Joe said.


  Mandie stooped to look at the shoe. “I think I’ll just take my shoes off to go up the steps,” she said as she removed her shoes. “This one flops without the button.”


  Mandie hurried down the hallway and up the stairs to the second floor. She was about to go toward her room when she thought she heard someone coming down from the third floor. She stepped back and looked up. Jonathan was on the stairs above.


  “Good morning,” she called to him.


  He stopped to look down through the stairwell. “Good morning,” he said and came down to the landing. “Hope you don’t mind. I got up early and was just browsing around. This is a fascinating house.”


  “Yes, it is,” she agreed. She thought he looked guilty about something, but she couldn’t think what.


  “Did you forget to put on your shoes?” Jonathan asked with a big grin as he glanced at the shoes in her hand and her stockinged feet.


  “Oh no, you see, I lost a button, and I have to go back to my room and put on another pair,” she said, showing him the place where the missing button should have been. “Joe is in the parlor if you’re looking for someone to talk to. And I’ll be right back down.” She started down the hallway.


  “All right, the parlor it is,” he replied as he continued down the staircase.


  Mandie quickly found another pair of shoes in her room, put them on, and got back downstairs just as Uncle John, Dr. Woodard, and Mr. Guyer came in the front door.


  “Y’all have already been out when I thought everyone was still in bed, except for Joe and Jonathan, that is,” Mandie greeted them.


  “We’ve been out for a walk. After all that sitting we did yesterday, I needed some exercise,” Dr. Woodard told her as he hung his coat and hat on the hall tree.


  “You young people have been doing a lot of walking so we thought we’d try it,” John Shaw said.


  “It’s such beautiful country here that I’d like to stay outdoors as much as possible. Everything even smells so much better,” Mr. Guyer added.


  The men followed Mandie into the parlor. And soon thereafter everyone else had joined them and they went into the dining room for breakfast. The conversation centered around the expected arrival of Uncle Ned and his family and the possibility of snow.


  “I’m sure they’re on the way by now, and I haven’t heard of any snow to amount to anything anywhere,” Dr. Woodard said. “On our walk we stopped at the depot and spoke with the station master. He had not received any reports of snow.”


  “How do they travel when they come here to visit? I mean, do they take the train or what?” Jonathan asked.


  Everyone around the table smiled at that question except Mr. Guyer. “They travel in a wagon, Jonathan,” John Shaw said. “And in the winter they keep the top on it. There is no train where they live. And the road is more or less a rough trail through the mountain.”


  “Well, it certainly would be nice if somebody would get them a real road built, then,” Jonathan replied. “Or build a railroad track over to where they live.” He looked at his father.


  Lindall Guyer smiled at his son and said, “I know exactly what you are thinking, that I have enough interest in railroad stock to use my influence to get this done. It would probably cost a fortune, and the railroad would have to have more passengers besides Uncle Ned and his family. However, I will think about it.”


  Mandie was thinking that both her grandmother and her uncle had the money to do such a thing, but she felt sure no one would finance such a deal.


  “The Cherokee people might not patronize that kind of transportation,” Joe said. “I think a good road would be a much better idea.” And he looked at his father, then at John Shaw, and on to Mrs. Taft.


  Mrs. Taft was the one who replied, “Someday. We’ll see.”


  Mandie had very keen hearing and now she was sure she heard a wagon coming into their backyard. “Listen! Someone has come up outside,” she said, looking around the table.


  Liza suddenly came through the door and quickly went behind Mandie’s chair and whispered, “Dat Injun man and his fambly is heah.”


  Mandie stood up and said, “Mother, please excuse me a minute. Liza said Uncle Ned has arrived.”


  “All right, but you come straight back here and finish your breakfast, and bring them with you,” Elizabeth told Mandie, who was already leaving the room.


  She ran to the back door and opened it. Sallie and Morning Star were getting down from the wagon as Uncle Ned held the reins. The girls met each other halfway and embraced.


  “Y’all come on in. Mother says breakfast is waiting for y’all,” Mandie told Sallie, who interpreted this into the Cherokee language for her grandmother, Morning Star.


  Abraham, John Shaw’s handyman, had also heard the wagon and came walking from his little house in the yard to help Uncle Ned unload the wagon and put away the horses.


