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  CHAPTER ONE


  LEPRECHAUNS?


  As the boat neared the coast of Ireland, Mandie and her friends stood on deck and squinted through the mist for a first look at the country. The wind was blowing so hard they had to hold on to the railing to keep their balance. The icy chill stung their anxious faces.


  “Whew!” Mandie exclaimed above the roar of the wind. She held on to her bonnet with one hand. “It feels like ice-cold wintertime and it’s supposed to be summer!”


  Jonathan Guyer spoke loudly, “For some reason it’s always cold on the water here, and the wind is always blowing. And because it’s cloudy it makes it even colder.”


  “I sure hope it doesn’t rain,” Celia remarked. Her auburn curls whipped around her face as she secured her bonnet with one hand.


  “I can see Ireland now!” Mandie cried out, pointing shoreward as she jumped up and down. “And it’s all green just like Grandmother said it would be.”


  “Even the leprechauns are green,” Jonathan added with a mischievous grin.


  “Leprechauns?” Mandie questioned. “There are no such things as leprechauns—are there?” She looked at him, uncertain whether or not to believe what he said.


  “Sure. Just ask the people in Ireland. They’ll tell you all about them,” Jonathan replied.


  “Do you mean to say the people in Ireland really believe in such things?” Celia asked as the wind whistled around them.


  “Of course they do,” Jonathan assured her with a solemn face. “And whatever you do, don’t ever let an Irishman know you doubt the existence of these little people; that is, if you want to stay on speaking terms with him.”


  The two girls stared at Jonathan to see if he was serious. He didn’t smile, returning their gaze evenly.


  Mandie turned back to the railing. As the harbor came into view, her only interest was in landing and exploring the country.


  Mrs. Taft, Mandie’s grandmother, had brought Mandie and her friend, Celia Hamilton, to Europe during their school vacation. Senator Morton, a family friend, accompanied them. They met up with Jonathan Guyer on the voyage. So far, they had visited England, France, Italy, Switzerland, Germany, Belgium, and Holland. It was 1901, and travel was slow, but the thirteen-year-old girls were enjoying every minute of it.


  The boat touched the moorings and bounced, throwing the young people back a few paces. Mandie leaned forward over the railing to look below. Workers scurried about the dock. Carriages lined up in the distance, waiting for passengers to disembark. Suddenly out of the noise and bustle, Mandie spotted a small band dressed in green uniforms. They began playing Irish ballads to welcome the visitors.


  “Look!” Mandie exclaimed to her friends. “A band!”


  “And they’re all dressed in green. The Irish do love that color,” Jonathan said with a smile.


  “Green is the color of everything growing. It’s what makes the earth so bright and beautiful,” Mandie replied, watching the musicians.


  Celia tugged on her friend’s sleeve. “Mandie, your grandmother said to go back inside and get Snowball when we docked, remember?”


  “Oh, yes, I’ll be right back.” Mandie turned to weave her way through the crowd now gathered on deck.


  “We might get separated,” Jonathan told her. “We’ll go with you.” He reached for Celia’s hand to pull her along with him as he hurried after Mandie.


  The three found Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton just inside the door.  While the senator stood surrounded by their bags, Mrs. Taft was trying to hold on to Mandie’s white cat at the end of a red leash.


  “I’ll take him now, Grandmother,” Mandie said, quickly stooping to scoop up Snowball.


  “And I’ll take some of the bags, Senator Morton,” Jonathan said. He grabbed two large ones, even though he was only slightly older than the girls and not very tall for his age.


  “You girls can carry your small bags,” Mrs. Taft directed. “Our trunks will have already been moved ashore.”


  The girls picked up their handbags, and Senator Morton carried the larger ones that remained. The passengers were rapidly leaving the boat, propelled down the gangplank by the rush.


  Mandie, short for her age, stood on tiptoe to peer around the wharf. The crowd was too dense for Mandie to see anything. Senator Morton led them to a waiting carriage and engaged the vehicle to carry them to their hotel. The driver immediately jumped down and held the door open. Mrs. Taft and the girls stepped inside and watched as Senator Morton and Jonathan helped load their baggage.


  Mandie and Celia eagerly gazed out the window while the vehicle moved ahead. Mandie became excited as they entered the business section of Belfast. Small, colorfully decorated shops lined the narrow streets. Everyone seemed to be wearing something green.


  “Oh, I love it, I love it!” Mandie exclaimed as she twisted in her seat to hold on to Snowball and view the town. “I’m really in Ireland!”


  Jonathan leaned across Celia, who was sitting in the middle. “I’m sure you’ll love the leprechauns, too, Mandie. Watch for them. Sooner or later you’ll see one.”


  Mandie turned to him and said with a frown, “Jonathan, please stop teasing us.”


  “I’m not teasing,” Jonathan insisted with his mischievous grin. “If you’re looking for them, you’ll see them.”


  “Just because you’ve lived and gone to school in Europe doesn’t mean you know everything there is to know about it,” Mandie said to him in a huff. She turned again to look out the window.


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were engaged in their own conversation and were not aware of the remarks between the young people. Mandie ignored Jonathan until he finally stopped speaking of leprechauns. Celia, always the peacemaker, tried to change the subject.


  “I wonder what mystery we’ll come across here in Ireland? Every place we go we seem to get involved in some adventure,” Celia said with a little laugh.


  Jonathan and Mandie spoke at once. “Oh, there’s sure to be something mysterious about Ireland,” Mandie said as she heard Jonathan saying, “You won’t have to dig for something unusual in this country. Maybe we can capture a leprechaun.”


  Celia sighed, and Mandie glared at Jonathan as she turned her gaze outside.


  Jonathan smiled. “There are so many mysteries in Ireland, we’ll probably run into a different one every day.”


  Before Mandie could add a remark to this, their carriage slowed down and finally came to a stop in a long line of vehicles. Looking at her grandmother, she asked, “Why are we stopping? Are we there, Grandmother?”


  “There?” Mrs. Taft asked, puzzled. She looked out the window and then said, “Oh, yes, I believe this is the line to our hotel. Goodness, there must have been an awful lot of people on that boat booked at the same hotel.”


  Senator Morton followed her gaze and said, “Yes, quite a few. Maybe you’d all like to get out and wait in the lobby while I stay with the driver until he can unload our luggage.”


  “It would feel good to stretch these cramped legs,” Mrs. Taft said with a smile. “Thank you, Senator Morton, I think we’ll do just that. Get your handbags, Amanda, Celia, Jonathan.” She rose and picked up her small bag.


  The three quickly joined her as the senator helped her down the steps of the carriage. Mandie held tightly to Snowball with one arm and carried her bag in the other hand.


  Mrs. Taft spoke as the young people gathered around her. “Amanda, whatever you do, please hold on to that cat, do you hear?”


  “Yes, Grandmother, I won’t let him down,” Mandie promised as they moved up the sidewalk toward the front entrance of the hotel. Then she spied a huge sign over the doorway. “Look! The name of the place is Shamrock Inn! And there are green shamrocks at each end of the letters.”


  “All painted in green,” Jonathan observed.


  Mrs. Taft looked back to the young people. “Come on now, or you’ll all get lost in this crowd.”


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said, quickly stepping up beside her.


  When they entered the lobby, Mandie gasped. “This place is covered with shamrocks!” She set down her bag and pointed to the wallpaper, which had stripes of shamrocks going up the wall.


  The room was crowded and everyone seemed to have heard Mandie’s exclamation. Almost every eye turned to stare at the young people. Mandie, suddenly self-conscious, quickly picked up her bag and hurried to join her grandmother at the counter. Jonathan grinned and pulled Celia along.


  Just as they were next in line to be registered, Snowball managed to struggle free from Mandie’s arms. He jumped to the floor with a thud and took off through the lobby, weaving his way among people’s legs.


  “Snowball!” Mandie cried, hurrying after him.


  Mrs. Taft called after them, “Please get that cat.”


  Snowball zigzagged between tall potted plants, low settees, and baggage. Every time Mandie thought she could grab him he streaked off.


  “Snowball, come back here, you hear?” Mandie called after him. She kept bumping into people and apologizing as she ran around the room. Jonathan and Celia joined the pursuit, but the white cat was too quick for them. He found the door to the hallway and darted out.


  “Snowball, when I catch you, I’m going to punish you good,” Mandie declared as she stopped in the corridor to look for him through the crowd.


  Celia remarked, “There sure are a lot of people in this hotel.”


  “Yeah, a whole boat full,” Jonathan said with his mischievous grin.


  “There must not be many other hotels in this town,” Mandie said, quickly resuming her search for the white cat. “Kitty, kitty!” She bent to look through the crowd and immediately bumped into a man.


  “There he be!” the man said with a laugh as he pointed ahead to a counter. He had a strange accent that Mandie immediately decided must be Irish.


  Looking in the direction the man indicated, Mandie saw Snowball standing on the counter licking his paws and washing his face. “Oh, thank you,” she said to the man as she hurried forward.


  Running up to the counter, Mandie snatched the end of Snowball’s red leash. “Snowball! Grandmother is going to be awfully put out with us,” she scolded.


  Celia and Jonathan caught up with her.


  “There’s a leprechaun!” Jonathan said, pointing to a large poster on the wall behind the desk.


  “Where?” Mandie said, whirling to read the advertisement. It read:


  Catch a Leprechaun


  See this new play at the Belfast Theater.

  Limited run,

  so don’t ye be

  wastin’ yer time

  tryin’ to decide whither

  to go or not.


  “It’s a play!” Mandie said excitedly.


  “That it be.” The man behind the desk heard her remark and told her, “ ’Tis a very good play, I hear.”


  “Are there leprechauns in this play?” Mandie asked.


  The man smiled at her and said, “American, that ye be. And sure there be leprechauns in this play. Go see for yourself.”


  Mandie cleared her throat, glanced at Jonathan, and asked, “What do leprechauns look like?”


  The man was short, rather heavy, and had a big smile. He laughed at Mandie’s question. “Ah, so ye niver see leprechauns in America,” he said, pushing back his curly black hair. His blue eyes twinkled as he bent forward over the counter and explained, “Three feet tall they be. Wee little men. Their clothes be green and their hair be red.”


  Mandie’s eyes grew wide as she listened. There must be such people if this man could describe them. Glancing at Jonathan who was hanging on every word, she whispered to the man, “What does the word ‘leprechaun’ mean? Why are they called leprechauns?”


  “Leprechaun? It be Gaelic for shoemaker,” the man explained. “Now, I’m sure ye must know what a shoemaker is, being shoes are made in America.”


  “Oh, yes,” Mandie quickly agreed. “If they are only three feet tall, what do their clothes look like?”


  The clerk bent to pull another poster from under the counter and held it up for Mandie to see. “This be a picture of a leprechaun,” he announced.


  Mandie, Celia, and Jonathan leaned over the counter to scrutinize  the poster. The little man in the picture wore an old-fashioned frock coat with seven large silver buttons. And his trousers only came to his knees, where they met with white stockings. His shoes had large silver buckles on the tops and the toes curled upward. A three-cornered hat covered his head, and a leather cobbler’s apron covered the front of his clothes.


  “Isn’t he interesting!” Celia exclaimed.


  “Yes, and look at his face,” Mandie said. The little man had piercing, dark eyes, a hooked nose, and he was grinning from ear to ear.


  The clerk watched the young people stare at the poster. Mandie asked, “Are there really such people as leprechauns?”


  The man smiled at her, tucked the poster back under the counter, and turned to wait on someone who stood at the other end. Mandie stamped her foot and said, “Well, he could at least answer me.”


  “He didn’t answer your question because he wants to keep you guessing,” Jonathan told her.


  Mandie picked up Snowball and turned to look at Jonathan. She saw Senator Morton coming toward them.


  “Miss Amanda, your grandmother is ready to go to your rooms now,” the senator told her as he smiled at the three of them. “I see you’ve caught up with Snowball.”


  “Yes, sir, finally. I’m sorry. I guess we’ve been dilly-dallying while you and Grandmother have been waiting.” She turned to walk with him back to the lobby. Jonathan and Celia followed.


  Mrs. Taft was sitting on a settee. She stood up as she saw them approach. “Amanda, please hold on to that cat. We don’t have time to waste for you to go chasing after him.”


  “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Mandie replied, squeezing Snowball tightly in her arms.


  “The man has gone ahead with our bags, so let’s hurry,” Mrs. Taft said as she and Senator Morton led the way out of the lobby and down the corridor.


  The young people followed them to rooms on the ground floor. Mandie and Celia would share a bedroom again, with a sitting room between their room and Mrs. Taft’s. Jonathan and Senator Morton had rooms farther down the hallway.


  As everyone separated, Mrs. Taft said, “We’ll just have time to change clothes before supper, and then we’ll take a walk afterwards.”


  They all agreed to meet in the sitting room when they were ready.


  Mandie and Celia went into their bedroom and closed the door. When Mandie dropped Snowball to the floor, he immediately rushed around the room to inspect everything.


  “Oh, I wonder if there’s a sandbox for Snowball,” Mandie said, quickly looking around. There was a door beyond the bed, and when she opened it she found a bathroom. “Oh, thank goodness, there’s a box in here. Come on, Snowball.”


  Snowball followed her and immediately found the sandbox. Mandie went back into the bedroom and flopped onto the huge bed. All the furniture in the room was oversized and heavy-looking.


  Celia was already rummaging in her trunk. “Mandie, we’d better hurry so we’ll be ready by the time your grandmother is,” she said as she lifted out a bright green dress.


  “Oh, so you’re wearing green,” Mandie said as she bounced off the bed and went to her trunk. She unlocked the lid and opened it. “I wonder if I have anything green to wear,” she said, flipping through the dresses inside.


  Celia looked at her and asked, “Are you going to wear green, too?”


  “I sure am,” Mandie grinned as she stood up to shake out a white voile dress with green polka dots and trimmed with a green velvet ribbon.


  “Oh, that’s pretty,” Celia remarked as she began slipping off her traveling suit. “We’ll both be wearing green.”


  “Well, we are in Ireland, you know, and that seems to be the color here,” Mandie said with a big smile, as she shed her crumpled traveling clothes.


  The girls quickly dressed and brushed their hair. Celia wore her long auburn curls loose with only a narrow ribbon to restrain them. Mandie quickly braided her blonde hair into one heavy plait.


  As they stood before the long mirror, Mandie asked, “Celia, do you think there really is such a thing as a leprechaun?”


  “I just don’t know, Mandie,” Celia told her. “I’ve heard of them, but I’ve never known anyone who actually saw one.”


  “I can’t decide,” Mandie said, shaking out the wrinkles in her long dress. Then she remembered the poster advertising the play. “I’ve just got to ask Grandmother if we can go to see that play, Catch a Leprechaun.”


  “Yes, that would be interesting, I’m sure,” Celia agreed as she surveyed her reflection in the looking glass. “I think Ireland is going to be one of my favorite countries on this trip to Europe.”


  “I agree,” Mandie said. “I love it! And I haven’t even seen much of it yet.” She turned to look at her friend and added, “You know, just because he has gone to school in Europe and traveled around a lot, Jonathan thinks he knows everything.”


  “But he’s bound to know more than we do. This is our first time in Europe, Mandie,” Celia reasoned.


  “I don’t imagine he’s ever seen a leprechaun, though,” Mandie said.


  Snowball came bounding out of the bathroom, jumped up on the big bed, and began washing his face.


  “Well, neither have we,” Celia reminded her.


  “Celia, can you keep a secret?” Mandie asked excitedly.


  “Of course, Mandie,” Celia replied.


  “Please don’t tell Jonathan, but I am going to find out whether there is such a thing as a leprechaun or not,” Mandie told her.


  “You are? How?” Celia questioned.


  “I don’t know yet, but before I leave Ireland I’m going to find out if they really exist,” Mandie replied.


  “I’ve heard tales that they are very elusive, if there are such things,” Celia offered.


  “I figure between the two of us we’ll be able to track one down,” Mandie said.


  “The two of us?” Celia asked, a worried look in her eyes. “Suppose we get in trouble with your grandmother?”


  “We’ll be careful,” Mandie promised her. “We won’t have much time though, because Grandmother wants to go on to Scotland, remember? We’ll just have to hurry.”


  “Here we go again,” Celia moaned.


  “Right now we’d better see if Grandmother and the others are ready to eat.” Taking a last look in the mirror, Mandie thought about how she would stop all that teasing from Jonathan.


  The girls opened their hatboxes and took out bonnets that matched their dresses. Mandie left Snowball in the bedroom, promising to bring food to him and take him on a walk later. He objected with a loud meow as his mistress closed the door.


  CHAPTER TWO


  MOLLY


  Mandie and Celia were the first ones in the sitting room, but they had barely sat down on the settee before Jonathan appeared in the doorway. He smiled at them and flopped into a chair near the door.


  “You girls really look nice,” he told them with a grin. “I’m surprised you could do so much in such a short time.”


  Mandie frowned and looked at Celia, who was clearly puzzled.


  “Are you saying we were in such a disreputable state from the journey that you didn’t think we could improve our appearance in time for supper?” Mandie asked curtly.


  “All of us were in sad shape when we arrived here. After all, that was a long journey from Holland,” Jonathan said with his mischievous grin.


  Mandie opened her mouth to protest, but Jonathan continued, “Just look at me. I still don’t feel presentable.”


  Mandie laughed and asked, “Presentable to whom? You look all right to me.”


  “Thank you, but you haven’t noticed,” he replied, sitting up straight. “My jacket doesn’t match my pants. The one I should have worn was too crumpled to put on, and I couldn’t find the pants that match this jacket. So here I am, rather mismatched.”


  The girls laughed.


  “Mismatched?” Mandie could hardly tell the difference between the navy blue jacket and the blue pants. “We’ve seen you in worse condition,” Mandie reminded him. “Remember when you fell in the water in Belgium?”


  “Well now, if we’re going to dig up mishaps, how about the time you fell into the lake in Germany?” Jonathan teased.


  At that moment, Senator Morton came into the room from the hallway, and Mrs. Taft opened her bedroom door and joined them.


  “That was well timed,” the senator said, smiling at Mandie’s grandmother.


  “Perfect,” Mrs. Taft agreed.


  Mrs. Taft and the senator led the way out of the room. They walked down several corridors before they came to the huge dining room. Mandie could smell the food, and she suddenly realized how hungry she was. She wondered what kind of a menu the Irish would have.


  In the dining room, the waiter seated them in a corner by a window, which looked out onto the street in front of the hotel. Mandie was delighted that she could watch the pedestrians outside. On the other hand, she had to twist her neck to see the rest of the dining room.


  “Grandmother, I need to take Snowball some food when we’re finished,” Mandie reminded Mrs. Taft. “Then I thought he could go with us on our walk and get some fresh air.”


  “Yes, dear.” Her grandmother nodded, then looked at the waiter who stood ready to take their order. “Let’s hear what the hotel has to offer.”


  The waiter recited the list of food available, and Mandie listened in surprise. It sounded a lot like the fare of restaurants back home in North Carolina. Everyone ordered the ham with a variety of vegetables, and were delighted when the waiter placed a large bowl of biscuits on the table.


  “I said I love Ireland. It’s almost like back home,” Mandie said as Mrs. Taft passed the biscuits to her.


  “Remember, Amanda, a lot of the Irish immigrants in the early 1800s settled in our part of the country,” Mrs. Taft explained. “They were among the first to leave their homes and travel to a foreign land. They found our part of the United States to be the most like their homeland. In fact, when you travel around Ireland you will see that even the landscape looks a lot like North Carolina’s.”


  “I’m anxious to see everything,” Mandie said as the waiter began placing the food before them. “What are we going to visit first?”


  “There are lots of old castles, and a lot of old villages that haven’t changed since their beginnings,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  The young people listened eagerly as they ate.


  “There is an old, old linen mill here, too, that might be interesting,” Senator Morton said.


  “Yes, we must go there,” Mrs. Taft agreed.


  Mandie remembered the poster they’d seen. “Grandmother, there’s a play here in Belfast right now called Catch a Leprechaun. Could we please go see it? Please?” Her blue eyes twinkled as she smiled at Mrs. Taft.


  “A play about leprechauns? We’ll see,” her grandmother replied. “Senator Morton and I will plan our sightseeing schedule tonight.”


  Though Mandie wanted to see everything, the very word “sightseeing” sounded boring. The young people were tired of the usual sightseeing they did in every place they’d visited. They glanced at one another. Mandie knew her friends would endure most anything, if they could just see the play. Perhaps Uncle Ned could influence that. Her father’s old Cherokee friend had joined them on their trip around Europe. He was presently visiting some acquaintances along the way and would catch up with them later.


  Uncle Ned, who was not really Mandie’s relative, had promised Jim Shaw, before he died, that he would watch over Mandie. Even though it meant crossing the big body of water between the United States and Europe, he had kept his promise. From time to time he showed up to check on Mandie.


  As soon as they finished the meal, Mrs. Taft told Mandie she had fifteen minutes to take food to Snowball, then she was to bring him along for their walk around the town. Celia went with Mandie, and Jonathan stayed in the lobby with the adults.


  “Hurry now, Snowball,” Mandie told her cat as she watched him eat ham from the saucer she had brought to their room.


  Celia was brushing her hair again in front of the mirror. “I’m not sure he understands you, Mandie,” Celia said with a laugh.


  “Oh, yes he does,” Mandie said, looking at her friend. “You’ve been around Snowball long enough to know how intelligent he is, how much  smarter than other cats.” A sudden thought crossed her mind. “Maybe he can help us find a leprechaun!”


  “Oh, Mandie, if there is such a thing as a leprechaun, it would probably frighten Snowball. They say cats are afraid of ghosts.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t be afraid of a ghost if I ran across one,” Mandie said, looking down at Snowball who had finished eating and was washing his face. “Let me just put on his leash, and we’ll be ready.” She crossed the room to retrieve the red leash from the bureau top.


  “I’d like to see what you would do if you saw a ghost,” Celia teased.


  “What do you mean, what I would do?” Mandie said, looking up at her friend as she fastened Snowball’s leash. “I’d like to see what you would do. You’d probably be frightened right out of your skin!”


  Celia’s face turned solemn. “You’re right, I probably would be. I hope I never see a ghost, if there is such a thing.”


  “How about a leprechaun? Remember, you’re going to help me find one,” Mandie coaxed.


  “Well, that’s different,” Celia said, “because we’ll probably never see a leprechaun, either.”


  “I plan on finding one, Celia, if they do exist. I will find one, rest assured of that,” Mandie stated, standing up. “Come on. Let’s go.”


  The girls joined the others in the lobby, Mandie keeping Snowball in tow. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton led the way outside. “You decide which way,” Mrs. Taft told the senator. He was a tall man, distinguished-looking.


  “If you insist,” Senator Morton replied with a smile. “Let’s take this slight hill to the right. If we take the upgrade while we’re all fresh and anxious for a walk, then coming back we’ll be going downhill when we’re a little tired.”


  “Sounds like a good idea,” Mrs. Taft assured him. Looking to the young people, she told them, “Now, be sure to stay right behind us. We don’t want to get separated. And, Amanda, please hold on to that cat.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied as she gripped her fingers tighter around the end of the leash. Snowball pranced along, obviously enjoying the fresh air and the freedom to run now and then as he tugged at the leash, causing Mandie to walk faster.


  Mrs. Taft enjoyed exploring all the shops along the way, and so  did not keep a strict check on the young people. Senator Morton stayed with Mrs. Taft, and Mandie lagged behind with her friends when she spotted something unusual or interesting. Eventually Jonathan joined the adults, leaving the girls to themselves.


  Mandie and Celia were out of hearing distance from the others, when suddenly a little girl came running across the street and almost fell on top of Snowball as she bent to look at him.


  “Ah, ’tis a bea-you-tiful cat ye have, I say,” the little girl said as she picked up Snowball while Mandie secured the end of the leash.


  Mandie looked at the girl more closely. She was about nine years old and was barefoot. Her dress, a faded blue, was soiled down the front. The girl pushed her carrot-red hair back from her small face with a dirty hand and stared up at Mandie with bright blue eyes.


  “Where is your mother? Are you here on the street all alone?” Mandie asked.


  “Me mither is workin’,” the child replied, holding tightly to Snowball, who seemed to enjoy the loving pats she was giving him.


  “Then shouldn’t you be at home?” Mandie asked.


  The child looked thoughtfully for a moment, and then said loudly, “Ah, ye be a foreigner, that ye be.” She looked at Celia and asked, “Ye talk strange, too?”


  Celia smiled at her and said, “We’re from the United States. We’re just visiting your country. What is your name?”


  “Yawl came on the big boat then?” the child asked.


  Mandie was surprised to hear the girl say “yawl,” and asked, “Did you say y’all?”


  “Sure’n I did. ’Tis Gaelic, y-a-w-l. We speak Gaelic in our house,” she explained. “It means you and you.”


  “I understand,” Mandie said, looking at Celia, who was also grasping the origin of the expression. “Back where we come from we say ‘y’all,’ but we spell it differently. It means you all in the United States. Our y’all must have originated here.”


  “Isn’t that interesting!” Celia exclaimed. “Talk some more for us. You didn’t tell us your name.”


  “When I was born me mither called me Molly, and that I still am,” the child said.


  “What are you doing out here on the street by yourself, Molly?” Mandie asked her.


  “ ’Tis a leprechaun I look for. Then me mither—” Molly began.


  Mandie interrupted excitedly. “A leprechaun? Are you really looking for a leprechaun?”


  Molly looked puzzled. “ ’Tis only one I’m hoping to catch,” she said.


  “Why do you want to catch a leprechaun?” Celia asked.


  Molly shook her head and said, “Ah, don’t ye be knowin’? ’Tis not the leprechaun I want, ’tis his pot of gold. But first I must find the leprechaun.”


  “His pot of gold?” Mandie questioned.


  “Ye don’t be knowin’ that every leprechaun has a pot of gold? If I can find just one leprechaun, and get his pot of gold, then me mither won’t have to work so hard,” Molly tried to explain as she continued to rub Snowball, who was purring loudly.


  Tears came to Mandie’s blue eyes as she realized how poor the little girl and her mother must be. “Where does your mother work?” she asked.


  Molly shrugged and said, “Everywhere. All day, all night. Mostly in the linen mill.”


  “And what does your father do? Where does he work?” Mandie asked.


  Molly looked up at Mandie with sad eyes and said, “Me father is not in this world.”


  Mandie realized her father must be dead, and she said, “My father is not in this world, either.”


  Molly pointed ahead to Senator Morton and Mrs. Taft, who were within sight by an outdoor shop. “Then who be that man if he not be yer father?”


  Mandie laughed and tried to explain. “That’s Senator Morton. He’s a good friend of my grandmother. That’s my grandmother with him. My mother is back home in North Carolina—in the United States.”


  “I don’t have a father, either,” Celia commented.


  Molly looked at her for a moment and then said, “Do ye be jokin’? Every one and all of us has a father.”


  Celia explained, “I mean he’s dead, also; he’s not in this world.”


  Molly nodded in understanding. “Then ye poor mither must work,” she said. “Ye must find a leprechaun, too, and get his pot of gold.”


  Celia and Mandie looked at each other and smiled.


  “We’ll help you look for a leprechaun, if you’ll tell us how,” Mandie said. “And we don’t want his pot of gold. You can have it.”


  “Ye will help me?” Molly asked with sparkling eyes. Then suddenly her face became sad. “But ye won’t stay here long, and I can’t go to America.”


  “Oh, but we will be here in Belfast for a few days. That ought to be long enough to find a leprechaun, shouldn’t it?” Mandie wondered aloud.


  Molly shrugged and said, “Maybe. Sometimes one can be found soon, but sometimes it takes a long time.”


  “Have you found one before?” Celia asked.


  “Sure. ’Tis three I have seen, but each time they get away,” Molly said.


  “With both of us helping you, it ought to be easier to catch one,” Mandie encouraged.


  “Maybe,” Molly replied, rubbing her face against Snowball’s white fur as she put him down.


  “Look, we’re staying at the Shamrock Inn. Do you know where that is, back that way?” Mandie pointed.


  “That is the biggest and best place to stay in Belfast,” Molly said, her blue eyes filled with wonder.


  “Where do you live?” Mandie asked.


  Molly pointed across the street and said, “Ye go that way, and then that way, and then the other way.”


  “What’s the name of the street you live on?” Mandie asked.


  “I don’t be livin’ in a street. I be livin’ in a house,” Molly declared.


  “Of course. What is the name of the street that goes by your house?” Celia asked.


  “Murphy Lane,” Molly said.


  “And does your house have a number on it? So the mailman knows where to deliver your mail?” Mandie asked.


  Molly thought for a moment and then said, “There be a big number nine over the doorway.”


  Mandie told her, “We’ll find you later then, Molly. We’ll help you find a leprechaun.”


  “ ’Tis grateful I would be, miss,” Molly said and then asked, “What might yer name be?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Mandie Shaw, and this is my friend Celia  Hamilton. My grandmother is Mrs. Taft,” Mandie said as she looked toward the adults. “And that fellow you see coming this way is Jonathan Guyer. But we don’t want him to help us find the leprechaun. Do you understand?”


  “That I do,” Molly said, watching the boy approach them.


  The first thing Molly said when Jonathan had joined them, was, “Ye cannot help us find a leprechaun!”


  Jonathan looked puzzled as he looked at Mandie and Celia. “Find a leprechaun?” he asked.


  Mandie rolled her eyes, and Celia wouldn’t look at him.


  “She is looking for a leprechaun,” Mandie said, tossing her head without looking directly at Jonathan. She took Snowball in her arms and said to Molly, “I hope you find the leprechaun. We’ll see you later. Good-bye.” Mandie started to walk away.


  “That be the bargain,” Molly said, waving to them as she ran back across the street.


  “She believes in leprechauns?” Jonathan asked as the three began hurrying toward the adults.


  “I suppose so, since she said she was looking for one,” Mandie answered quickly. “Let’s catch up with Grandmother and Senator Morton.”


  Jonathan kept pace with her and asked, “What did she mean, I couldn’t help find a leprechaun?”


  “I suppose she meant that you couldn’t help find a leprechaun,” Mandie said without looking at him.


  “I believe she actually said, ‘You cannot help us find a leprechaun.’ Does that mean you are going to help her find one?” Jonathan asked with his mischievous grin.


  Mandie stopped, planting her feet firmly on the ground. “She wants to find a leprechaun and get his pot of gold for her mother, so she won’t have to work so hard. That’s it. Now let’s drop the subject.” She turned and stepped to her grandmother’s side.


  “Let’s continue for another block,” Mrs. Taft said as Jonathan and Celia joined them. “Then we’ll cross over and return on the other side of the street. By then we should all be sufficiently tired to go to bed after our long journey from Holland.”


  When they crossed the street to return to their hotel, Mandie glanced  around, hoping to see Molly. But there was no sign of the child. She let Snowball down to walk at the end of his leash.


  Mandie was deep in thought, and she paid no attention to the scenery along the way. All she could think of was Molly and her search for a leprechaun and his pot of gold. The child’s obvious poverty had deeply touched Mandie, and she was trying to figure out what she could do to help. She also wondered if there really were such things as leprechauns in this country of Ireland.


  At the door to the hotel, Mrs. Taft told the young people, “Amanda, you and Celia and Jonathan go to your rooms now and get ready for bed. The senator and I are going to have a cup of coffee in the dining room while we discuss plans for tomorrow.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three chorused as they all entered the lobby.


  “Be up and ready for breakfast at seven in the morning so we can get a good start on the day,” Mrs. Taft added as she and the senator headed toward the dining room.


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three chorused again as they walked down the corridor to their rooms.


  The girls said good-night to Jonathan and entered their room. Mandie untied her bonnet and tossed it on the bureau, then kicked off her shoes as she flopped into a chair.


  “Whew! I believe I am tired,” she said with a sigh.


  Celia began getting ready for bed and stopped to speak to her friend. “Don’t get too comfortable in that chair. The sooner you get into bed the sooner you can get to sleep.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. She jumped up and quickly got out of her dress and into her nightgown. “I think part of my weariness comes from thinking about little Molly. Why, she may not even have enough to eat! They must be awfully poor.”


  “I was thinking the same thing,” Celia said as she pulled her long nightgown over her head and jumped into bed.


  “I’m more determined than ever to find a leprechaun,” Mandie said as she crawled under the covers. “Can you imagine? A pot of gold! We could give it to Molly’s mother.”


  “I’m afraid we could be looking forever for a leprechaun, Mandie,” Celia told her.


  “Well, it won’t hurt to try,” Mandie said. “And if we don’t find one  by the time we leave Ireland, I’ll talk to Grandmother about Molly. Maybe she can help her in some way.”


  “I don’t see how we’re going to get away from Jonathan long enough to go looking for a leprechaun,” Celia fretted.


  “I’ll figure out a way,” Mandie assured her. “Maybe his father will come and get him while we’re here in Ireland.”


  “His father doesn’t seem too interested in coming after him, Mandie. You know Senator Morton wires him from wherever we are. He knows that Jonathan has been with us throughout Europe, but he always has some excuse for not catching up with Jonathan,” Celia said.


  Snowball jumped up onto the bed, circled a few times, then curled up at Mandie’s feet.


  “I know,” Mandie said. “I feel sorry for Jonathan. Maybe his aunt and uncle will get back to their home in Paris, and he can stay there awhile. Anyhow, I’ll figure out some way to keep Jonathan from knowing we’re actually looking for a leprechaun.”


  “Good night then,” Celia said as she turned over to face the wall on her side of the bed.


  “Good night,” Mandie murmured as she drifted off to sleep.


  CHAPTER THREE


  SIGHTSEEING SURPRISE


  The next morning brought a bright, sunshiny day. The dining room in the hotel was warm and cozy, and Mandie discovered that an Irish breakfast was a feast. She had always thought their housekeeper back home, Aunt Lou, served too much food—but the Irish had outdone her.


  As everyone sat around the food-laden table, Mrs. Taft returned thanks and began passing the attractively prepared dishes.


  Mandie set the bowl down that Jonathan had just handed her. “Grandmother, I just can’t eat all this food!”


  “Well, dear, they don’t mean for us to eat everything on the table. Just partake of whatever you think you can consume. We don’t want to waste the food,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  Her remark immediately reminded Mandie of Molly. Food was no doubt scarce at the child’s home. Mandie wished she could have brought Molly here to eat. But she didn’t mention her to her grandmother because she wanted to see what she could do to help Molly find a leprechaun.


  “When we finish our breakfast, we’ll go out to the linen mill and get on with our sightseeing,” Mrs. Taft told the young people.


  “What about the play, Grandmother?” Mandie asked. “Will we be able to see it?”


  Jonathan and Celia stopped eating to hear the answer.


  “We’ll try to, dear,” Mrs. Taft promised. “I’m not sure how far the theater is from here, though. Belfast is a good-sized city.”


  “It didn’t seem large when we left the boat,” Celia said as she continued eating.


  “That’s because our hotel is so near the wharf. We haven’t been all the way into the heart of the city yet,” Senator Morton told them.


  “It’s awfully old, isn’t it?” Mandie said as she drank her coffee. So far, what she had seen of the town looked ancient.


  “The city’s charter was granted in 1613 by James I,” Senator Morton explained. “So that’s rather old, I’d say.”


  Mandie smiled at the handsome, white-haired senator. “You always know everything about all the places we visit,” she said.


  Senator Morton’s eyes twinkled as he smiled and replied, “Oh, but that’s because I gather information ahead of time on any place we’re going to visit. I have traveled a lot in Europe myself, but I certainly don’t know everything.”


  “I’ve been here a few times, too,” Jonathan spoke up as he cut into a slice of ham. “In the schools I’ve been to in Europe we always studied about other cities and countries, and we visited the places we studied about.”


  Mandie looked at him and said, “You’ve been awfully lucky to be able to do all that.”


  Mrs. Taft, overhearing Mandie’s remark, said, “You see, Amanda, you could do all those things, too, if you’d come to school here in Europe. I’ll talk to your mother about it.”


  “Oh, no, Grandmother. I don’t want to go to school over here. It’s too far away. I wouldn’t be able to see my mother very often,” Mandie protested. “Even the school I go to in Asheville is too far from home.”


  “We’ll see, dear. Now all of you eat up so we can be on our way,” Mrs. Taft said, looking around the table.


  Mandie knew what Celia was thinking. Mrs. Taft had also suggested, another time, that Celia go to school with Mandie in Europe. Celia didn’t like the idea any more than Mandie did. And Mandie knew Jonathan was thinking of the way his father had sent him off to schools so far away that Jonathan never had a chance to stay home after his mother died. His father was wealthy and had so many business  deals going on all over the world that he was seldom at home in New York.


  Snowball’s leash was tied to a table leg, and he had a saucer of food in front of him. That way he would be finished with his breakfast when Mandie was and could go with her. When her grandmother wasn’t looking, Mandie added food to the kitten’s saucer. The talk about going to school in Europe had completely ruined Mandie’s appetite.


  Finally, when they all were finished, they went out to a carriage Senator Morton had engaged for the day. Mandie was last through the front door of the hotel because Snowball was not cooperating at the end of his leash. When she stepped outside, Mandie was surprised to find Molly waiting for her. She was wearing the same dress, and didn’t look as though she’d bathed, either.


  “Ye be ready to go huntin’?” the child asked eagerly.


  Mandie immediately felt guilty for having eaten at a table overflowing with food while Molly sat out here, probably hungry. Then Mandie had a bright idea.


  “No, I can’t go right now. I have to go with my grandmother and the others,” Mandie told her. “But you wait here. I’ll be right back.”


  Celia overheard their conversation and said to Mandie under her breath, “Food?”


  Mandie nodded. “Tell Grandmother I’ll be back in a minute.” She handed the end of Snowball’s leash to Celia and rushed back inside the hotel.


  Mandie went straight to the dining room and found to her relief that their table had not been cleared. The waiter, however, was approaching it just as she did.


  “Just a minute, please,” Mandie said politely, grabbing a cloth napkin and filling it with ham and sweet rolls. Everything else was too messy to carry in a napkin.


  The waiter stood by watching and smiling. Mandie looked up at him and muttered, “I might get hungry later.”


  The waiter nodded and continued to smile as Mandie hurried out of the dining room.


  Molly was still waiting in front of the hotel. Celia and Snowball had already boarded the vehicle with the others.