  “Soon I come in,” the old Indian told Mandie. As they all came into the dining room, Aunt Lou was scurrying around setting places for them at the table. Lindall Guyer and Jonathan had already met Uncle Ned in New York, and now the old man introduced his wife, Morning Star, and granddaughter, Sallie, as they all sat down.


  “How did you get here so early?” John Shaw wanted to know.


  “Leave sunup yesterday. Come over mountain. Sleep at house of friend Redbird. Come early. Maybe snow,” the old man explained as the food was passed around the table.


  “I’m so glad you came early, Uncle Ned,” Elizabeth told him. “So we’ll have more time to spend with y’all.”


  As the adults carried on their conversation, Mandie and Sallie talked with Jonathan and Joe, who were sitting across the table from them. Mandie told Sallie about the strange gift she had received.


  “On the outside it looked just like a present, but inside is all this dirt, twigs, and stuff. Just wait. I’ll show you,” Mandie explained.


  “What is it supposed to be?” Sallie asked.


  “Well,” Mandie began as she looked at Joe. “It could be a treasure map, but if it is, I haven’t been able to figure it out.”


  Sallie’s black eyes widened as she said, “A treasure map would be interesting, but what treasure could it be?”


  “A pile of dirt,” Joe said jokingly.


  “Joe, I’m going to prove to you that it’s more than a pile of dirt,” Mandie said. Then she turned to Sallie and asked, “Will you help me?”


  Sallie shrugged and said, “I will do whatever I know how.”


  Mandie noticed Jonathan had not taken his eyes off the beautiful Indian girl since he had been introduced. And once in a while Sallie was cutting her eyes in his direction. Mandie smiled to herself. Jonathan had never met a real Cherokee girl. And Sallie had heard about Jonathan from Mandie after Mandie’s trip to Europe with her grandmother where they had first met Jonathan. Mandie wondered what Polly would think about this.


  “You young people should get a little rest this afternoon because we will be going to church at midnight tonight. This is Christmas Eve, remember,” Elizabeth spoke from the foot of the table.


  “Are we going out caroling tonight?” Mandie asked.


  Elizabeth looked around the table and said, “Whoever wants to.”


  “Count me out. I can’t sing a note,” Lindall Guyer quickly said with a big smile.


  To Mandie’s amazement, Mrs. Taft immediately said, “Count me in. I believe I would enjoy doing that.”


  Mandie saw a look pass between the two people, and she wondered what it meant. So far she had not heard them say a single word to each other since Mr. Guyer had arrived.


  “I’d like to go,” Jonathan said. “I’m not very good at singing, but maybe everybody else will drown me out.”


  “Sallie, you’ve just got to go,” Mandie told her. “You have to sing in Cherokee for us.”


  Sallie smiled and said, “I would be most honored to oblige.”


  “And of course you wouldn’t be able to keep me from going,” Joe said with a laugh.


  The rest of the adults begged off.


  “All right, Mother, that leaves you in charge,” Elizabeth said.


  “Fine,” Mrs. Taft replied, and looking at the young people she said, “We’ll just have us a good time.”


  And Mandie knew her grandmother meant it.


  As soon as they finished with breakfast, Mandie showed the box to Sallie. The adults were all in the parlor, so the young people gathered in the sitting room at the back of the house.


  “What does it look like to you?” Mandie asked as Sallie inspected the contents of the box.


  Sallie thought for a moment and said, “Lots of dirt, twigs from a holly tree, also the red berries, small pieces of red ribbon, and tiny pebbles.” She looked up at Mandie.


  Mandie looked at Sallie and said, “What I meant was, does it look like a treasure map to you?”


  Sallie bent over the box for a moment and then said, “There is a possibility it may be meant to be a treasure map. Those indentations may represent roads. However, these are small hills and valleys in them, and those look too sharp to be part of a roadway.”


  Mandie quickly looked to where Sallie pointed. She was right. The tiny ruts in the dirt that she assumed were roads might be something else. “Maybe a pathway through the woods?” she suggested.


  “That is possible,” Sallie agreed.


  Mandie looked at Joe and Jonathan, who were listening to the conversation, and asked, “Would you all like to walk through the woods with us? We might be able to find these places down there.”


  “I suppose a little exercise wouldn’t do us any harm,” Joe said, rising from his chair.


  “I’ll go with you, too,” Jonathan agreed.


  Mandie noticed he was still staring at Sallie and that Sallie felt uncomfortable under his gaze.


  “Let’s get our coats, then,” Mandie said. All of them had to go to their rooms to get their coats and hats. Sallie was sharing Mandie’s room, and her things had been put in there. Mandie told the boys they would meet them back at the foot of the staircase in five minutes, but she and Sallie took less than that to get theirs. As they rushed toward the steps to go down, Mandie saw Jonathan coming from the wrong end of the hallway. His room was down the other way. However, he had on his coat and hat.


  “I ... uh ... got lost again. This is a big house, you know,” he said as he quickly caught up with them.


  Joe came hurrying from his room and said, “You mean you all beat me this time?”


  “Slow poke,” Mandie teased, but at the same time she wondered where Jonathan had been.


  Mandie led the way outside and down through the woods. She and Sallie tried hard to relate the pathway to the indentations in the box. They looked at everything, discussed everything, and still couldn’t decide what was what. Joe and Jonathan went along without any real interest.


  They finally returned to the house an hour or so before the noon meal. The girls stayed in Mandie’s room for a while discussing the possibilities of the stuff in the box. And then they talked about what they had been doing since they last saw each other. Mandie was relating the details of her visit to New York when there was a knock on the door.


  “Come in,” Mandie called across the room from where she and Sallie were sitting by the fireplace.


  The door slowly opened, and Liza entered the room and closed the door behind her. “Oh, Missy ’Manda, I not know you has comp’ny in heah right now,” she said.


  “Liza, you know Sallie always stays in here with me when they come to visit,” Mandie said.


  “Well, uh, I jes’ come back later,” Liza said, turning to open the door.


  “Wait, Liza,” Mandie said. “What did you want to see me about?”


  Liza looked at Sallie and then back to Mandie. Then she said, “Missy ’Manda, I tells you later. Got to go now.”


  Mandie got up and walked across the room to the girl. “Liza, please tell me why you came in here,” she said.


  “Well, I guess it don’t make no never mind, but I seen dat Yankee boy comin’ down de steps from de attic jes’ now,” Liza said quickly in a loud whisper. “Whut he doin’ up in de attic?”


  Mandie frowned and said, “I don’t know, Liza. Did he say anything to you?”


  “Nope, I ducks fast in a door to one of dem rooms dat ain’t used right now, and he didn’t even see me,” Liza explained.


  “Where did he go then?” Mandie asked.


  “He go straight in his room den,” Liza said.


  Mandie thought for a moment and then said, “I suppose he was just looking around. He said he wanted to see everything, so he probably meant the attic, too.”


  “I gots to go now fo’ Aunt Lou be lookin’ fo’ me,” Liza said, and she quickly slipped out the door and closed it.


  “Is anything wrong?” Sallie asked. She had overheard the conversation.


  “I don’t think so,” Mandie said, coming back to sit down. “I did see Jonathan coming down from the third floor today, so he might have been all the way up to the attic that time, too. I just can’t imagine why he goes wandering off like that.”


  “Maybe he did just want to look around the house,” Sallie suggested.


  “I don’t know, but it gives me a funny feeling somehow or other,” Mandie said as she rose. “Come on. Let’s go find him and Joe before Jonathan wanders off somewhere else.”


  They found the boys in the sitting room. Mandie wondered where Joe had been while Jonathan was strolling around upstairs. Liza didn’t say she had seen Joe.


  Joe looked up as the girls came into the room and asked, “What are we doing this afternoon?”


  Mandie glanced at Sallie as they sat down and then said, “Whatever y’all would like to do.” She looked at Jonathan.


  “Do?” Jonathan repeated as he scratched his head. “I don’t know. Why don’t you show me the rest of your house, like the attic and the cellar?”


  “The attic and the cellar?” Mandie questioned. “Do you really want to see the attic and the cellar?”


  “Sure. Why not?” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  “They are both dirty and smelly,” Mandie said.


  “That only makes them more interesting,” Jonathan told her.


  “Well, if you insist,” Mandie finally agreed.


  Snowball came into the room just then, and Joe said, “And, Mandie, please don’t take that white cat with us. He’ll get lost and we’ll spend the rest of the day looking for him.”