  “Here, Molly, I thought you might like this,” Mandie told the child as she handed the bulging napkin to her.


  Molly took it and opened it. Her blue eyes grew round. “Be this for me? All for me?”


  Mandie reached to embrace her and said, “Yes, all for you. I have to go now. I’ll see you soon.”


  The child immediately began stuffing the food into her mouth. She only stopped long enough to wave good-bye to Mandie as she climbed into the carriage. Mandie felt her eyes fill with tears as she watched Molly from the window. Celia squeezed Mandie’s hand. Jonathan looked at them both and then at the girl in front of the hotel.


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were deep into their own conversation. The young people were silent.


  Their carriage turned into a narrow street, and Mandie noticed the swinging sign on the corner. It read “Murphy Lane.”


  “Look!” she whispered to Celia. “This is the street Molly lives on. Look for a number nine.”


  The girls watched for numbers, but the carriage was traveling too fast to scrutinize the cracked facades of the houses. The whole street looked impoverished.


  Senator Morton began telling the young people what they were passing, along with the history of the area, but Mandie’s mind was fixed on the way Molly devoured the food she had given her.


  Finally they came to the old linen mill. It had stood there hundreds of years, according to Senator Morton, but was still in operation. The stone walls had only a few small windows, and lots of old trees grew around the building.


  “How do they make linen?” Mandie asked as they stepped from the carriage.


  The guard at the door would not allow them inside. He told Senator Morton that only the people who worked there were allowed to enter the building. The senator tried persuading him but to no avail.


  “You probably know that flax grows in fields,” Senator Morton began his explanation to Mandie. “Most of it has blue flowers in the spring. Fiber is stripped from the plant and is spun into thread, which is then woven into cloth.”


  “The seed of the plant, called flaxseed, is used for medicinal purposes,” Mrs. Taft added.


  Just then, Mandie glimpsed someone out of the corner of her eye. She snatched Snowball into her arms and ran to the end of the building.  The strange woman they had seen on their voyage over was just rounding the far corner of the structure. Mandie looked back at her grandmother, trying to decide whether or not to pursue the woman. Her grandmother was shaking her head, and Mandie knew it was useless. The woman always managed to disappear anyway.


  “Amanda, where are you going?” her grandmother called to her.


  Mandie returned to the group gathered under the trees. “Nowhere, Grandmother,” she said, smiling. “Nowhere.”


  Mrs. Taft turned to speak to Senator Morton, and Mandie quickly whispered to her friends, “I saw the strange woman from the ship!”


  Jonathan’s interest was immediately aroused. “You did? Why didn’t you holler? One day we’re going to catch her. Today might have been the day,” he said in hushed tones.


  “I wonder why that woman follows us everywhere we go?” Celia whispered. “Ever since we saw her on the ship coming to Europe she has turned up in every country we’ve visited.”


  The woman Mandie saw had traveled on the ship from the United States to England and had made various appearances. Occasionally they were able to ask her questions, but she would never answer them directly. She always seemed to be fussing at them about something. Always dressed in black, she was small and old. The young people had begun to take for granted that she would show up wherever they went.


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft finally said, “all of you come on. There is an old castle farther down the road that I want you to see.”


  “A real castle?” Mandie asked, genuinely curious.


  “Of course a real castle,” Mrs. Taft said as they all boarded the waiting carriage. “But no one lives there, Senator Morton says.”


  “This will be interesting,” Celia remarked as they took their seats inside the vehicle.


  “How old is it?” Jonathan asked the senator.


  “Probably several hundred years,” he said as the carriage moved down the road. “I visited there a long time ago. It was empty then, but seemed in pretty good shape for its age.”


  Soon the driver pulled the vehicle off the main road onto a narrow, bumpy lane.


  “Oh, dear, do you suppose the driver is going the right way?” Mrs. Taft asked the senator.


  “Yes, I remember the way. But the lane wasn’t so rough the last time I was here,” the senator told her. “I’m sorry.”


  “That’s perfectly all right, Senator,” Mrs. Taft said as the vehicle shook so hard her voice trembled. She held on to her seat with both hands.


  Snowball didn’t like the jolting, either, and began to meow and dig his claws into Mandie’s shoulder.


  Suddenly the bottom of the carriage seemed to catch on something and the vehicle abruptly stopped. The driver jumped out and appeared at the passenger door.


  “ ’Tis sorry that I be, sir, but we kinnot go another step. The road is impassable,” he explained to Senator Morton.


  “The carriage is stuck? It won’t move at all?” the senator asked.


  “Aye, sir. It can move backward but not forward,” the man explained.


  “Oh, dear,” Mrs. Taft gasped. “Does that mean we must ride backwards all the way to the main road?”


  “No, madam, I kin turn it ’round, but first ye must all alight,” the driver told her.


  “Let’s get out then.” Mrs. Taft stepped toward the door and the driver helped her from the carriage. The others followed. They all stood back out of the way and watched the driver maneuver the carriage.


  “How much farther is this castle?” Mrs. Taft asked the senator.


  “Maybe a hundred yards. If the trees weren’t so thick, I’m sure we could see it from here,” Senator Morton said.


  “Then couldn’t we walk ahead and look it over while the driver is turning the carriage around?” Mrs. Taft said as she looked down at her sensible shoes. “I did remember to wear my walking shoes today.”


  “Of course, if you wish. Let me just inform the driver,” Senator Morton said as he walked toward the carriage, which was barely moving.


  The young people waited with Mrs. Taft, and Celia remarked, “There sure are a lot of bad roads in the places we travel, aren’t there?”


  “Yes, and we can’t always trust the driver,” Mandie reminded them. “Remember the one in Germany who was a crook and wrecked the carriage and left us stranded?”


  Celia gasped. “Do you think we can trust this driver? Will he wait for us while we walk on to the castle?”


  Senator Morton returned to the group and overheard Celia’s question. He smiled at her. “Don’t worry about this driver. I haven’t paid him yet. He won’t run off and leave us.”


  “Shall we go on then?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Yes. We’ll just follow this lane; it will lead us right to the old castle,” Senator Morton said, offering Mrs. Taft his arm. Mandie carried Snowball and followed with the others.


  Jonathan walked behind Mandie and Celia on the narrow trail. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll find a leprechaun down this old, deserted road.”


  Mandie glanced back at him. He was smiling, and she stopped in front of him. “Jonathan Guyer, I hope we do find a leprechaun. I imagine it would absolutely scare the daylights out of you.”


  “Maybe,” Jonathan said with a shrug. “Only I don’t think I have any daylights, whatever that is, in me.”


  “You know what I mean,” Mandie said. “I hope one shows up before we leave Ireland, so when I go home I can at least say I saw a leprechaun.”


  “Mandie,” Celia said, “your grandmother and the senator are almost out of sight around the curve ahead.”


  “And I don’t want to lose them out here in this deserted place,” Mandie said. As she walked along, Mandie thought about Molly and her pursuit of a leprechaun. She wondered how she could help her, and how she could do it without Jonathan. Mandie wasn’t sure she even believed in leprechauns, but she did want to see what Molly was up to. The child seemed so certain about the little creatures and their pots of gold.


  Maybe Uncle Ned will join us soon, Mandie thought. He wasn’t specific as to when he would catch up with us in Ireland. And he probably believes in leprechauns because Cherokee Indians believe in spirits.


  Suddenly the toe of Mandie’s shoe caught on something, and she would have fallen flat on her face if Jonathan hadn’t quickly caught her by the elbow. Snowball managed to jump free, and raced off down the trail after Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton, his red leash dragging behind him.


  Mandie brushed her skirt off. “Thank you, Jonathan,” she said. When she realized her cat was loose, she hurried after him. “Snowball! You come back here!”


  Celia and Jonathan joined the chase, but by the time Snowball reached the adults, Senator Morton quickly stepped on the trailing leash, causing him to halt.


  “Snowball, you naughty cat,” Mandie said, scooping him into her arms.


  “Amanda, please be more careful with that cat. He could have been lost in these trees,” Mrs. Taft scolded.


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “I tripped.” She looked back at Jonathan, suddenly remorseful about her teasing and speaking harshly to him. “I’m sorry for the way I’ve talked to you. Please forgive me.”


  “Forgive you? For what?” Jonathan said with his mischievous grin. “I thought that was your natural way of speaking.”


  “Forgive me, please?” Mandie solemnly asked again.


  Jonathan just nodded his head. “Come on. Let’s get going. We’re being left behind again.”


  Mandie looked up the trail and saw that her grandmother and the senator were nearing the castle. She walked faster, but this time watched her step more carefully.


  When the old castle came into full view, the young people stopped to stare at the stone structure. It was huge and seemed to expand on into the woods.


  “Let’s go inside!” Mandie said, noticing Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton walking around one end of it.


  “How do we get inside?” Celia asked. “I don’t see any door.”


  Mandie searched the front of the building for a door. There didn’t seem to be one, at least not in plain sight. Her attention was drawn to an upstairs window, and to her amazement, she saw that the strange woman from the ship was watching them.


  “Look, there’s that woman!” Mandie pushed her two friends. “Come on!” she exclaimed, running ahead.


  Mandie turned the corner and found a huge archway into the building. “Come on, I’ve found an entrance!”


  Once inside, the three looked around, at a loss as to how to get to the upper floors. There didn’t seem to be any stairs. The place was a maze of huge rooms, and they soon became disoriented. They couldn’t even find the way back to the archway where they had entered.


  Mandie stopped suddenly. “We’ve got to at least get back outside. Grandmother and Senator Morton don’t know where we are.”


  “There must be some way to get upstairs. That strange woman didn’t just fly up there,” Jonathan said as he continued to look around.


  All at once they heard a loud scraping noise, and quickly searched for the source of the sound. Mandie turned just in time to see the strange woman replacing a large stone as she stepped into a nearby room.


  “Wait!” Mandie called to her.


  The woman whirled and disappeared again. Mandie, with Celia and Jonathan right behind her, stopped to investigate the large stone. Mandie gave it a push. It moved, revealing an opening and what looked like a stone staircase.


  “Look! A secret stairwell!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Well, what do you know,” Jonathan said with a smile.


  “We aren’t going up those dark steps, are we?” Celia asked nervously.


  Not answering Celia, Mandie said, “We probably could have caught the woman if we’d tried, but I suppose she’s gone by now. Let’s go on up the stairs,” Mandie said, looking at Jonathan.


  “Whatever you say,” he answered, shrugging.


  “Do we have to?” Celia asked, biting her lips.


  “Here, give me your hand,” Jonathan told her. “That woman was up there. You’ll be safe.”


  “Come on,” Mandie said, leading the way. She held Snowball tightly in one arm while she used her other hand to grope for a handrail. There was none, and the wall was slippery. She moved up with caution.


  The stairwell was circular, and when Mandie arrived at the top she found herself in a huge room with an open fireplace. She went to the window where the woman had apparently stood, and saw her grandmother and the senator below.


  “Amanda, where are you?” Mrs. Taft was calling.


  “I’m up here, Grandmother,” Mandie called down to her.


  Mrs. Taft looked up. “Oh, dear, Amanda. Y’all come down here right now.”


  “We’ll be right down, Grandmother,” Mandie said, turning back to her friends. “Guess we’d better go down.”


  The three slowly made their way back down the dark stairs and carefully replaced the stone. They hurried out into the yard and found Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton waiting for them in the same spot.


  “I was afraid to move for fear y’all would not find us,” Mrs. Taft said as she took a deep breath. “Amanda, y’all shouldn’t ever run off in such a strange, isolated place. Now, let’s get back to the carriage.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three chorused as they followed the adults down the trail.


  When they arrived at the carriage, the driver was sitting on a log in the shade waiting for them.


  “Thank goodness, he didn’t leave us!” Mrs. Taft said with a sigh of relief.


  “I told you he wouldn’t leave,” Senator Morton reminded her.


  The young people looked at one another and laughed. “So Grandmother was thinking the same thing we were,” Mandie muttered.


  “I wonder if your grandmother or the senator saw the strange woman,” Celia remarked quietly.


  “I don’t think so,” Mandie said. “They would have said something about it. Even if they didn’t recognize her, I’m sure they would have mentioned seeing anyone in a deserted place like this.”


  They all climbed back into the carriage and were off for more sightseeing. Mandie settled down in her seat and her thoughts returned to Molly. She wished they would go back to the hotel soon. Now that she knew where Molly lived, she could go find her.


  And it would be interesting to see where Molly would take her and Celia in her search for a leprechaun.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  REVEALING INFORMATION


  The streets of Belfast were cobblestoned and narrow, winding up and down hills and around curves. Maybe it was Mandie’s always-ready smile or her twinkling blue eyes, but she never met a stranger who wasn’t willing to share a conversation. Everyone was friendly and talkative here.


  After a quick bite to eat at noon at an outdoor cafe, Mrs. Taft, as always, insisted on visiting a museum. The three young people moaned together when they heard it. Mandie didn’t know much about art, and she was more interested in watching and meeting people.


  Their carriage pulled up in front of a huge, stone structure amid blooming flowers, shrubbery, trees, and green, green grass in a park. Walkways wound around the building and out of sight. A magnificent fountain sent a fine spray of water cascading down in the bright sunlight.


  “At least it is a beautiful place!” Mandie exclaimed as she followed her grandmother out of the vehicle.


  Mrs. Taft glanced back at her and said, “Amanda, you will have to leave Snowball out here. I don’t think he will be allowed inside.”


  Mandie looked around and asked, “But where, Grandmother? Where can I leave him?”


  “Just tie his leash to the seat in the carriage. He’ll be all right. Our driver will watch him,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  Mrs. Taft walked up to the building with Senator Morton while Jonathan and Celia waited for Mandie.


  Mandie turned to speak to the driver. “My grandmother says I have to leave my cat inside the carriage. Will you watch him for me?”


  “ ’Tis that I will, miss,” the tall man assured her as he stood beside the horses.


  “Thank you.” Mandie entered the vehicle and carefully looped Snowball’s red leash through the open arm of the seat. “You stay here now, Snowball, and don’t try to get loose and run away, you hear? I won’t be gone long. I’m not too interested in this place.” She patted him on the head.


  Worried about leaving her cat alone, Mandie spoke to the driver again, “He’s tied to the seat, but I’d appreciate it if you would keep an eye on him for me.” She smiled up at the man.


  “Of course, miss. I’ll be sure he’s all right,” the driver promised.


  Mandie joined her friends, and the three entered the building to find Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton waiting for them at the front entrance.


  “I sure hope Snowball doesn’t get loose and run away,” Mandie said with a sigh.


  “Oh, he’ll be all right with the driver there watching him,” Jonathan assured her.


  “And the driver looks like a nice man. He did wait for us at the castle, remember.” Celia tried to sound encouraging.


  “And Senator Morton still hasn’t paid him. I heard him tell the driver he would settle up with him when we return to the hotel. So don’t worry. Just enjoy this great museum,” Jonathan said with a grin.


  Mandie started to tell her friends what she really thought of museums when Mrs. Taft called to them to hurry along.


  The three young people joined the adults and soon found themselves in a wide hallway with other sightseers. Archways opened on either side of the corridor, leading to rooms full of paintings. Elaborate draperies covered the high walls.


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton stopped at the first room, and Mrs. Taft said, “I suppose we should just begin with the first one and keep moving forward until we have seen everything.”


  “That sounds reasonable to me,” Senator Morton agreed.


  Looking back at the young people, Mrs. Taft admonished them, “Now I want you all to stay close together. We don’t want to have to go looking for any of you. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three chorused. When Mrs. Taft turned back to the senator, the young people exchanged sighs.


  “No chance to explore on our own, I guess,” Mandie moaned.


  “We’d better not, Mandie,” Celia warned. “Not this time.”


  “It depends on what we run into,” Jonathan said with his mischievous grin.


  The three followed the adults into the first room to the right. The walls were covered with paintings, and more paintings were displayed on tables around the room. Mandie watched as her grandmother and the senator looked at one painting after another with obvious interest.


  “Do y’all really think this huge building contains nothing but paintings?” Mandie asked Celia and Jonathan.


  Jonathan raised his dark eyebrows as he replied, “That would be an awful lot of them, if that’s all there is in this museum.”


  Mandie glanced around the room at the paintings she could see between the sightseers. “It looks like every painting in this room is a water scene.”


  Jonathan agreed. “It does look that way.”


  “I can’t see them all, with all these people in here, but the ones I can see are definitely paintings of water,” Celia said.


  “I wonder what’s in the next room?” Mandie said, motioning for her friends to follow her. Her grandmother and the senator were deeply absorbed with a painting. “Let’s just take a peek.” She slipped out through the archway and walked toward the next room. Celia and Jonathan followed.


  “Mandie, ought we to be doing this?” Celia asked.


  “Sh-h-h-h!” Mandie whispered. “We’ll just look and then go back.”


  The three stopped at the entrance to the next room and looked inside. The paintings seemed to be of houses and buildings.


  “This sure is an odd way to set up a museum,” Mandie whispered to her friends as they gazed about the room. “All the museums I’ve ever been to had all kinds of paintings mixed together in a room.”


  “All the museums you’ve been to?” Jonathan teased. “How many is that? Let’s see, we started out in Paris, and—” 


  “Well, even if I haven’t been to any but the ones on this journey through Europe, I know it’s been quite a few,” Mandie interrupted.


  “And that makes you an expert on how a museum should be laid out?” Jonathan asked.


  Mandie stamped her foot. “Jonathan Guyer, I don’t give a hoot what you say, I think it’s unusual.”


  “I agree,” Celia said, defending her friend.


  At that moment, Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton emerged from the first room and walked toward them.


  “Oh, there y’all are,” Mrs. Taft said, smiling. “I suppose you’re anxious to see everything. Well, don’t get too far away from us.”


  Mandie and her friends sighed with relief as the two returned to the first room with the water scenes, leaving them at the doorway to the second room.


  “Let’s see what’s in the next room,” Mandie whispered. She led the way and stopped in the archway to stare inside.


  Celia and Jonathan followed. “All portraits of people!” Celia exclaimed.


  “Yes, as far as I can see,” Mandie said. “Let’s just look inside each room to see what’s there, and then come back here to catch up with Grandmother and Senator Morton.”


  The three moved together to the next room and found only paintings of flowers. That was the last room on the right. Straight ahead, at the end of the corridor, was a room with a set of double doors, where sightseers were going in and out.


  “Maybe we’ll find something different in there,” Mandie said, pointing to the end of the hallway. “Let’s see.”


  She hurried ahead, with Celia and Jonathan right behind her. The huge doors were heavy, and Jonathan reached to help Mandie open one of them. The three stepped inside a room that had writing and pictures painted directly on the walls. Mandie whirled around and was excited to see a statue standing in the middle of the floor. “Look! Look!” she exclaimed, walking around the statue. “It’s a leprechaun!”


  “Yes, Mandie, and I think the writing on the walls is all about leprechauns,” Celia said, pointing to the script.


  “This I’ve got to see,” Jonathan said, moving closer to the wall in front of him.


  “It is about leprechauns!” Mandie declared. “There really are such  creatures. It says, ‘Leprechauns are descended from the Tuatha De Danann.’ ” She read ahead quickly and then summarized aloud: “This race of warriors, who were all good people, lived in Ireland before the Celts. And they were invaded and defeated by Fomorian invaders led by Balor of the Evil Eye. Then it says the defeated Tuatha De Danann were forced to live underground by their conqueror. And this caused them to come back out years and years afterward as dwarfs—”


  Jonathan interrupted as he read over her shoulder, “But this is all Irish myth and legend, Mandie. It’s like a fairy tale—”


  “ ’Tis no fairy tale,” a loud voice spoke behind them.


  The three young people turned to come face-to-face with a giant of a man who was wearing a green suit.


  Mandie gasped and said, “Oh, no, of course it’s not a fairy tale,” although she couldn’t figure out why she suddenly felt afraid of the tall, stout man.


  “ ’Tis ye, lad, I be speakin’ to,” the man said, looking at Jonathan.


  The girls had never seen Jonathan so completely at a loss for words. “I—er—I—ah, was just saying . . .” Jonathan stammered as he looked up at the stranger. “I—ah—was teasing the girls, sir.”


  “Jon-a-than!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “ ’Tis no teasin’ matter, me lad,” the man told the boy. “Or the statue wouldn’t be in this fine place, now would it.”


  Celia spoke to Mandie, “We’d better be looking for your grandmother, don’t you think?”


  Jonathan swallowed hard and told the man, “I’m sorry, sir. I apologize. You see, we’re from the United States and we don’t believe—that is, we don’t have leprechauns there.”


  The man bent slightly to shake a finger in Jonathan’s face. “This is not America. This be Ireland. Ye must show respect for our history. How would ye like it iffen I went to your country and ridiculed your beliefs?”


  Jonathan became agitated and quickly held out his hand, saying, “I apologize, sir. Please forgive me. I’m really and truly sorry.”


  The man straightened up, threw back his shoulders and said, “So this be how people in United States behave. Pity on me poor kin who went to live in your country. Humpf!” The man turned abruptly and left the room.


  The young people looked at one another.


  “Jonathan Guyer, let that be a lesson to you. You should practice what you preach. You told us not to let the Irish people know we didn’t believe in leprechauns, and here you are embarrassing all of us,” Mandie said. She stamped her foot and tossed her blonde hair so that her bonnet threatened to fall off.


  “I’m sorry, Mandie. I didn’t know there was anyone around to hear,” Jonathan said.


  “I’m going to find my grandmother!” Mandie said. She turned on her heels and left the room. Celia followed her, and Jonathan lagged slowly behind them.


  Mandie found her grandmother and Senator Morton in the next room, deep in discussion of a painting. She told Celia, “Let’s just wait at the doorway for them. They’ll see us when they’re ready to leave.”


  When Jonathan quietly joined them, Mandie ignored him. Celia stared at the floor, and Jonathan walked around in circles with his hands in his pockets.


  When Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton finally turned to leave, Mandie told them, “The next room is the most interesting of all.”


  “It is? How do you know, dear?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Because we went to look inside,” Mandie replied. Leading the way, she added, “Come on, Grandmother. I’m sure you will like it.”


  Mrs. Taft and the senator looked at each other and followed the girls to the next room. Jonathan trailed sheepishly behind.


  When Mandie pushed the door open, Mrs. Taft immediately noticed the leprechaun statue and went to examine it. “Why, it’s almost real!”


  Mandie excitedly told her grandmother to read the writing on the walls. “The walls tell the story of the leprechauns.” She pointed to the large script.


  “Don’t forget we are part Irish,” Mrs. Taft said. “I well remember my grandmother telling my sister and me about leprechauns when we were too young to read.” She stopped talking long enough to read the words on the wall. “It’s exactly what my grandmother told us many, many years ago.”


  Mandie was surprised that her grandmother knew so much about leprechauns. When she turned away from reading, Mandie asked, “Grandmother, do you believe in leprechauns?” She held her breath waiting for her answer. 


  Mrs. Taft looked at her in surprise. “Why, of course, dear. They are part of Ireland’s history. Just as the story on the wall says.”


  “You really do believe in them?” Mandie asked, excited about her grandmother’s reply. “Do you think we might see one while we’re in Ireland?”


  “Oh, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said with a smile. “I don’t know that there are any leprechauns around nowadays. I’d put them in a category with the spirits that your Cherokee kinpeople believe in; something so mysterious that it is hard to prove one way or the other.”


  Mandie sighed disappointedly. “You know, Grandmother, some of these people here in Ireland believe there are such creatures now and claim to have seen them.” She was thinking of Molly, who said she had seen leprechauns at least three times.


  “I wouldn’t count on seeing one, Amanda. You might be disappointed,” Mrs. Taft said. “Now let’s go on to the next room.”


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton led the way. They found a display of artifacts depicting the progress of Ireland. Tools, clothes, utensils, jewelry, and furniture were displayed in sealed glass cases.


  “Apparently this museum is not just an art museum,” Mandie remarked as they viewed the room.


  “No, dear, this museum contains the culture of Ireland—the past and the present,” Mrs. Taft explained. “Did you notice how old some of the paintings were? Others have been done more recently by artists who are still painting. This is a wonderful way to learn about Ireland.”


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie agreed as she stooped to look at the shoes displayed. Some of them were so old they were nothing but rags and strings. Looking up, she saw that the dresses were also old and threadbare.


  “I’m glad we don’t dress like that now,” Celia remarked, pointing to a heavy gown with ruffles, lace, and a train. “I’d never be ready for anything on time.”


  “Neither would I,” Mandie said with a laugh. “And look at the men’s clothes.” Turning, she looked for Jonathan, who was still moping. “Look, Jonathan. What if you had to wear that fancy suit of clothes?” She pointed to a velvet suit that looked old enough for George Washington to have worn it.


  Jonathan slowly joined them to look in the cases. “I don’t think I’d  be comfortable in that at all. And just think of all the time and trouble to get it on. No, I think I like our clothes now much better.”


  “And a hundred years from now people will be looking at our clothes in a case like this and saying the same things we’re saying about these,” Mandie told her friends. “I wonder what the world will be wearing a hundred years from now.”


  “I guess I’ll never know. I’d be too old to be living,” Jonathan said with a slight smile.


  “We’ll probably all be gone by then,” Celia added.


  Mrs. Taft called to them across the room, “Let’s move on. The day is leaving us.”


  The adults quickly moved on through the rest of the museum and finally decided to leave. Jonathan hadn’t said another word to anyone. Mandie was feeling guilty for her outburst, and she purposely lagged behind to speak to him. Celia, seeming to understand what Mandie was doing, walked ahead with Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton.


  “Jonathan, I have something to say to you,” Mandie said, grabbing his sleeve.


  Jonathan stopped and raised his eyebrows. “Well, what is it?” he asked.


  Mandie cleared her throat, and looking straight into Jonathan’s brown eyes, she said, “Jonathan, I’m sorry I got angry with you about the leprechauns. Will you forgive me, please?”


  Jonathan shuffled his feet as his mischievous grin slowly spread across his face. “Oh, Mandie, you’re always asking to be forgiven for something that doesn’t amount to peanuts. You don’t have to ask forgiveness. I’m the one who was wrong and I’m sorry,” he said.


  “Well, anyway, I’m sorry, too,” Mandie told him.


  “Amanda, come on and get this cat,” Mrs. Taft called to her as she stood at the door of the carriage.


  “Oh, Snowball! I’d almost forgotten him!” Mandie said, running to the carriage.


  Snowball had managed to cross over to Mrs. Taft’s seat, and his tangled leash held him immobile.


  The driver was talking to Mandie as she worked on the leash. “I’m sorry, miss. I figured since he couldn’t get loose he’d be all right.”


  “Oh, he’s all right, thank you. It’s just that my grandmother can’t sit down until I get him out of her seat,” Mandie said, and with one final  pull had the leash free. She picked up the white cat and said, “There now. I’ll let you out to walk the next time we stop.” She took her seat and cuddled Snowball in her lap.


  “The next stop will be our hotel, dear,” Mrs. Taft said as she sat down. “I think we all need a rest before suppertime and a chance to get freshened up.”


  Mandie immediately thought of Molly. Maybe she could find the little girl while her grandmother was resting. And Jonathan would think she was in her room, and she hoped Celia would go with her.


  Mandie glanced at Celia and smiled at her before she said, “Yes, I do need some time to hang up some of my clothes; don’t you, Jonathan? You said you couldn’t find clothes that matched.”


  “I sure do. It’ll be a relief to get my pants and jackets sorted out,” Jonathan agreed.


  When they arrived at the hotel, Mandie quickly glanced around outside for Molly, but there was no sign of the little girl. Mrs. Taft led the way through the lobby and on to their rooms.


  With a final request that the girls be ready for supper in about an hour and a half, Mrs. Taft went into her room and closed the door.


  Mandie smiled at Celia as she put Snowball down and took off his leash. “We have time to go out and look for Molly!” she said.


  “We do?” Celia questioned as she sat down.


  “Plenty of time. And I promise we’ll be back in time to change clothes for supper,” Mandie said as she stood up and straightened her skirts.


  “Well, if you say so, Mandie,” Celia reluctantly agreed.


  “Come on. Let’s go,” Mandie said, opening the door to the hallway.


  Now, if they could only get out of the hotel without Jonathan seeing them.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  NUMBER NINE, MURPHY LANE


  Mandie peeked out into the corridor and was just about to step outside their room when she saw the door to Jonathan’s room slowly open. She stepped back, bumping into Celia as she pushed the door closed, leaving a tiny crack to peer through. She watched as Jonathan passed by.


  “Sh-h-h-h!” Mandie warned Celia as she eased their door open farther so she could see where Jonathan was going. He disappeared around a corner of the hallway in the direction of the lobby.


  “Shucks!” Mandie exclaimed, softly closing the door in order not to disturb her grandmother behind the closed door of her bedroom. “I wonder what Jonathan is up to.”


  “He’s probably going outside,” Celia said.


  “Right. And if we could just find a rear entrance we could leave that way without running into him,” Mandie told her, smiling thoughtfully.


  “Let’s look for one,” Celia suggested.


  “Let’s go,” Mandie agreed as the two girls softly slipped out into the corridor and began walking in the opposite direction from the front of the building.


  They passed several closed doors, and then the hallway turned to the left. There were more closed doors, and the corridor angled to the right. There was lots of noise in this wing, and Mandie realized they must be near  the kitchen. Laughter and talking could be heard over the rattle of dishes and pots and pans. And the air was filled with the aroma of good food.


  “M-m-m-m, I think I’m hungry,” Mandie said with a groan.


  “Everything smells so good it makes me think I’m hungry, too,” Celia agreed.


  Mandie could see several open doors ahead along the corridor, and she slowed down to inspect each room as they passed. One big room looked like it stretched the length of the hallway, and Mandie could see uniformed workers scurrying about, preparing food in large pots, stacking dishes, and performing the many tasks required in a hotel kitchen.


  As Mandie slowed down to look inside, Celia urged, “Let’s not stop, Mandie. We don’t have time, and besides, people will wonder what we’re doing down here.”


  “But we need to find the back door, Celia,” Mandie said, “and it might be in the kitchen.” Just then she spotted a door on the far side of the room. When someone entered it she caught a glimpse of the outside. They would have to walk all the way across the kitchen to get to it.


  Celia said with a sigh, “Oh, Mandie, we’re not going in there through all those people, are we?”


  “It’s the only way to get to the back door. Just follow me. We can smile our way through,” Mandie said, bracing her shoulders, slightly tilting her bonnet-covered head, and stepping into the big room.


  The kitchen workers saw the girls and smiled and waved as they greeted them.


  “We just want to use the back door,” Mandie said quickly as she and Celia hurried toward it.


  A tall, robust woman smiled and said, “But, lass, ye will find another door on down the hall, without soilin’ ye fine dress.”


  By that time the girls were at the door and Mandie pulled it open. “Thank you, ma’am,” Mandie said to the woman. “We’ll try to find our way back in through the other door.”


  The girls stepped out into the yard, which was surrounded by a high wall. “Oh, I see the door the woman was referring to,” Mandie said, pointing to the right. “There. See the tables and chairs outside?”


  Celia looked, then gasped. “Yes, and I see Jonathan sitting at one of the tables, Mandie!”


  Mandie saw him at the same time, and pulled Celia by the hand  back toward the kitchen. Mandie said, “Come on. We’ll just have to go back through here.”


  The workers appeared surprised to see the girls back so soon.


  “We’ve decided to go out the front door,” Mandie explained as she and Celia hurried through the busy kitchen and into the corridor.


  “Whew!” Mandie said, stopping for a breath. “Now that we know where Jonathan is, we can just go out the front door and not worry about running into him. Come on. It’ll be easier to find Molly’s street from the front anyway.”


  The girls hurried back through the corridor and eventually came to the lobby. They stepped outside the front door and looked around.


  “I don’t see Molly anywhere,” Mandie said. “We’ll just have to walk toward her house. Maybe she’s at home. I hope so.” She led the way across the street toward Murphy Lane.


  The houses on Murphy Lane looked average, but as the girls walked down the street, they noticed that the dwellings became more decrepit, with an occasional shop sandwiched here and there. Mandie watched for a number nine, but they had walked several blocks before they saw a house number that was even legible.


  “Look,” Mandie said. “That’s number one hundred. I wonder which way the numbers get smaller, back the way we came or on ahead. What do you think?”


  “I have no idea, Mandie,” Celia replied. “All the houses are so old and dilapidated, I don’t see how people can live in them. I’d be afraid the house would fall in on top of me.”


  “People may not live in all the houses on this street,” Mandie suggested. “Some of them look vacant.”


  A few people passed the girls on the street, but otherwise the neighborhood looked isolated. They had not seen anyone hanging out clothes, digging in the yard, or even sitting outdoors, as they had seen in other areas.


  “Maybe Molly didn’t get it straight when she gave us her address,” Celia said. “Do you suppose she meant that you go down this street to get to the street where she lives?”


  “Maybe, but let’s just walk on a little farther and see if we can find another house number,” Mandie said.


  When they could see Murphy Lane ending at a cross street ahead, Mandie suddenly spotted a number nine on the crumbling facade of  an old stone house across the street. “There! There it is!” Mandie said, pointing excitedly. “Let’s go knock on the door.”


  The front door was falling off its hinges and was only partially closed. The two windows on each side had no curtains and were so dirty it was impossible to see inside.


  “Mandie, this is a terrible-looking place. Do you suppose Molly really lives here?” Celia asked.


  “Let’s find out,” Mandie said. She couldn’t decide whether to knock or just push the door open. She couldn’t hear any noise inside. Maybe no one was home. She decided to knock, and if no one answered, she’d just push the door open and go in.


  Celia waited while Mandie knocked hard several times on the rickety door, with no response from inside.


  Mandie turned to Celia and said, “I’m going inside to see what’s in here.”


  Before Celia could protest, Mandie gave the door a hard shove, and it moved inward enough to allow them to slip through. The light inside was dim, and Mandie had to wait until her eyes adjusted. Gradually she made out the interior of a front room and then a hallway.


  “Mandie, let’s not go any farther,” Celia protested behind her. “We can’t see anything.”


  “But I can tell the doors along the hallway are all open,” Mandie said. “Come on.”


  Celia didn’t budge. Mandie looked into the first room. There was nothing inside but a pile of old newspapers, rags, and debris. She moved on to the next one. It contained more of the same thing. She quickly checked each room and then returned to Celia in the front room. There was nothing but garbage everywhere.


  “It’s obvious that no one lives here,” Mandie said to Celia. “It’s deserted. I wonder why Molly gave us this address?”


  Suddenly a noise caught Mandie’s attention. It sounded like someone was moving things around in a room toward the back of the house. Without stopping to think, Mandie hurried to investigate, following the sound as she went. She stepped into the room to look around. Unlike the others, it was very dark. Before she could see anything, strong hands grabbed her shoulders from behind.


  “Let go of me!” she demanded, trying to pull free. 


  “Mandie!” Celia cried, rushing to help. She kicked at the man’s legs.


  “Help!” Mandie called at the top of her lungs. “Help! Celia, get help!” She tried to hit the man with her bag but couldn’t swing her arms.


  Celia ran out of the room, and the man tried to trip her with his foot. She rushed through the front door of the house, screaming, “Help!”


  Before Mandie could wonder how long it would be before she would be rescued, Jonathan came rushing into the house with Celia and followed her to the room, where he began kicking the man. When that didn’t loosen his grip, Jonathan grabbed a board lying in a trash pile and swung it with all his might at the man’s head. Mandie felt the large hands release her as the man fell with a thud to the floor.


  “Jonathan! You didn’t kill him, did you?” Mandie exclaimed, looking at the huge man lying prostrate at their feet. She rotated her neck in an effort to relieve the pain.


  “No, of course not,” Jonathan said with a little laugh. “But do you realize you could have been killed?”


  Mandie shivered at the thought. “Thank you, Jonathan. Thank you with all my heart. You saved my life.”


  “The man smells like whiskey. He must be drunk,” Jonathan observed, “otherwise he wouldn’t have fallen so easily. I’m sure he’ll be all right. He’ll just sleep it off.”


  “Oh, Jonathan, I want to thank you, too,” Celia said with a small whimper. “I don’t know how Mandie could have gotten away from him.”


  Jonathan smiled and looked around as they walked toward the front door. “What are you girls doing in a dump like this anyway?”


  Ignoring his question, Mandie asked, “How did you know where we were?”


  “I’m a mind reader,” he joked as they stepped out into the street.


  “When I went out the front door for help,” Celia explained, “Jonathan was headed straight for the house, and I almost bumped into him.”


  “But, Jonathan, how did you know where we were?” Mandie asked again.


  Jonathan paused under a tree by the road, and the girls stopped to listen. “Well, I know that whenever Mrs. Taft says there’s time for a rest, you girls manage to get into some kind of mischief,” Jonathan began. “I walked around the hotel and couldn’t see you anywhere, so I sat down at a table in the outdoor restaurant at the back. Then I  saw you come out the kitchen door and then go back inside. I said to myself, ‘Uh-huh, they are up to something.’ So I rushed around to the front of the hotel in time to see you go off down this dirty old street, and then I really got worried. This is no neighborhood for two girls to be wandering around in without an escort.”


  “Thank goodness you saw us, Jonathan,” Mandie told him as they walked back up Murphy Lane toward the hotel. “I have to make a confession.”


  “Oh no, I don’t want to hear another confession,” Jonathan groaned teasingly.


  “Well, you’re going to hear it anyway. You see, you teased me so much about leprechauns that I didn’t want you to know what we were doing—” Mandie began.


  Jonathan interrupted. “You’ve been out chasing leprechauns?” His dark eyes were wide with surprise.


  “No, not exactly,” Mandie said. “Remember the little girl, Molly, that we met on the street yesterday?”


  “Sure, I remember her. She said I couldn’t help you hunt for leprechauns,” Jonathan replied. “Is that what you were doing?”


  “I told you, no,” Mandie said as the three walked on up the street. “We were actually looking for Molly. She said she lived at number nine Murphy Lane, and that’s the address of the house we were in. But we couldn’t find anyone there, except that old drunk, of course.”


  “My goodness!” Jonathan exclaimed. “You didn’t believe anything that ragamuffin said, did you?”


  “Jonathan, Molly is not a ragamuffin. She’s a poor girl whose mother works in the linen mill,” Mandie told him.


  “And her father is dead,” Celia added as they walked along.


  “Why were you looking for her?” Jonathan asked.


  “Because she said we could help her hunt leprechauns—” Mandie began.


  With a howl of laughter Jonathan interrupted, “That’s what I said. You were going out to look for leprechauns!”


  “We merely wanted to see what Molly was doing first,” Mandie quickly told him. “She told us she has seen three leprechauns, but they all got away. Well, I have a right to satisfy my own curiosity, so I decided I would find out how she went about finding them.” 


  “All right, all right, I won’t tease you anymore, I promise. But may I come with you next time?” Jonathan asked seriously.


  “You really want to go looking for leprechauns?” Mandie asked. “That’s a big switch. First you say you don’t believe in them, and now you want to look for them.”


  “Actually, I want to go along to keep you girls out of trouble,” Jonathan protested. “But who knows, if Molly knows where to find a leprechaun, I’d like to be there when she does.”


  “And you won’t scare him away, or laugh at us?” Celia asked.


  “Of course not. I said I wouldn’t tease you anymore,” Jonathan reminded her.


  “All right then. I suppose you can go along, provided you don’t make fun of us,” Mandie decided as they neared the front door of the hotel.


  “When are you girls going hunting, then?” Jonathan asked as he held the door open for them.


  “You know how busy Grandmother keeps us. We’ll just have to try the next time we get a chance,” Mandie said as the three continued down the corridor toward their rooms. “But we have to find Molly first. We can’t do anything without her.”


  “All right, I’ll help you keep an eye out for her. See you both at supper,” Jonathan said.


  “We don’t have much time to get dressed for supper,” Celia reminded Mandie as they entered their bedroom and closed the door.


  The girls quickly washed up and changed into clean clothes as they talked. Snowball was curled up in the middle of the big bed, asleep.


  “I think I learned a lesson from that outing down Murphy Lane,” Mandie said as she pulled on a blue voile dress. “I won’t ever go into a neighborhood like that again without someone to protect us. I was scared almost to death. It was a horrible feeling.”


  “Me too,” Celia agreed. “We should never go out alone in a strange country. I’m glad you told Jonathan he could accompany us next time.”


  “But if he begins teasing us again I won’t put up with it,” Mandie told her. She went to stand before the mirror and brush her long blonde hair.


  “He said he wouldn’t,” Celia said. “I think Jonathan usually keeps his word.” She joined Mandie at the looking glass. Her auburn curls were a mass of tangles.


  “You know, I was wishing Grandmother would just pack up and  we could go home soon, but now that we’ve gotten interested in leprechauns, I’d like to stay until we find one,” Mandie said.


  “I know how you feel about going home. I miss my mother. We’ve been gone ever since school was out and haven’t had any time at home,” Celia remarked as she tied a ribbon around her curls to match her white dress.


  “I know. Just as soon as we get back home we’re going to have to go to Asheville to school,” Mandie said as she tied her hair back at the neck with a blue ribbon. She turned suddenly to Celia and said, “I sure hope Grandmother doesn’t mention anything to my mother about sending me to school over here in Europe. I hope she just forgets about it.”


  “So do I,” Celia said. “I don’t want to go to a European school, and I don’t think my mother would make me, but I don’t want your mother to send you off, either,” Celia said. “Mandie, I wonder if Molly goes to school?”


  “I suppose so. I don’t know anything about the schools here in Ireland, but I imagine Molly would be in about the fourth grade,” Mandie replied as she turned before the full-length mirror to inspect herself. “I wonder where she lives. I don’t see how anyone could live in that old trashy place we went into, do you?”


  “Well, you hear things about people who are so poor they live on the street, but Molly said her mother works in the linen mill, so they must have a home somewhere,” Celia said as she sat down on the side of the bed.


  “Grandmother didn’t say where we were going to eat supper tonight. I suppose in the hotel, but maybe someplace else. If we go out, Celia, will you help me watch for Molly?” Mandie asked as she joined Celia on the side of the bed. “I want to ask her some questions.”


  “Sure, Mandie,” Celia agreed. “And now that you are going to allow Jonathan to go with us next time, you could ask him to help watch for her, too.”


  Mandie glanced at the clock on the bureau. “Celia, I think I have time to go down to the lobby and look around for Molly before everyone assembles for supper,” she said, standing up quickly. “I’ll be right back.” She jumped up and opened the bedroom door. No one was in the sitting room they shared with her grandmother.


  “Oh, Mandie, please hurry. Your grandmother may not like it if you’re gone when she’s ready,” Celia called after her softly.


  Mandie put her finger to her lips for her friend to be quiet. Then  she opened the door to the hall and hurried to the lobby of the hotel. There were lots of guests milling around, but no poor little Irish girl. Mandie went outside and walked around the courtyard but still saw no sign of the child.


  “Oh, well,” she sighed disappointedly, heading back inside, through the lobby and halls and toward her room.


  “No sign of her,” Mandie told Celia as she barely made it to the settee before her grandmother opened her bedroom door and joined them. Soon after, Jonathan and Senator Morton entered the room.


  “Why don’t we eat here in the hotel tonight,” Senator Morton suggested. “I hear there’s a concert scheduled later in one of the rooms downstairs.”


  “Downstairs?” Mandie questioned. “We are downstairs, aren’t we?”


  “Yes, but there is another floor below us,” the senator explained. “It’s mostly for entertaining and such.”


  “I agree. Let’s do that,” Mrs. Taft said. “We can always take our walk after the concert.”


  When Senator Morton inquired about the hour of the concert, they found supper would have to be hurried in order to make the schedule.


  Mandie had left Snowball in their room and would have to take him something to eat.


  “You’ll just have to take the time to run some food to Snowball and then get back to the concert room as fast as you can. We’ll save a seat for you,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie.


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said as everyone finished the meal and stood up. She took a saucer and piled it full of leftovers.


  “Come on, Amanda, we’ll show you where the stairs are so you can find the way,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  Senator Morton led them into the hall and then to a far corner where the staircase was located.


  “All right, I can find the way,” Mandie told them. “I’ll be right back.” The others descended the stairs to the concert room while Mandie hurried to her room with Snowball’s supper.


  Once inside, she placed the saucer in the bathroom and gave the kitten fresh water in a bowl supplied by the hotel. “I have to shut you up in here until we get back, Snowball,” she told him. “But we’re going for a walk later, and I’ll ask Grandmother if I can come back and get you.” 


  She closed the door and hurried out of the suite and down the hallway. Suddenly she heard a hissing sound and someone calling her name. She stopped to look around and was surprised to see Molly crawl out from behind a huge settee in the alcove at the end of the corridor. The girl stood and came toward her.


  “Kin ye go huntin’ leprechauns now?” Molly asked.


  “Oh, Molly, where have you been? We looked for you at number nine Murphy Lane,” Mandie told her.


  “I been lookin’ for a leprechaun,” Molly said.


  “But, Molly, do you really live at number nine Murphy Lane?” Mandie asked.


  “Sure’n I do,” Molly said. “That be my home place.”


  “But, Molly,” Mandie said. “Celia and I went into that house and there’s not even any furniture in it. All the rooms are filled with junk.”


  “Oh, but miss, number nine Murphy Lane do be my living place,” Molly insisted. “Me mither and me, we live under the ground there.”


  Mandie was shocked. “Under the ground? What do you mean?”


  “ ’Tis under the ground we live,” Molly insisted. “There be two rooms there. We have two beds and furniture. Not junk like upstairs.”


  Mandie finally understood. “Oh, you mean you live in the basement?”


  The child nodded. “And we don’t be usin’ the front door of the place. We be havin’ our own door and steps in the back. The main floor, it be empty. Nobody lives in it.”


  Mandie sighed with relief. At least it was the right address. But what kind of a home was it in the basement, Mandie wondered.


  “Molly, my grandmother is waiting for me and I can’t stay to talk, but I’ll try to catch up with you later tonight,” Mandie told her. “We’re going to a concert downstairs right now. When it’s over we’re going for a walk. Maybe I’ll see you then.”


  “I’ll be waitin’ in front of this hotel,” Molly said.


  Mandie waved to her and hurried to the steps to join her grandmother and the others. Molly would show up now, when she couldn’t get away. And of all things, living in the basement of that house. Mandie hadn’t noticed that it had a basement. She would investigate for herself, with Jonathan’s help, of course. Never would she visit that neighborhood alone again. 


  CHAPTER SIX


  WHAT’S MOLLY UP TO?


  Mandie enjoyed the concert, which was presented by the local Irish Society. Variations of classical and Irish ballads were played, and the music was lilting and lively. The young people glanced at one another now and then and smiled. Evidently Celia and Jonathan liked the presentation, too.


  In fact, the concert was so enjoyable to Mandie that it seemed to come to an end too soon. She could have sat there another hour or two. Then, suddenly, she remembered Molly. As they left the room with the crowd, Mandie whispered to her friends.


  “I met up with Molly in the hallway when I came back from feeding Snowball, and she said she would wait outside for us,” Mandie said under her breath.


  “Did she say anything about looking for leprechauns?” Jonathan asked as they entered the hallway.


  “Yes, but I didn’t know what to tell her about that. I don’t know when we’ll have a chance to go with her,” Mandie explained. “But she told me she does live at nine Murphy Lane—in the basement.”


  “I don’t remember seeing a basement,” Celia remarked.


  “It’s probably completely underground without any windows,” Jonathan said. “At least that explains something.”


  “Let’s go back there and see exactly where she lives,” Mandie suggested as they moved with the crowd. 


  “What for?” Jonathan asked.


  “I’d like to know what kind of a home she has,” Mandie explained.


  “Amanda, come along, all of you,” Mrs. Taft said as she and Senator Morton ascended the stairs.


  Mandie remembered Snowball. “Grandmother, I need to run and fetch Snowball so he can have some fresh air, too.”


  “Well, make it fast,” her grandmother said. “We’ll wait for you in the lobby.”


  “I’ll hurry,” Mandie promised. “Celia, you and Jonathan watch for Molly, will you?”


  “Sure,” the two agreed as they followed the adults, and Mandie rushed back to her room.


  Snowball had licked his saucer clean and was curled up on the big bed. When his mistress opened the door he stood up, stretched, and began washing his face. Mandie grabbed his red leash from the bureau and reached for him.


  “Sorry, Snowball, we don’t have time for you to freshen up right now,” she said as she fastened the leash and picked him up. “I’m going to carry you to the lobby. It’s faster that way.” She cuddled him in her arms and rubbed her cheek on his soft, furry head. He began to purr with contentment.


  Mandie found everyone waiting for her in the lobby. Jonathan and Celia shook their heads to indicate they had not seen Molly. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton led the way outside, and Mandie and her friends looked all around the front of the hotel, but Molly was nowhere in sight. It was dark now, but gas lights illuminated the street.


  “Let’s walk this way,” Mrs. Taft suggested as she and the senator turned left up the street.


  The three young people followed, keeping a lookout for the little Irish girl. They were passing a bakery when Mandie finally spotted her. She was sweeping the floor with a broom that was much taller than she was.


  Mandie called to her as she and her friends stopped in front of the shop. “Molly!”


  The little girl immediately dropped the broom and came running. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton strolled ahead without noticing.


  “Now ye kin hunt for leprechauns?” Molly asked with a big smile as she rubbed her dirty hands on the same dress she had been wearing before. 


  “Not right now, Molly. Why were you sweeping the floor in there?” Mandie asked.


  “I sweep, then Miz Blaine gives me sweet rolls,” the child explained.


  “Well, you didn’t finish your job. You’d better go back and do that so Mrs. Blaine will give you the rolls,” Mandie told her. “We have to walk with my grandmother awhile, but we’ll be back soon. We’ll look for you then, all right?”


  Molly frowned and looked up at Mandie. “Be ye tellin’ me the truth? Ye will be back?” She stooped to rub Snowball’s fur.


  “I promise, Molly,” Mandie told her. “We won’t walk very far because my grandmother is probably tired by now. We’ll have to return this way to get back to our hotel. Now you go finish your sweeping and enjoy the sweet rolls.”


  Molly stood up and sighed. “That I will, but it’s huntin’ leprechauns I’d rather be.”


  The young people started to walk on as Mrs. Taft glanced back to check on them. Mandie threw Molly a kiss as the little girl slowly walked back into the bakery.


  “Are you planning on coming back outside after we return to the hotel and your grandmother and the senator go to their rooms?” Jonathan asked, keeping pace with Mandie as she hurried to catch up with Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton.


  “If possible,” Mandie said.


  “You aren’t planning to go back to Molly’s house tonight, are you? It’s dark now,” Celia said anxiously.


  “I don’t know for sure,” Mandie replied. She was thinking it would be awfully dark at night on Murphy Lane because she didn’t remember seeing a single street light. She wondered if Molly’s mother would be home. What hours did she work anyway? Molly seemed to run freely at all hours.


  When the three young people reached the adults, Mrs. Taft told them, “We’ve just spotted an outdoor cafe ahead, and we thought maybe you’d all like something sweet to eat, or something to drink.”


  The three brightened immediately. “Yes, ma’am,” they chorused.


  Mrs. Taft smiled and said, “Well, come on then, and don’t fall so far behind again.”


  The little cafe had approximately a dozen chairs surrounding small  white tables. A huge green awning extended from the front of the building over the dining area. Small green candles in glass holders lit up the tables.


  “Such a pretty place,” Mrs. Taft remarked as the senator pulled out a chair for her. The young people quickly sat down, too. They were elbow to elbow at the tiny table.


  A robust woman with dark hair and a big smile came to wait on them. She wore a green and white checked dress with a big white apron over it. “ ’Tis a nice night for walkin’,” she said to Mrs. Taft.


  Mrs. Taft smiled at her and said, “Yes, it is, but we need something to get us back.”


  “Irish puddin’, that be the best liked,” the woman said.


  Mrs. Taft looked around the table and said, “I believe I’ll just have tea, please. Anyone want pudding?”


  The three young people immediately ordered the Irish pudding, and Senator Morton took hot tea.


  “Maybe this will pep me up for the walk back,” Mrs. Taft said with a smile at Senator Morton. “I didn’t realize we had come so far.”


  “We might be able to catch a hack,” Senator Morton suggested as he looked out into the street.


  “No, no, that won’t be necessary. We just won’t walk as fast going back,” Mrs. Taft replied as she sipped her tea. “This is delicious.”


  “So is the pudding, Grandmother,” Mandie said around a mouthful. She had taken the saucer from under the dessert dish, put a spoonful of the pudding on it, and placed it under her chair for Snowball, who was eating it noisily.


  “What would you all like to do?” Mrs. Taft asked unexpectedly. “We probably have two days left here in Belfast.”


  The young people looked at one another, and Mandie asked, “Just two more days?”


  “Yes, we have to wait for Uncle Ned, you know,” her grandmother explained, “and we don’t know exactly when he is coming. He said he would be here at least by the end of this week, which is two days away.”


  “Then Uncle Ned could be here sooner?” Mandie questioned.


  “Yes, dear. Now, what shall we do with the rest of our time here?” Mrs. Taft asked again. 


  The three young people had the same answer. “The play!” they said almost in unison.


  “Yes, the play about the leprechauns,” Mandie added. “Please, Grandmother?”


  Mrs. Taft looked at Senator Morton and asked, “Did you find out where the theater is located?”


  “It’s not far if we hire a carriage. Maybe fifteen or twenty minutes away. It’s across town,” Senator Morton explained.


  The three young faces broke into smiles as Mrs. Taft said, “All right then. We’ll see the play. But we’ll have to find out the hours. Now, what else?”


  Mandie knew her friends were thinking the same thing she was. They didn’t want to get tied down to a busy schedule and have no time left to hunt for leprechauns.


  When no one answered, Mrs. Taft said, “Well, think about it and let me know. I believe we’d better start back now. It’s bedtime if we’re going to be up early in the morning.”


  As they passed the bakery on the way back to the hotel, the young people lagged behind. Pausing to look inside, they saw no sign of Molly.


  “Do you think she got tired of waiting and went home?” Mandie asked her friends.


  “I could ask the woman in the bakery,” Jonathan volunteered.


  Mandie grabbed his arm. “No, Jonathan, don’t do that.”


  “Maybe she’s around the hotel,” Celia suggested.


  They walked on until they reached the entrance of the hotel. While Senator Morton held the door for Mrs. Taft, the three quickly fanned out across the courtyard searching for Molly, but she was nowhere to be found.


  “Amanda, what are y’all doing? Come along now,” Mrs. Taft called to them when she looked back and saw them scurrying around.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie answered, almost out of breath. Celia and Jonathan joined her, and they entered the hotel.


  Their eyes searched the lobby as soon as they were inside, but Molly was not in there, either. As they came into the wide hallway Mandie glanced toward the huge settee in the alcove where the little girl had been hiding before. Molly emerged cautiously from behind the piece of furniture, and stood there looking at the young people. 


  Mandie noticed that her grandmother and the senator were a good distance down the hallway. She whispered to the child, “Wait right here. I have to go to my room with my grandmother, but I’ll be right back. And my two friends will, too.”


  Molly sighed, placed her dirty hands on her hips, and said, “Ye be all the time tellin’ me to wait. I wait, wait, wait. I be tired of waitin’. I be needin’ to look for the leprechauns.”


  “I’m sorry, Molly, but I will be right back, really. Please trust me just one more time, all right?” Mandie said.


  “This be the last time I wait then,” Molly said with a frown. “Ye be fast or I be gone.”


  “I will,” Mandie promised.


  Molly crawled back behind the settee where she could watch the three young people hurry down the hall after the adults.


  Once the good-nights were said, Mandie and Celia went into their room. Mandie took off Snowball’s leash and sat down.


  “We’ll have to wait a few minutes to be sure Grandmother doesn’t come looking for us,” Mandie told Celia.


  “Do you think we really ought to do this, Mandie?” Celia asked. “Maybe we ought to ask your grandmother if we can go back outside.”


  “Oh, no,” Mandie quickly replied. “I don’t know whether she would agree to it or not, but we don’t need to bother her about it. We aren’t doing anything wrong. We’re just going back to see Molly.”


  “She may be gone by the time we get back to the lobby,” Celia said. “She seems to move around pretty fast.”


  “Come on. Jonathan ought to be in the hallway by now,” Mandie told her. The girls quietly opened their bedroom door, then closed it behind them to keep Snowball inside. As Mandie opened the door to the corridor, she found Jonathan leaning against the wall waiting for them.


  “Let’s go,” Mandie whispered to her friends.


  They quietly made their way back to the lobby and to the alcove where Molly said she would wait. Mandie expected the little girl to be watching and come out from behind the settee, but as they approached it there was no sign of her. Mandie ran to the settee and looked behind it. Molly was not there.


  “She didn’t wait!” Mandie exclaimed in a disappointed voice.


  “Maybe she’s outside,” Jonathan suggested.


  “Maybe,” Mandie said as the three went out the front door. 


  They looked around the courtyard, and suddenly Molly appeared behind Mandie, causing her to jump.


  “Here I be,” Molly said as Mandie whirled around.


  “Oh, Molly, you’re as elusive as a leprechaun yourself,” Mandie said with a smile.


  “What be ’lusive?” Molly asked.


  “You are always appearing and disappearing,” Mandie explained. “Now let’s walk down to your house, and you can show us where you live.”


  Molly looked at her and said, “There be no leprechauns in my house.” The three young people laughed.


  “I know,” Mandie said with a smile. “But I’d like to see where you live so I’ll know where to find you if I want to see you again.”


  “But I niver stay in the house, ’ cept when me mither is not workin’, and lately she be workin’ all the time, seems to me,” Molly said with a frown.


  “Well, anyway, we’d like to see your house,” Jonathan told her.


  Molly backed away and stared at Jonathan. She looked at Mandie and asked, “Ye be allowin’ him to hunt leprechauns? Ye said—”


  “I know,” Mandie interrupted. “But I’ve decided we need him. You see, he’s big and strong and he can help hold the leprechaun if we catch one.” Or anyone who may try to attack us, Mandie added silently.


  “Ye don’t plan on givin’ him part of the pot o’ gold, do ye?” Molly asked.


  Mandie looked at Jonathan. He was grinning. “He doesn’t need the pot of gold. And Celia and I don’t, either. We don’t want any of it. If we found a pot of gold we’d give it all to you,” Mandie assured her.


  “So be it, then. We be on our way,” Molly said, walking toward the street.


  The young people followed Molly along Murphy Lane until they came to the old house where they had been earlier. Molly turned and walked around the house. Once they were behind the dwelling, Mandie saw the steps going down to the basement.


  The little girl began descending the stairs, and the three followed. It was pitch dark and they had to feel their way.


  “Molly, don’t go so fast. We can’t see,” Mandie told her as she stayed right behind the child. 


  “Be light soon enough,” Molly told her. As they reached the bottom of the steps Mandie saw a faint light ahead.


  Molly led them down a narrow passageway into a room that was dimly lit by an oil lamp.


  “Here we be,” Molly said with a sigh of relief. “Now, kin we look for leprechauns?”


  Mandie and her friends looked around. There was a fireplace at one end of the room with ashes in it. A decrepit settee stood at the other end, and in between there was a small table and two straight-backed chairs.


  “Where is your bedroom?” Mandie asked.


  Molly immediately pushed back a curtain that was hanging near the fireplace and led them into a room with two beds in it. Clothes were hanging on a wire extended from wall to wall. The beds were made up, but Mandie decided Molly must have done it because the covers were not exactly straight.


  “Don’t you have any windows?” Mandie asked, looking around the top of the walls.


  “Don’t need windows. Only let the cold in,” Molly said.


  “Where do you keep your food?” Celia asked, not seeing a kitchen.


  “Keep our food?” Molly looked at Celia, puzzled. “We don’t keep food. We eat it.”


  The three young people looked at one another in dismay. Evidently Molly and her mother were too poor to have any food around except what they ate. And Mandie wondered how much food they really consumed.


  “Did you eat today?” Mandie blurted.


  “That I did,” Molly said with a smile, rubbing her tummy. “ ’Tis good food I ate today. The cook at ye hotel give me food for pickin’ up garbage in her kitchen.”


  “When will your mother be home, Molly?” Mandie asked.


  “That I don’t be rightly knowin’,” the child said. “But now we be lookin’ for leprechauns?”


  “Let’s go,” Mandie told her friends.


  Molly led the way back outside, and once they were in front of the house she stopped and said, “Now, I be thinkin’ there may be leprechauns down this way.” She pointed down the street where it intersected with another.


  “Shall we follow her?” Mandie asked her friends.


  “Why not?” Jonathan said.


  “Let’s not go into any more old houses,” Celia said. 


  Molly was enjoying the search. She kept darting ahead, causing the others to run in order to catch up with her. She suggested going down one street, and then quickly switched to another street. She led them through backyards of houses where people were living. Now and then someone would wave to her. All the time she was laughing and calling back to her friends, “This way. No, that way. I think I saw one go down that lane!”


  Finally Mandie was tired of the game, and she rushed ahead to put her hand on the little girl’s shoulder to stop her.


  “Molly, I think we’d better go back to the hotel now. My grandmother might miss us,” Mandie told her.


  The little girl looked up at her and said, “Ah, but we be just beginnin’.”


  Mandie smiled at her as Celia and Jonathan stood patiently nearby. “But, Molly, it’s dark, and we’re all tired. Let’s see if we can do this again tomorrow. If you’ll watch for me at the hotel tomorrow morning, I’ll let you know what time we can continue our search.”


  Molly shrugged and said, “So be it. Sun come up in the mornin’, I wait for ye.” She turned and ran ahead until they entered Murphy Lane again.


  When they reached the house where Molly lived, she simply waved to them and disappeared around the back.


  “Well, that was interesting,” Jonathan said with his mischievous grin.


  “It sure was,” Mandie agreed.


  “I think she just wants us to play with her,” Celia said. “She probably doesn’t have any friends, and her mother must work nearly all the time.”


  “Do y’all want to go on a search for leprechauns again tomorrow at whatever time we have free?” Mandie asked as they walked toward the hotel.


  “The daytime would be better. That way we can see where we’re going,” Celia remarked.


  “You can count me in,” Jonathan said.


  Mandie stopped, as she had a sudden thought. “Maybe Uncle Ned will get here tomorrow, and we can get him to go with us.”


  Jonathan laughed and said, “I’m not sure Uncle Ned would agree to go looking for leprechauns.”


  “We’ll find that out when he gets here,” Mandie said as they went to their rooms for the night. 


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  TO CATCH A LEPRECHAUN


  The next day was sunshiny and warm again. The girls were the last ones to arrive at the breakfast table. Senator Morton said he had been up at dawn and had already gone for a walk.


  After everyone was seated at the table and the food had been ordered, Mrs. Taft told the young people, “Senator Morton has the schedule for the play that you all wanted to see. There is a performance this morning. He and I think it would be better to go to a morning showing and have the rest of the day free for other things.”


  “Oh, thank you, Grandmother!” Mandie said excitedly as the waiter brought the coffee and a waitress served the food.


  “I appreciate the chance to see it, too, Mrs. Taft,” Celia spoke up as the uniformed attendant poured coffee into the cups.


  “So do I,” Jonathan said with a big smile. “In fact, I appreciate the opportunity of traveling with all of you, and I thank you.” He began eating the meal.


  “Well, Jonathan, you are most certainly welcome. It has been nice to have you accompany us. Oh, by the way, I believe Senator Morton received a wire from your father this morning,” Mrs. Taft said, turning to the senator.


  The senator cleared his throat and looked at the boy. “I was going to wait until after breakfast to tell you about that, because I’m afraid  you’re going to be disappointed,” he said. “You see, the wire stated that your father would be unable to catch up with us here in Ireland—”


  “I knew it! I just knew it,” Jonathan interrupted. “He’s never going to catch up with us at all.” He sighed dejectedly.


  Mandie reached over and patted Jonathan’s hand in an attempt to console him. “That’s all right, Jonathan. You’ll get together with him soon, I’m sure, but in the meantime just think of all the exciting adventures you are having with Celia and me.”


  Jonathan quickly pulled his hand away and tried to smile as he replied, “You’re right. There’ll never be a journey like this again. I’d better enjoy it while I can.”


  “I’m afraid you didn’t allow me to finish what I was saying, Jonathan,” Senator Morton said.


  “I apologize, sir. I’m sorry I interrupted you,” Jonathan said.


  “There was more to the message. I am to keep your father posted as to where we’re going next, and he will try to wind up the business transaction he’s currently negotiating, and meet us at our next stop,” Senator Morton explained.


  “Thank you, sir, but isn’t this journey through Europe for you people about to end? You only have Scotland and Wales left to visit. Then it’s London and home, right?” Jonathan picked up his fork again and pushed the potatoes around on his plate.


  “I imagine your aunt and uncle will be back home in Paris by then. The newspaper they work for said they would return shortly when I checked with them by wire last week, remember?” With a twinkle in his blue eyes Senator Morton added, “That’s where you really want to go, and I think your father will allow that.”


  “I’ve been thinking about my aunt and uncle,” Jonathan replied. “You see, they’re only in Paris for a certain length of time. They have a contract with the newspaper as foreign correspondents, and when that expires they may just decide to return home to New York.”


  “Well, if they do, maybe you can visit them there for a while,” Mrs. Taft said. “That is, if your father is not going to be at home.”


  “He’s never at home. That’s why he’s always sent me to boarding schools all over the world,” Jonathan said with a sigh.


  “Then perhaps you will attend a school somewhere here in Europe, and Amanda could enter one near yours,” Mrs. Taft suggested.


  Mandie quickly drew in her breath. Why is she bringing this up again?  she thought. Celia quickly placed her hand on Mandie’s arm, causing Mandie to reconsider the remark she was about to make. I will not go to school in Europe, not ever, she said to herself.


  Jonathan merely raised his eyebrows and resumed eating.


  When the meal was finished, Senator Morton pulled out his pocket watch, at the end of a long chain, and said, “Perhaps I’d better go out and engage a carriage while you girls freshen up.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Mrs. Taft said. “Amanda, take something to Snowball and hurry back. I’ll wait in the lobby. Celia, Jonathan, if you go to your rooms for anything, please make it fast.”


  Mandie quickly put some scraps of food on a saucer for her cat.


  “I’ll just wait with you in the lobby, Mrs. Taft,” Jonathan said as the senator left the room.


  Celia went with Mandie to their room. Snowball was sitting right behind the door when Mandie pushed it open. He stood up on his hind legs and begged for the food she was carrying.


  “Oh, you poor little thing. You act like you’re starving to death,” Mandie told him as she went into the bathroom. “Come on, in here.”


  Snowball followed her and immediately began gulping down the food, now and then making deep purring sounds of contentment.


  Celia stood before the mirror, tucking loose tendrils of her auburn hair under her bonnet. “What do you think your grandmother will want to do this afternoon, Mandie?” Celia asked.


  Mandie came to stand beside Celia and said, “I have no idea. She hasn’t said a word about it. You know, I wish Uncle Ned would hurry up and get here. I want him to meet Molly. I think they will find each other interesting; he with his Cherokee accent and she with her Irish brogue.” She giggled. “They may not understand a word the other one is saying.”


  “You’re right. Sometimes it’s hard for me to understand Molly. I’m used to Uncle Ned’s accent, though,” Celia replied.


  “You know, Grandmother can’t understand Uncle Ned sometimes. That’s because she doesn’t have a drop of Cherokee blood in her. But I suppose because my father’s mother was Cherokee, it never has been hard for me to figure out Uncle Ned’s speech.” Turning abruptly from the mirror, Mandie said, “Let’s go.”


  “Yes. We don’t want to be late for the play,” Celia agreed. 


  They found Mrs. Taft and Jonathan in the lobby, and as they entered, Senator Morton came in through the front door of the hotel.


  “I have a carriage waiting,” the senator told them. “I’ve engaged the man for this morning, and told him we’d probably want a carriage this afternoon, as well.”


  The young people looked at one another.


  “Yes, that’s a good idea I suppose, even though we haven’t fully decided where we’ll be going this afternoon,” Mrs. Taft said as the senator held the door to the hotel open for her.


  “Psstt!” Mandie heard from the shrubbery in the courtyard. She looked around and spotted Molly squatted down nearby and beckoning to her.


  When Mandie saw that her grandmother and the senator were about to board the waiting carriage, she quickly darted across the grass and told Molly, “I’m sorry, but I have to go with my grandmother this morning. Maybe we’ll be around later this afternoon.”


  “That bein’ the case, I’ll jist hafta go huntin’ all by meself then,” Molly said, a disappointed look on her face.


  “We’re going to see a play about leprechauns,” Celia said cheerfully as Mandie and Molly approached the sidewalk.


  “Ye be goin’ to see leprechauns?” Molly asked, her blue eyes wide.


  “Not real ones. Just some people who pretend they are. We’ll tell you about it when we see you again,” Mandie told the child as she and Celia hurried toward the hired vehicle.


  Molly stood watching as they drove off, and Mandie waved to her through the open window.


  “She is lonely, isn’t she?” Jonathan remarked.


  “Yes. I wish there was something I could do for her. She doesn’t have a grandmother like I do, or even a mother who can spend time with her,” Mandie said. “I never know when I’ll see her, and she probably doesn’t believe me when I say I’ll see her again, or that I’ll hunt leprechauns with her when I get the chance.”


  “I think she understands you have to do whatever your grandmother plans for the day,” Jonathan said.


  “If only Uncle Ned would come. Maybe then Grandmother and Senator Morton would find something to do alone and leave us with Uncle Ned,” Mandie said. 


  They drove through the downtown area of Belfast and on out to the edge of the city before they came to the theater. There was already a line of carriages discharging their passengers at the front door, but before long it was their turn.


  The young people quickly examined the posters at the front of the theater. A copy of the one they had seen at the hotel hung near the door, and several others on either side showed various actors made up as leprechauns.


  “This is going to be fun,” Mandie said as they followed the adults inside.


  Mrs. Taft held on to the senator’s arm in the darkness as a uniformed attendant took their tickets and showed them to their seats. The rows were staggered in a descending fashion toward the stage, and when Mandie sat down she was glad to see she would have a clear view of the performance.


  A thick, green velvet curtain covered the stage, and Irish music could be heard from behind it. Posters with large green shamrocks painted on them hung at each end of the platform.


  The theater was filled in just a few minutes, and a tall man in a green suit came through the center closing of the curtains and walked downstage. The music was lowered to almost a whisper.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” the man began. “Welcome. We hope you will be comfortable and will enjoy our play as we portray the early history of Ireland. We ask that you do not attempt to catch one of our leprechauns, though, because they do not have a pot of gold.”


  The audience laughed loudly.


  A man called out, “But the title of your play is Catch a Leprechaun.”


  Everyone laughed again.


  “So it is. But you’ll have to find one someplace else, if you really are after gold,” the man answered, laughing to himself. “We couldn’t produce this play without our leprechauns. I’ll be quiet now and let you see for yourself. Thank you.”


  The man stepped back through the opening in the curtain, to the wild clapping of the enthusiastic audience. The music went back up, and the heavy green curtain began slowly parting.


  Mandie watched eagerly as leprechauns sitting on little stools  began hammering on small shoes. Then she remembered that the word leprechaun was Gaelic for shoemaker.


  “I say,” the leprechaun on center stage began speaking, “would that our ancestors had beaten down the Fomorian invaders. Then we would not be at such tasks.”


  “Ah, but remember, Balor of the Evil Eye led the Battle of Moytura,” the leprechaun on the left said as he paused in his work.


  “Aye, and we had no one who could fight the evil magician because of his third eye, which blasted fire over our people,” the leprechaun on the right said.


  The leprechaun in the center spoke again, “Me da, and his da ’fore him, and his da ’fore him, and on to those at the beginnin’ of time have repeated the story. They said this was what happened.”


  The lights dimmed, and the curtain closed. The young people squirmed in their seats, anxious to see what would come next.


  In a few seconds, the music changed to a loud march tune as the curtain reopened. Warriors in ancient attire faced each other, brandishing slugs and sticks, as one group came from the left and one from the right. A huge man with wild-looking hair and three big eyes on his face led the group from the left.


  A loud whisper rose from the warriors on the right. “Ah, Balor of the Evil Eye.” They shrank together as they watched the huge man slowly approach them.


  Suddenly Balor of the Evil Eye turned his third eye on the defending warriors. What looked like fire, but what Mandie knew must be light from a lantern hidden under the mask, suddenly beamed on the man’s prey. The men began dropping one by one until they were all lying on the floor of the stage.


  Balor of the Evil Eye turned off his third eye and paraded downstage and proclaimed, “Hereafter the Tuatha De Danann race will be banished underground forevermore.”


  The music came up again and the curtain closed.


  The audience seemed to be enjoying the play. They clapped vigorously and called out things that Mandie couldn’t understand above the noise. She turned to her friends and said, “I wish Molly could see this.”


  Jonathan laughed and said, “Oh, no. She probably would have run right up on stage and chased the leprechauns.” 


  As the music quieted, the curtain reopened. Huge rock-like mounds, surrounded by green grass, covered the stage. There was a grunting noise, and finally the rock in the center cracked and a leprechaun emerged. He blinked his eyes, shook his head, and stomped his feet. Gradually the other rock formations burst open, and soon the stage was full of leprechauns.


  They were all dressed alike, in old-fashioned green frock coats with seven large silver buttons, knee-length trousers, and long white stockings. The toes of their shoes turned up, and they were adorned with large silver buckles. Three-cornered hats sat atop their wiry red hair. Leather aprons covered the fronts of their short pants.


  Mandie was close enough to see that their noses were hooked, and when they grinned their mouths expanded from ear to ear. They were each about three feet tall, maybe a little more, and Mandie wondered if the actors were children or dwarfs. She knew they wore heavy makeup in order to look alike.


  A leprechaun in the center spoke. “And so, Balor of the Evil Eye made leprechauns of us. Now we emerge into the world again.”


  “And we go about our shoemaking trade,” another one said from the left.


  Each leprechaun found a grassy spot, sat down cross-legged, and began pulling things from his apron pocket; a half-made shoe, a tiny hammer, and tacks, which he secured in the corner of his mouth.


  As they began tapping away on their shoes, they also began talking.


  “At least, as leprechauns, we know we’ll be inhabiting this earth for nigh onto three hundred years, so let that be a warning to save for ye livelihood,” one said.


  “Aye, I already have me pot of gold, well hidden,” another said with a big wink.


  “These earth people will do ye out of it, if ye give ’em half a chance,” another one said.


  “That’d be right hard to do,” the first one said. “Recall that man who snatched me by the tail of my frock coat and threatened to squeeze me life out if I didn’t lead him to me pot of gold? I outdone him, that I did. When I told him to look yonder at the bushes by the creek, where the pot of gold be, he got too excited and I slipped away.” 


  “Shouldn’ta let him catch ye in the first place,” one said. “Ye must disappear, like me. None of ’em ketched me yet.”


  Mandie and her friends were totally immersed in the play, as the cast went on to portray leprechauns being chased by people who wanted their pots of gold. It seemed that no one had ever been able to hold on to one of the creatures, that is, if they were lucky enough to catch one.


  When the performance was over, the young people excitedly discussed the play. Mandie was more determined than ever to help Molly look for a leprechaun. She was more convinced they might be real beings, and she wanted a chance to find out.


  As they left the theater, Senator Morton suggested getting something to eat in the neighborhood because it boasted several fine cafes that served the theater patrons.


  “I’d like to get out of the crowd and relax for a few minutes,” Mrs. Taft explained to the senator. “How about that indoor one on the corner?”


  “That looks good to me. Let’s try it,” the senator agreed. Because they had managed to get a head start on the crowd leaving the theater, they got to the restaurant ahead of the others and were able to sit in a private alcove and be served almost immediately.


  The young people talked excitedly about the play while the adults carried on their own conversation.


  “Oh, they looked so real!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “They were real,” Jonathan said with his mischievous grin.


  “Oh, Jonathan, you know what I mean. They weren’t really leprechauns. They must have been either children or dwarfs made up to look like the little green men,” Mandie said.


  “I wonder how I would look in all that get-up,” Jonathan said, smiling at Mandie.


  “Please don’t ever try it. You’d never make a good leprechaun,” Mandie said with a laugh. “For one thing, you’re too tall.”


  “Evidently all leprechauns are men,” Celia remarked.


  “Come to think of it, you’re right,” Mandie said.


  “Then the race will never multiply. That must be why they live to be three hundred years old,” Jonathan observed.