  Snowball meowed loudly and jumped up on a chair and curled up.


  “He could catch the rats if we see any,” Mandie teased.


  “You have rats in this house?” Jonathan asked quickly.


  “Lots of them. Didn’t you hear them running around under your bed last night?” Joe joked.


  “Snowball would not allow a rat to live in this house,” Sallie added.


  Later as they sat through the noon meal, Mandie wondered why Jonathan was so interested in seeing every little piece of the big house. This curiosity streak didn’t seem natural for Jonathan Guyer. Maybe he was up to something. She would have to keep close watch on him and see.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  SECRET REVEALED


  After the noon meal was over, Polly came over to the Shaw house.


  “I’ve had to stay home because of our company, Mother said,” Polly told the young people in the sitting room. “But I have permission to visit with y’all this afternoon.”


  “That’s good, Polly,” Mandie said with a slight smile. “Because Jonathan wants to see our attic and our cellar, and you can go with us.”


  “What on earth for?” Polly asked Jonathan.


  “I showed Mandie my house when she came to see us, so now I want her to show me her house,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  “But your house is big, like a museum or something, and ours is just a house,” Mandie said. “But if you really want to see it, let’s go. The attic first.”


  “To the attic, then,” Jonathan agreed.


  When they arrived all the way up at the attic, Jonathan didn’t seem very interested in the place. And then when they went down into the cellar, he still didn’t have much to say. Mandie wondered why he really wanted to see those places.


  They went back to the sitting room and talked about nothing in particular until it was time for supper.


  “Polly, are you going to eat with us? We’re going out caroling afterwards with Grandmother,” Mandie explained after Liza had come to tell them, “It’s on de table.”


  “I have to go home for supper because my mother said I could only stay for the afternoon, but I’ll ask her about joining y’all later for caroling,” Polly promised as she left.


  As soon as supper was over, Polly returned to say her mother would allow her to go caroling with them and on to the church for the midnight service. The relatives were too old to go out at that time of night, so Mrs. Cornwallis would be staying home with them.


  Later, as Mandie had expected, her grandmother joined right in with the young people in their walks around the town as they sang carols. And after that everyone went to the midnight church service.


  When they returned to the house, they were all tired and decided to retire for the night. But Mandie, once she and Sallie were in her room, was wide awake and wanted to talk. She told Sallie she was suspicious of Jonathan’s wanderings about the house.


  “I have an idea,” Mandie said. “Let’s go hide in the hallway and watch and see if he comes out and goes anywhere besides his room.”


  “Do you think we should?” Sallie asked.


  “Why not? We won’t be doing anyone any harm,” Mandie insisted. “Come on. We’ll have to be extra quiet.” She started for the door, looking back to be sure Snowball was curled up asleep on her bed and wouldn’t follow them.


  “There’s a little alcove right down here on the way to Jonathan’s room,” Mandie whispered as they crept quietly down the hallway. “We can wait in there and watch. If he leaves his room, he will have to come right by it.” They came to the place just large enough for two chairs and a small table, and they sat down.


  Mandie and Sallie had not been there long when, sure enough, Jonathan came silently down the corridor. And he was carrying what looked like Christmas presents wrapped in red paper.


  “He’s probably going to put those under the tree,” Mandie whispered in Sallie’s ear. But as they watched, he went up the stairs instead of down toward the parlor.


  “Come on,” Mandie said. She stood up and watched until Jonathan was out of sight, and then she softly followed with Sallie behind her.


  When they got to the landing on the third floor, Mandie thought they had lost Jonathan because he was nowhere in sight. Then she heard a slight noise and realized he had entered Uncle John’s office. How had he been able to do that? It was supposed to be kept locked.


  While the girls stooped behind a large chair in the hallway, Jonathan came back out. He didn’t even pause but immediately went to the staircase and on up to the attic. Mandie and Sallie followed silently. The halls were dark except for a lamp that was left burning for the night.


  “What is he doing?” Mandie whispered as he disappeared up the steps.


  When they got to the landing, Mandie could see Jonathan in the light of the moon that was coming in from the window. He opened the door to the attic, put something inside, and then started back down the stairway. Mandie and Sallie had to scramble for cover behind a tall statue as he passed them and went back down the stairs.