  “Oh, but didn’t you hear one of them say they live in little homes underground? They probably have wives down there,” Mandie said with a big smile. “Somebody has to stay home and cook.” 


  Mrs. Taft noticed the young people were doing more talking than eating. “Amanda, y’all eat up now. We don’t want to spend the rest of the day in this cafe.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” she said, lifting a forkful of potatoes to her mouth.


  “If only Molly could have seen the play,” Mandie whispered between mouthfuls. “I’d sure like to have seen her reaction.”


  “I’m sure she would have thought it was all real,” Jonathan said, breaking a roll and buttering it.


  “Mandie, do you know where we’re going next?” Celia asked in a low voice.


  “No, but I do hope we have a chance to catch Molly again in the daylight. That way we can see where we’re going,” Mandie said.


  As soon as everyone was finished eating, Mrs. Taft gathered her things and rose from the table. The young people overheard her say to the senator, “I believe I’d just like to get back to the hotel and rest for a while. I’m beginning to think I am too old for all this gadding about all day long.”


  Mandie tried to suppress a huge smile.


  “Come now, you’re just a young lady,” the senator said to Mrs. Taft with a twinkle in his eye. “Much younger than I am.”


  “Oh, Senator,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Mandie was surprised to see her grandmother actually blush. She turned away to smile at her friends.


  Senator Morton and Mrs. Taft led the way outside, and Jonathan whispered to the girls, “Love knows no age.”


  Mandie stopped short, her mouth wide open. “Do you think my grandmother is in love with the senator?” she asked.


  “Well, it certainly looks like it to me,” Jonathan muttered under his breath.


  “What would be wrong with that, Mandie?” Celia said in a low voice.


  Mrs. Taft turned to speak to them before Mandie could answer Celia. “Senator Morton will walk to the corner and get our carriage. We’ll go back to the hotel and rest awhile. I think all of you should write your parents, too. I haven’t seen you mail any letters lately. This afternoon would be a good time to do it.”


  “Grandmother, I write to my mother often,” Mandie said. “You  wouldn’t know it because I haven’t mailed most of them. I thought I’d take them all home as a diary of my thoughts for my mother.”


  “What a good idea, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said as they stood waiting. “However, Elizabeth needs to hear from you now and then.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “I’ll write her a letter and mail it this afternoon. I promise.”


  “And I’ll write my mother, too,” Celia said.


  “Since my father is traveling around the world, I wouldn’t know where to send a letter to him,” Jonathan said sadly.


  “Write the letter anyway,” Mrs. Taft told him. “If you don’t find out where to mail it, you can give it to him when he finally catches up with us.”


  Senator Morton returned with the driver and the carriage, and they all got in to drive back to the hotel.


  Mandie and her friends kept an eye out for Molly as they neared the hotel grounds, and they even looked behind the huge settee in the alcove when they arrived inside, but the child was nowhere around.


  Senator Morton stopped at the front desk, and the rest of them continued toward their rooms. Then the senator hurried to catch up with them, calling to Mandie.


  “Your Uncle Ned has arrived,” the senator told her, smiling. “He has a room next to Jonathan’s. The man at the desk said he thought he would be in his room now.”


  “Oh, Grandmother, Uncle Ned is here!” Mandie exclaimed. “Couldn’t Celia and Jonathan and I spend the afternoon with him instead of writing letters? We could write the letters tonight before we go to bed.”


  Mrs. Taft smiled thoughtfully. “Oh, all right, dear. But please promise me that you will all write letters sometime this evening.”


  The three nodded in the affirmative.


  Mandie practically ran down the hall. Jonathan and Celia hurried after her. Uncle Ned was here and things would get more interesting. 


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  UNCLE NED HELPS HUNT


  As Mandie raced down the corridor, she almost collided with Uncle Ned, who was just leaving his room. The old Cherokee smiled and bent to embrace her.


  “Papoose, what big hurry?” he asked as Mandie returned his hug.


  “Oh, Uncle Ned, I heard you were here, and I’m just so glad you’ve finally arrived!” Mandie told him.


  “So am I, sir,” Jonathan said, extending his hand.


  “I am, too, Uncle Ned. We need you,” Celia said.


  The old Indian looked questioningly at Celia, and then at Mandie.


  Mandie put her hand on the sleeve of his deerskin jacket. “We really do need you, Uncle Ned. We’ve met a little Irish girl, and she wants us to help her look for leprechauns. Do you believe in them? Is there such a thing?”


  The old man chuckled to himself. “Papoose, you find mystery everywhere you go. I walk now. Need fresh air.” He started down the corridor with Mandie on one side and Jonathan and Celia following on the other.


  “Let’s go and sit on the wall outside,” Mandie said. “There’s a little park out near the front entrance.”


  “Yes,” Uncle Ned agreed. “Talk better when sit.”


  When they neared the huge settee where Molly had hidden before, Mandie ran ahead to see if the child might be waiting there. But Mandie  was disappointed again. Why isn’t she around now that Uncle Ned is here to help us? she thought to herself.


  Outside, sitting on the wide, low wall in the park, Mandie excitedly related their adventures in Ireland. “You didn’t say if you believe in leprechauns, Uncle Ned,” she finally asked. “Do you?”


  The old Indian frowned slightly and repeated the word slowly, “Le-pre-chauns? What Papoose know about them?”


  “They are little men who wear green clothing. They have red hair, and each owns a pot of gold. The Irish people believe in them,” Mandie tried to explain. “We saw a play this morning that showed the history of these people.”


  “Gold?” The Cherokee seemed far away in his thoughts. “Papoose remember cave back home? Find gold there.”


  “Oh, yes, Uncle Ned, I remember,” Mandie said. She knew he was referring to the Cherokee legend in the Nantahala Mountains. “But the Irish believe these little men have a pot of gold stored away somewhere, and if you can catch a leprechaun you can make him lead you to his pot of gold.”


  “Papoose speak of fairies,” he said with certainty. “Irish fairies.”


  “You’re right, Uncle Ned,” Jonathan said. “But some people claim these little men are fairies who do good.”


  “The word leprechaun means shoemaker in Gaelic,” Mandie added. “I want you to help us catch one, Uncle Ned.” She looked up at him eagerly.


  Uncle Ned looked at each of the young people. “All believe in fairies?”


  “Maybe,” Mandie said.


  Jonathan shrugged his shoulders, and Celia just smiled.


  “The little Irish girl we met is named Molly,” Mandie began, “and she definitely believes in leprechauns. She has hunted for them, and even seen them, but they always get away before she can catch one. She and her mother are poor. Molly would like to find a leprechaun’s pot of gold so her mother won’t have to work so hard. Anyway, she asked us to help her.”


  Mandie stopped to watch Uncle Ned’s reaction. The old Indian had joined them on many adventures, but she wasn’t sure he would agree to go chasing “fairies,” as he called them. 


  “Papoose, not possible to catch fairies,” Uncle Ned said seriously. “Fairies not real. Can’t put hand on them.”


  “But, maybe leprechauns are different—a different kind of fairy,” Mandie suggested hopefully. She noticed Jonathan’s smile, but continued, “Would you agree to come along with us—just for the fun of it? Please, Uncle Ned.” She looked pleadingly at her old friend.


  Uncle Ned thought for a moment, then smiled and said, “I go to watch Papoose and friends. Where Irish papoose live?”


  “Oh, thank you, Uncle Ned! I knew you’d agree,” Mandie said, jumping down from the wall and reaching for his wrinkled hand. “Come on, we’ll show you where Molly lives.”


  Mandie led the way to Murphy Lane, and the others followed.


  “Bad place to live,” Uncle Ned said, shaking his head.


  “Yes,” Mandie agreed. As they neared Molly’s house, she told him about the man who had grabbed her when she and Celia had entered the house alone. “We said we would never come here again alone. But we feel safe with you, Uncle Ned.”


  “Papoose be careful. Think before act,” the old man cautioned, his face showing concern.


  “I know, Uncle Ned.” Mandie stopped in front of number nine. “This is the house.”


  “Fall-down house. Not good,” he muttered to himself. “Irish papoose live here?”


  “In the back,” Jonathan volunteered.


  “It’s in the basement, and there aren’t any windows down there,” Mandie explained.


  When they descended the stairs, they found the door open and a lamp burning inside. “Molly, are you home?” Mandie called.


  “No one home,” Uncle Ned observed, looking around.


  “Well, I guess we can search the neighborhood for her,” Mandie offered. She turned to lead the way back upstairs.


  As they reached the yard, Uncle Ned asked, “Who live with Irish papoose?”


  “Just her mother,” Mandie affirmed. “And she works all the time in the linen mill, so Molly runs free, looking for leprechauns.”


  “Poor people,” Uncle Ned remarked. “Like some Cherokee people.”


  “Yes, Uncle Ned. That’s why Molly wants to catch a leprechaun, so she can find his pot of gold.” 


  Uncle Ned frowned. “Not possible, Papoose.”


  “Which way shall we go?” Jonathan asked as they stood on the street in front of the house.


  “That way.” Mandie pointed to the cross street ahead.


  “Let’s not get lost, Mandie,” Celia said worriedly.


  “We won’t,” Jonathan assured her. “We’ve been all over this neighborhood before.”


  As they walked along, they kept watching for Molly. Finally they found themselves in front of what looked like an overgrown park.


  “I don’t remember seeing this place before,” Mandie remarked.


  “We didn’t come here with Molly, I’m sure,” Celia said. “Oh, I hope we aren’t lost.”


  “We’re not lost,” Jonathan said. “It’s a straight line from here to the back of Molly’s house.”


  Mandie looked at Uncle Ned. “Do you think we could explore this park? Maybe Molly is hiding in here.”


  “Stay together,” he answered. “Watch for sharp limbs, holes in ground.”


  The three nodded, and Jonathan led the way, with Celia right behind him and Mandie and Uncle Ned bringing up the rear.


  They had not gone far when Jonathan suddenly stumbled.


  Mandie gasped when she saw what he had stumbled on. A man’s leg, clothed in torn, dirty pants, was protruding from the bushes.


  The old Indian quickly bent to touch the leg. “Leg not dead,” he announced.


  The three young people hung back as Uncle Ned stooped to see who the leg belonged to. As he stuck his head through the thick brush, there was a loud, terrifying scream. “Glory be!”


  The leg instantly retreated, and a dirty, ill-kempt figure crawled out from under the bushes and away from Uncle Ned. Mandie knew the man was frightened, but most people were when they first encountered the Indian. His deerskin jacket, leggings, and clattering shell necklace were not normal apparel, especially in Ireland.


  “He won’t hurt you,” Mandie quickly told the man.


  When Mandie spoke, the man’s eyes grew big. “Ye be the one that visited number nine!” He scrambled to his feet and ran into the dense bushes and out of sight.


  Then Mandie realized he was the man who had grabbed her in the dark room. “That’s the man I told you about, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said. 


  “She’s right,” Jonathan acknowledged.


  “Gone now. Smell bad. Whiskey. Ugh!” Uncle Ned wrinkled his nose.


  Mandie nodded. “He was probably drunk again.”


  “Shall we go on?” Jonathan asked.


  Celia sighed as Mandie quickly agreed, and she and Uncle Ned walked on ahead. Jonathan and Celia followed closely. The old Indian snapped off small twigs here and there to mark their trail, and Mandie knew they wouldn’t get lost.


  Eventually they stepped through a thicket and found themselves in a grassy clearing with a little stream running through it. Wild flowers seemed to bloom everywhere they looked.


  “It’s just like a picture book!” Mandie exclaimed in delight.


  “I wouldn’t know. I’m too old for picture books,” Jonathan said cleverly.


  Mandie stopped and put her hands on her hips. “Very funny, Jonathan. I’m sure you had your share of picture books when you were small.”


  “I hear something!” Celia said in a loud whisper, wrapping her arms tightly around herself.


  Uncle Ned seemed to know instinctively what it was. “Animal. Stay here.” He started forward to investigate a clump of bushes ahead of them.


  Mandie, Jonathan, and Celia watched silently.


  As he neared the bushes something shot out from under them. Mandie gasped in surprise. “It’s a cat!” The gray kitten stopped short at Mandie’s legs, but when she stooped to touch it, the kitten batted its paw at her with claws extended.


  “Strange cat, Papoose. Do not touch,” Uncle Ned warned.


  “But, Uncle Ned, he seems to be awfully tame,” Mandie said, bending to talk to the cat.


  “Papoose!” Uncle Ned’s voice was stern.


  “All right, Uncle Ned. It’s good I left Snowball in our hotel room. They would probably get into a fight,” Mandie said.


  “Let’s go in another direction,” Jonathan said.


  “All right,” Mandie said as she led the others to the left, where a trail curved out of sight.


  Uncle Ned continued breaking twigs along the way, and Mandie looked down to see the kitten following them. She smiled to herself. No one else seemed to notice the animal. 


  The trail led through a wooded area with small stone houses here and there between the trees. Though they were old, the homes looked well-kept. Most of them had flower gardens about the doorways.


  “This is like a picture book, too!” Mandie said excitedly. “It’s picture perfect.”


  “I think so, too,” Celia said. “Wouldn’t this make a beautiful painting?”


  “Maybe the leprechauns live here,” Jonathan teased.


  Uncle Ned smiled slightly at the boy.


  “Oh, Jonathan, I wish one would come out of that house over there,” Mandie said, pointing. “You’d probably run away if you saw one.”


  At that very moment, the door to the house Mandie had indicated opened. A small figure stepped outside. Mandie blinked her blue eyes in disbelief and ran toward the house. “Molly! What are you doing here?”


  Molly had apparently not seen them and was walking away from the house, her back to the others. When she heard Mandie’s voice, she stopped and turned around. “Ah, ye be here! Ye lookin’ for leprechauns?” When she saw Uncle Ned she stopped in fright. “Who be that?”


  Mandie smiled and put an arm around the girl. “He’s one of my dearest friends. I call him Uncle Ned. He’s a real Cherokee Indian.”


  Molly shook her head slightly. “I never heard o’ Indians. Who he be kin to?”


  Everyone smiled at the little girl. Mandie looked at Uncle Ned. He was smiling, too.


  “He came from the United States. He is my father’s friend back home,” Mandie tried to explain.


  Molly looked at Mandie curiously. “But ye said your father was not in this world.”


  “He isn’t. But when he was alive, Uncle Ned was his friend.” Mandie took the girl’s hand. “Don’t be afraid. He won’t hurt you.” The child nervously held back.


  “Uncle Ned, this is Molly, the little Irish girl we told you about,” Mandie said.


  Uncle Ned squatted to Molly’s level and said, “Irish papoose. Love.” He smiled as his shell necklace rattled.


  Molly’s eyes were riveted on the shell necklace around Uncle Ned’s neck. “Love? Ye love me?” she asked.


  “Yes, Papoose Molly. Love everybody,” the old man replied.


  Suddenly the gray cat appeared out of nowhere and began rubbing  itself against Molly’s legs. She gasped when she saw it. “Ye brung me a cat?” she asked Mandie.


  “Well, not exactly,” Mandie began. “We found it in the bushes back there, and it followed us. I think he likes you.”


  “I like it,” Molly said, stooping to cuddle the animal. “Now we look for leprechauns?”


  “First tell me what you were doing in that house over there,” Mandie said.


  “That house?” Molly asked. “I work there. I sweep the missus’ floors and she gives me soup.”


  “I’m glad,” Mandie said. “You sweep the bakery and Mrs. Baines gives you sweet rolls, and you sweep this woman’s house and she gives you soup. I guess you won’t go hungry, will you?”


  “I say not,” Molly said, shaking her head. “I gets all me wants, one way or t’other. Now we look for leprechauns?” She looked up at Uncle Ned. “Will he come with us?” she asked Mandie.


  “Of course,” Mandie said. “He’s big and strong, and good at tracking through the woods. He won’t let anything happen to us. Which way should we go?”


  Molly looked around. “That missus, where I sweep floors, says leprechauns can be found that way.” She pointed straight ahead down the trail.


  Mandie looked at Uncle Ned. He smiled and nodded at her. “We walk awhile. Then we go back to hotel. Soon time for supper.”


  “Let’s not go too far,” Celia said. “We might get lost.”


  “No,” Molly assured her. “Me knows the way.”


  “All right. Let’s get going,” Jonathan said.


  “Don’t run off and leave us, Molly,” Mandie cautioned.


  “I be sure ye be followin’,” Molly said, holding tightly to the gray kitten.


  “You see what I mean, Uncle Ned?” Mandie said softly. “She really believes there are leprechauns.”


  Uncle Ned shrugged. “Maybe we find one.”


  Mandie looked up at her friend and smiled. “Who knows? Maybe we will.” 


  CHAPTER NINE


  ALL OVER BELFAST


  Molly led Mandie and her friends into a part of Belfast that they had not seen before. It appeared to be the wealthy section. Enormous stone houses with fancy carriages in the driveways lined the wide boulevards. Now and then a motor car sputtered by. Ladies in the latest fashions, mostly escorted by handsomely dressed men, paraded down the avenues.


  Jonathan remarked, “This street could almost be mistaken for a street in New York.”


  “Well, I’ve never been to New York,” Mandie said as the group came to a halt at an intersection. “But I do know I’ve never seen such wealth, not even in Washington.”


  “What about Paris, Mandie?” Celia asked.


  “Paris looked older. It didn’t look fresh and new like this city,” Mandie answered. “The French people were more informal, too, not all dressed up like these people.”


  Molly jumped up and down as she squeezed the kitten in her arms. “Me thinks the leprechaun went that way!” She pointed to a side street leading off the boulevard on the opposite side.


  “This, last street. Must go back to hotel,” Uncle Ned said as the group followed Molly across the boulevard.


  Mandie slowed down on the side street to stare at the shops, which were filled with rich-looking merchandise. The stores were colorfully  painted and sported awnings over the doorways. They passed a jewelry store, a dress shop, a hat shop, a men’s shop, a book shop, a candy shop, and many more.


  The sidewalks were narrower here, and Mandie noticed that when they passed a well-dressed person, the person would usually look back and seemed to single out Molly. Mandie didn’t think it surprising, considering the faded, dirty dress Molly wore and her uncombed hair. Mandie wished again with all her heart that she could do something for the little girl. Maybe her grandmother would agree to buy some new clothes for her.


  Suddenly Molly broke away from the group and raced across the street. “The leprechaun went in there!” she said, darting into a candy shop.


  Mandie and her friends quickly followed. As they reached the doorway, the proprietor was demanding that Molly leave his shop.


  The tall, gray-haired man had a long beard and was waving his hands at Molly. “Out with ye! Out. Out,” he was saying.


  Molly stood on tiptoe at the counter and snatched a bonbon from a crystal bowl. Then she turned and fled.


  Mandie stood with her mouth open.


  The man, not knowing Molly was with them, smiled at Mandie and asked, “What might I do for you, miss?”


  Before Mandie could answer, the man spotted Uncle Ned. He waved his hands at the old Indian, shouting, “Out! Out! You are not wanted in here.”


  Mandie couldn’t believe her ears. The man seemed anxious to get rid of Uncle Ned. But the old Indian just stood there silently.


  Mandie spoke to the proprietor. “What are you doing? Uncle Ned is with us. So was that little girl who just ran out.”


  The man straightened his shoulders and said, “I can pick and choose my customers. I don’t need the likes of them.” He turned back to Uncle Ned and said, “I asked you to leave.”


  Uncle Ned continued to stand still, his arms folded across his chest.


  Mandie, furious with the attitude of the man, whirled around and announced, “We will all leave.” As she turned, her skirt caught a large crystal bowl sitting on a low table. The bowl fell to the floor, breaking into pieces and scattering its contents of candy all over the floor. 


  The man yelled angrily at her, “Ye won’t leave till ye pay for this!”


  “I don’t owe you a penny. It was an accident. And you were rude to us,” she called back as she flounced out of the shop.


  Jonathan and Celia, at a loss for words, followed Mandie outside, and Uncle Ned came after them.


  Mandie couldn’t see Molly anywhere. “I think we’ve lost her again,” she said. “Oh, well, it’s time we went back to the hotel anyway. I’m hungry. Can you find the way back, Uncle Ned?”


  “This way,” Uncle Ned replied, walking quickly down the street.


  Jonathan glanced back at the candy shop they’d just left. “It’s a wonder that man didn’t call for the police, Mandie,” Jonathan told her.


  Mandie slowed down. “What for? I should have called for the police when he tried to throw Uncle Ned out of his store.”


  The old Indian, hearing her comment, reached to pat Mandie’s shoulder. “No, no, Papoose. I not leave until ready. No one make me leave. Must forget. Forgive.”


  Mandie grasped her old friend’s wrinkled hand. She felt the hurt Uncle Ned must have experienced with the shop owner’s attitude toward him.


  “I was shocked when Molly stole that bonbon,” Mandie said. “She must have known she was wrong, because she ran off and disappeared.”


  “Papoose Molly need love, teaching,” Uncle Ned said.


  “She should be spanked for snatching that candy,” Jonathan added.


  “My mother would have spanked me for such a thing when I was her age,” Celia said.


  “Must teach first,” Uncle Ned said as they crossed the wide boulevard. “They not learn. Then spank.”


  When they started down another side street, Mandie realized that Uncle Ned was not taking them back the way they had come. “Uncle Ned, we are not going back by the same streets.”


  “Papoose Molly not come in straight line. We go straight way. Shorter, faster,” the old man explained.


  “I sure wish I had as good a sense of direction as you have, sir,” Jonathan told him. 


  “Practice,” Uncle Ned said with a smile. “I live long time. Practice, always.”


  “I’d like to visit you in North Carolina and practice following trails with you,” Jonathan said, looking up at the old man.


  “Yes. Come. Stay my house. Soon,” Uncle Ned invited him.


  “Oh, yes, you’ll have to stay at Uncle Ned’s house and meet his wife, Morning Star. She makes the most delicious owl stew I ever ate,” Mandie said, grinning at Jonathan. “And he also has a beautiful granddaughter, Sallie, who lives with him. She’s about my age.”


  “Now I know I’m going for a visit!” Jonathan said.


  “And you must visit Mandie, too, because there is another pretty girl who lives next door to her,” Celia added. “Her name is Polly.”


  “She might be pretty, but she’s a scaredy-cat,” Mandie said with a frown. “She’s afraid of her own shadow.”


  Jonathan grinned and looked at Celia. “Any more pretty girls near your house?”


  “No, but lots of beautiful horses,” Celia said. “We raise thoroughbreds.”


  “How exciting,” Jonathan said. “Seriously, I wish you would all come and visit me in New York. That is, if I get to stay home and go to school there this year. I’d love to show you our city.” He looked up at Uncle Ned. “And you, too, sir. You’d be most welcome at our house.”


  Uncle Ned smiled. “Some day,” he said.


  “You would go to New York?” Mandie asked excitedly. “Then I’d go with you, Uncle Ned.”


  “Must ask mother first,” Uncle Ned said.


  “Oh, I will, of course. And, Celia, you could go with us, too,” Mandie said to her friend.


  “That would be a lot of fun,” Celia replied.


  Before long, Mandie spotted their hotel ahead. “We’re almost back. There’s the Shamrock Inn,” she said.


  As they walked through the small park at the front of the building, Mandie looked around, half expecting to see Molly jump out of the bushes or something. Chasing leprechauns! What a joke! she thought. Then she remembered the play. “Uncle Ned, the hotel lobby has a poster advertising that play I told you about. Come on. I’ll show you,” Mandie said as they entered the lobby. 


  Mandie hurried to the counter where they had seen the advertisement. The poster was still there, but the man was not behind the desk.


  “The actors in the play looked just like leprechauns, too,” Celia said.


  “We couldn’t decide whether they were dwarfs or children,” Jonathan added.


  Uncle Ned stepped closer and inspected the poster. “These are fairies we chase?” he asked.


  “These are actors from the play,” Mandie said. “But according to Molly, there are real leprechauns floating around somewhere.”


  Uncle Ned shook his head as he looked at the poster, but he didn’t say anything. Mandie wondered if he thought differently of leprechauns now that he knew what they looked like.


  “We go now,” Uncle Ned said abruptly. “Be late for supper.”


  Mandie sighed. “We’d better not be late, or Grandmother won’t like it. She probably wonders what we did all afternoon.”


  “And I’m starving,” Jonathan moaned. “See you girls later.” He and Uncle Ned went on down the hallway to their rooms.


  The girls entered their sitting room. Snowball was curled up asleep in the middle of the big bed when Mandie and Celia opened their bedroom door. Mrs. Taft’s bedroom door was closed.


  “If we hurry, we should be ready by the time Grandmother is,” Mandie told Celia.


  The girls rushed about, washing up, and pulling out fresh clothes. They were ready and waiting in the sitting room when Mrs. Taft opened her bedroom door to join them.


  “I’m glad to see you girls are on time,” Mrs. Taft told them.


  Just then, Uncle Ned and Senator Morton entered the small room, and Jonathan followed close behind. He took a seat between the girls on the settee.


  “Have you decided where we will eat tonight?” Senator Morton asked, after Mrs. Taft had greeted Uncle Ned. She had not seen him since his arrival at the hotel that afternoon.


  “Why don’t we eat in the dining room of the hotel. That will save time, if we are going out to the river afterwards,” she replied.


  “Fine. I was going to suggest that,” the tall, handsome senator said. Turning to Uncle Ned he asked, “Is that all right with you, sir?” 


  “Good,” Uncle Ned said. “I travel lots today. Rest tonight.”


  “Oh, Uncle Ned, do you mean you aren’t going with us to the river?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Rest. Travel all last night. Sleepy,” the old Indian told her.


  Mandie, listening to their conversation, complained, “But, Uncle Ned, you always go with us everywhere when you’re around. Remember you promised my father you would watch over me.” She smiled up at him mischievously.


  “Grandmother, senator watch over Papoose tonight. I watch tomorrow,” Uncle Ned said. “Must sleep.”


  “Tomorrow then,” Mandie conceded.


  Mrs. Taft rose and said to Mandie, “Amanda, you might as well bring that cat and tie him under the table so you can feed him there. That way we’ll be ready to go as soon as we finish eating.”


  “What are we going to do at the river, Grandmother?”


  “We are going on a moonlit boat ride. The river is way beyond the linen mill, so it will take us a while. Let’s all go down to the dining room and eat.”


  Mandie whispered to her friends when they entered the corridor after the adults, “I wonder if there could be any leprechauns on the river.”


  “Maybe,” Jonathan said, “but I thought you’d given up on them.”


  “I doubt it, Mandie,” Celia said.


  “I wonder where Molly is. She’s really avoiding us, I think, since she took that candy,” Mandie said as they entered the dining room.


  “We may never see her again,” Jonathan said, pulling out chairs at the table for the girls.


  “I’d like to see her one more time just to give her some clothes, or something,” Mandie said with a sad expression. “I really feel sorry for her.”


  “So do I, Mandie,” Celia agreed. “But there’s not much we can do for someone like her, who doesn’t even live in our country where we can see her often.”


  “Besides, there must be thousands of poor people in the world, and we can’t help all of them. We wouldn’t have enough time, or money,” Jonathan reminded the girls.


  “Well, let’s all keep a watch out for her when we leave the hotel,” Mandie said. “She may be around somewhere.” 


  After they had dined and Snowball had been fed from a saucer under the table, the group prepared to leave for the river. The three young people walked more slowly and looked in every nook and cranny on their way out, and then in the courtyard outside, but there was no sign of Molly.


  Senator Morton had already arranged for a carriage to take them to the river. The driver had the vehicle waiting out front. The adults stepped inside ahead of the young people, when suddenly Snowball, walking at the end of his leash, managed to pull away from Mandie and race off into the bushes. Mandie and her friends went after him.


  “Amanda, please get that cat and hold on to him,” Mrs. Taft called to her from the window of the carriage.


  Snowball darted for the rear of the hotel. Mandie called to her friends, “Y’all go that way and I’ll go this way so we can block him off.”


  Jonathan and Celia hurried to the left of the hotel and Mandie ran to the right. Mandie was just in time to see Snowball streak through a partly opened cellar door. She lunged after him, but he was too fast for her.


  Wall sconces lit the area, and Mandie found stairs going down. Snowball must have taken this route. There was nowhere else he could have gone. She stepped down one step cautiously, and then another, in an effort to see inside the cellar. Snowball had disappeared.


  “Just one more step,” Mandie murmured to herself, peering into the dimly lit stairwell. Then she took another step, another, and another, until she reached a landing. She called to Snowball, hoping he would come back up so she wouldn’t have to go any farther.


  She could see rows of shelves containing jars and sacks of food going all the way into the dark recesses of the cellar. Moving slowly downward, she called to Snowball again.


  Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, Mandie caught a movement behind a row of shelves. The shadow was too large to be Snowball. She caught her breath and froze, staring ahead. She heard a faint noise and scanned the cellar as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. Just then a small figure of a man, about three feet high, dressed all in green, darted behind a row of jars. The silver buttons on his jacket and the buckles on his shoes glinted in the dim light. A leprechaun! Mandie exclaimed to herself. I don’t believe it! I don’t believe it! 


  The little man stared back at her and then seemed to evaporate among the shelves. Mandie finally mustered the strength to turn and run back up the stairs. Snowball almost tripped her as he came flying out of the cellar and up the steps ahead of her with his fur puffed up in fright.


  When Mandie reached the outside door, she stepped into the yard and leaned against the wall of the hotel to catch her breath. Snowball had stopped at her feet just as Jonathan and Celia rounded the corner.


  “Where were you, Mandie? What’s wrong?” Jonathan asked, hurrying to her side. “You’re as white as a ghost.” He picked up Snowball and held him tightly.


  “I—I—” Mandie began, unable to finish.


  Celia grasped Mandie’s hand and rubbed it. “Mandie, do you feel faint? Should we get your grandmother?”


  Her remark released Mandie from fright. “No, no, I’m all right, but—” she hesitated, looking at her friends. “Y’all are never going to believe this—”


  “Oh, come on, Mandie. We’ve got to get back to the carriage,” Jonathan urged.


  “All right, then, to make it to the point. I chased Snowball into the cellar, and I saw a real, live leprechaun down there,” Mandie quickly said as she watched her friends’ expressions turn into surprise.


  “I don’t believe it. You must have imagined it,” Jonathan said.


  “A real, live leprechaun, Mandie?” Celia asked, her eyes growing big.


  “Yes, a real, live leprechaun. I don’t care whether you believe me or not, Jonathan Guyer. I know what I saw.” Mandie snatched Snowball from him and ran around to the front of the hotel, and to the carriage.


  Jonathan and Celia stepped inside the carriage behind Mandie and took their seats. They all remained quiet on the ride to the river.


  Mandie knew Jonathan thought she was making something up. Celia, forever the peacemaker, did not say anything to add to the problem.


  Mandie was so upset by having seen the creature in the cellar that she couldn’t even remember what her grandmother had said when the three finally got into the carriage. She made sure she held tightly to her cat’s leash as he sat in her lap.


  I’ll talk to Uncle Ned about this as soon as I get a chance, Mandie  said to herself. He was always the first one up in the morning. She’d be dressed and waiting for him to come down the hallway at daybreak.


  Suddenly the carriage came to a halt and the driver appeared at the door. “Sorry, madam, but I smell smoke and see light in the sky. There must be a fire somewhere ahead. Do you wish to continue?” he asked.


  Everyone immediately stuck their heads out the windows to see what the man was talking about. Senator Morton opened the door and stepped outside.


  “Oh, dear,” Mrs. Taft exclaimed. “What should we do?”


  “A fire!” Mandie said, holding more tightly to Snowball.


  Senator Morton appeared back at the doorway to the carriage. “I can’t tell whether the fire is on this road or not. I suggest we go on a little farther and find out,” he told Mrs. Taft.


  “All right, Senator,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “Please tell the driver we’ll go on until we tell him to stop.”


  With that done, they continued down the road. Everyone kept watching to see where the fire was. Suddenly they were jolted to a halt as the horses reared up and refused to go on.


  The driver came to the passenger door again. “The horses smell smoke and will not go any farther, madam. I can tell now where the fire is. ’Tis the old linen mill, that’s for sure.”


  “Are we near the mill?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “It’s around the next bend in the road, madam,” the driver said.


  “Well, I suppose we’ll have to turn around and go back to the hotel,” Mrs. Taft said. “It’s a shame the old mill is burning. Can you tell whether it’s bad or not?”


  “Not from here, madam, but I can walk ahead and find out for you,” the driver said.


  “Yes. Let me take a look, too,” Senator Morton said as he stepped down from the carriage.


  “May we go, too, Grandmother, please?” Mandie begged.


  “I suppose we could all walk ahead instead of sitting here not knowing what’s going on,” Mrs. Taft reasoned.


  The senator helped Mrs. Taft alight from the carriage, and the three young people followed excitedly. They all walked down the road, which was illuminated faintly by the light of the fire. 


  CHAPTER TEN


  FIRE!


  When they came within sight of the mill, Mandie had trouble holding on to Snowball, who was obviously frightened by the fire. He squirmed and clawed, but he didn’t manage to escape his mistress.


  The fire seemed to be confined to one section of the structure. Mandie could see flames coming out one window, and smoke filled the air. She glanced at her dress and could see tiny black specks floating down onto it. She wondered if her grandmother had noticed. They had all stopped on the road to look.


  “What happened?” Senator Morton asked a man standing nearby.


  “Don’t know yit, but ’tis bad, that I can see,” the man replied.


  Firemen had pulled the horse-drawn fire wagon up as close to the building as they could and were dispensing water from it. Dozens of people stood watching.


  Mandie edged closer to a group standing nearest to them in an effort to overhear their conversation. They were discussing the fire, but because of their Irish brogue, Mandie couldn’t understand what they were saying. Jonathan and Celia joined Mandie, while Mrs. Taft stood on the road holding on to the senator’s arm. Mandie looked back to see her grandmother dab at her nose with a handkerchief, and now and then fan her eyes as the smoke became thicker.


  A young man in the group that Mandie and her friends were listening  to spoke more clearly. “Too bad. Must be something someone can do. Can’t just let her die in there.”


  Mandie sprang forward, touched the young man on his sleeve, and asked, “Is there someone inside the mill?”


  “Aye, ’tis a little child—” He stopped as a woman came rushing through the crowd and headed straight into the burning building. He caught his breath. “That’s the child’s mother.”


  The firemen tried to stop the woman, but she managed to crawl through an open window and disappear inside.


  Goose pimples ran all over Mandie as she quickly moved toward the firemen. Celia and Jonathan followed close behind her.


  “Can’t you get those people out of there? A man back there says a little child is inside, and now her mother has gone in, too,” Mandie asked one of the firemen who was struggling with the water hose.


  “No, lass, part of the inside wall has fallen. We know where the little girl is, but she’s trapped behind the timbers and we haven’t been able to break through yet. There are firemen inside the building,” the man said.


  Mandie felt her heart beating faster and faster as she looked frantically about. She felt so helpless. Some little girl was about to be burned alive. Couldn’t anyone save her?


  She turned back to the fireman who was still struggling with the water hose, and begged, “Can’t you get enough men inside to move the timbers? Do something! We can’t just let her die in there!”


  Suddenly Mandie heard a voice screaming inside the old mill. “Molly! Molly! Where are you?”


  Mandie knew at once that it was the little Molly they knew. It had to be. Her mother worked in the mill. But she asked the man, “Is that the Molly whose mother works in the mill, and who lives at nine Murphy Lane?”


  The man paused to look at Mandie and said sadly, “I be afraid ’tis her. Ye know her?” He went on about his work.


  “Oh, yes, we know her. Please, mister, where is she inside? Is she in the section that is on fire?” Mandie had tears in her blue eyes, and her voice quavered.


  Celia and Jonathan had overheard everything, and Celia was dabbing her eyes with her lace handkerchief. Jonathan kicked at the dirt with the toe of his shoe. 


  “No, miss,” the man said. “But she be surrounded by the fire and must come through it to get out.”


  Mandie turned to her friends and handed Snowball to Celia. “I’m going in after her,” she declared.


  Celia missed her grasp on the cat, and Snowball managed to get away. He disappeared into the shrubbery nearby, but Mandie didn’t even notice.


  The fireman overheard Mandie’s remark and said, “No, miss, we can’t allow that. The hole is not big enough for our men to crawl through, and you might not make it, either, without the timbers being moved. The men inside are trying to clear a path now.”


  “I’m going after her. I’m smaller, and I can probably crawl through,” Mandie said determinedly.


  “If you are going in, then I’m going, too,” Jonathan said.


  “Maybe I can help, too,” Celia said nervously.


  Again, the young people heard the screams inside, and ignoring the pleas of the firemen, the three ran around the building and out of sight. They searched for a window that the fire had not reached. Suddenly Mandie pulled her friends to a halt and held their hands. “Our verse,” she said. “Let’s repeat it together.”


  And they did. “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ ”


  Mandie added, “Please, God, save Molly and her mother.”


  Without another word, Mandie led the way through the open window and dropped into the smoke-filled room. It was hard to see through it, and the three felt their way to the far wall before finding the firemen working in the next room attempting to move the huge timbers that had fallen. The wood was crisscrossed every which way, blocking the entrance to the next room.


  Suddenly the screams of the woman looking for Molly were heard again, and the young people located her in a room to their right. She was trying to move heavy timbers herself, when all at once they gave way and knocked her down, trapping her beneath.


  Mandie screamed, and the firemen hurried to help the woman, who was silent. The three young people were holding their handkerchiefs to their noses, and Mandie yelled through hers, “It’s up to us now. Let’s go.”


  They entered the first room again, where the firemen had been  working, and Mandie squatted down to look through the pile of wood. There was an opening not far off the floor. “I think I can get through here if y’all will hold on to the wood and make sure it doesn’t cave in on me,” Mandie told Jonathan and Celia.


  “If it starts to cave in, I don’t think we’ll be able to stop it,” Jonathan warned her.


  Mandie paused, and then said boldly, “I’m going to take a chance. Just stay here and watch for me to come back through.” She threw off her bonnet, pulled her long skirts tightly around her, and started wriggling through the opening in the woodpile.


  “Please, God, let me make it. Let me get Molly out, please, dear Lord,” she said softly as she tried to move forward. She took a deep breath with her handkerchief over her nose and then called out, “Molly! Molly! It’s me, Mandie. Where are you? Can you hear me?” And then Mandie almost lost her breath in the smoke. She started coughing, but she kept wriggling forward. The splintered timbers tore her clothes and scratched her face and hands, but she didn’t even feel it.