  Mandie and Sallie followed him again. This time he went all the way down to the main floor and on to the back stairs that went down to the cellar. He walked quickly to the cellar door, opened it, and disappeared down the steps. The girls stayed hidden behind the hall tree at the back door and watched as he immediately came back out and closed the door. This time he was empty-handed. He hurried toward the staircase and went up the steps.


  “He’s hiding something!” Mandie whispered as they stayed a safe distance behind him and also went on up the staircase. They watched him go into his room and close the door.


  “Come on,” Mandie whispered to Sallie as she started up the staircase to the third floor.


  The girls went into John Shaw’s office through the door that should have been locked, and in the dim light Mandie saw one of the red-wrapped packages sitting on the desk. She went straight to it, picked it up, turned it over and over, but could not decide what was inside.


  “These must be Christmas presents, but I don’t see any name on this one,” Mandie said in a soft voice. “I wonder what he is up to. This sure is a strange way to act.”


  “Perhaps the present is for your uncle,” Sallie said.


  “Maybe, but who would the presents in the attic and the cellar be for?” Mandie said thoughtfully. “He is playing tricks for some reason.”


  Suddenly the answer came. Mandie looked at Sallie in the dim light, and Sallie smiled. Together the girls said, “The treasure map! Jonathan sent the treasure map!”


  “But how did he know where to hide the presents?” Sallie asked. “He has never visited here before.”


  “Let’s go down to the parlor and look at the treasure map,” Mandie said, quietly closing the door.


  The girls rushed silently down to the parlor. Mandie took the lid off the box she had received, and together they studied the indentations in the dirt. Mandie almost screamed with excitement when she realized those little ruts were not roads outside but the hallways in her house.


  “Hallways, not roads!” she told Sallie. “But we still don’t know how he knew the layout of our house.”


  “That is a mystery,” Sallie said as they stood there looking at the map.


  Mandie yawned and said, “I suppose we’d better go to bed because everyone will be up early.”


  The two girls went to bed, but it was a long time before Mandie went to sleep. How had Jonathan known the layout of her house? And why did he do such a thing? Now that she thought about it, he had not seemed anxious to join the treasure hunt outdoors. No wonder! He knew it was inside the house.


  As usual, on Christmas morning everyone in the household was up early and assembled in the parlor to exchange gifts. John Shaw always gave his servants a pay increase on this day in addition to a present for each one.


  Mandie watched the presents under the tree being passed around to the proper person, and she didn’t see the three packages that Jonathan had put in those odd places the night before. Finally, when the last one was given out, Jonathan looked at Mandie and said with a big grin, “I brought presents for you, your mother, your uncle John, and your grandmother, but you will have to find them. That’s what the treasure map is about.” He was sitting beside Joe on the settee, and the girls were seated nearby.


  Mandie shook her finger at him and grinned back as she said, “Sallie and I know where every one of those presents is, but I’d like to know how you were able to draw a treasure map of the inside of our house when you’ve never been here.”


  “That was easy,” Jonathan said, still grinning. “You see, you introduced me to Dr. Plumbley in New York, and he used to live on your property here and was familiar with the layout of the house. So I talked to him about it. He thought it was a great idea, by the way.”


  “Wait till I see Dr. Plumbley again!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Well, are you going to get the presents or not?” Jonathan asked.


  Mandie stood up and said, “Come on, Sallie, let’s go.”


  The girls left the room and Jonathan followed. When they went into John Shaw’s office, Mandie asked, “Why is Uncle John’s office unlocked? He always keeps it locked.”


  “He left it unlocked because I told him I would like to borrow a book out of here,” Jonathan said, pointing to the rows of books along the walls. “I did borrow a book to read after I went to bed.”


  Mandie picked up the red-wrapped present on the desk and asked, “Who is this supposed to be for?” The present was a little heavy.


  “Your uncle John and your mother, of course, since this is his office,” Jonathan said. “Now, go ahead and find the others.”


  The girls led the way up to the attic next. When Mandie pushed the door open, she spotted the red-wrapped present just inside on a small table. Picking it up she asked, “And whose is this?”


  “That’s for your grandmother,” Jonathan replied.


  The gift felt awfully light. Whatever was inside didn’t weigh much.


  “Now for the last one,” Jonathan said.