  “Here I be,” came a weak voice from the other side of the woodpile.


  Mandie’s eyes filled with tears of joy as she recognized Molly’s voice. “Don’t move. I’m coming after you,” Mandie called to her again. And suddenly she was through and found the little girl crouching in a corner of the room with her dress pulled up over her head.


  “Molly!” Mandie cried as she ran forward. “Don’t talk, just crawl through that space under the woodpile, and I’ll be right behind you.”


  “Mandie, there’s fire out there!” Molly cried as Mandie put her arm around her. “I’m asceered o’ fire, that I be.”


  “Come on, Molly, you can’t stay here. The fire will be in here in a few minutes and you won’t be able to get out at all,” Mandie coaxed her. She pulled the child to her feet and pushed her toward the opening she had come through. The smoke was so dense she had to feel to find the place again. She forced the child into the small passageway in the wood, and Mandie went in right behind her.


  “We’re—coming—out!” Mandie tried to call to her friends, but her voice was weakened by the smoke.


  Jonathan and Celia were waiting to pull Molly through as she appeared. Then they reached a helping hand to Mandie. Just then, Mandie felt her long skirt catch on the wood, and there was not enough  room for her to reach down and pull it free. She wriggled and tugged while her friends stood bravely by.


  “Get the fireman. I’m stuck!” she managed to say.


  “You’re only about two feet from the opening,” Jonathan told her. He knelt down to try to see inside. “Can you reach my hands?” Mandie tried, but she was too far away.


  Molly shoved Jonathan aside and said, “I kin get back in there.” The child stooped down and scrambled part way in. “Give me yer hand,” she called to Mandie.


  Mandie reached forward and grasped Molly’s hands. They held tightly to each other. Molly tried to pull and back out at the same time but was not strong enough.


  Jonathan stooped down again. “Mandie, hold tight to Molly and I’ll pull on Molly’s dress.”


  He pulled hard, but the dress didn’t tear. Molly and Mandie came out of the small opening so fast Jonathan was knocked backward. He scrambled to his feet and said, “We’ve got to get out of here. The fire is spreading!”


  “Where are the firemen?” Mandie asked. By now, she was dripping with sweat and covered with soot.


  “They’re still trying to get the woman in the next room out from under the timbers,” Jonathan said. Grabbing Mandie’s hand on one side, and Molly’s on the other, he rushed toward the open window through which they had entered the building. He picked up Molly and shoved her through first, then helped the other girls through before following them onto the ground outside. They rolled in the grass trying to get their breath, and then managed to take Molly to a safe distance from the burning mill.


  Jonathan and Celia spoke to the firemen in the yard, telling them Molly had been rescued.


  Mandie knelt down to examine the little girl. “Are you all right?” she asked, ignoring her own scrapes and bruises.


  “Me throat is sore,” Molly said, coughing loudly.


  Mandie suddenly saw the strange woman from the ship talking to her grandmother as they stood across the yard. And of all things, the woman was holding Snowball in her arms. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the woman hurried toward Mandie with Mrs. Taft right  behind her. Mandie looked down at her ruined clothes and knew her grandmother was going to be awfully put out with her.


  The strange woman reached Mandie first. She quickly handed Snowball to Mandie and quickly disappeared into the crowd before Mandie could say a word. Senator Morton rushed to join her grandmother.


  Mrs. Taft took one look at Mandie and Molly before saying in a shaky voice, “Amanda, you could have been killed! What ever made you do such a thing? When I found out y’all were inside that building I nearly had a heart attack!”


  “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Mandie said, holding tightly to Snowball. “But Molly was trapped inside, and the firemen were too big to get through the timber to rescue her. Her mother is trapped in there—” As soon as she said the words, Mandie realized the child had not been aware that it was her mother inside. Before anyone could stop her, Molly began running across the yard, screaming loudly, “Mummy! Mummy!”


  Jonathan and Celia, returning from speaking to the firemen, saw Molly running toward the building. Jonathan was able to stop her and bring her back, kicking and screaming, to Mandie.


  Mandie handed Snowball to Celia and put her arms around the child, saying, “Molly, the firemen are in there with your mother. There is nothing you can do to help.”


  Molly relaxed in Mandie’s arms. “They’ll get her out, won’t they?” she asked, her voice trembling.


  “Don’t worry. Those firemen are trained to rescue people. They know what to do,” Mandie told her.


  Mrs. Taft asked, “Amanda, who is this child?”


  “Her name is Molly. We met her on the street the first day we were here, and we’ve seen her now and then since,” Mandie explained. “Her mother works in the mill there.”


  Molly wiped her tears as she said sadly, “And I’ve been tryin’ to find a leprechaun and git his pot o’ gold so me mither won’t have to work so hard.” She looked up at Mrs. Taft.


  “Where is your father, child?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Me father is not in this world, he’s not,” Molly told her. “He left before I can remember.”


   “Why did you go into that mill? Was it burning when you went inside?” she asked.


  “No. I seen a leprechaun go in there, I did,” Molly said. “And I followed him to see if his pot o’ gold be there. But I couldn’t find him after he turned over the lamp that set the mill on fire.”


  “Someone turned over a lamp and set the mill on fire?” Mandie asked in surprise. “Jonathan, go tell the firemen. Someone else may still be in there besides Molly’s mother.”


  At that moment, Mandie saw the firemen carrying Molly’s mother out of the building on a stretcher. They took her toward a waiting fire wagon.


  Mandie held on to Molly, knowing the child would try to get to her mother. Mandie hurried toward the wagon in an effort to get a glimpse of the woman on the stretcher, all the while holding tightly to Molly’s hand. When they were close enough, Mandie could see that the woman was either dead or unconscious.


  “Me mither!” Molly cried, trying to break loose from Mandie’s grasp.


  “No, Molly, your mother has been hurt and the firemen will take her to the doctor. We’ll see her later,” Mandie told the child.


  After speaking to the other firemen about the fact that someone else might be in the building, Jonathan had asked about Molly’s mother.


  Turning to the girls, he said, “They are taking your mother to the hospital for a few days, Molly.”


  Tears streamed down Molly’s soot-covered face. “To the hospital? Can I go, too? I can’t go home by meself,” she sobbed.


  Mandie turned to her grandmother, who had walked over to where they stood. “Molly lives alone, Grandmother, with her mother.” Mandie’s voice was shaking. “And it’s a terrible place. We’ve been there with Uncle Ned.”


  “All right, Amanda, I know what you’re saying. We’ll take her back to the hotel with us, just for the night, mind you, and you will have to give her a bath,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “She needs clean clothes, too, Grandmother,” Mandie said. Molly held tightly to her hand.


  “Very well, I’ll ask the driver where we can find a shop to get something for her. Now let’s be on our way,” Mrs. Taft said. “We’ll be leaving Ireland tomorrow, or as soon as a boat sails, to return to London and pick up our things from the hotel there. We’re going home right away.” 


  Mandie and her friends stood there listening in surprise. “Grandmother, I’m sorry if I’ve spoiled your trip—” Mandie began.


  Mrs. Taft cut her off. “We won’t discuss it right now.”


  “I’ll get the driver to bring the carriage as close as possible,” Senator Morton was saying. “The firemen seem to have put out the blaze.”


  The others walked slowly to the road as Senator Morton went on ahead. When the driver finally pulled the carriage up in front of them, they all gladly climbed into it.


  On the trip back to the hotel, Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton carried on a low conversation of their own, and Mandie couldn’t understand what they were saying.


  She turned to her friends as they discussed the fire in soft voices. Molly, overcome with weariness, fell asleep at last on Mandie’s shoulder.


  “What about her—?” Mandie mouthed the word “mother.”


  Jonathan whispered back, “The firemen told me she may not make it, but if she does, will most likely be permanently disabled.”


  “Oh, no!” Mandie whispered. Her blue eyes filled with tears, and she wiped them with the back of her hand. As soon as she did it, she realized she must have blackened her face with more soot and grime.


  Celia whispered, “What will become of her?” She pointed to Molly, and Mandie’s eyes grew wide. She hadn’t thought about that. If her mother was permanently disabled, how would they live? They barely existed now.


  Jonathan said quietly, “Orphanage, probably.”


  Mandie shook her head vigorously. “No, no, no! I’ve heard those places are awful! I couldn’t let her go there.”


  “But what will you do?” Celia asked softly.


  Mandie thought for a moment. “Maybe there are relatives,” she said.


  After they got into the heart of town, the driver pulled the carriage to a stop and came back to speak to Mrs. Taft. “There is a shop across the street, madam, where you will find children’s clothes,” he said.


  “Thank you. We won’t be long,” Mrs. Taft said. Then looking at the young people, she added, “Since none of you is fit to be seen in public, I shall have to attend to this myself. Senator Morton, would you accompany me, please?” 


  “Certainly,” the senator said. He left the carriage and assisted her out.


  Mrs. Taft turned again to the young people. “No one is to leave this carriage while we are gone. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three chorused.


  The young people watched as the adults crossed the street and entered a clothing shop. The driver waited outside the carriage.


  “Well, I suppose I’ve ruined things for everybody,” Mandie told her friends. She looked down at Molly, whose head was now in Mandie’s lap. “But Molly might not have gotten out in time if I hadn’t gone in after her.” She pushed back a strand of hair from the sleeping child’s face.


  “Don’t blame yourself, Mandie,” Jonathan said. “I went in with you.”


  “I take as much blame as you do,” Celia said.


  “It seems so uncharacteristic of Grandmother to suddenly decide to go home because of what we did. Usually she gives me a good talking to and then forgets about it. But not this time,” Mandie said sadly, wondering about Mrs. Taft’s sudden decision to return home.


  “Well, one good thing about it, we only had Scotland and Wales left to see,” Celia said. “At least we finished most of our journey.”


  “Yes, and I really am looking forward to seeing my mother and my baby brother, and Uncle John, and all the others. I’ve really missed them,” Mandie said. “It seems like we’ve been gone an awfully long time. Why, my little brother has probably grown so much by now, I won’t know him.”


  “I’ve missed my mother, too,” Celia said.


  Jonathan raised his dark eyebrows and said, “Well, traveling around the world is old stuff to me.”


  Mandie looked at him and said solemnly, “Maybe you and your father can work out better arrangements, and you’ll be able to stay home in New York and go to school.”


  “Maybe,” Jonathan said wistfully, avoiding the girls’ gaze.


  Mandie sighed and said, “I suppose my grandmother is just fed up with our adventures. Where will you go now, Jonathan?”


  “I’ll go back to London with you people and wait for my father there, or at least a message from him telling me what to do,” Jonathan said. 


  “I just remembered Uncle Ned is back at the hotel,” Mandie said. “I have something I want to talk to him about.”


  “About seeing the leprechaun?” Jonathan asked with his mischievous grin.


  Mandie looked at him and said sternly, “What I talk to Uncle Ned about is none of your business.” Then she quickly thought better of the remark and apologized. “I’m sorry, Jonathan. I guess I’m just upset about Molly.”


  “It’s all right,” Jonathan told her.


  “Here comes your grandmother, Mandie, and it looks like she has a lot of packages,” Celia said.


  When the adults entered the carriage, Mandie was surprised to see how many packages her grandmother had. She was curious, but not enough to ask about them now. She was tired and dirty, and just wanted to be home in bed. 


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  DECISIONS ARE MADE


  When they arrived back at the hotel, the four young people had to walk through the lobby and face the stares of the hotel guests. Mrs. Taft had given all of them packages to carry, with orders to go directly to their rooms and take baths in preparation for bed.


  She and Senator Morton lingered at the carriage. Mandie wondered if her grandmother was ashamed to be seen with them.


  Molly seemed to be only half awake as Mandie held her hand on the way to their bedroom. Celia carried Snowball, and Jonathan ended up with most of the packages, which he dumped into the girls’ sitting room. Continuing down the hall to his own room, he called back a tired “Good night” to the girls.


  When they reached their bedroom, Celia hurried to draw a bath for Molly, while Mandie laid Mrs. Taft’s purchases out on their bed. Molly slid to the floor, tired and sleepy.


  Snowball climbed upon the big bed, curled up, and went to sleep. Mandie pulled a long, white lacy nightgown out of a bag, underthings out of another, and two dresses from a box. She also found a pair of shoes in a box.


  “Aren’t they pretty!” Celia remarked as she returned from the bathroom.


  “Pretty, yes, but I do hope they fit, especially the shoes,” Mandie  said. “Now to get her into the tub.” She tried to shake the child awake. “Molly, wake up. We’re going to take a nice hot bath.”


  Molly finally opened her eyes, looked up at Mandie, and as though she had just remembered where she was, jumped to her feet. “Where is me mummy?” she asked.


  “Remember? She was hurt, and the firemen took her to the hospital,” Mandie said. “Now, let’s take off these dirty clothes and get into the tub.” She quickly pulled the torn, dirty dress over the child’s head.


  “But I will get cold if ye take me dress,” Molly said.


  Celia, watching, said, “Mandie, I would imagine she has never had a real bath. I didn’t see a bathtub in their house.”


  Molly looked at Celia and asked, “A bathtub? What might that be?”


  “Here, we’ll show you,” Mandie said as she led the child into the bathroom.


  Molly looked at the huge tub, ran her hand through the water, and asked, “Ye be expectin’ me to swim in that water?”


  Mandie smiled and said, “Oh, so you know how to swim. Would you believe I don’t know how to swim, and I’m older than you are. Come on, I’ll help you in.” Molly allowed Mandie to help her in to the tub of water.


  Molly looked around inside the tub. She paddled the water with her fingers, then smiled and said, “This water be feelin’ good, it does.”


  “That’s good,” Mandie said with a sigh of relief. “Now, we have to wash your hair first. Like this. Bend your head over and I’ll wash it all clean and shiny. Then we’ll wash the rest of you, and then we have a nice, white lacy nightgown to be put on.”


  “For me?” Molly asked.


  “For you,” Mandie said. “My grandmother bought it for you.”


  Molly was curious about everything, but she allowed Mandie to wash her hair and give her a good bath.


  When they were finished, and Celia came in with the nightgown, Molly was delirious with joy. She had never seen such a beautiful garment, much less owned one.


  As Mandie put it on her and buttoned it up, Molly asked, “And what work do I be havin’ to do for this?”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other.


  “You don’t have to work for this, Molly, or all the other pretty  things my grandmother bought for you. We gave them to you because we love you,” Mandie tried to explain. “Now, come on and see what else we have for you.”


  Celia began holding up the other things on the bed, and Molly’s eyes grew round with wonder. She stuttered in an effort to speak.


  “Now we’re going to hang these up. Tomorrow morning you can decide which dress you will wear,” Mandie told her. “But right now you have to go to bed and sleep.”


  Mandie thought Molly would sleep with her and Celia, but Mrs. Taft came through the sitting room, looked into their bedroom, and said, “Get blankets and make up this settee in the sitting room for Molly, Amanda. And leave your door open so you can hear her if she gets up during the night.”


  “The things you bought for her are beautiful,” Mandie remarked.


  Molly, listening to their conversation, raced to Mrs. Taft and hugged her. “I thank ye with all me heart, I do. Niver in me born days have I had such lovelies,” Molly said, looking up at Mrs. Taft.


  The girls watched and smiled as Mrs. Taft, uncomfortable with all the affection, tried to move away from the child. “They’re all yours, Molly. Now go to bed and sleep. Good night, girls.” Mrs. Taft quickly but gently removed Molly’s hands from around her, and planted a kiss on the little girl’s head. As Mrs. Taft left the room for her own, Mandie and Celia bid her good-night.


  “I’ll get the blankets, Mandie, if you want to take your bath first,” Celia offered.


  Mandie laughed as she looked at herself in the looking glass. “I suppose I am dirtier than you. Thanks. I’ll hurry, Celia,” she said as she found clean nightclothes and went into the bathroom.


  She thought about Molly’s problem while she washed her hair and took her bath. How could she find out whether Molly had any relatives? Maybe the child would know, but she rather doubted that, since she seemed to drift all over town without anyone looking after her.


  Even though Mandie hurried, Molly was asleep by the time she finished. After Celia bathed and washed her hair, the girls sat on their bed and rubbed their hair with large bath towels, then brushed each other’s hair until it was completely dry.


  “Well, we never got to the river,” Celia remarked. “To take that boat ride, I mean.” 


  “It doesn’t matter to me,” Mandie said, crawling into the big bed and shoving Snowball down to the foot. “I am wondering, Celia, how we can find out if Molly has any relatives.”


  “Maybe she can tell us,” Celia said as she got under the covers on her side of the bed. “She said her father was dead, so maybe she knows other things about her family.”


  Mandie sat up and said, “I just remembered something. That fireman knew who Molly was. Maybe he would know about her family, if we can find him somehow. I imagine Senator Morton would be able to locate him.” She yawned and lay back down. “Mmmm, I’m sleepy. Good night.”


  Celia didn’t answer. She had already fallen asleep. As Mandie began to drift off, she remembered that she should reprimand Molly for stealing that candy in the shop, but decided with all the child’s misfortune she would postpone it until some other time. Then Mandie almost sat up in bed when she suddenly remembered that they were going home soon. She may not have an opportunity to talk to Molly about it.


  The next morning, Mandie was wakened by Molly as she crept into the bed with her and Celia. This woke Snowball, too, and he crawled up onto his mistress’s pillow.


  “What is it?” Mandie asked as she quickly sat up to see what was going on.


  “I got cold out there all by meself,” Molly told her as she pulled the covers up around her.


  Mandie smiled and said, “That’s all right. I think it’s time to get up anyway.” She yawned and stretched until Celia woke up and did likewise.


  Celia sat up and said, “Mandie, if we’re going home, we have to pack our things, don’t you think?” She swung her feet off the side of the bed and looked at the clock on the table. “Seven o’clock,” she added.


  Molly sat up in the bed and asked, “Ye be goin’ home?”


  “Soon,” Mandie said as she jumped out of bed. “Right now we have to get dressed and find out what my grandmother plans on doing today.”


  Molly instantly sprang out of bed. “Kin I put on a new dress?” she asked as she pulled at Mandie’s nightgown to get her attention.


  “Of course, Molly,” Mandie said, going over to the wardrobe and taking down the two new dresses. “Which one do you want to wear?”


  Molly looked over each detail of the lacy, frilly dresses as she hopped on one foot and then the other. “I want both of ’em,” she declared.


  “Both of them belong to you, but you can only wear one at a time.  Which will it be?” Mandie asked her again. “The white one, or the blue one?”


  “What color dress will ye be wearin’ today?” Molly asked.


  “I suppose I’ll wear my blue voile,” Mandie told her.


  “Then I’ll be puttin’ on the blue one, too,” Molly said with a big grin.


  Celia got up and helped Molly get dressed. Mandie found the shoes a little large, but a good enough fit that Molly could wear them. She brushed Molly’s carrot-red hair until it shone like gold. When the girls had finished with her, they stood her in front of the tall looking glass.


  Molly’s eyes widened and her mouth fell open. “That be me in that lookin’ glass?” she asked.


  “It sure is,” Mandie said, grinning at the little girl’s obvious pleasure. Then she asked, “Molly, you never did tell us your other name. What is it? Do you know?”


  “Me mither named me Molly and that’s it. I told you,” Molly said, prancing around the room.


  “But everyone has two names. My name is Mandie Shaw and Celia’s is Celia Hamilton. So you see, you should have another name. You don’t know what it is?” Mandie asked again.


  Molly stopped and looked at her. “I don’t be havin’ one. I’ll just be Molly and have Shaw for my other name like you.”


  Mandie embraced the girl. She smelled fresh and clean.


  “I’ll let you use my other name then,” Mandie told her. “I love you.”


  Molly smiled and shyly ducked her head.


  Through the open bedroom door, the girls saw Mrs. Taft come in from the hallway. Mandie was surprised to see her fully dressed, apparently already having been out somewhere.


  “Grandmother, you’ve been out already? We’re all ready for breakfast,” Mandie told her.


  Mrs. Taft sat down in a big chair. “Amanda, the boat that we need to get back to England only sails every other day from here. Therefore, we will not be leaving until early tomorrow morning. I want you and Celia and Jonathan to have your things packed and ready to go by six o’clock in the morning.”


  Mandie and Celia stood still, listening solemnly. Molly had backed away into a corner. 


  “Yes, ma’am,” Celia said.


  “We’ll be ready, Grandmother,” Mandie told her. “What are we going to do about Molly?”


  “Senator Morton is out checking on some things right now, and he should join us shortly for breakfast. Now, let’s go down to the dining room,” Mrs. Taft said as she rose.


  “What about Uncle Ned and Jonathan?” Mandie asked.


  “They are with Senator Morton,” her grandmother explained as they all walked down the corridor. Mandie left Snowball in their room.


  Molly was awed with the idea of sitting down “proper-like” to a table and ordering anything she wanted to eat.


  As soon as the waiter brought their coffee, the men and Jonathan joined them. Jonathan sat between the girls, and Molly was at the end of the table with the adults on the other side.


  “Did y’all find out anything?” Mandie asked Senator Morton. “Yes, and it’s not too good,” he began as the waiter poured his coffee. He glanced at Molly, who was evidently enjoying herself and not paying any attention to the conversation. “They are not sure of her survival,” he said in hushed tones. “She will at least be permanently disabled.”


  “Oh!” Mandie gasped. What will happen to—”


  “It seems this woman is not her mother. The child’s mother died when she was a baby. The woman, who was the mother’s best friend, took her in, rather than putting her in an institution,” the senator explained quietly.


  Everyone around the table listened to Senator Morton, except Molly, who was still distracted with the china and silver and linen napkin. Mandie’s heart beat faster when she realized what this all could mean for Molly.


  “Well, what are we going to do?” Mandie asked again, looking to her grandmother and Uncle Ned.


  “An institution is the only solution, unless we could find someone to take her in,” Senator Morton answered.


  “No, no!” Mandie cried, realizing that Molly’s attention was drawn to her at that instant. She lowered her voice and continued, “Please, Grandmother, do something, anything but that.” She looked imploringly at Uncle Ned.


  Mrs. Taft finally spoke, “Amanda, the authorities are searching for information about an aunt in the United States. If they find her name and address, we’ll take her to the aunt.” She glanced at Molly who had begun eating a roll and butter. 


  Mandie’s face broke into smiles as she said, “Grandmother, that’s wonderful! They’ve just got to locate her. What can we do to help them?”


  “Nothing I know of, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft replied as the food was being served.


  “Grandmother, if they don’t locate her before we leave, couldn’t we take her with us, and find the aunt after we get home?” Mandie asked, eagerly leaning forward.


  “Amanda, I don’t know what we would do with her in the meantime,” Mrs. Taft said. “You will be away at school as soon as we get back, and I already have Hilda to look after.”


  “Oh, but I’m sure my mother would love having her at home. She’d be good to play with my baby brother,” Mandie declared, smiling.


  Mrs. Taft immediately dropped her eyes and reached for her handkerchief. She delicately touched it to her nose.


  Mandie noticed and said, “Grandmother, I hope you’re not getting a cold.”


  Senator Morton looked at Mandie and then at Mrs. Taft. Even Uncle Ned seemed quiet all of a sudden.


  “No, dear, I don’t have a cold. Now, let’s eat our breakfast,” Mrs. Taft said, pocketing the handkerchief and picking up her fork. But she wouldn’t look straight at Mandie again.


  Mandie, thinking her grandmother was disgusted with her adventures, said, “Grandmother, if I’ve caused you any trouble on this trip, I’m really and truly sorry. And I hope you’ve decided to go home tomorrow because you want to and not because of me.”


  Mrs. Taft cleared her throat and said sternly, “Amanda, eat your breakfast.”


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said and picked up her fork.


  Celia and Jonathan looked at Mandie as they also began eating. Molly was eagerly devouring everything on her plate, oblivious to all that was going on around her.


  After everyone was finished with the meal, Mrs. Taft told them, “We will all stay around the hotel today. We won’t be doing any more sightseeing. That way, if the authorities try to get in touch with us they’ll be able to find us.”


  She rose to leave, and everyone else followed.


  Mandie looked up at Uncle Ned across the table and said, “Uncle Ned, I need to talk to you.” 


  Everyone turned to look at her, but the old Cherokee smiled and said, “Now? We go to front yard, Papoose.”


  “Thanks, Uncle Ned,” she said, and turning to Celia she asked, “Would you and Jonathan take care of Molly for a little while? Please don’t let her run away.”


  Molly was listening and said, “I don’t be wantin’ to run away. I want to keep my pretty clothes, and I like the food, too.”


  Everyone smiled at her and Mandie stooped to embrace her. “Then you behave, and I’ll see you in a little while.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” she said, trying to speak properly.


  Everyone laughed again. Mandie said, “I suppose I must be getting old when someone calls me ma’am.”


  Mandie followed Uncle Ned outside to the courtyard where they sat on the low wall in the bright morning sunshine. She wanted to talk to him about what she had seen in the cellar, but she didn’t want him to doubt her.


  “Uncle Ned, I want to tell you something that you might not believe,” Mandie began, glancing up at him.


  “First, I want to tell Papoose,” Uncle Ned said, “I sorry I not go last night. Papoose almost die in fire, and I not there to help. I promised Jim Shaw when he go to happy hunting ground, I watch over Papoose. Last night, I not watch. Forgive me.” He reached out to hold her hand.


  Mandie looked up at him in amazement. Uncle Ned never did anything wrong. He was always trying to keep her feet on the straight and narrow path. Now he was apologizing to her because he had taken the time to rest instead of going with her to the river.


  “Uncle Ned, you haven’t done anything wrong. There’s nothing for me to forgive you for,” Mandie protested as she smiled at him.


  “No, I break promise to Jim Shaw, and Papoose almost get hurt,” he insisted. “Everybody does wrong. No body perfect. But everybody must ask forgiveness for wrong. Try to do better next time.”


  Mandie squeezed his hand with hers and said, “I love you so much, Uncle Ned, and in my eyes you can do no wrong.”


  Uncle Ned shook his head and said firmly, “Until Papoose gets back home, I stay with her. No more visits to friends. No more extra rest. I go where Papoose go.”


  “All right, Uncle Ned. I always love having you with me. You always know how to solve problems and situations I get into,” Mandie  said, standing up. “Now, I have something to tell you. I don’t think it’s a problem, but it’s a mystery. I want to show you something first. Come this way.”


  Mandie led the old Indian around the hotel to the door going into the cellar. When she stopped, Uncle Ned looked at the door and then at her.


  “This door opens onto steps going down to the cellar. I’ll show you,” Mandie said, pushing the door open and stepping back. “Look inside, Uncle Ned.”


  Uncle Ned did as she asked, and then he looked at her again.


  “Well, it was like this. You see, Snowball always runs away when he gets the chance, and yesterday as we were preparing to get into the carriage out front, he got away and ran in here,” Mandie said, pausing to see if the old man was listening.


  “Snowball went in cellar?” Uncle Ned asked. “And Papoose go after him?”


  Mandie smiled. “That’s right. He ran inside and disappeared and I was going after him. I got down to the landing and I heard a noise. Then I saw a little man, in green clothes—”


  Uncle Ned interrupted her with a laugh as he said, “Fairy? Papoose see fairy?”


  “He must have been a leprechaun, Uncle Ned. He was dressed just like the actors were in the play. He looked at me and I looked at him, and then he just evaporated, and Snowball came running out as if a dog were chasing him, with his fur all raised up,” she explained.


  Uncle Ned nodded and said, “Must have been fairy. Animals afraid of fairies.” He smiled.


  Mandie looked up at him, wondering whether he was serious.


  “I saw fairy, too,” Uncle Ned told her. “Walking down hall in hotel.”


  “Walking down the hall in the hotel?” Mandie repeated in disbelief. “You saw one, too?”


  “Yes. Fairy dressed for play,” he explained.


  Mandie drew in her breath sharply, as it dawned on her that Uncle Ned was saying he saw one of the actors in the play.


  “Are you sure, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes. He tell man at desk, ‘Come to play,’ ” Uncle Ned said.


  “Well, if it was an actor I saw, what was he doing in the cellar?” Mandie asked. 


  “Keep things for play in cellar,” Uncle Ned said.


  “Oh, you mean the stuff they use on the stage.” Mandie’s disappointment showed on her face. “Well, shucks! I thought I had seen a real leprechaun,” she said with a loud sigh.


  Uncle Ned smiled at her as they turned to walk back around the hotel. “Keep watch. Maybe you see real one.” He put his arm around her shoulder and squeezed her tight.


  They walked through the front door and saw Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton sitting in an alcove talking to two men in uniforms. Mandie tugged at Uncle Ned’s hand to hurry him across the room with her to see what was going on.


  As they approached, Mrs. Taft said, “Sit down a minute, Uncle Ned, Amanda. These are the authorities in charge of Molly right now.”


  Mandie sat down nearest to the man who was doing the talking, and Mrs. Taft introduced her granddaughter. The men had met Uncle Ned earlier that morning.


  “Please, can’t we just take Molly with us and find the aunt after we get back home?” Mandie begged, her blue eyes focused on the man.


  “That’s what we have decided, lass,” the man said, with a big smile. “We have given your grandmother the name and address of the child’s aunt, and she will locate the woman there. In the meantime, we are getting papers ready for Molly to go to America with you.”


  Mandie reached up to squeeze the man’s hand. “Oh, thank you. I’m so glad she won’t have to go to an orphanage.”


  “Yawl are solving a big problem for us, that’s for sure,” the man said. “And we be thankful for it.”


  “What about the woman that Molly was living with? Will she be all right?” Mandie asked.


  “We don’t be knowin’ that right now,” the man said. “But we’ll stay in touch.”


  Mandie suddenly remembered to ask, “What is Molly’s last name? She didn’t know.”


  “Her name is Molly Ritchie. Her father was a law officer here in Belfast, and he died suddenly of an incurable disease when Molly was about two months old. The mother didn’t live long after that. She was thrown from a horse. Missus Wiley took Molly in.”


  “I’m so glad to know all this, so I can tell Molly,” Mandie said. 


  Mrs. Taft told her, “They will also give us her birth certificate. She will be ten years old on September first.”


  “We must go now, madam, sirs,” the man said as he and his fellow officer rose and nodded to Uncle Ned and Senator Morton. “We will be back when all the papers are ready, and if you are not available we will leave them at the desk for you.”


  “Oh, thank you so much,” Mandie said as she stood up. “And, sir, please let us know about Mrs. Wiley.”


  “That we will, and we would like to know that Molly is settled, too,” he said as he and the other man turned to leave.


  “Sit down a minute, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said. “Please.”


  Mandie took one look at her grandmother and could see a lecture coming. She sat on the edge of her chair and waited.


  “Amanda, this will be a particularly hard journey for me back across the ocean when we leave London, and I want you to promise me that you will take complete charge of Molly, and that you and Celia will not create any trouble on the way,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Are you sick, Grandmother?” Mandie was worried. She noticed Mrs. Taft looked pale and seemed awfully nervous.


  “No, no, dear, I’m not sick, just tired. Now go find your friends. They’re in the park in the back. And, please, behave yourself. We’ll meet back in the dining room for the noon meal. In the meantime, don’t leave the hotel property,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said as she walked down the corridor toward the back door.


  At least the problem with Molly was solved. Mandie was happy about that. But she felt bad about something she couldn’t put her finger on. Her grandmother seemed upset, and she thought it was because of her. She would really and truly try to behave herself from now on. 


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  HOMEWARD BOUND


  Before daylight the next morning, Molly had wakened the girls as she pranced around the bedroom. She was dripping with happiness. Mandie had been afraid she would create a fuss when she was told she’d be going to the United States with them. Instead, she was overjoyed, and when she heard about the aunt there, she talked about nothing else. And Mandie discovered that Molly knew the woman she had been living with was not her mother, but she was the only mother Molly ever knew.


  The girls were glad to be up early so that they could get their things packed.


  Mrs. Taft opened the door to her bedroom and looked across the sitting room to the girls’ room. “I’m glad to see y’all are up. Let’s get dressed now and go to breakfast. We don’t want to miss that boat to England.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “It won’t take us but a few minutes more to be ready.”


  After breakfast, they took the boat and crossed the Irish Sea to England. Then Mrs. Taft hurried them on to their hotel. As soon as they walked into the lobby, she rushed them to their rooms.


  “We have to find out about the schedule to go home,” she told the young people as she and Senator Morton went toward the front desk.  “Go to your rooms, but don’t unpack until I find out when we’ll be leaving for home.”


  Uncle Ned joined Mrs. Taft and the senator, and the three young people, with Molly in tow, started to walk toward the rooms they had occupied before, when someone called Jonathan’s name. They all looked across the lobby toward a well-dressed gentleman sitting in an alcove.


  “Jonathan!” he called again as he stood up.


  “Father!” Jonathan answered, dropping his bags on the floor and running toward the man.


  Tears came in Mandie’s eyes as she watched the man put an arm around his son and motion him to a seat. Jonathan pointed to his luggage and came hurrying back to retrieve it.


  A huge smile spread across his face as he told the girls, “It’s my father! I can’t believe my father is here!”


  “I’m glad, Jonathan. We’ll catch up with you later,” Mandie told him.


  “And I am happy for you, too, Jonathan,” Celia added.


  Molly stood there listening and looking. Then she said, “His father is in this world.”


  “Yes, Molly. He’s the only one of us that has a father that is alive,” Mandie told her as she pictured her own father’s face in her mind. “Come on. We have to go to our rooms now.”


  After a while, Mandie was beginning to think everyone had forgotten about them. She wondered what was taking the adults so long. Finally Jonathan knocked on their door, and Mandie opened it.


  He looked very happy as he managed to say, “You are all to come down to the dining room. Everyone is there. Right away, your grandmother said.”


  “Let me put Snowball in the bathroom,” Mandie said as she turned back into the room. “Celia, Molly, we have to go to the dining room now. Jonathan is here for us.” She quickly picked up Snowball and deposited him on the bathroom floor and closed the door. “Come on. Let’s go.”


  Jonathan had not waited for them, so the girls hurried to the dining room where they found everyone at a big table set in a corner.


  Mandie was anxious to see and speak to Jonathan’s father, about  whom she had heard so much. When she, Celia, and Molly walked to the table, Mr. Guyer rose to shake hands with them.


  The man was of medium height, stocky, like Jonathan, and when a big grin spread across his face, Mandie could see that Jonathan was the image of his father.


  “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Amanda, Miss Celia, and Miss Molly.” He shook each one’s hand and stooped to smile at Molly.


  “I’m glad to meet you, Mr. Guyer. You look just like Jonathan, except older, of course,” Mandie told him. She studied his face as they sat down.


  Mr. Guyer laughed and said, “You mean Jonathan looks like me?”


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie agreed with a smile. “And I’m so glad you finally caught up with us.”


  “So am I. My schedule kept changing, and I was beginning to think I’d have to tell the president himself that I simply had to take time to catch up with my son,” he told her.


  Mandie raised her eyebrows. “The president?” she asked.


  “My father has been on a special mission for President McKinley. That’s why he’s been gone so long around the world,” Jonathan proudly explained.


  “But it’s all finished now and we can go home,” Mr. Guyer said, looking at his son with a smile.


  “Lindall, it’s time you settled down,” Senator Morton said.


  “Yes, and take time to enjoy being with your son before he grows up and leaves you,” Mrs. Taft told him.


  “My business is finished, and I intend to stay in New York so Jonathan can at last make some friends there and go to school,” Mr. Guyer replied.


  “This secret government business has been a burden. I couldn’t even tell my own son the reason for not being able to settle down with him anywhere. But now it’s over, and he knows the whole story.” He smiled at Jonathan.


  “But we are going to Paris and visit there until school starts, aren’t we?” Jonathan asked.


  “Of course. Your aunt and uncle have finished their mission with our government in Europe, and they’ll be returning to New York within the next few months, but we’ll visit with them until it’s time to enroll you in a school in New York.” 


  Mandie was listening to all this, and her heart was overflowing with joy for Jonathan.


  “All my friends here—Mandie, Celia, and Uncle Ned are all coming to New York to visit us sometime soon,” Jonathan told his father.


  “You are?” Mrs. Taft asked in surprise. “We’ll have to let you know later, Jonathan, whether or not they can visit you.”


  Mandie looked at her grandmother in surprise. Then she realized that Mrs. Taft hadn’t been around when the young people were talking and making plans to visit one another.


  “Oh, you must come, all of you,” Mr. Guyer insisted. “We have a house with so many rooms we don’t even use all of them. Please come.”


  “We’ll let you know, Lindall,” Mrs. Taft said, a bit uneasily.


  Then Mandie remembered that she had learned on their way to Europe that her grandmother and the senator were old friends of Lindall Guyer. Maybe they were not good friends. Maybe there was some reason her grandmother didn’t want to visit Mr. Guyer.


  The waiter came to the table with coffee.


  They had had snacks on the long boat ride from Ireland, but Mandie realized she was really hungry now.


  The orders were taken and the waiter left. A sudden silence fell over the group. Even little Molly looked inquiringly from one to the other.


  Mandie cleared her throat and asked, “Grandmother, when are we sailing for home?”


  “I’m sorry, dear,” Mrs. Taft said, looking at her. “I forgot you and Celia weren’t here when we got the schedule. As you know, we own a ship line, and we can more or less tell them when we want to go. I contacted the office here, and they are getting a ship ready to sail at dawn tomorrow. So you young people can all relax until then, but please be sure you don’t leave the hotel, because the schedule could be moved up sooner. Do you understand?” She looked at Celia and Molly, too.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. “I’ll be glad to get back home to my mother and Uncle John and my little brother, Samuel.” She sighed. “The journey over was exciting, but the one back is going to seem to take forever because I’m in a hurry to get home now.”


  “Yes, dear, so am I,” Mrs. Taft said as she looked seriously at Mandie. “So am I.” There was sudden silence around the table again.


  Celia broke it this time. “I’ll be awfully glad to get home, too, Mrs. Taft.  I’ve really enjoyed this opportunity to see Europe, and I thank you so much, but I’ve missed my mother.”


  “I know, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “First of all, you and I’ll take Amanda home, and then we’ll get you started toward your home in Virginia.”


  Mandie wondered why Mrs. Taft was not taking them to her home in Asheville, where Celia could get a train home. Then she remembered Celia’s mother would not want her to travel alone. Someone would have to go with her. Maybe her grandmother was going to see her home.