  The three went down the cellar steps, and Mandie found the third gift sitting on the bottom step. She picked it up and asked, “And this?”


  “That’s for you, and please don’t drop it. It might break,” Jonathan warned her.


  “I suppose we should take all these things back to the parlor,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, and I want to see your grandmother’s face when she unwraps hers,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  When the three of them entered the parlor, the adults were talking, but Mandie interrupted. “Excuse me, Mother, everyone, but we have some presents here. They are from Jonathan.” She went to her mother and handed her the one she had found in Uncle John’s office. “For you and Uncle John.” She walked over to her grandmother and said, “This one is for you.” And the last one she still held in her hand as she started to unwrap it.


  Elizabeth had opened the gift and called across the room to Jonathan, “Thank you so much for this book about New York. I’m sure John and I will enjoy reading it.”


  “Yes, I know we will. Thank you,” John Shaw added.


  Mrs. Taft was taking off what seemed to be layers and layers of paper, and finally she came to the contents of the package. “My, my!” she exclaimed, shaking out an apron and holding it up. “I don’t believe I’ve ever owned one of these.”


  “You have everything else, so I thought that would be something you didn’t have,” Jonathan explained with a big grin.


  “And I intend to use it. Amanda has said she would teach me to cook. Can you imagine that? I have never learned to cook,” Mrs. Taft said, laughing as she examined the delicate embroidery around the edge of the apron.


  “That’s because you’ve never had to,” Lindall Guyer said with a loud laugh.


  Mrs. Taft gave him a look, but Mandie couldn’t interpret the meaning.


  Suddenly the song, “I Love You Truly,” blasted across the room. Mandie quickly spotted a Graphophone sitting on a table in the corner, and although he tried to move away from it, she was sure Jonathan had been the one who had turned on the machine.


  John Shaw quickly went over and turned down the sound. “This is my present for Elizabeth,” he said, looking at the startled faces across the room.


  Mandie noticed Mrs. Taft was fingering the apron and was not looking at anyone. Evidently she didn’t like the music.


  Mandie thought about what she had done. She had deceived her grandmother because she didn’t speak up and say she had invited the Guyers when Mrs. Taft had remarked that she wondered why Elizabeth had not told her they were coming. She needed to talk to Uncle Ned, but Jonathan was waiting for her to unwrap the last gift which was for her.


  “Come on, Mandie,” Jonathan urged her as she stood there holding the present. “Look inside.”


  Mandie glanced at him and quickly tore off the wrapping. Her blue eyes got big as she looked at the Brownie box camera in her hand. She had heard all about these cameras and had wanted one.


  “Oh, thank you, Jonathan, thank you!” Mandie exclaimed, hugging the camera to her.


  “Watch out. There’s film in the package, too. You can take six pictures on one roll of film,” Jonathan explained.


  “I’ll have to try it out while everyone is visiting here,” Mandie said as she pulled out the film.


  Jonathan stepped forward and inserted the film into the camera for her. “Now all you have to do is aim and press the button,” he said. “But not in here. It’s too dark. You should use it outdoors in the daylight.”


  “Oh, I will,” Mandie promised. She glanced at Uncle Ned again, and this time he caught her look. She smiled and nodded toward the door. He understood and went into the hallway.


  As soon as she could get away from Jonathan, Mandie followed Uncle Ned and found him in the sitting room. She sat down next to him.


  “Oh, Uncle Ned, I’ve done a terrible thing,” she began. “And I don’t know how to straighten everything out.”


  “What Papoose do?” the old man asked.


  “I was deceitful with my grandmother,” Mandie began. “You see, she said to me that she wondered why Mother had not told her she had invited the Guyers to visit here, when all the time I was the one who invited them, and I didn’t explain to her. I let her believe my mother did it so she wouldn’t be angry with me. For some reason she doesn’t like the Guyers.”


  “That happened long time ago,” Uncle Ned said. “But she must tell you reason, not my business. Now you must go to her and explain and ask her forgiveness. And you must ask Great God to forgive, too.”


  “I know, but I’m a little afraid of what my grandmother will do,” Mandie said, nervously clutching the old man’s hand. “She has strong likes and dislikes. You know that.”


  “But still have to tell her, right away,” Uncle Ned insisted. He stood up. “Go now.”