  The food was served, and everyone ate in silence. Even Molly was quiet and shy around so many strangers.


  As she ate, Mandie remembered the friends they had made on the ship coming to England from home. They had met two sisters, Violet and Lily, who were Americans going to England to live with relatives. Mrs. Taft had promised to look them up when she and Mandie and Celia returned to London, en route home.


  “Grandmother, are we going to see Violet and Lily while we’re here?” she asked.


  Mrs. Taft frowned slightly and said, “I don’t believe we have time, dear. I don’t know how long it would take to locate them, or how long it might take them to come to the hotel. We wouldn’t have time to go out into the country to visit them. I’m sorry.”


  “That’s all right, Grandmother,” Mandie replied. “I’ll write them a letter and explain when I get home.”


  It was a disjointed round of conversation, as no one seemed to want to talk when Mandie tried to keep things going after each little remark.


  Maybe everyone is just tired, Mandie thought.


  She turned to Jonathan and asked, “When are you and your father going to Paris?”


  “Tomorrow morning, probably the same time you leave for the United States,” he told her. “Wish you could come with me. Just to stir things up a little, you know,” he said with his mischievous smile. “I’m sure going to miss you and Celia.”


  “Thank you, but I had enough of Paris, what with getting kidnapped and all,” Celia told him.


  “But that’s over. We’d be staying at my aunt’s house,” Jonathan told her.


  “What do you mean that’s over, Jonathan?” Mandie asked. 


  “My father has completed his job for the president,” Jonathan said. “Those people who kidnapped me were hoping to use me to get information from my father, but it didn’t work. And that’s all over with now.”


  “Yes,” Mandie said, “but you’re forgetting one thing. That strange woman from the ship has been following us all over Europe. We saw her in Ireland, too, remember? She’s still around somewhere.”


  “Oh, I imagine she’s just strange,” Jonathan said, shrugging his shoulders.


  “I hope that’s all. I’m tired of having her spy on us everywhere we go,” Mandie said.


  Mr. Guyer had been listening to the conversation and said, “When Jonathan ran away from home, we thought at first he had been kidnapped, but, as you all know, he had merely run away. Those kidnappers got the kidnapping idea from hearing the news about Jonathan. They figured if they could somehow hold him, they would have leverage over me, but it didn’t work out that way.”


  “Thank goodness!” Mandie said with a sigh.


  Mrs. Taft spoke to Uncle Ned, who had been completely silent. “If you feel up to a walk, Uncle Ned, it would be all right for the young people to go with you, provided you don’t venture too far away from the hotel,” she told him.


  “Good,” Uncle Ned said. “I like walk. I take Papoose and friends with me.”


  Everyone finished eating, and Uncle Ned stood and looked at Mandie and her friends. “Papoose coming?” he asked.


  “Oh, yes, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said, jumping up from the table.


  “I’ll go, too,” Celia said, joining them. The girls looked at Jonathan, and Jonathan looked at his father.


  “Go ahead, Jonathan. The walk will do you good. Mrs. Taft, Senator Morton, and I have some business to talk about anyway,” Mr. Guyer told him with a smile.


  “Thanks, Father. We won’t be gone long,” Jonathan said as he left the table and joined the others.


  Mandie insisted that she run and get Snowball. She would feed him later.


  When she returned with him, they walked outside around the hotel grounds and then down the street. Everyone was tired and anxious to  be on their way tomorrow, so conversation was light and centered on the scenery around them. Soon Uncle Ned told them it was time to return to the hotel.


  “We go back now,” Uncle Ned said as they came to a wide intersection a short distance from the hotel.


  Molly had trouble keeping up with the others, so Uncle Ned picked her up and carried her on his shoulder, which she seemed to enjoy.


  When they returned to the hotel, the desk clerk stopped them to say that Mrs. Taft and the others were waiting for them in a little parlor at the end of the corridor.


  As they walked toward the parlor, Mandie wondered why everyone would be waiting together for them. Maybe the ship was ready to sail.


  When they came to the doorway of the parlor, the first person Mandie noticed was the strange woman from the ship. She was sitting on a settee between Mrs. Taft and Mr. Guyer, nonchalantly drinking coffee. Mandie gasped in surprise, as did Celia and Jonathan behind her. They all stopped in the doorway to stare.


  “Come on in, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “All of you. I want to introduce you to someone. She has been following us all over Europe. She’s—”


  Mandie interrupted, picking up Snowball and securing him tightly. “Following us is right! She even kidnapped us once, remember? And now she’s sitting here with y’all, sipping coffee as though nothing ever happened?”


  The strange woman smiled at Mandie.


  “Amanda! Amanda!” Mrs. Taft reprimanded her sternly. “Please don’t interrupt until I am finished. This is Miss Lucretia Wham. She is a lady detective. She was looking out for all your best interests. When she located Jonathan on the ship, she notified his father, and he had her follow us to be sure Jonathan was safe.”


  “And I almost failed in Paris, dear,” Miss Wham said as she set down her coffee cup. “Then I had to resort to strict measures to protect you girls by taking you into protective custody at that house. But you were too smart for me and escaped.”


  Everything began to fall into place. Mandie, Celia, and Jonathan sat down on a settee opposite the woman. Uncle Ned sat in a chair in the corner with Molly and listened. 


  “Why didn’t you tell us who you were?” Mandie asked, watching the woman closely.


  “Because President McKinley asked me not to, dear, for security reasons,” Miss Wham explained as she adjusted the diamond broach at her throat.


  She was still wearing the same expensive-looking black dress and flashy diamond rings on her wrinkled hands. Mandie thought she looked awfully old to be a lady detective. She had gray hair and sharp black eyes, and she was even shorter than Mandie.


  “You don’t look like a detective,” Mandie said, not able to express her surprise any other way.


  “That’s what makes me valuable to my kind of job. No one would ever suspect a little old lady like me to be a detective,” Miss Wham told her.


  Later, in their room, Mandie remarked to Celia, “Looks like everyone has been working for President McKinley. And we weren’t smart enough to figure it out,” she said.


  “Well, how could we when we’ve never been involved in any such thing before?” Celia reasoned.


  Molly was already asleep in bed, while the girls continued to rehash the facts they had learned upon returning to London.


  “You know, Celia, I just remembered something today that I had almost forgotten,” Mandie told her. “Remember when my grandmother and I had an awful argument about my father because he was half Cherokee? It was when we were in Belgium.”


  “What does that have to do with the little old lady?” Celia asked.


  “Nothing,” Mandie said. “It just seems to me that my grandmother began to get perturbed about all our adventures from that time on. She seems to have changed recently, probably because she’s just plain worn out with it all. Do you think I ought to talk to her about it?”


  Celia thought for a moment and then said, “No, Mandie, I would wait at least until things quiet down. You don’t want to stir something up. Just be as sweet and nice as you can be on our trip home, so you don’t irritate your grandmother.”


  Mandie smiled at her friend and said, “I’ll try to, but sometimes I don’t believe I know how. My imagination works faster than my common sense.”


  When the girls finally went to bed, Mandie slept almost immediately  and dreamed of home. She usually dreamed of her father, who had died the year before, but tonight she had dreams of her mother, her baby brother, and her Uncle John, whom her mother had married after Mandie’s father died.


  Mandie could hear the baby crying in her dream and could see her mother rocking him. Suddenly she could hear him screaming. Then her mother was screaming, too.


  Mandie awoke abruptly, her heart racing and her body shivering, even though she had broken out in a sweat. The dream had been so real.


  She tossed and turned trying to sleep again because she knew they would sail in the morning and they had to be up early.


  Reminding herself that it wouldn’t be too much longer before she was back home with her mother, her baby brother, and Uncle John, she stopped worrying about them and her grandmother’s sudden decision to return home, and finally fell asleep again. 
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    In remembrance of my fourth-grade teacher, Miss Laura Butler, who required her students to memorize this wonderful poem, which has stayed with me all these years.


    Abou Ben Adhem


    Abou Ben Adhem, may his tribe increase!

    Awoke one night from a deep dream of peace,

    And saw, within the moonlight in his room,

    Making it rich, and like a lily in bloom,

    An Angel writing in a book of gold;

    Exceeding peace had made Ben Adhem bold,

    And to the Presence in the room he said,

    “What writest thou?” The Vision raised its head,

    And with a look made of all sweet accord

    Answered, “The names of those who love the Lord.”

    “And is mine one?” said Abou. “Nay, not so,”

    Replied the Angel. Abou spoke more low,

    But cheerily still; and said, “I pray thee, then,

    Write me as one that loves his fellowmen.”

    The Angel wrote, and vanished. The next night

    It came again with a great wakening light,

    And showed the names whom the love of God had blessed,

    And, lo! Ben Adhem’s name led all the rest!

  


  James Henry Leigh Hunt


  (1784–1859)
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  CHAPTER ONE


  GOOD-BYE, JONATHAN!


  Mandie and Celia overslept their last morning in London. If Molly had not climbed into bed with them, they wouldn’t have been dressed by the time Mrs. Taft was ready for breakfast. Even at that, they only had a few minutes to quickly slip into their traveling clothes in preparation for their long journey back to the United States.


  “Molly, I’m so glad you woke us up,” Mandie said, handing the Irish orphan a dress. “And I’m so glad that Grandmother agreed to take you home with us until we can locate your aunt in the United States.” She tied the girl’s sash.


  “That I be, too,” Molly replied with a big grin. Mandie quickly brushed Molly’s carrot-colored hair. “And I’ve changed me mind, I have. And glad I’ll be if ye niver find that aunt of mine in United States so’s I kin live with ye.”


  Mandie hurriedly tied a ribbon in Molly’s long hair, and stepped back to shake out her own long skirts. She looked at Molly and silently worried about what would happen to the girl if they didn’t locate her aunt. She knew Molly’s parents were both dead and that she had been living with Mrs. Wiley, her mother’s friend, but because of a terrible accident the woman could no longer give the girl a home.


  Celia, buttoning her shoes, looked across the room at Mandie and then  at Molly. “Oh, but, Molly, your aunt is real blood kin to you. She’s your mother’s sister; remember, we explained all that,” she told the girl.


  “Kin or no, I’ve niver seen her in all me born days,” Molly said with a shrug as she pranced around the room.


  Mandie laughed and said, “That’s not very long. You won’t be ten till September the first.”


  Mrs. Taft opened the door across the sitting room and came out of her bedroom in a hurry.


  “Amanda! Celia! Get Molly and let’s hurry down to breakfast,” she told them as she kept going out into the corridor.


  “Coming, Grandmother,” Mandie called after her. She scooped up her white kitten, Snowball, and fastened on his red leash.


  Celia took Molly’s hand and they rushed after Mrs. Taft, who was almost out of sight down the hallway.


  When they arrived at the hotel dining room, Jonathan and his father, Lindall Guyer, and Senator Morton were already seated at a table near the front window. Mrs. Taft led the way across the room and the men rose to greet them.


  Mandie quickly tied Snowball’s leash to the table leg and sat down between Celia and Jonathan. Senator Morton pulled out a chair for Molly and waited for her to sit down.


  “Where is Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked as she glanced around the table. Her father’s old Cherokee friend was absent. Before Jim Shaw died the year before, Uncle Ned had promised her father he’d watch over Mandie. So he had been traveling with them throughout Europe.


  “He had a last-minute errand, Amanda,” Senator Morton told her with a smile. “He’ll join us shortly.”


  “Have y’all ordered your breakfast yet?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  Senator Morton’s blue eyes twinkled as he replied with a smile, “Oh, yes. We told them to bring some of everything since we didn’t know what everyone wanted and we are pushed for time.”


  At that moment the waiter rolled a loaded tea cart to their table and began placing dishes of hot food before them. The three young people deeply inhaled the aroma, and Molly rolled her eyes in eager anticipation.


  Uncle Ned came hurrying up to the table and sat down across from Mandie. 


  “You’re right on time,” Mandie said with a laugh. “Good morning, Uncle Ned. Did you get your errand done?”


  Uncle Ned glanced across the table at her and then turned to the dishes being passed around. “Yes, Papoose, all done,” he said.


  “Amanda, Celia, eat your food now. We’ve got to get going to the ship in just a little while,” Mrs. Taft told the girls as she looked at Uncle Ned.


  Mandie quickly began to butter a hot roll, but she happened to look up in time to see some kind of silent communication going on between her grandmother and Uncle Ned. Mrs. Taft raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips as she looked at the old Indian. Uncle Ned slowly nodded his head in the affirmative. Mandie glanced at Mr. Guyer and Senator Morton. They were both beginning to eat and didn’t seem aware of the exchange between her grandmother and Uncle Ned.


  Mandie wondered to herself what was going on. Why was everyone acting so secretive? And what was Uncle Ned’s errand? He hadn’t volunteered any information. She didn’t like being left out of a secret, and evidently some kind of secret was being kept from her.


  “Jonathan, we’re going to miss you on our trip home,” Celia said, looking around Mandie to the boy.


  “Yeah, me too. I wish I could sail with all of you, but you know I’d much rather go with my father to Paris,” Jonathan replied with his mischievous grin.


  Mandie looked at him. They had met up with Jonathan Guyer on their way to Europe. Her grandmother, Mrs. Taft, and their family friend, Senator Morton, had taken her and Celia Hamilton on the journey while school back in North Carolina was out during the summer of 1901. Her grandmother had suddenly decided to cut the trip short while they were in Ireland, and now they were going home.


  “We are going to miss you, Jonathan, but I’m so glad you finally caught up with your father,” Mandie told him. “And I’ve enjoyed every minute of our various adventures.” She leaned over to place a saucer of food under the table for Snowball.


  “So have I,” Jonathan said as he continued eating from his heaped plate of food. “We just have to get together sometime soon when we all get home.”


  “New York is a long way from where we live; with Mandie in North Carolina and me in Virginia,” Celia said with a sigh. 


  “Oh, but there is a train that goes all the way to New York,” Jonathan said, again grinning at the two girls.


  “And there’s a train that comes all the way from New York to Virginia and North Carolina,” Mandie said with a laugh. She glanced at her grandmother and Uncle Ned. They were not even looking at each other now.


  “Well, I’ll come down to visit you girls if you will come to New York to my house,” Jonathan said, hastily drinking his coffee.


  Mrs. Taft spoke up, “We’ll see, Jonathan. Now, please eat your breakfast, girls. Even Molly is finishing off her food.”


  Mandie hadn’t realized that her grandmother had been listening to their conversation. She looked at Molly and saw that she was almost finished. The girl was not used to such good, plentiful food, and Mandie was thankful they had been given the opportunity to help her.


  “I suppose I forgot to mention it, Amanda, but after we arrived yesterday I sent out for some more clothes for Molly and a trunk to put them in. She could hardly spend all this time on the ship home with the two dresses I bought her in Ireland,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie. “Her trunk will be put in the rooms on the ship with yours and Celia’s.”


  Mandie smiled at her grandmother and said, “Thank you, Grandmother. I didn’t even think about clothes for her.” She turned to Molly, who had heard the conversation and was now looking sternly at Mrs. Taft. “More new clothes, Molly,” Mandie said. “Aren’t you glad?”


  “Aye, but how will I ever get such finery paid for?” Molly said with a worried frown.


  Everyone at the table laughed at her innocent remark.


  “Oh, but, Molly, I am giving these clothes to you. You don’t owe me anything for them,” Mrs. Taft tried to explain.


  Molly didn’t reply and Mandie said, “You are getting all these new clothes because we love you and want you to be happy.”


  “If bein’ happy is all I owed yawl, then ye kin consider me bill paid,” Molly said, finally grinning as she clasped her hands together beneath her chin.


  Mr. Guyer looked at Molly from down the table and said, “Molly, after you go to live with your aunt in the United States, I want you to bring her to see Jonathan and me. Will you promise me that?” He smiled.


  “I don’t be knowin’ the direction to take. Could I bring Mandie with me to show me the way?” Molly asked, anxiously looking at Mandie.


  “Of course, Molly, bring Mandie and everyone—her grandmother,  Celia, Uncle Ned, Senator Morton, and anyone else who wants to come,” Mr. Guyer replied.


  Mandie saw her grandmother frown. “We’ll have to decide about such a trip later,” Mrs. Taft told Mr. Guyer.


  Mr. Guyer quickly caught his breath and said, “I understand. When all your troubles have subsided we’d love to have you, every one of you.”


  Mrs. Taft hurriedly looked around the table and said, “I believe we’re all finished now. Let’s freshen up in our rooms. Senator Morton has a carriage waiting to take us to the ship, so we must hurry.” She stood up and everyone else did likewise. “Amanda, Celia, please be sure you don’t leave anything in your rooms.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the girls chorused.


  Mandie untied Snowball’s leash and picked him up. He had licked his saucer clean.


  There was no time for conversation in the hallway on the way to their rooms, but once Mandie and Celia and Molly entered their bedroom and closed the door to keep Snowball from going out, Mandie turned quickly to her friend and asked, “Did you hear that remark Mr. Guyer made about going to visit after all our troubles have subsided? Celia, I’m worried about my grandmother. Do you think she might be sick?”


  Celia reached for Mandie’s hand and said, “No, I don’t think she’s sick, Mandie. I think she’s just tired and in a hurry to get home and all.”


  Mandie looked at her friend again and said, “But she’s kinda old, you know, Celia, and this trip might have been too much for her.”


  “Mandie, if you stop to think, you’ll remember that your grandmother has taken time to rest whenever she wanted to, and other than that she has kept right up with everyone else. She may be getting old but she’s not that old,” Celia replied.


  Molly was standing nearby, trying to understand what the girls were talking about. Now she said, “Mandie, Grandmother said for us to freshen up. How do we be doin’ that?”


  Mandie and Celia laughed and took Molly into the bathroom.


  “You just take a clean washcloth, wet it like this, and wash your face and hands; but be careful not to get your dress wet,” Mandie explained. She handed Molly the wet cloth and watched as the girl hurriedly did as she was told.


  Celia reached for a clean towel and handed it to Molly. “Then you dry off with this,” Celia explained. 


  Molly dried off and watched as the two girls freshened up.


  There was a tap on their bedroom door and Mrs. Taft called to them, “Ready, girls?”


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said as she rushed to open the door, then picked up her purse and Snowball. Celia grabbed her things and took Molly’s hand.


  Mrs. Taft stuck her head inside to look around the room.


  “The men took our luggage while we were eating breakfast. I hope you girls got everything else,” she said as she turned to go to the hallway door.


  “We did, Grandmother,” Mandie assured her.


  As they stepped into the corridor they were joined by Jonathan and his father.


  “We’re going to the ship with you and then we’ll be leaving in about two hours to go to Paris,” Jonathan told the girls as he fell in beside them.


  “You’re going to get on the ship with us?” Mandie questioned.


  “That’s right. That is if you girls don’t mind,” Jonathan said with his mischievous grin.


  “We might stow you away,” Mandie teased. “Remember, we did that before.”


  “I remember very well,” Jonathan replied. “At least this time you won’t have that strange woman on the ship with you.”


  “She caused us a lot of trouble on the ship coming over, didn’t she?” Celia said.


  “She sure did,” Mandie agreed. She glanced at Molly by her side. “I suppose Molly will be replacing you this time, Jonathan.”


  “Maybe there’ll be another time. I hope so, anyway,” Jonathan told the girls with an unusually solemn look on his face.


  When they stepped outside the hotel, Mandie saw Uncle Ned and Senator Morton standing by the waiting carriage. Another vehicle stood behind theirs and Mr. Guyer went directly to it.


  “Come along, Jonathan. This one is ours until we are ready to leave on our journey,” Mr. Guyer told the boy.


  The two quickly boarded their carriage as the others piled into the one Senator Morton had secured.


  “I suppose it would have been a close fit if we had all tried to ride in this one, wouldn’t it,” Mandie said to Celia as they helped Molly  up onto the seat by the window. She had noticed their hatboxes and small bags on the floor.


  Mrs. Taft heard the remark and explained, “We didn’t want our bags put outside on the rack, dear. It looks as though it might rain, and it’s quicker and safer to have them inside with us.”


  “Besides, Lindall Guyer had already rented his carriage for their stay here,” Senator Morton added.


  Mandie silently thought about this. Her grandmother seemed to avoid Mr. Guyer if at all possible. She wondered why.


  When they arrived at the wharf, Mandie and Celia noted with surprise that their ship was the Queen Victoria, which they had sailed on from the United States.


  Upon seeing the name, Mandie paused to say, “Look, we’re going back on the same ship. Do you suppose there aren’t any other ships sailing to the United States?” Mandie turned to look at Celia as they followed Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton up the gangplank. Mandie held tightly to Snowball, and Celia squeezed Molly’s hand in hers.


  Before Celia could answer, Molly had pulled backward and halted. She asked, “Do we be havin’ to ride on this big ship?”


  Mandie stopped and looked at her. “Come on, Molly. This ship is like a house inside. We came to Europe on it,” she told the girl.


  Molly stood still on the gangplank as passengers rushed around her. She looked up at Mandie and then at Celia. “With a bed and everything?” Molly asked.


  “Of course. We will be living on this ship for days and days. It takes a long time to get to the United States. It’s all the way across the ocean,” Mandie explained. “Now come on, Molly. We’re going to lose Grandmother, she’s so far ahead of us.”


  Molly still wouldn’t budge. “No, me thinks me would like to go back to Belfast,” she said.


  “And give up all those pretty clothes Mrs. Taft bought you?” Celia asked.


  “Yes, and I heard you call her ‘Grandmother,’ ” Mandie told her. “Well, if you are going to be her granddaughter you have to go where she goes.”


  “I do?” Molly asked, looking up the gangplank.


  “Of course. She’s going back to the United States whether you go or not. Now, are you coming with us?” Mandie asked. 


  Molly sighed deeply and shrugged her thin shoulders. Without a word she continued on her way up the gangplank with Celia holding tightly to her hand. Mandie looked at Celia over Molly’s head and smiled.


  They caught up with Mrs. Taft, Senator Morton, and Uncle Ned as they stepped on deck. Mandie wondered where Jonathan and his father were. When they finally got to their rooms, the girls found Jonathan and his father waiting for them along with quite a few other people who were evidently friends of Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton. They had a suite of four rooms this time, with a small sitting room between the girls’ and Mrs. Taft’s rooms. A single room for Molly adjoined Mandie and Celia’s.


  “Took you long enough to get here,” Jonathan teased as the girls entered the sitting room.


  Mandie tied Snowball’s leash to a door handle and looked around to find Molly exploring the suite of rooms. “Molly decided she didn’t want to get on this ship and we had to coax her,” Mandie explained.


  “Look at all the food!” Celia remarked as she saw a laden table through the crowd of adults.


  “Food?” Jonathan quickly asked as he moved toward the table. “Come on. There’s candy, cookies, coffee, milk—everything. Let’s sample all of it.” He continued to work his way through the crowd until he reached the food.


  Mandie and Celia followed him. “But we just got through eating breakfast, Jonathan. How can you eat more now?” Mandie asked as she watched him piling cookies onto a napkin.


  Jonathan looked at her with his mischievous grin and said, “I can always eat. If I don’t eat all this now, I’ll save it for my journey to Paris with my father. We may not be so lucky on that trip.”


  Mandie laughed and picked up one cookie to nibble at. Celia took a small glass of milk. But when Molly spotted the food, she began hastily cramming cookies into her pockets.


  “Molly, you don’t have to do that. These are our rooms and they’ll leave all this here for us. If you put cookies in your pockets they’ll get all crumbled and soil your pretty dress,” Mandie explained as she stooped to reach for the crushed cookies.


  “Then they be havin’ food to eat on this big ship?” Molly asked in surprise as she allowed Mandie to clean out her pockets.


  “Oh, lots of it, more than we can ever eat,” Mandie assured her as she put the crumbs in a napkin and laid it on the table. “They’ll have  breakfast every morning and a meal at noontime and a big, big meal at night.” She stepped back and straightened her long skirts. “Now, just take one cookie at a time. You can eat all you want, but only one at a time. You understand?”


  Molly shrugged, snatched a crumbled cookie from the napkin, and crammed it into her mouth as she glanced toward Mandie. “Kin I be havin’ a wee bit of that milk?” she asked as she looked at the filled glasses on the table.


  “Of course, but please be careful, Molly, and don’t spill it on your new dress,” Mandie said, reaching to hand her a glass that was very full.


  At that moment the ship’s horn sounded. The young people jumped in surprise and then they all laughed.


  “That’s the warning for all of us visitors to go ashore,” Jonathan told the girls. “Are you coming out to the deck so I can wave good-bye to you from the wharf?”


  “Of course, Jonathan,” Mandie said. “Come on, Molly, I can’t leave you here alone. Everyone is going outside to see the ship start sailing.” Molly finished her milk and set the glass back on the table.


  The deck was crowded, and Mandie and Celia stopped to tell Jonathan good-bye before finding a place at the rail to wave to him. Celia held tightly to Molly’s hand.


  Mandie suddenly felt a lump in her throat and her eyes threatened to fill with tears as she realized her friendship with Jonathan was over, for the time being at least. They were all going to destinations hundreds and hundreds of miles apart.


  “Jonathan, I hope—I wish—oh, you know what I mean. Write to us,” Mandie said quickly, dropping her eyes.


  Jonathan surprised her by suddenly reaching for her hand and saying, “Mandie, look at me. I will. I promise I will,” he said, solemnly looking into her blue eyes. “And I promise we’ll see each other again—sometime, somewhere.” He turned to Celia and added, “I’ll see you, too, Celia. Be good.” And he quickly disappeared in the direction his father had gone.


  Mandie pulled her handkerchief from her purse and quickly dabbed at her eyes while Celia led Molly toward the rail.


  “Over here, Mandie. I see your grandmother and Senator Morton, but I don’t see Uncle Ned,” Celia said as she pushed her way through the crowd.


  Mandie followed as she sniffed, and straightened her shoulders. She  asked herself why she had to make such a scene in front of Jonathan. He was just another friend. And she had lots of friends. She imagined Jonathan thought she was silly acting that way.


  Celia and Molly had gotten ahead of Mandie, when she suddenly bumped into someone. She looked up to see Uncle Ned smiling down at her. She blinked her eyes. She certainly didn’t want Uncle Ned to see her crying.


  “Oh, Uncle Ned,” she said softly as he put his arm around her and led her to the rail.


  The two stood there, silently watching the people below. Finally Mandie sighted Jonathan and his father. Jonathan’s eyes had found her, and he was waving and yelling something Mandie couldn’t understand from the distance, and then suddenly he threw her a kiss with his hand.


  Mandie began waving vigorously with her lace handkerchief, and somehow it slipped from her fingers and went sailing through the air toward the crowd below. She held her breath and watched as Jonathan pushed people aside and jumped into the air to catch it. She saw him hold it to his face to smell it and then wave to her with the lacy piece of cloth.


  Mandie looked up at Uncle Ned with a smile and said, “Oh, well, I have another one in my trunk.”


  “Yes, but that one special, Papoose,” Uncle Ned said, smiling and holding her hand. “Jonathan boy keep that one close to heart.”


  Trying to cover her emotion, Mandie said with a little laugh, “Jonathan probably keeps all girls’ handkerchiefs close to his heart.”


  The ship sounded its last call and Mandie could feel the huge vessel tremble as it began to move. Another rush of emotion passed over her as she realized she was finally on the way home—to her mother, Uncle John, who had married her mother when her father died, and her little baby brother, Samuel.


  She looked up at her tall friend and said happily, “We’re going home, Uncle Ned. I can’t wait to see my mother, Uncle John, and my baby brother. I imagine he has grown a lot since we’ve been gone.”


  Uncle Ned did not reply but put his arm around her and held her tight. 


  CHAPTER TWO


  SAILING HOME


  “Senator Morton and I are going inside for a cup of tea,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie and Celia. “Do you all want to come with us? Uncle Ned?” She looked up at the old Indian as the crowds of passengers hurried toward the doorways.


  “Grandmother, could we please stay out here a little while?” Mandie asked as she looked at Celia, who nodded in agreement.


  “I watch over Papoose,” Uncle Ned said.


  “Well, it’s getting awfully windy out here and I’m sure it’s going to rain, so don’t stay outside too long,” Mrs. Taft said. “We’ll be in the first tearoom on the left if you look for us.” She and Senator Morton walked on toward the line of people going inside.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. She leaned over to speak to Molly, who was clinging to Celia, and asked, “Do you want to walk around the deck with us?”


  Molly asked as she stared about, “Where be this ‘deck’?”


  “That’s what we’re standing on right now. You see, it goes ’way down yonder, clear out of sight around the bend,” Mandie explained as she pointed ahead.


  “No, that be too far on this wobbly ship. Right here I stay. You do the walkin’,” Molly said, vigorously shaking her carrot-topped head.


  Uncle Ned smiled at Molly and stooped to take her hand from  Celia’s. “I sit with Papoose Molly and wait,” he said, leading the girl toward a row of deck chairs nearby.


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said as she and Celia turned to walk down the deck. “We won’t be gone long,” Mandie called back to him.


  “Do you think Jonathan will write to us?” Celia asked.


  Mandie quickly looked at her friend. Was Celia personally interested in Jonathan? Instances of Jonathan comforting Celia during some of their scary adventures flipped through Mandie’s mind. Was Jonathan personally interested in Celia?


  “Well?” Celia asked as she looked at Mandie.


  “Oh,” Mandie said, quickly coming back to Celia’s question. “I suppose he will. He said he would.”


  “He’s different from other boys we’ve known, don’t you think?” Celia asked. They moved on through the thinning crowd on deck.


  “I suppose so,” Mandie said, making a nervous gesture with her hands.


  “I hope he writes. I’d like to go to New York to see him, too,” Celia told her.


  “I would, too,” Mandie quickly asserted. “But then I’ll have to wait until my grandmother agrees to take me.” She glanced at Celia again.


  “Whenever you do go, Mandie, could I go with y’all?” Celia asked, smiling as she paused to put her hand on Mandie’s arm.


  Mandie walked a step or two and then turned to say, “Of course, Celia. But I think we’d better go back now. I’d like to have a cup of tea with my grandmother. How about you?”


  “That sounds good,” Celia agreed.


  The girls rejoined Uncle Ned and Molly, and they all went inside in search of the tearoom. Mandie immediately spotted her grandmother with her head bent toward Senator Morton in what seemed like a serious conversation. Mandie hurried to their table. Uncle Ned and Celia followed, with Molly clinging to Ned.


  “Grandmother, we decided we did want some tea after all,” Mandie said, causing her grandmother to look up, suddenly aware of their presence.


  “Then sit down, dear,” Mrs. Taft told her, motioning for the others to join her and the senator. 


  After they had all been seated and had been served tea and biscuits, Mandie tried to start a conversation, but everyone seemed disinclined to talk.


  “It was windy outside,” Mandie remarked as she looked at her grandmother.


  Mrs. Taft slowly sipped her tea and replied, “Yes, and it’s going to rain. And I’m afraid I’m not very seaworthy in a storm.” She smiled at Mandie.


  “Do you think we’ll be going into a storm?” Mandie asked anxiously as she thought about storms at sea. They had run into a storm in the middle of the night on their way to Europe in the same ship. Mandie had been frightened. After all, she didn’t even know how to swim.


  “We might, but don’t worry about that, dear. This ship is safe,” Mrs. Taft told her. “It’s just the violent motions of the ship in a storm that upset me.”


  At that moment a short, plump, elderly man stopped by their table. “Well, this is a nice surprise, Senator Morton, to see you on this ship. I was worried about talking to myself all the way home, and now here you are,” he said, jovially extending his hand to the senator.


  Senator Morton stood, shook hands, and said, “Mrs. Taft, may I present my friend here, Mr. Rodney Gifford. He’s in the fruit-growing business in Florida.” As Mrs. Taft rose, Senator Morton added, “And Rodney, this is Mrs. Taft, Senator Norman Taft’s widow.”


  “Oh, indeed,” Mr. Gifford said, quickly nodding his head. “I knew your husband, Mrs. Taft. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  “The pleasure is mine, Mr. Gifford, and with no reflection on you, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I think I’ll retire to my cabin. I need a little rest before the noon meal is served,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  Mandie looked anxiously at her grandmother. “Grandmother, are you sick? Is there anything I can do for you?” she asked as she, too, rose from the table.


  “No, no, dear. I’m not sick, just tired. You just stay here with your friends and I’ll see you all in the dining room later,” Mrs. Taft insisted as she prepared to leave the room. “It was nice meeting you, Mr. Gifford.”


  “I hope our paths cross again, Mrs. Taft, and that you are fully rested by mealtime,” Mr. Gifford told her, with a slight bow and a big smile. 


  At the doorway, Mrs. Taft called back to Mandie, “Amanda, you should check on that cat. You’ve left him tied to your door all this time.”


  “Oh, yes, ma’am, how could I have forgotten,” Mandie said with a sigh as she followed her grandmother. “I’ll be right back, Celia. I’ll bring Snowball and we can walk around awhile.”


  “All right, I’ll wait here,” Celia agreed.


  Senator Morton and Mr. Gifford left to discuss politics in the smoking lounge, and Uncle Ned stayed with Molly, who had been silently listening.


  Mrs. Taft told Mandie she would see her at mealtime and went into her room. Mandie rushed into her own room to rescue Snowball from where he had been tied to the doorknob.


  “Oh, Snowball, I’m sorry,” Mandie told him as she untied his leash. “Come on. We’ll go for some exercise.” Snowball meowed loudly and rubbed against her long skirts.


  Mandie glanced at her grandmother’s closed door as she took Snowball and left the room. She didn’t care what excuses Mrs. Taft made, she believed her grandmother was ill. Mandie could see she was not her usual energetic self. She sighed as she led Snowball down the corridor. She’d be so glad when they were finally home again!


  Molly refused to walk around with Mandie and Celia on the “big wobbly ship,” and Uncle Ned again volunteered to keep her with him, and they decided to go to the game room.


  The two girls pushed their bonnets back and let them hang from the strings. Then they wandered about the corridors and discussed their journey to Europe on the same ship.


  “I wish Violet and Lily were with us on this trip home,” Mandie remarked as they walked down a long corridor. They had met the girls on their way to Europe. “It’s going to be pretty lonely without them, and without Jonathan, too, isn’t it?”


  “Definitely,” Celia agreed. “And just think, we won’t have that strange woman following us around this time.”


  “Maybe we’ll meet someone new,” Mandie said, pulling on Snowball’s leash as he tried to run ahead.


  “I suppose we should catch up on our journals while we’re on this ship. We haven’t been writing everything down and we may forget half of it if we don’t record it pretty soon,” Celia reminded Mandie. 


  “Oh, I couldn’t forget all the adventures we’ve had since we left home. Never,” Mandie said with a laugh. “But it will take a lot of paper to write it all down.”


  At that moment, Snowball tugged hard and managed to escape from Mandie’s hold on his leash. He scampered down the corridor and the girls hurried after him.


  “Snowball, come back here!” Mandie called as he rounded a corner.


  Mandie caught up to him and leaned down to grab the wayward kitten, when she suddenly collided with a pair of legs. Celia almost bumped into Mandie when she stopped. They straightened up to look into the face of Charles, the British steward who had served their rooms on the way to Europe. Mandie and Celia both thought he was handsome.


  “Well, cheerio there!” Charles said. “And how are you?” He smiled, showing his perfect set of glistening white teeth. “Does this cat belong to you?”


  Mandie finally noticed that he was holding on to the end of Snowball’s leash. She quickly took it from him as Snowball tried to pull free.


  “Thank you,” Mandie said. “Please forgive me for bumping into you, but Snowball here has a habit of running away and disappearing, and my grandmother would be awfully upset if we didn’t find him right away. She’s in her cabin resting right now, and Uncle Ned is looking after Molly, and Celia and I thought we would just go for a walk through the ship.” She stopped, out of breath and definitely discombobulated at the sudden appearance of Charles.


  Charles was still smiling as he replied, “I understand, Miss. If you need anything, please call. I am your steward on your journey back to the United States.” He nodded and continued on his way down the corridor.


  “Well, what do you know?” Mandie said, watching Charles disappear around the next corner. “We do know somebody on the ship this time.”


  “Right, and I imagine there are a lot of other employees who sailed with us last time,” Celia told her.


  “I suppose so,” Mandie agreed as she tugged at Snowball’s leash. “Come on, Snowball, this way.” Turning back to Celia, she said, “Let’s walk outside on the deck.” 


  “We’d better put on our bonnets first,” Celia said, pulling hers up off her shoulders and tying it securely under her chin.


  Mandie laid Snowball’s leash on the floor and put her foot firmly on it while she tied her bonnet. “Ready,” she said, picking up the cat’s leash.


  The girls went out the doorway near their cabin. Mandie looked around the deck. Very few people were outside, probably because it was cloudy and the wind was blowing. One man sat in a deck chair against the wall as he read a book. Farther on, Mandie noticed a young woman in another chair trying to knit as the wind tangled her yarn. Suddenly the ball of yarn was blown across the deck toward Mandie and Celia.


  “Oh, goodness!” Mandie said. She held on to Snowball’s leash and hurried after the yarn as it unwound in front of them.


  The young woman stood up and watched as she held on to the piece she had knitted.


  “Watch out!” Celia yelled above the roar of the wind as Snowball turned in front of Mandie to run after the ball of yarn. But her warning was not quick enough, and Mandie stumbled over the white kitten and slipped to the floor with a hard thump. Snowball, free from restraint, raced away down the deck, his red leash trailing behind him.


  “Oh, Snowball!” Mandie exclaimed, trying to untangle her long skirts so she could get up and go after him.


  Celia offered her hand and asked, “Are you all right, Mandie?”


  Mandie struggled to her feet and shook out her rumpled skirts. “I’m all right, but Snowball got away,” she said with a loud sigh.


  The young woman came to her side and asked, “All right, ja?” Mandie immediately recognized the accent as German, and knew that ja meant yes.


  “Ja,” Mandie said with a smile. “I’m all right. Now I have to go find my cat.” She noticed that the girl was pretty, with sandy-colored hair and blue-gray eyes.


  “So sorry,” the girl said. She rapidly wound up the loose yarn. “I help find cat.” She quickly bundled the yarn into a bag she was carrying and followed the girls down the deck.


  Mandie hurried along, watching for Snowball. Celia and the young woman followed. Mandie finally spotted him. His leash had caught on a hook by the rail and he was pawing with all his might trying to get loose. 


  “Ah-ha!” Mandie said, bending to free the leash. “You caught yourself this time.” She straightened out the leash and wrapped the end around her wrist. “You won’t be getting away from me again.”


  The young woman and Celia watched. “I am glad that you have caught the cat,” the stranger said.


  “So am I,” Mandie said with a little laugh. “Snowball runs away every chance he gets.”


  “Ja, I know that thing, too,” the young woman said, and then she asked, “You do not remember me, nein?”


  Mandie knew nein was German for “no.” She quickly scrutinized the woman’s face, and Celia did likewise. She didn’t remember ever seeing the young woman before.


  “No, I’m sorry, but I don’t remember you,” Mandie said, still trying to figure out who the young woman was.


  “At the castle of the Baroness Geissler I came to dinner,” the girl explained. “I am cousin of Rupert. I go to New York now to visit Rupert’s mother.”


  “Oh, yes, we stayed at the castle. But the baroness had so many guests. I’m sorry, I don’t remember you,” Mandie apologized. “My name is Mandie Shaw and this is my friend, Celia Hamilton.”


  “Ja, I know,” the girl said, smiling. “My name is Mary Kurtz. And how is your grandmother?”


  “Oh, Grandmother . . . she’s all right, I suppose . . . just a little tired, and she needs some rest,” Mandie told her. A sudden gust of wind almost displaced her bonnet as she reached to hold on to it. “I think we have to go inside now. It’s too windy out here. We’ll probably see you later.”


  “Ja, I must go, too,” Mary said, waving to them as she hurried toward the nearest door.


  Mandie and Celia walked back along the deck toward the doorway they had come through. Mandie picked up Snowball and carried him since he refused to walk at the end of his leash.


  “I don’t remember her, do you?” Mandie asked.


  “No, I don’t,” Celia said. “I know there were a lot of people coming and going at the castle while we were there, but I think I would remember anyone I saw.”


  “Especially anyone kin to Rupert, of all people,” Mandie added.  She pushed open the door and Celia followed her inside. Snowball was content again to walk at the end of his leash.


  “And she said she was going to visit Rupert’s mother in New York,” Celia remarked. “She must not be on friendly terms with Rupert, because you know how Rupert feels about his mother marrying that American.”


  “I know and—” Mandie stopped to listen. She could hear a baby crying somewhere nearby and it reminded her of her little brother, Samuel, back home. She looked around and then said, “Let’s see where that baby is.”


  When they turned the corner of the corridor, Mandie spotted a young woman standing in a small alcove, and holding a crying baby. She rushed forward and asked above the cries, “Is the baby sick?”


  The young woman looked at her and then at Celia and finally replied, “No, I think it’s the excitement of being on the ship.” She cuddled the baby closer.


  “Could I hold him?” Mandie asked, giving the end of Snowball’s leash to Celia, and then wondering why in the world she’d asked such a question. She didn’t really care for crying babies. Her little brother had never seemed to stop crying when she was home from school.


  The young woman looked at Mandie for a moment and then held the baby out to her. The instant Mandie took the child, it stopped crying and looked at her with solemn blue eyes.


  “He’s stopped crying now,” Mandie said, hastily offering the baby back to the woman.


  “Yes, he has,” the woman said, but as she took the baby, he began screaming again.


  “We have to go now,” Mandie said quickly, above the baby’s crying. She snatched the end of Snowball’s leash from Celia and practically ran down the corridor.


  Celia caught up with her and anxiously asked, “What’s wrong, Mandie?”


  Mandie turned to look at her friend and said, “Nothing, nothing.” She stopped walking. “I suppose the crying baby brought back bad memories about the way I acted when my little brother was born.”


  Celia looked at her and said, “I understand, but—”


  “We’re going home now,” Mandie interrupted, “and I will never  act that way again. Come on. It’s probably time to eat.” She hurried on down the corridor and Celia rushed to keep up with her.


  They were both walking so fast when they reached an intersection in the corridor that Celia almost fell on top of Mandie as she stopped to stare ahead.


  Coming directly toward them was the strange woman they had first encountered on the ship going to Europe—Miss Lucretia Wham!


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other in surprise. The woman saw them and continued coming toward them.


  “Don’t worry, dears, I’m not working this time. I am on my way home, just as you two are,” Miss Wham told them. She was wearing the same expensive-looking black clothes that didn’t seem to fit, with that enormous diamond brooch at her throat. Diamonds sparkled from gold rings on her bony fingers as she clutched her purse.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “It’s time for everybody to go home.” She wasn’t too anxious to talk to the woman after all she and Celia and Jonathan had been through in Europe because of her. “But right now I think it’s time for us to go eat.”


  “Yes, that’s where we were headed,” Celia agreed.


  “Of course, dears. See you later,” Miss Wham said and continued on her way in the opposite direction.


  As soon as the woman was out of hearing, Mandie moaned loudly and said, “Of all people to be on this ship!”


  “But she said she’s not working, Mandie. She won’t be bothering us,” Celia said.


  “I’m not so sure about that,” Mandie said as they went to look for Molly and Uncle Ned, and to find out if Mrs. Taft was ready to eat.


  But then, the ship was awfully big. Maybe they wouldn’t see Miss Wham again. 


  CHAPTER THREE


  “WHERE IS MY MOTHER?”


  Mrs. Taft turned out to be good at predicting the weather. Heavy rains and high winds accompanied Mandie and her friends all the way across the ocean to the dock in Charleston, South Carolina.


  Neither Miss Wham nor Mary Kurtz was seen by the girls again, probably because most of the ship’s passengers stayed in their cabins, unable to cope with the stormy waters. Mandie and Celia spent their time catching up on their journals, reading, and teaching Molly table tennis in the game rooms.


  Mrs. Taft quickly directed the girls’ packing in preparation for disembarking. “Please be sure y’all find all your belongings and Molly’s, too, and put them inside the trunks. We don’t need to be bothered with loose baggage, because we’re taking the train straight to Franklin, North Carolina, when we get off this boat,” she told the girls as everyone hurried around collecting clothes and belongings.


  Mandie stopped to look at her grandmother. “Are we not going to see the Pattons while we’re in Charleston?” she asked. The Pattons were old friends of Mandie’s mother and grandmother.


  “No, dear, the train schedule won’t permit it,” Mrs. Taft told her. “And Senator Morton is getting the train going in the opposite direction to his home. Now, we have to be ready to leave as soon as we dock, so get everything ready for the stewards to take ashore.” 


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said, continuing with her packing. She had been secretly hoping she would have a chance to see Tommy Patton in Charleston. But school would be starting soon, and he’d be back in Asheville at Mr. Chadwick’s School for Boys, which was near Misses Heathwoods’ School for Girls that she and Celia attended.


  Celia closed the lid on her trunk and then sat on it to try to force it shut. “I don’t know why everything won’t fit back in the way it was when we left home,” she mumbled.


  “That’s because we bought a lot of things,” Mandie reminded her. “Scarves and bracelets, and those wooden Dutch shoes, and—”


  “But what I bought isn’t very big and doesn’t take up much room,” Celia complained.


  Mandie came to help Celia fasten the trunk. She immediately spotted the corner of a book sticking out from under the end of the lid. “There!” she said, pointing to it. “You need to open the lid and push that book inside.”


  Celia stood up and looked. “Well, no wonder it wouldn’t close right,” she said, quickly raising the lid and shoving the book inside. Then she was able to shut and lock it. After she was done, she went to look out the porthole.


  Mandie glanced at her friend. Celia seemed to be absentminded, as though she had something on her mind. Mandie had also noticed that Celia hadn’t eaten much breakfast and had seemed to be lost in thought.


  Mrs. Taft came back into the room. “If you girls are finished, let’s get our bonnets and go out to the rail so we can be some of the first off the ship,” she said, glancing around. “Uncle Ned and Senator Morton are to meet us there with Molly. Ready?”


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said, hastily tying on her bonnet as she passed the mirror on the wall, and then picking up her purse and Snowball. Celia took time to tuck in the loose ends of her hair as she put on her bonnet.


  As Mrs. Taft and the girls hurried down the corridor, Mandie noticed that her grandmother’s pep seemed to have been restored. The girls had to take big steps to keep up with her. Most of the days crossing the ocean Mrs. Taft had spent in her room, but now she was evidently revitalized with the prospect of going ashore.


  Senator Morton was able to rent a waiting hack, which rushed  them to the depot just in time to board the train. Mandie realized then that her grandmother had been right about the schedule. The only way they could have stopped to visit the Pattons would have been to stay over in Charleston until the next train went to North Carolina, and that could have been several days.


  “I’m glad we didn’t stop to see the Pattons, Grandmother,” Mandie said, as she and Celia, with Molly between them, sat in front of Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton on the end seats, which could be flipped to face forward or backward. Uncle Ned had gone into another car where he had seen friends on the train. “It would have just delayed us getting home.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at her and said, “That’s why we didn’t let the Pattons know we were coming through Charleston. I’m in a hurry to end this long journey, and I know everyone else must be, too.”


  “Yes, and I’m sorry I’ll have to get off up the track a ways to change trains,” Senator Morton told her. “But you understand I must get home before going back to Washington.”


  “Of course,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “But you will come to see us sometime, won’t you, Senator Morton?” Mandie asked. She held tightly to Snowball’s leash as he walked around her ankles.


  “At the very first opportunity I will be knocking on your door, young lady,” the senator said with a smile. “This has been a most enjoyable journey with you young people, and also with your grandmother, of course.”


  “I don’t know what we would have done without you,” Mrs. Taft told him. She smiled as she looked into his face.


  “I’m sure you could have managed very well without me along. However, I’m glad you feel that way,” the senator said as he smiled back at her.


  Mandie watched the two older people. I wonder if they are in love? she pondered. Do people in love act that way? There is certainly some attraction between them, but then the senator knew my grandfather long ago. Maybe he’s just being nice to his friend’s widow.


  The conductor could be heard over the roar of the train. “All aboard, last call! Last call! All aboard!” And the train jerked and bumped and suddenly jumped forward up the railroad tracks.


  Molly was exhausted from the long journey and nodded in her seat.  Mandie and Celia moved her into the seat next to the window, got a pillow from the conductor, and made her comfortable.


  The two girls walked up and down the aisles with Snowball in tow as the train lurched around curves, puffed up hills, and flew on downgrades.


  “This is good exercise,” Mandie said, laughing as she held on to the handle on the back of a seat on the aisle. Snowball managed to clutch the carpet with his claws to keep from being thrown around when the train went around bends.


  “After all that turbulence on the ship you’d think we’d be able to stand up on this train, but I believe this is worse than the ship,” Celia said, smiling as she grasped her long skirts and firmly planted her feet.


  “I don’t mind it too much because I know every jerk, rumble, and roar carries us nearer home,” Mandie said. “I’m glad you’re coming home with me before you go on to your home, Celia.” The girls walked on down the aisle.


  Celia hesitated a moment, glanced at Mandie, and said, “But I’m not going home with you, Mandie. My aunt Rebecca is supposed to meet us at the depot in Franklin and take me on home. You see, I’d have to get this same train to leave Franklin later.”


  Mandie stopped and stared at Celia as she asked, “Why didn’t anyone tell me this? I didn’t know you weren’t coming to my house.”


  “I suppose your grandmother had Uncle Ned send a message to my aunt before we left England,” Celia explained. “Anyway, I didn’t know, either, until we were ready to dock in Charleston. Then your grandmother told me Aunt Rebecca would be meeting me at the depot in North Carolina.”


  Mandie frowned. She remembered the morning when Uncle Ned had been late for breakfast and there had been some silent communication between him and Mrs. Taft. But then why was this kept secret from her?


  Celia touched her arm and said, “But I’ll see you at school, Mandie, and that’s not long off.”


  Mandie straightened her shoulders, looked at Celia, and said, “Oh, well, I suppose Molly and I will be going home with Grandmother to Asheville when school starts.”


  “No, Mandie, Molly is going with me,” Celia said. 


  The two girls stopped and looked at each other. “Didn’t you know that, either, Mandie?”


  “Well, why is Molly going home with you? I thought my grandmother had custody of her until we find her aunt,” Mandie said, frowning again.


  “I think the last time her aunt was heard from she was living in Virginia, and I suppose since I live in Virginia it would be more convenient to have Molly there until we locate her aunt,” Celia said.


  “You knew all these things, Celia, and didn’t bother to tell me?” Mandie questioned her friend. “Why hasn’t anyone told me anything?”


  “I’m sorry, Mandie, but I thought your grandmother would tell you, because it’s her business, you know. Please don’t be angry with me,” Celia said, again reaching to touch Mandie’s arm as they stood there in the middle of the aisle.


  “I’m not angry with you, Celia. I never could get mad at you,” Mandie replied. “I just don’t understand why Grandmother has quit talking to me about things that involve me. She has gotten so secretive.” Mandie looked down through the car and saw her grandmother resting with her eyes closed.


  “Well, anyway, now you know what the plans are,” Celia said, moving forward. “Let’s go sit awhile and watch the scenery go by.”


  The girls returned to their seats. Mandie stared out the window at the passing landscape, but her thoughts were not on it. She was worried about her relationship with her grandmother. Was Mrs. Taft angry with her about something? Why had she told Celia all this and not Mandie? After all, Celia was just a friend, but Mandie was Mrs. Taft’s granddaughter.


  Uncle Ned never did return to their car until he and Senator Morton got off at a stop along the way. Then he waved at Mandie and said, “Papoose, be good. See you at home.”


  “I will, Uncle Ned,” Mandie replied, waving back as he left the car. She noticed Senator Morton and her grandmother looking sadly at each other as they said good-bye. Evidently they hated parting.


  Mrs. Taft closed her eyes and seemed to be sleeping most of the rest of the way. Molly was sleepyheaded, too. When they arrived at the depot in Franklin, Molly finally yawned, stretched, and stood up after Mandie shook her awake. 


  Mandie, overjoyed at being home again, watched out the window as the train slowed down and then came to a bumping halt.


  “I see your aunt Rebecca out there on the platform,” Mandie told Celia as the girls reached for their things in the rack overhead. “And I believe that’s—yes, it is—Mr. Jason has come to take us home!”


  “You’re right,” Celia agreed as she bent to look out the window.


  Mrs. Taft stood up and told Celia, “You just stay right here, dear. Your aunt Rebecca will be getting on and I’m sure she has the necessary tickets for you both.”


  Mandie glanced at her grandmother, who was moving forward toward the door of the train car. Mrs. Taft looked back and saw Molly following her. She stopped and said to the child, “Molly, you stay here with Celia. You’re going home with her on this train.”


  “But I got you for me grandmother now,” Molly complained as she looked up at Mrs. Taft.


  Mrs. Taft smiled and stooped to give the child a hug. “I’ll still be your grandmother if you like, but right now Celia and her aunt Rebecca are taking you home with them. I promise to see you sometime real soon.”


  Molly shrugged and without a word turned back to Celia, who gave her a squeeze as she put her back up on the seat. Then Celia reached to put her arms around Mandie.


  Mandie hugged her back, and as she leaned back to tell Celia goodbye, she was sure she saw tears in Celia’s green eyes. “Hey, you don’t have to cry about it. We’ll be seeing each other real soon at school,” Mandie said with a slight laugh.


  Celia quickly blinked her eyes and looked away from Mandie’s stare. “Oh, I’m not crying, Mandie,” she said, and she turned quickly to sit down next to Molly. Without glancing up, she said, “See you at school, Mandie.”


  Mandie, anxious to get off the train, waved back at her and followed her grandmother outside. She then waved to Celia’s aunt Rebecca who was just boarding.


  Jason Bond, Mandie’s uncle John’s big, tall, gray-haired caretaker, was standing on the platform waiting. Mrs. Taft rushed ahead of Mandie, said something to him that Mandie could not hear, and when he replied, she almost stumbled down the steps of the platform in her haste to get  to the waiting buggy. Mr. Bond looked back at Mandie as he helped Mrs. Taft, and Mandie followed.


  By the time Mandie reached the vehicle, Mrs. Taft was already seated inside, and Jason Bond turned to assist Mandie with the small bag she was carrying. Mandie tiptoed to plant a kiss on the old man’s cheek as she said excitedly, “Oh, Mr. Jason, I’m so glad to be home.”


  Without looking at her, the old man replied, “Yes, Missy, I’m glad you’re back, too.” As she stepped up beside Mrs. Taft, Jason Bond jumped up on the seat and said, “Now, let’s get this here vehicle home. Abraham will come back for your trunks.”


  Uncle John’s house, where Mandie lived with him and her mother since their marriage, was really within walking distance of the train depot. However, Mandie knew they had to ride because of the small bags they were carrying. Otherwise she would have liked to walk along the streets and enjoy seeing everything along the way. Snowball didn’t seem to like the fast ride, and he meowed in complaint as Mandie held him tight.


  As they turned the corner of the street where Uncle John lived, Mandie was surprised to see buggies and other vehicles parked the length of it on both sides. Believing her grandmother to be angry with her about something, Mandie didn’t remark aloud, but she thought to herself, Goodness, all these people must have come to welcome us back home.


  Then when Mr. Bond brought the buggy to a halt in front of Uncle John’s huge white house, Mandie saw the yard was full of people. She finally looked at her grandmother, who didn’t seem to notice anything unusual.


  “Grandmother, all these people—have they come to welcome us back home? Who are they?” Mandie asked as her grandmother was assisted down from the buggy by Mr. Bond.


  “Yes, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied as she rushed forward up the walkway, with Mr. Bond hurrying alongside her.


  Mandie frowned as she stopped to look about the yard. She didn’t see anyone she knew. Then as she stood there staring, she saw Joe Woodard, her lifelong friend, run toward her as fast as his long, gangly legs would carry him. She had gone to school with Joe at Charley Gap, where she had lived with her father before he died. Joe was the son of the family physician, Dr. Woodard. 


  “Mandie!” Joe cried in a shaky voice as he tightly embraced her.


  Mandie had never seen him display such emotion before and was shocked at his behavior. She pushed back to look up into his young face. “Why, Joe, I’ve only been gone to Europe for a few weeks,” she said with a little laugh, and then when Joe wouldn’t look directly at her, she demanded, “Joe Woodard, something’s wrong! What is it? Tell me!”


  Joe, still not looking into her face, said, “That’s not for me to say, Mandie.” When Mandie suddenly pushed him away, he added, “I’m sorry, because I do love you.”


  Mandie raced as fast as her legs would carry her toward the front door of the house. Ignoring greetings along the way, she pushed people aside and ran inside. She collided with Liza, the young Negro maid who worked for Uncle John and who was a dear friend of Mandie’s. She dropped Snowball to the floor and he went racing off.


  “Oh, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said with a loud moan as she put an arm around Mandie.


  Mandie realized Liza was not her usual smiling, joking self. “What is it, Liza? Where is my mother? Where is my mother?” Mandie began frantically crying as she turned toward the parlor.


  Liza grabbed her and held her tight. “She don’t be in there, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said. “She be in huh bedroom up de stairs.”


  Mandie pulled away and said, “In her bedroom?” Then she realized she didn’t know where Mrs. Taft had gone. “Did my grandmother go up there?”


  “Dat she did,” Liza said. “But, Missy, you cain’t go in huh room.”


  Mandie felt as though her heart would jump out of her chest, and as though she were in a cloud. “Why can’t I?” she asked as she pulled away from Liza and raced toward the steps.


  Liza ran after Mandie and tried to persuade her not to go up the steps, but Mandie fiercely fought her and finally reached the top of the stairs. The upstairs hallway was filled with people sitting in chairs along the walls as she sped toward her mother’s bedroom.


  “Papoose!” Uncle Ned’s voice came to her as she paused to look back. He was striding toward her with open arms, and before she could continue he embraced her, and Morning Star, his wife, joined him.


  He had ridden a horse after leaving the train. By taking shortcuts through woods and country, he had arrived before Mandie’s train.


  “Uncle Ned, what is it? I want to see my mother! My mother!”  Mandie frantically pushed at him but was unable to extricate herself from his arms.


  Uncle Ned picked her up and hurried down the hallway to a window seat away from the other people. He sat down and held Mandie in his lap while she kicked and squirmed to free herself.


  “Papoose, Mother not want Papoose come to her room,” Uncle Ned tried to tell her.


  Mandie paused long enough to ask, “Why does my mother not want me to come to her room? Why?”


  “Mother of Papoose sick,” Uncle Ned began, and this brought a fresh effort on Mandie’s part to break away from him, but he held her tight.


  “Uncle Ned, I want to see my mother!” she cried. “I want my mother!”


  “Papoose must listen.” Uncle Ned finally shook her and Mandie hushed. “Mother of Papoose sick. Fever. Papoose catch if go in her room. Papoose see mother when she get better.”


  Mandie gasped and almost collapsed. “My mother has the fever? Nobody told me. Nobody told me!” she cried. Then she began fighting again. “I am going to see my mother.”


  “Uncle John say for Papoose to stay out of mother’s room. He stay with mother while sick,” Uncle Ned tried to explain. “He already have fever. He won’t get it again. He stay with mother of Papoose. Does not want Papoose to get it, too.”


  Mandie calmed down enough to listen. “Oh, dear God, please don’t take my mother away from me, too. You already have my father,” she cried aloud as Uncle Ned tried to smooth her ruffled hair. Her bonnet had fallen back on her shoulders.


  “Yes, dear God, you will make mother of Papoose well, we trust,” Uncle Ned added as he held Mandie tightly in his arms.


  Mandie finally relaxed in the old Indian’s arms. She didn’t have any strength left to fight her way free.


  “All we can do is trust Big God to make mother of Papoose well again,” Uncle Ned said softly to her.


  Mandie, shaking with sobs, looked up at Uncle Ned and asked, “Where is Dr. Woodard? Is he here? Can’t he make my mother well again? Can’t he?” 


  “Doctor here every day, every night. All these people pray,” Uncle Ned told her.


  “Uncle Ned, I’m afraid. I’m afraid my mother will—go away and leave me,” Mandie sobbed on his shoulder.


  “Then Papoose say verse, remember?” Uncle Ned reminded her.


  Mandie leaned back to look into his face and said, “Say it with me, Uncle Ned.” She reached for his wrinkled old hand, and together they repeated Mandie’s favorite Bible verse: “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ Oh, dear God, I mean it with all my heart,” Mandie added.


  Whenever Mandie was afraid for any reason at all, the verse comforted her as she realized God was powerful to help her. She kissed Uncle Ned on the cheek and said, “I’d better go to my room now, Uncle Ned, and get cleaned up.” She stood up, shook out her long skirts, and with a trembling voice said, “That was really a dirty train ride.”


  Uncle Ned smiled at her and said, “Go to room, Papoose. I keep watch. I see Papoose later.”


  Mandie hugged Morning Star, who had been sitting there all the time, then she turned to hurry to her room. She would clean up, change clothes, and then she would come back down the hallway to check on her mother. 


  CHAPTER FOUR


  VISITOR IN THE NIGHT


  When Mandie turned the bend in the corridor toward her room, she was relieved to see through her tear-filled eyes that there were no people in this hallway. She had her hand on the knob ready to open the door when a woman’s voice nearby said, “So you are Amanda.” Mandie quickly entered her room without looking around and closed the door. She was in no condition to talk to anyone. And she had no idea who the woman was or where she had appeared from. She was sure there had been no one there when she entered the hallway.


  Mumbling to herself, “Oh, Mother, I love you. Please get well.” Mandie dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief. She was so proud of her blue and gold room, but this time there was no joy in entering it. Without a glance around she hastily pulled off her traveling suit, poured water into the bowl from the pitcher on the washstand, and freshened up. She pulled down the first dress she touched in the chifferobe and quickly put it on. In her haste she mismatched the buttons on the waist of the blue gingham dress and didn’t even notice it.


  “Dear Lord, please let this all be just a bad dream, please,” she begged as she brushed out her long blonde hair and re-braided it.


  She felt as though she were in a daze. Even her vision was out of focus through the tears in her blue eyes. But somehow she was going to get to her mother. She didn’t care about the fever, or about what other  people were doing to prevent her from entering her mother’s room. She had to see her mother. She had to be sure she was still there.


  Just as Mandie was ready to leave her room, she heard voices outside the door.


  “Lawsy mercy, Missy, what you be doin’ in dis heah house of fever?” Liza was exclaiming. “Now you jes’ run right home and don’t you be comin’ back. You knows bettuh than comin’ in this house. Now git!”


  Polly Cornwallis, Mandie’s friend next door, replied, “But, Liza, Mandie doesn’t have the fever. I just want to talk to her a minute.”


  “No, no, no!” Liza scolded. “Now you git back home where you belong.”


  “Oh, please, Liza,” Polly begged. “Couldn’t I just see her for a minute? After all, she’s been gone all this time to Europe, and I’d like to speak to her for just a minute. Please.”


  “I says no, Missy, and I means no,” Liza said firmly. “I’m sure Missy ’Manda ain’t int’rested in talkin’ to you ’bout Europe when huh mother’s lyin’ in there ’bout to leave dis world. Now you gwine leave or do I has to call fo’ help to throw you out? And I will, believe me.”


  “All right, I’ll go home—this time,” Polly finally said with a loud sigh. “But I’ll catch Mandie later.”


  “Now git!” Liza told her, loudly clapping her hands at the girl.


  “I’m going,” Polly said, as Mandie heard her hurrying down the hallway.


  Mandie listened to hear whether Liza was still in the hallway, but she couldn’t hear a sound. She decided to open the door far enough to look outside. As she did, she came face-to-face with Liza, who was turning to sit on a chair in the hallway.


  “Liza, what are you doing here? Don’t you have to help downstairs with all those people?” Mandie asked in a voice husky from crying.


  “Missy ’Manda, you be de most impor’ant thing to me right now, and I plans to sit right heah and see you ain’t disturbed,” Liza said with a solemn face. Her usual happy, carefree ways seemed to have left her.


  Mandie tried to think up some way to get her to leave. She knew Liza would follow her anywhere she went in the house to prevent her from going near her mother’s bedroom where the fever raged.


  “You don’t have to stay here, because I think I’ll just lie down  and rest awhile,” Mandie told her. “And I just won’t answer if anyone knocks on my door.”


  “Missy ’Manda, I been knowin’ you long ’nuff to know you ain’t gwine sit in dat room and not answer de door,” Liza told her. “So I jes’ stay right heah.”


  Mandie was too tired to argue, and she couldn’t think up any way to get Liza to leave.


  “All right, waste your time then, Liza, but I’m going to lie down,” Mandie told her and closed the door.


  Mandie lay down across the silky bedspread. She buried her face in her hands. Somehow she would get out of this room . . . somehow.


  Before long Mandie heard another voice outside her door. This time it was her friend Joe Woodard.


  “Why, Liza, what are you doing sitting here in the hall?” Joe asked.


  “Might as well go on back downstairs, doctuh son,” Liza told Joe. “You ain’t gwine ’sturb Missy ’Manda. She be restin’.”


  “I only wanted to speak to her a minute,” Joe argued.


  “Now you knows well as I does decent boys don’t go callin’ on young ladies in their bedroom. So you jes’ have to wait, like ever’body else,” Liza said.


  “But, Liza, I wasn’t going into her bedroom. I only wanted to speak to her at the door. I promise I won’t go inside,” Joe insisted.


  “Well, you ain’t gwine speak to huh long as I sits out heah and I ain’t got no plans to leave,” Liza replied. “Now you jes’ git.”


  “All right, all right, I won’t argue with you,” Joe said. “But I’ll catch Mandie as soon as she comes out of her room and I’ll be watching for her.”


  “Well, you ain’t watchin’ up heah. You git back downstairs, you heah?” Liza said loudly.


  “I’m going,” Joe called back as Mandie heard him walking away.


  Now what did Joe want to say to me? Mandie thought. Looks like all those people would leave me alone. I don’t want to talk to anyone. All I want right now is to get out of this room without Liza seeing me.


  Mandie suddenly sat up on the bed. She had an idea that might work. She stood up and went to open the door just a crack. Liza was still there and immediately saw Mandie. 


  “Liza, I’m hungry. It’s been a long time since we ate,” Mandie began. “Do you think you could get something?”


  Liza quickly stood up to look at Mandie as she said, “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, I’se sorry, but I plumb fo’got ’bout food. What you want?”


  Mandie, relieved that Liza was cooperating with her scheme, said, “Whatever you have downstairs. Just anything.”


  “It don’t be long till mealtime,” Liza said. “Supposin’ I jes’ bring you a glass of tea and some cookies? That ’nuff fo’ now?”


  “Sure, Liza, and you could make that milk instead of tea, if you don’t mind,” Mandie said with a sigh.


  “Oh, but, Missy ’Manda, I cain’t bring you milk,” Liza said. “They be sayin’ milk carries germs if it gits ’round de fever, so everybody dey been drinkin’ tea.”


  “That’s all right, Liza. Tea will be fine,” Mandie said as the young Negro girl turned to leave. “Thank you.”


  “I be right back, Missy ’Manda,” Liza called back to her. “You stay in yo’ room, you hears?”


  Mandie didn’t answer, but waited until Liza had turned the corner of the hallway before she stepped out of her room and closed the door. Her mother’s bedroom was in another wing of the house, and she was hoping she wouldn’t have to walk past any of the visitors on her way. She carefully peeked around the corner as she came to the intersection in the hall where she would have to go left.


  “No one in sight! Thank goodness!” Mandie said to herself.


  She slowly moved on and finally came to the wing where her mother’s bedroom was. Still not seeing anyone in the hallway, she rushed forward to the closed door of her mother’s room. She listened but couldn’t hear a sound inside.


  Oh, Mother, please be in there! Mandie cried silently.


  She gave the door a hard push and it swung open. She caught a glimpse of other people in the room, but her eyes focused on her mother in the big bed. Before anyone could stop her, she ran forward and was about to fall down beside the bed when strong hands grabbed her and held her tight. She looked up into the face of Uncle John.


  “My mother! Uncle John, I want to see my mother!” she cried as she tried to break loose.


  “No, Amanda, darling, you can’t touch your mother. The fever is  highly contagious, and you are not supposed to be in this room at all,” Uncle John told her as he held her tight.


  “But, Uncle John, is my mother going to get well?” Mandie practically screamed.


  Dr. Woodard spoke from beside the bed, “Now, Miss Amanda, you must go back to your room and not come in here again. We don’t want you to get sick, too.”


  “I want to see my mother!” Mandie was trying to push Uncle John’s arms away when another set of strong arms pulled her from behind.


  “Y’all jes’ let my chile be now,” Aunt Lou, Uncle John’s big Negro housekeeper, said loudly. “She jes’ wants to look at huh mother and dat she gwine do and den we’ll take huh to huh room.”


  “All right, but look only,” Uncle John agreed.


  Mandie swung around to hug the huge woman. “Oh, Aunt Lou, I’ve missed you so much,” she told her. “I only want to be sure my mother is still here.” Her voice trembled with every word.


  Aunt Lou held Mandie tight as she turned her around to look at her mother in the big bed.


  “Oh, Mother, I love you!” Mandie cried from across the room where Aunt Lou held her. Her mother looked so thin and worn out lying there. Her eyes were closed and she began moaning and tossing about, as though she’d heard Mandie’s cry.


  Mandie turned to Dr. Woodard and asked, “Is—is my mother—going to—get well? Is she? Tell me!” She sobbed loudly.


  “We’re doing all we know how to do, Miss Amanda. All we can do is just hope and pray. And remember, young lady, prayer can change things,” Dr. Woodard replied.


  “I can’t lose my mother! I can’t!” Mandie began crying, and tears blinded her as Uncle John picked her up and took her out into the hallway. There they met up with Liza.


  “Get her back to her room and give her a strong bath at once, Liza. Change all her clothes, too,” Uncle John told the Negro girl.


  “Yessuh, I do dat,” Liza said, putting an arm around Mandie and leading her down the hallway. Uncle John went back into the sickroom. “Missy ’Manda, how come you lies to me and leaves yo’ room like dat? I only tryin’ to take care of you fo’ yo’ own good.”


  Mandie tried to talk but she could only sob. She had been stunned  by the sight of her mother. She’d looked so helpless and thin lying on that big bed.


  Once inside her room, Mandie didn’t protest when Liza quickly undressed her and gave her a bath as Uncle John had instructed. The room seemed to float around as Mandie struggled into clean clothes with the maid’s help.


  “Now, you drinks some of dis heah tea and rest,” Liza told her. She held out the glass of tea she had brought from the kitchen.


  Mandie managed to swallow half of it before she collapsed on the bed. Liza had turned down the bedspread and now she gently pulled a cotton sheet over Mandie and tiptoed from the room. She once again took up her watch in the chair outside the door.


  Mandie slept fitfully through the rest of the day and into the night. When she heard the clock strike three, she felt a presence in her room. She strained to open her eyes. A full moon was hanging outside her window. Snowball was on the foot of her bed. He uttered a low growl, his fur ruffled up, and he crept up to Mandie’s pillow.


  Mandie raised up on her elbow. Suddenly a vision seemed to hover over her bed. A golden light surrounded it and illuminated the room. Mandie felt frozen in time. She could only stare.


  As she watched, the vision seemed to form into a beautiful young person. As it spoke to her, Mandie felt warmed and comforted.


  “Peace,” the musical voice said softly. “You will know. You will know.”


  When Mandie opened her mouth to ask, “Know what?” the vision suddenly evaporated.


  The brilliant light was gone. Only the full moon allowed Mandie to see Snowball return to the foot of the bed and curl up. Mandie slipped into peaceful sleep until morning.


  When Mandie woke the next day, she immediately sat up and rubbed her eyes. Had an angel appeared to her during the night? Or had she dreamed it?


  “It had to be an angel,” Mandie whispered breathlessly to herself. “I can still see the beautiful glowing vision.” She paused to recollect what had happened. “The angel said, ‘Peace. You will know. You will know.’ And when I started to ask ‘Know what?’ it completely disappeared.”


  She slid off the high bed and walked around the room. Snowball sat up on the bed and washed his face. Mandie turned to her cat suddenly  and said, “You saw it, too. I remember how you acted—like you were frightened. You crawled up on my pillow.”


  Mandie paced about the room as she pondered the problem of what she was supposed to know.


  Then there was a soft knock on her bedroom door and Liza stuck her head inside.


  “I thought I heerd you up, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said as she came on into the room. “And I’m glad to see you’re feelin’ better.”


  Mandie stopped to look at Liza and she realized she did feel better—much better—than she had since arriving home. But why? Why was she feeling better when her mother was so ill?


  “Liza, how is my mother? Is she better this morning?” Mandie asked, quickly stepping closer to Liza.


  “Missy ’Manda, I don’t be knowin’,” Liza said as she threw back the sheet and began straightening the rumpled bed. “But I’ll find out fo’ you.” She gave the covers a last tug, then stood up to look at Mandie. “Now what you be wantin’ fo’ breakfus’?”


  “Breakfast?” Mandie asked.


  “It do be breakfus’ time, Missy ’Manda,” Liza explained. “After dat hot bath, you slept right through de evening and on through de night, and now it’s mawnin’ and time fo’ breakfus’.”


  “I’ll get dressed and go downstairs to eat,” Mandie said, and then suddenly remembering all the strangers in the house, she changed her mind and said, “No, I won’t, either. If you’ll bring me something up here, I’ll eat it here. Just whatever Jenny has in the kitchen will do. I’m not much hungry.”


  Liza placed her hands on her hips and looked straight into Mandie’s eyes as she asked, “Now, Missy ’Manda, you ain’t plannin’ to leave dis room agin whilst I’se gone, is you? Like you did yesta’day?”


  Liza’s question brought back the memory of seeing her sick mother and caused a deep pain in her chest. “I promise I’ll get dressed and be right here when you come back,” Mandie told her.


  “I heah you. You’ll be right heah when I come back, but where you gwine whilst I’m gone?” Liza insisted on knowing.


  “Why, Liza, I’m not going anywhere,” Mandie assured her. She hesitated a moment and added, “I don’t want to see any of those people who are all over the house. I don’t know them.”


  “Well, neithuh does I,” Liza said. “From what I hears, some of ’em  be kinpeople, de long-lost kind, where don’t show up ’cept in times o’ trouble.” Then Liza surprised Mandie by reaching to put an arm around her as she said, “Now, Missy ’Manda, you does know I loves you. Dat’s why I’se tryin’ to take good care of you. We’s done had too much sickness already widdout you agittin’ de fever, too.”


  Before Mandie could say anything, Liza had quickly crossed the room and opened the door. “Now, you stays right heah till I gits back wid de food,” she said as she left the room, closing the door behind her.


  Mandie loved Liza, too. They had been good friends ever since that first day when Mandie had come to live in her uncle John’s house after her father died.


  Suddenly Mandie realized she had endangered Liza’s health, too. She had gone into the room where her mother had the fever and then Liza had to help her bathe. She was beginning to understand that the fever was very contagious and very dangerous.


  And as she thought of her mother, Mandie remembered what had happened during the night. She pondered the angel’s question. What would she know? The angel—and she firmly believed it must have been an angel—seemed to have a secret and had told Mandie she would know, too. If she could only figure out what it was that she was supposed to know! What was the secret?


  She couldn’t remember whether the angel had said anything else. And what she could remember did not make any sense to her. But she realized she had felt a burden lift when the angel visited her.


  When Liza came back with a tray of food and placed it on a table nearby, Mandie asked her to sit with her while she ate, sure that Liza had already had breakfast.


  Mandie picked up her cup and drank some of the hot coffee. She watched Liza for a minute and then asked, “Liza, have you ever seen an angel?”


  Liza’s mouth flew open as she gasped and said, “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, what you be talkin’ ’bout angels fo’?”


  “I just wanted to know if you’d ever seen one,” Mandie said, setting down her cup.


  “No, and I don’t wants to be seein’ none, eithuh,” Liza told her.


  “But, Liza, angels are nothing to be afraid of,” Mandie said, and when Liza didn’t answer right away, she asked, “Are they?”


  “De only angel I ever heerd of is de angel of death, and we sho’  don’t want no angel of death in dis heah house,” Liza said, getting up to walk around the room. “Now, you git on wid dat breakfus’.”


  “But, Liza, I’ve heard people talk about a guardian angel,” Mandie said. “That would be a good angel, wouldn’t it, one that would watch over you?”