  “Couldn’t I ask God to forgive me first?” Mandie said, rising from her seat and looking up at the tall man.


  “Yes, we talk to Big God,” Uncle Ned said, grasping her hand and looking upward. “Big God, Papoose has done wrong to grandmother. Ask forgiveness for her.”


  Mandie also looked upward and added, “Dear God, I’m sorry I misled my grandmother. Somehow I am always doing wrong things. Please keep my feet on the straight and narrow path. And please forgive me this time. I thank you with all my heart.” She squeezed Uncle Ned’s hand and said, “I’d better go and find Grandmother.”


  “Yes,” the old man said. “And remember next time. Think before act.”


  “I’m sorry, Uncle Ned, and I love you,” Mandie said, squeezing his hand with both of hers, and then she turned to hurry back into the hallway and to the parlor.


  Mrs. Taft was rising from her chair and saying, “I need to go to my room for a few minutes, but I will be back in time for breakfast.”


  Mandie stopped at the doorway and waited until Mrs. Taft had come out into the hall. She walked along with her as she headed toward the stairway.


  “I need to talk to you a minute, Grandmother,” Mandie told her as they ascended the stairs.


  Mrs. Taft looked down at her and said, “I’m sorry I’ve been so busy, dear. I know you’ve been trying to talk to me ever since we got here. Come on. Let’s go to my room.”


  Once they were inside Mrs. Taft’s room, she motioned for Mandie to sit down beside her. “Now, Amanda, what is it you want to talk about?” she asked.


  Mandie looked up at her and said, “I’m afraid I have deceived you, Grandmother. I let you believe my mother invited the Guyers when I was the one who invited them. I was sorry as soon as I asked them, though, because I know for some reason you don’t like Mr. Guyer, but I couldn’t cancel my invitation.”


  “Why, Amanda, you invited the Guyers?” Mrs. Taft repeated, looking at her. “You mean you invited the Guyers without asking your mother first?”


  “Yes, ma’am, I did,” Mandie admitted. “I invited them while I was visiting at their house in New York during Thanksgiving, and then I wrote and told Mother what I had done. She said it was all right, that she would write and tell them they would be welcome.”


  “Well!” Mrs. Taft exclaimed, evidently at a loss of words. Then she added, “I hate to tell you this, but you will have to inform your mother.”


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “Will you please forgive me? I’m really and truly sorry.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at her silently for a moment and then said, “No harm done. But mind you, don’t do such a thing again, you hear?”


  Mandie smiled at her and said, “Thank you, Grandmother.”


  “Now I have some things to do here. You go back to your friends,” Mrs. Taft said as she stood up.


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie replied as she walked toward the door.


  Stepping out into the hallway, Mandie saw her mother going into her room down the corridor. She turned around toward her grandmother and said, “I see my mother now. I’ll go get her.”


  She hurried to catch her mother and asked her to come to Mrs. Taft’s room with her. Elizabeth questioned her but went along.


  When the situation was explained to Elizabeth, she was not as lenient as her mother had been. She was clearly upset. “Amanda, you must straighten up and try to live a better, more honest life. Because of your deception, I am forbidding you to ever invite anyone to this house without first coming to me. Do you understand that? If I cannot trust you to be honest, then I will have to restrain some of those impulses you have.”


  “Yes, Mother,” Mandie said meekly. “I understand and I am sorry.”


  Elizabeth looked at her mother and then at Mandie. “Now go back down to the parlor. Your friends are waiting for you there,” she said.


  Mandie got up to leave the room and walked slowly to the door. Looking back, she said, “I am truly sorry, Mother and Grandmother.”


  Mandie slowly made her way back to the parlor with the guilty feeling that she had let her grandmother and her mother down. She was disgusted with herself.


  Then when she got to the parlor door, she heard Dr. Woodard saying to Mr. Guyer and Uncle John, “Yes, Joe will definitely go away to college somewhere next year. We are still looking and don’t know where yet, but he will go somewhere.”


  Mandie felt another stab at her heart. Her lifetime friend, Joe Woodard, was going away and would not be coming for frequent visits as he had always done. She would have no one to help solve all the mysteries she kept running into—except her friend Celia. But then Celia very seldom came to Mandie’s house, not like Joe did.


  Yes, she was going to miss Joe, more than anyone knew.
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