  “Maybe, maybe not,” Liza said quickly. “Now let’s jes’ talk ’bout somethin’ else, like what you plannin’ on doin’ today.”


  “What I’m planning on doing today,” Mandie repeated as she bit into a hot roll. “I know there’s something I’m supposed to know, but I don’t know what it is.”


  “Missy ’Manda, you ain’t quite makin’ sense,” Liza said. “Now I’se got things I has to do dis mawnin’. I cain’t jes’ sit heah and talk.” She stood up.


  “I’m sorry, Liza; you go ahead and do whatever you have to do. I’ll stay here in my room for a while—if you’ll go find out how my mother is and let me know first,” Mandie told her.


  “I do dat right now, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said as she hurried toward the door. “Be right back. You wait now.”


  Mandie had only sipped at her coffee but had not touched a bite of food. Now she waited for Liza to return before continuing. And while she sat there she remembered saying her favorite Bible verse with Uncle Ned the day before: “What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.” And she knew that she would trust God to make her mother well again.


  When Liza returned to the room, Mandie anxiously looked at the girl’s face. Liza didn’t seem sad or happy, but when she spoke she had a slight smile as she said, “Dr. Woodard, he say she ain’t no bettuh, but she ain’t no worser eithuh, so dat means she be holdin’ on tight. And he say he doin’ all he know how.”


  Mandie thought that over for a moment and finally she said, “You’re right about that. She’s not any worse, so we can feel some hope, can’t we?”


  “Dat’s right, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said, looking down at the tray. “Now you kin git on wid dat breakfus’ and I’ll be back aftuh a while.”


  Mandie picked up the roll and nibbled on it as she said, “Thank you, Liza.”


  But when Liza again left the room, Mandie managed to eat only  the roll and drink the coffee as she walked about the room trying to figure out what had really happened the night before. She was sure the angel had given her a message, but evidently she was too thick-headed to figure it all out.


  Snowball’s loud meow brought her out of her thoughts and she realized he had not been fed. She quickly placed the bacon from her plate on a saucer and set it under the table for him. He rushed at it with a hungry growl.


  Then Mandie remembered the way her cat had acted when the angel appeared, and she wondered whether he had been afraid of it. She was frightened speechless herself until the angel spoke.


  “You will know. You will know,” the angel had said. Know what? Suddenly Mandie gasped and stopped in her tracks.


  “I do know, I do know!” she said. The angel was right. She scrambled around the room in search of her clothes. She understood the message now and she must not waste another minute.


  She dressed quickly, then went to the desk near the window and opened the drawer. Shoving things around inside, she took out a small black book and laid it on the bed. 


  CHAPTER FIVE


  SNEAKING OUT


  As she hastily put on a gingham dress, Mandie glanced out the window. She realized for the first time that it was drizzling rain outside.


  “That’s good. I can wear my cape with the hood and maybe no one will see me leave the house,” Mandie said to herself as she grabbed the dark garment from its hanger in the chifferobe and put it on. “This may be a little warm but that’s all right. As long as it keeps anyone from knowing who I am.” She put the little black book in her pocket.


  Snowball watched her from his perch on the dresser. Mandie cautiously opened the door to the hall and her cat quickly left the room and disappeared down the corridor. She stood there a moment, trying to decide what the easiest way out of the house would be.


  “I don’t want anyone to know what I’m doing,” Mandie murmured to herself as she glanced up and down the hallway. “All those people are probably in the front hallway, so I’ll just go down the back stairs.”


  Being careful not to make any noise and holding her breath most of the time, Mandie descended the back stairway, which was at the end of the corridor near her room.


  As she reached the last step, she paused to listen. She could hear pots and pans being moved around in the kitchen nearby, but she didn’t hear anybody talking.


  “It’s now or never,” she whispered to herself. Tiptoeing the rest of  the way, Mandie reached the outside door near the stairs and quickly slipped into the yard. This was a back entrance from the vegetable garden and was seldom used. Mandie realized she could have gone through the secret tunnel to leave the house, but she might have met up with someone before she got to its entrance. Anyway, this would be quicker and time was important.


  She pulled the hood over her blonde head against the fine drizzle of rain, then rushed through the garden and into the road. She went all the way around the block to keep from walking in front of the house. Feeling that this was probably the most urgent thing she had ever done in her life, Mandie practically ran the rest of the way to the telegraph office by the depot.


  Very few people were around and Mandie didn’t see anyone she knew. The man behind the window smiled at her as he said, “Good morning, miss.”


  “Oh, good morning,” Mandie said as she tugged the small black book out of her pocket. “I need to send an urgent message. I have the address in here.” She quickly flipped through the pages of the little book.


  “You must write the message on the pad here, miss,” the man told her, pushing a pad of paper toward her.


  “Oh, of course,” Mandie said as she quickly took the pad and picked up a pencil. She tried to think what to say. Now that she was finally here at the telegraph office, she wasn’t sure what to write in the message. Finally she began scribbling on the pad of paper.


  
    To Dr. Samuel Hezekiah Plumbley,

  


  She said the name to herself as she copied his New York address from her little book.


  
    Please come quickly. My mother needs you bad. She is desperately ill with the fever. Dr. Woodard has done all he can. Please help us. Mandie Shaw.

  


  She glanced over what she had written and handed the paper to the clerk.


  “Let’s see. This will cost—” the man began as he looked at the message. 


  Mandie quickly interrupted with a loud sigh, “Oh, I don’t have any money with me. I didn’t even think about money.” Then she had a sudden idea as she added, “Please, mister, couldn’t I just charge it right now, and then come back with the money later?”


  The man looked at her, then glanced at the message. He said, “I see your name is Shaw, Mandie Shaw. Would you be any kin to Mr. John Shaw?”


  “Yes, sir, he’s my uncle. He married my mother, and my mother is terribly sick,” Mandie replied. “Couldn’t I come back later and pay for the message?”


  “That won’t be necessary, miss. Your uncle has an account here. I’ll just put this on his bill,” the clerk told her. “I’ll get this out right away. And I’m sorry your mother is ill. Now, don’t worry about a thing. Just go on back home and I’ll see that this Dr. Plumbley gets your message.”


  Mandie’s face lit up with a big smile as she said, “Thank you, thank you! I just know everything’s going to be all right now.”


  As she left the telegraph office she felt like shouting. She was sure that this was what the angel had meant, that she would know how to help her mother. And if anyone could help her mother, it was Dr. Plumbley, who had lived in Franklin years before and who knew the Shaw family well. He had gone to New York to practice medicine and further his medical education. Mandie knew there must be more modern medical schools in New York than anywhere else. Surely Dr. Plumbley must have learned more modern ways to doctor than their old family friend and physician, Dr. Woodard, knew.


  Pausing suddenly on the road, Mandie looked up at the sky as the rain wet her face. “Dear God, please let my mother live until Dr. Plumbley gets here. And please give Dr. Plumbley the knowledge to save my mother. Thank you, dear Lord.”


  She hurried on back to the house and was able to get to her room without seeing anyone. Inside her room, she removed the wet cape and hung it on a hook beside the chifferobe to dry. She unbraided and brushed out her damp hair. As she was re-braiding it, she glanced out the window and saw that the drizzle had suddenly stopped and the sun was coming out.


  Mandie walked over to the window to bask in the sunlight as she felt her burden lift. Looking down into the yard she saw someone creeping along behind the shrubbery and, as the person got closer, she realized  it was her next-door friend, Polly Cornwallis, whom Liza had run out of the house yesterday.


  Polly happened to look up, and when she saw Mandie she began waving and making motions toward the back entrance door. Mandie understood that Polly was going to make another attempt to get to her room. And this time Liza was not around to stop her.


  Mandie watched until Polly was out of sight around the house, and soon she heard a light tap on her door. She went to open it.


  “Mandie, will you let me come in for a few minutes?” Polly asked, pushing back her long dark hair. Her eyes were as dark as chinquapins.


  “Come on in, Polly,” Mandie offered. “Sit down.” Polly flopped in a big chair and Mandie sat on the bed.


  “I’m sorry your mother is so ill, Mandie,” Polly began. “But I just wanted to see you for a few minutes to get caught up with things. You were gone so long on your trip to Europe.”


  “We came back earlier than Grandmother had planned, and now I know why,” Mandie said. “Evidently she knew my mother was sick with the fever. I don’t know why she didn’t let me know.” She frowned as she thought about incidents unexplainable till now.


  “She didn’t let you know about your mother?” Polly asked with a little gasp. “Did she let you—” She stopped in midsentence and gave Mandie a sharp look.


  Mandie looked at Polly and asked, “Well? Let me what?”


  “Did she . . . What did she tell you when she decided to come home earlier than you were supposed to?” Polly asked in a rush of words.


  “Nothing. She just said we were coming home. Why do you ask that?” Mandie said, frowning slightly as she looked at the girl.


  “Where is your grandmother, Mandie? Did she stay here?” Polly asked.


  Mandie realized she had not seen her grandmother since they had arrived. She didn’t remember seeing her in the room with her mother. But then she was tired from the long journey and was probably resting in a room somewhere in the house.


  “I’m sure she’s around somewhere,” Mandie replied. “And you know, Polly, you really shouldn’t be in this house with the fever around.”


  “I’ve been in it before, like when your little brother got sick with the fever—” Polly began.


  Mandie cut her short as she exclaimed, “My little brother! How  could I have not even thought about him.” She stood up. “He had the fever, too?”


  Polly nodded in the affirmative.


  “Is he all right? I haven’t even seen him. I need to go find him, Polly,” Mandie said, growing excited. She started toward the door.


  Polly stood up and ran to stop Mandie from leaving the room. She stood between Mandie and the door. “Wait, Mandie. Wait,” she said.


  Mandie tried to step around her as she said, “What’s wrong with you, Polly? I’ve got to find Samuel. With Mother sick and all, I need to look after him.”


  “Mandie!” Polly leaned toward Mandie and spoke loudly. “Listen to me!”


  Mandie immediately stopped and stared at Polly. She felt her heart racing as she asked, “What is it, Polly? Tell me!”


  Polly stared back at Mandie as they stood there facing each other. “He’s . . . not here . . .” she began, and then stopped.


  “Not here? Then where is he?” Mandie demanded, fear stabbing her heart.


  “Mandie, he . . . didn’t . . . survive,” Polly finally explained.


  Mandie collapsed onto the floor. “That can’t be,” she cried, beating the carpet with her fists. “He can’t be gone! He can’t!” She suddenly stood up and looked at Polly again. “I don’t believe you, Polly Cornwallis. I’m going to find my little brother!” She started for the door again.


  Polly leaned against the door. “Mandie, he’s not here. I know. That’s the reason y’all came home. Your uncle John wired your grandmother that Samuel had died. Your mother got sick while y’all were on the way home,” she tried to explain.


  Mandie asked with a tremor in her voice, “Why has no one told me anything? Everybody else knew everything—Celia must have known, and Jonathan, and even when I get home nobody tells me anything. Why do they do this to me?”


  “I’m sorry, Mandie,” Polly said.


  Mandie felt as if she were choking, and it was hard for her to speak. “Where . . . where . . . did they . . .”


  “Come on, Mandie, I’ll show you,” Polly offered. “He’s buried in the graveyard across the road. I’ll show you his grave. Come on.”


  Mandie, in a fog of grief, allowed Polly to take her hand, lead her  down the back stairs, and around the house to the road. She followed Polly on into the cemetery until the girl stopped.


  “Here, Mandie. This is his grave,” Polly said, pointing to the fresh mound of dirt.


  Mandie fell onto her knees to look at the inscription on the new tombstone: “Samuel Hezekiah Shaw . . .” That was as far as her eyes read before tears blurred her vision. “Samuel! Samuel!” she cried. “I really did love you. I did! I did!”


  Polly grasped Mandie’s arm and tried to pull her to her feet. “Come on, Mandie, let’s go back to your house,” she told her.


  Mandie pulled away from Polly and started screaming, “Oh, God, why have you taken my little brother? Why?” She buried her face in her hands. Guilt riddled her mind. She had not wanted a baby brother or sister when Samuel was born. She had done terrible things because of it, and now she thought God was punishing her. “I told you a long time ago I was sorry, God,” she screamed as she raised her head. “Why did you do this to me?”


  Mandie felt strong arms lift her from the ground and carry her away. She tried to fight but soon gave up. Her little brother was gone forever. There was no way she could bring him back.


  She was taken back to her room and laid on her bed. She heard a man demand, “Get Liza. Now!” Mandie recognized the voice as Uncle Ned’s. He would take care of her.


  Mandie tried to faint away in order not to face the truth, but busy hands turned her, undressed and bathed her, then re-dressed her as she kept her eyes tightly closed.


  Finally another man spoke, “Drink this, Miss Amanda. All of it.” Mandie recognized Dr. Woodard as he raised her up from the pillow to swallow the contents of a glass. She obeyed him, and when the glass was empty he laid her back among the pillows and she drifted off to sleep.


  Sometime later, Mandie, half asleep and with her eyes closed, heard people talking near her.


  “This has been too much of a shock—coming home and finding her mother so ill and then hearing about her little brother’s death,” Dr. Woodard said. “She should have been told when everyone else was.”


  “I agree with you, Dr. Woodard. There are lots of things she should have been told,” a woman said. “I just can’t imagine why her grandmother didn’t warn her before they got home about the situation here.” 


  “I plan on having a little talk with her grandmother first chance I get,” said Dr. Woodard. “Now, are you sure you don’t mind staying with her? I can send Liza up here, you know.”


  “No, no, don’t do that. Liza already has so much to do. I’ll be glad to stay,” the woman said. “If I need you I’ll let you know.”


  “I’m pretty sure she’ll sleep awhile, but when she wakes up she may be hard to handle,” Dr. Woodard said. “Don’t hesitate to call me if it’s necessary.”


  “I promise I will call you,” the woman said.


  After a while she whispered, “So you are Amanda.”


  Mandie drifted off into deep sleep and, when she awoke, saw Liza sitting by her bed. She tried to sit up but found her head was groggy. Why did she feel so terrible? And then she remembered. Polly had told her about Samuel and then had taken her to the cemetery to prove she was right. Oh, just wait until I confront Grandmother about being kept in the dark about everything! She planned on doing that immediately and threw back the thin cotton sheet covering her.


  “Missy ’Manda, I sees you’se ’wake now,” Liza said. Getting up, she bent over the bed and said, “Heah, lemme plump up dese heah pillows fo’ you.”


  Mandie fanned her away with her arms. “No, Liza, I’m going to get up,” she told the girl, “if you’ll just help me sit up on the side of the bed for a minute until the room quits swinging around.”


  Liza sighed and put an arm around Mandie. “Go slow now, Missy ’Manda,” Liza cautioned her. “Not too fast-like.”


  Mandie managed to sit straight up on the side of the bed. She closed her eyes for a second and found the room was standing still when she opened them.


  “Thanks, Liza,” Mandie said. “I don’t know why I’m so thickheaded this morning.” Liza helped her into her robe, which had been lying on the foot of the bed.


  “It be dat sleepin’ potion the doctuh man give you last night. De ’fects will wear off when I git you some breakfus’, which I’ll do right now,” Liza said, stepping back to look at Mandie.


  “Liza, let me see if I can get into a chair before you go out,” Mandie said as she slid down from the high bed. She shook her head and steadied herself. “I’ll be all right in a minute.” She walked to the nearest chair and sat down with a sigh. 


  “Be sure you stay right there, Missy ’Manda, and I’ll go git de food,” Liza told her as she left the room. She pushed the door wide open.


  Mandie closed her eyes as she leaned back in the big chair. Her little brother was gone forever. If only Dr. Plumbley had known about him, he might have been able to save him. The events of last night floated through her mind. Then she remembered hearing Dr. Woodard talking to a woman whose voice she hadn’t recognized, but it sounded like the same one who had said, “So you are Amanda,” when she first arrived home and went to her room. Who was this woman? Mandie had never even seen her and didn’t know what she looked like. Oh well, she thought, I suppose I’ll eventually see her, because she seems to be staying in this house.


  Right now her mind was on her grandmother. Why had she kept everything secret? And when she got home no one told her a thing, not even Joe. He had acted strangely enough that she decided he had been instructed not to tell her anything.


  Various thoughts flitted through Mandie’s head, but she kept coming back to the fact that she had lost her little brother. And she felt guilty.


  “God, why did you take my little brother away?” she cried to herself. “Why?” She pulled her robe tightly around her and laid her head on the chair pillow. She shook with grief.


  Someone touched her shoulder saying, “Mandie.”


  She turned her head enough to see Joe standing by the chair.


  “Mandie, my father told me what happened yesterday, and he said it was all right if I came to talk to you about it,” Joe said with a worried look on his face.


  Mandie turned her face back into the pillow. “I can’t talk, Joe! I just can’t!” she cried. “It was all my fault. God took Samuel because of the way I acted. I didn’t want him when he was born. All he did was cry and cry and cry all the time.”


  Joe sat on the arm of the chair and reached to hold Mandie’s hand. “Mandie, that’s not true. You know that. My father said—”


  Mandie turned around to face him and argued, “Yes, it was my fault. It was.”


  “Listen to me, Mandie,” Joe said in a loud, commanding voice as he squeezed her hand hard. “My father said—”


  “Your father said there was nothing wrong with him to make him cry like that, that he was just spoiled. And that made me jealous. He  had my mother’s love and attention all day and all night, and I was left out,” Mandie told him in a shaky voice.


  “No, Mandie, he wasn’t just spoiled. My father later found something terribly wrong with Samuel,” Joe told her. “He was in constant pain and would never have grown into a normal child. It was something to do with his back, and nothing could be done for him.”


  Mandie’s eyes and ears were focused on what Joe was saying now. “Something was wrong with Samuel,” she repeated. “Something that hurt so much he cried all the time?”


  “That’s what my father said. He called in a specialist from the state capital to look at him,” Joe said. “And the other doctor agreed with my father’s opinion.”


  Mandie thought for a second and then she said, “I don’t believe you, Joe Woodard.”


  “Then talk to my father about it,” Joe said. “He’ll be able to tell you all the details. It was not your fault that Samuel died.”


  “It was. It was,” Mandie argued.


  Liza came in with a tray of hot food and set it on the table next to Mandie. “I wants you to eat ev’ry bite of dis heah food now,” she said as she lifted the linen cover. She turned to Joe and said, “And doctuh son, you git back downstairs so’s Missy ’Manda kin eat and dress.”


  “I’ll see you again later, Mandie,” Joe said as he turned to leave the room.


  “Wait, Joe,” Mandie called to him. “Do you know where my grandmother is?”


  Joe frowned and said, “I believe I heard someone say she had taken a room up on the third floor because she has never had the fever.”


  “I’ll find her then, thanks,” Mandie said.


  Joe left the room and Mandie picked up the cup of hot coffee Liza had poured from the silver pot.


  Liza, perching on another chair nearby, said, “I stays right heah till all dat food be gone. Den I’ll he’p you dress, Missy ’Manda.”


  “Then you might stay here a long time, Liza, because I don’t want all that food,” Mandie protested, glancing over the hot grits, eggs, bacon, and rolls on the tray. “I only want the coffee and a roll.”


  “Suit yo’self, Missy ’Manda, but I stay till you done, whatevah you wants to eat,” Liza said. “When you gits hungry ’nuff you’ll eat a meal.” 


  The strong, hot coffee helped clear Mandie’s head and warmed her body. She had been icy cold with grief. The hot buttered roll satisfied the gnawing hunger pains in her stomach.


  “Liza, I want to get dressed now and go talk to my grandmother,” Mandie said, pushing away the tray and standing up. “And I’m not an invalid. You don’t have to help me dress.”


  When she saw Liza’s worried face, Mandie realized she had been harsh.


  “I’m sorry, Liza, I didn’t mean that,” Mandie said. “I really do appreciate all that you do for me all the time. But it makes me feel bad when you do so much.”


  “I don’t be doin’ ’nuff. Now, what dress you be wantin’ to put on?” Liza said as she quickly went to open the door to the big chifferobe.


  Mandie came up behind her and picked a pink gingham. “This one will do, Liza. I’m not going anywhere, just to see my grandmother,” Mandie said as Liza pulled the dress down.


  “When you goes to see yo’ grandmother, you ’member Grandmother sick wid grief, jes’ like you is, Missy ’Manda,” Liza reminded her as Mandie shed her nightclothes and pulled on the pink dress.


  “But she is to blame for part of mine, Liza, and I am going to ask her why she kept everything a secret from me,” Mandie said, quickly brushing her hair.


  “Jes’ you don’t say things you cain’t unsay later. ’Member dat. Uncle Ned, he always tell you to think first,” Liza reminded her.


  “Where is Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked as she plaited her long blonde hair. She remembered Uncle Ned had carried her from the cemetery last night.


  “He be ’round downstairs, he and his missus, wid all dem other people,” Liza said.


  “I’ll see him later. Right now I’m going to find my grandmother,” Mandie said as she turned to leave the room.


  Liza called from where she was picking up the tray, “ ’Member what I done tol’ you.”


  Mandie would remember the advice Liza had given her, but remember was all she would do. She planned to have a long talk with her grandmother as soon as she could find her.


  In the meantime she hoped Dr. Plumbley had received her message and that he would soon arrive to help her mother. 


  CHAPTER SIX


  INTRUDER IN THE TUNNEL


  Mandie went through the doorway to the stairs that went up to the third floor and looked up. The window on the landing was pushed up and the shutters were open. The thin curtain moved slightly in the breeze. Evidently someone had decided to clean up and air out the third story, which was seldom used. At the top of the steps she found the door held back by a door prop. The last time she had been up to this floor it had all been closed up and dark.


  She had no idea which room her grandmother would be in, so she began peeking in rooms as she went down the corridor. They all seemed to be in use by someone because she saw personal effects in each one. Then she realized all those people downstairs would have to have a place to sleep. They couldn’t just sit there all day and all night, too.


  At the far end of the hallway she silently opened the door to the corner bedroom, which she knew was larger than the others and which also had its own sitting room. This was the right room, but her grandmother was asleep on the sofa. She was fully dressed, and Mandie could tell by the food tray on the table nearby that she evidently had already been up and had breakfast in her room.


  Not daring to wake her, Mandie turned to tiptoe out of the room. Snowball came racing into the room just then and she almost tripped  over him. He let out a loud meow and Mandie snatched him up and hurried out into the hallway, closing the door behind her.


  “Snowball, you are always causing me trouble,” Mandie whispered as she cuddled the white cat in her arms. “If Grandmother had woke up she would have been awfully angry with us. You shouldn’t be on this floor anyhow.”


  Mandie carried Snowball down to the second floor and closed the door to the stairs behind her. She put him down and said, “Now, you can roam around all you want on this floor, but don’t you go back up there, you hear?”


  Snowball seemed to be listening to every word as he sat there and looked at her. Then he jumped up and scampered down the corridor.


  Mandie went back to her room. She didn’t want to face all those people downstairs.


  Liza was dusting and straightening up when Mandie opened the door. The Negro girl stopped to look at Mandie when she entered the room and asked, “Well?”


  Mandie sighed as she flopped in a chair. “Well, my grandmother was asleep on the sofa in her sitting room,” she said. “Liza, do those people downstairs have rooms on the third floor, too?”


  “Dat’s right, and dey ain’t got no maid service neithuh, ’cause Mistuh John, he tell dem dey have to do fo’ theirselves, being Aunt Lou is tied up wid yo’ mother and I be tied up wid you,” Liza said as she continued dusting. “And I has to he’p Jenny wid de cookin’, what de neighbors don’t bring in.”


  “Liza, you have so much to do, you don’t have to do things for me. I didn’t realize how busy everybody is,” Mandie said. “Maybe I could do something to help.” She got up and reached for the duster in Liza’s hand. “Something like clean up my own room.”


  Liza moved away from her reach. “No, no, Missy ’Manda, you be my number one job,” Liza protested. “And I intend doin’ my job.” She looked around the room. “Now, bein’ ev’rything is in order heah, I go he’p Jenny till you needs me.”


  As Liza opened the door, Mandie decided it would be too lonely here in her room with no one to talk to, so she asked, “Liza, if you see Uncle Ned around and he’s not busy, ask him if he would come up and talk to me, please.” 


  “Dat I’ll do, Missy ’Manda,” Liza promised, closing the door behind her.


  Mandie got up, opened the door, and wandered out into the hallway where there was a window seat. There was no one about, so she sat down to stare out the window and think.


  It was all she could do to restrain herself from going to her mother’s room. But she realized she might get the fever herself and cause more work and anxiety. If only Dr. Plumbley would hurry up and come from New York!


  Then she thought about what Joe had told her regarding Samuel’s health. She didn’t believe it at all. It was just his way of keeping her from blaming herself. And she was to blame. She had not wanted Samuel. He had come between her and her mother. And now she was sure God was punishing her for the bad things she had done.


  “Oh, Samuel, I did love you. I truly did,” she said to herself as her blue eyes filled with tears.


  She didn’t hear Uncle Ned’s soft step on the carpet until he sat down beside her on the window seat.


  “Papoose feel better?” the old man asked as he looked at her closely.


  Mandie hastily pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her eyes. “I suppose so, Uncle Ned,” she said. “But it’s hard to feel better with all the terrible things happening to us.” Then she broke into tears again and put her head on Uncle Ned’s shoulder. “Uncle Ned, nobody told me anything. It was all a shock. Why didn’t you let me know what was going on?”


  The old Indian put an arm around Mandie and hugged her tight. “Sorry, Papoose. Grandmother say we not tell you. Make you worry and sick on journey home,” he explained. “I tell her, Senator tell her: must tell Papoose. But she say no.”


  Mandie straightened up to look at him as she said, “My grandmother didn’t want me to worry on the way home, but everybody else knew. How did she think I would feel walking into all this sadness and worry? At least I could have prepared myself for it.”


  “I know, Papoose. I know. I tell her that, but she say no and she is boss,” Uncle Ned said sadly.


  Mandie had a sudden spiteful idea. “Uncle Ned, I have a secret that  I’ve decided I’m not going to share with Grandmother because she didn’t share anything with me,” Mandie told him as she wiped her eyes again.


  “Papoose must not do spiteful things,” Uncle Ned said.


  “It’s not a spiteful thing, Uncle Ned. It’s something I’ve done that my grandmother doesn’t know about and which might not even work out, but I’m hoping with all my heart that it will,” Mandie replied as she glanced out the window.


  “Papoose must think about this thing she’s done,” he said.


  Mandie looked up at his old wrinkled face and made a quick decision. “I’ll tell you what I’ve done, Uncle Ned,” she began. “Remember Dr. Plumbley, the Negro man who is our friend? He lives in New York? Well, I went to the telegraph office yesterday and sent him a wire, asking him to come and doctor my mother since Dr. Woodard said he had done all he could do.” She watched for his reaction.


  Uncle Ned was surprised and he said, “Papoose, this doctor man has sick people in New York. He cannot leave them to come all the way down here.”


  “I know he has patients up there,” Mandie said. “But he’ll make arrangements with another doctor so he can come. You wait and see. He will come.” She reached for Uncle Ned’s wrinkled hand. “Uncle Ned, he’s got to come. That’s the only hope for my mother.”


  “No, no, Papoose, not only hope. Remember, Big God in charge,” Uncle Ned said.


  “I know, Uncle Ned, but I’m hoping God will give Dr. Plumbley the knowledge to cure my mother,” Mandie said. She was silent for a moment as she thought about how this had come about, and she decided to share this with her friend. She shifted her position to turn and face the old man. “Uncle Ned, do you believe in angels?”


  Uncle Ned smiled at her and replied, “Big God has lots of angels.”


  “But have you ever seen one?” she asked.


  “Angels not seeable, Papoose,” he said.


  “Oh, but I saw one! It was in my room the first night when I came home, and it spoke to me,” Mandie said, looking at him.


  “Spoke to Papoose?” he questioned her.


  “Yes, and it said, ‘Peace. You will know. You will know.’ Just like that,” Mandie said. “I finally figured out what I would know. Something just told me to go wire Dr. Plumbley and I did and then I felt better. That’s what the angel meant for me to do.” 


  “Papoose, maybe dream this,” he said.


  “No, I thought about that, too, but it was too real. I believe I really saw an angel,” Mandie said. “And the angel came to help me help my mother.”


  “What angel look like?” he asked.


  “There was a real bright light around it and I couldn’t see its features, so I don’t know for sure whether it was a man or a woman, but it seemed to be young. I was . . . petrified. I couldn’t speak until it spoke to me. It was as if it had a secret and I was holding my breath to hear what it was. As soon as it spoke I felt warm and hopeful. It was a strange feeling,” Mandie said, squinting her eyes as she remembered.


  When Uncle Ned didn’t speak for a few moments, Mandie felt that for one time the old man had nothing to say. Evidently he didn’t know whether to agree with her or not.


  Mandie had another thought. “Uncle Ned, do you know how long it takes the train to get here from New York?” she asked.


  The old man shook his head. “Do not know, Papoose. New York long way,” he said.


  Liza interrupted them as she came rushing down the hallway, waving an envelope in her hand. “Missy ’Manda, you’se got a message all de way from Noo Yawk. See heah!” she was yelling as she came up to them and handed Mandie the envelope. She stood waiting to see what this was all about.


  Mandie excitedly opened the envelope and pulled out a small sheet of paper, from which she read aloud, “Will come first train possible. Samuel Hezekiah Plumbley.” She hugged Uncle Ned and added, “I knew he would! I knew he would!” Tears of joy ran down her cheeks.


  Uncle Ned patted her blonde head. “Papoose must pray Big God give this doctor man knowledge to make mother of Papoose well again,” he said.


  “Yes, we must,” Mandie said, straightening up and reaching for Uncle Ned’s hand. Suddenly she saw Liza still standing there and she grabbed her hand. “Liza, we have to pray for this doctor from New York. You remember him coming to visit us, don’t you?”


  Liza nodded. “I sho’ does,” she said. “And he comin’ heah agin?”


  “Yes, he’s coming to doctor my mother,” Mandie said, and then added, “But, Liza, this is our secret. I don’t want you to tell anyone, understand?” 


  “I understands, Missy ’Manda, jes’ you and me and Injun man knows ’bout dis,” she said.


  “You pray, Uncle Ned,” Mandie told him.


  Looking upward, the old Indian began, “Big God, please give this doctor man knowledge to make mother of Papoose well.”


  Mandie repeated the prayer after him and Liza joined in.


  Then Mandie jumped up and walked back and forth across the hallway. “I’m so happy that he’s coming,” she said.


  “What dis Doctuh Woodard gwine do when dis other doctuh git heah? He gwine leave?” Liza asked. “And he gwine take doctuh son Joe wid him?”


  Mandie stopped and gasped. “I hadn’t thought about that,” she said.


  “Papoose must tell him New York doctor man coming,” Uncle Ned said.


  Mandie suddenly wondered what Dr. Woodard would say when he found out what she had done. He might be awfully angry with her. “Not right now,” she said. “I’ll tell Dr. Woodard later.”


  “Do not forget, Papoose,” Uncle Ned said sternly. “Must tell.”


  “I’ll remember, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said. Turning to Liza, she asked, “Does anyone else know I got a message from New York?”


  “Not a soul, Missy ’Manda. I answers door, man gives me dis heah enbellope and say, ‘Message from Noo Yawk for Miss ’Manda Shaw.’ I takes it and runs all de way up heah,” Liza explained.


  “That’s good, Liza. Just remember to keep it a secret,” Mandie reminded her.


  “Dat I do. Now I got to go back and he’p Jenny in de kitchen,” Liza replied, then hurried down the hallway.


  Uncle Ned stood up. “I go, too,” he said. “Chop wood for cookstove.”


  “And I’m going back upstairs to see if my grandmother is awake,” Mandie said as she also stood up.


  Uncle Ned paused to look at her as he said, “Papoose must remember to think.” He went on down the hallway.


  Mandie walked back into her room and went to stand by the window. So many things were piling up for her to think about. Uncle Ned had told her to think. And now she thought about Dr. Woodard. What would she tell him? And if he got angry with her, wouldn’t Joe also  be angry? After all, Dr. Woodard was Joe’s father. She’d just have to wait awhile before she told him that Dr. Plumbley was coming because she’d have to plan what she would say.


  Then there was her problem with her grandmother. She was going to ask her why she had kept everything secret. And she might as well go on and do that now.


  She climbed the stairs to the third floor again and went directly to the rooms her grandmother was occupying. She peeked inside and saw that her grandmother was still asleep on the sofa.


  Mandie silently closed the door as she said to herself, “Oh well, I’ll come back again.”


  She wandered down the long corridor and happened to pass Uncle John’s library. The door was partly open. She knew the door was kept locked and no one was allowed inside because this was where her uncle kept all his business papers.


  Frowning, Mandie paused to look through the crack, thinking maybe Uncle John was inside. But instead she saw a black-haired woman pulling back the draperies in the corner of the room. As Mandie watched, the woman took a key from her pocket, inserted it in the door behind the draperies, and unlocked it. Then she pushed the latch on the paneled wall inside the opening and the wall slid away, revealing the steps to the secret tunnel. Mandie gasped, wondering who the woman was.


  Without even thinking, Mandie rushed into the library to stop the woman. But before she could reach her, Mandie saw the door close and heard the key click in the lock.


  “Who are you? What are you doing in there?” Mandie demanded as she knocked on the door.


  Only silence met her ears. “I’ll catch her at the other end,” Mandie said aloud to herself.


  She quickly ran down the stairs all the way to the first floor and out the back entrance. She continued down the hill behind the house to the woods below. Once there, she found the entrance to the end of the tunnel. She slipped behind a large bush to a place where she could see the door and wait for the woman to come out.


  Mandie waited and waited and nothing happened until Snowball came prowling through the bushes. She picked him up and brushed leaves from his fur.


  “It’s good to be home where you can run free and I don’t have to  worry about putting a leash on you,” she murmured to the cat as she held him close.


  Finally Mandie decided the woman wasn’t coming out of the tunnel and she stepped out of the bushes to go back up to the house. She almost collided with Joe.


  “Well, what are you doing here?” Mandie asked as she set Snowball down.


  “I get tired sitting around the house with nobody to talk to, so I thought I’d go for a walk,” he said as he looked away into the distance.


  “I know. I’ve been in my room just about ever since I got home,” Mandie agreed. Then she remembered why she was at this particular place. “I saw a woman in Uncle John’s library unlock the door to the tunnel, go inside, and lock it behind her. I figured I’d catch her when she came out down here and find out who she is and how she got that key, and also how she knew about the secret tunnel.”


  “You didn’t know who she was?” Joe asked.


  “I’ve never seen her before that I know of, but then, according to Liza, the house is full kinpeople that I’ve never seen,” Mandie replied.


  “Then maybe she’s a relative,” Joe suggested.


  “Well, even if she is a relative, how did she get into Uncle John’s library? You know how strict he is about keeping it locked and not allowing anyone else in there,” Mandie said. Her arm itched, and as she rubbed it, she noticed that a bush had scratched it.


  “Maybe she’s someone your Uncle John knows pretty well, and he let her into the library,” Joe said. He reached to touch Mandie’s arm as he said, “It’s scratched, but luckily it didn’t cut enough to bleed.” Before Mandie knew it, Joe had grasped her hand in his.


  Mandie couldn’t decide what to do. She wasn’t used to Joe doing such things. But then he seemed concerned about her after all the sadness she’d been experiencing. She didn’t pull free but her voice wavered as she said, “I’ll wash the scratch when I go back to my room.”


  Joe looked into her blue eyes and said in a solemn voice, “Mandie, I want you to know I feel for you. You’ve borne all this better than I ever could have.”


  Mandie did pull her hand free as she looked around and said, “Let’s talk about something else. Like where did that woman go? Maybe we could catch her coming back out of Uncle John’s library if we hurry. She has to come out somewhere.” 


  Joe, smiling at being included in the adventure, said, “Let’s go!”


  They hurried up to the third floor and down the hallway to Uncle John’s library. The door was closed, and when Mandie tried it she found it was locked.


  “Oh, shucks! I should have come back sooner,” Mandie said with a sigh.


  “How could you, when you were thinking she would come out the other entrance to the tunnel?” Joe said. “Anyhow, if you see her again, let me know and I’ll find out who she is.”


  “I’m not sure I’d recognize her. I didn’t see her face, only her back, and she had black hair,” Mandie explained as they stood there in the hallway.


  “There must be at least ten women in the house who have black hair,” Joe said. “What was she wearing?”


  “Black. I believe everything she wore was black,” Mandie said.


  “Then she must be a relative, because all your kinpeople are in mourning for your little brother,” Joe said, looking at Mandie.


  Mandie frowned, closed her eyes, and then turned to walk down the hallway. “Maybe I’ll get a better look if she comes back to Uncle John’s library,” she said as they went down the stairs to the second floor.


  All the time Mandie was thinking, Maybe I could just tell Joe that Dr. Plumbley is coming and he could tell his father. But what will I say? How will I do this?


  When they came to the door to Mandie’s room, Joe asked, “Would you want to sit out here on the window seat and talk for a while?”


  “I’m trying to catch my grandmother to discuss some things with her, but every time I go up to her room she is asleep on the sofa in her sitting room. I suppose I’ll just go back up and try again,” Mandie said.


  “Then maybe you’ll come downstairs later,” Joe said.


  “No, I don’t want to see all those strangers,” Mandie protested. “I just don’t feel like facing them right now.”


  “Would it be all right if I come back up later then?” Joe asked.


  Mandie looked up at him. Joe was two years older than Mandie and was tall and thin, with a determined chin. “I’ll let you know. Liza comes up here every so often and I’ll tell her to give you a message if I can have you come, because I don’t know when I’ll be able to catch Grandmother,” she said. 


  “All right. I’ll be downstairs,” Joe said as he went on down the hallway.


  As soon as he turned the corner, Mandie went back up to the third floor and down the hall to her grandmother’s rooms. This time the door was ajar.


  Aha! She’s up now, Mandie thought to herself. I’ll catch her this time.


  She hurried to the door and pushed it open. She looked around the sitting room. Her grandmother was not on the sofa. Evidently she was in her bedroom. Mandie went on inside to the door of the bedroom. When she looked in, she was disappointed because Mrs. Taft was nowhere to be found.


  Mandie left the rooms and started back down the stairs. “She’s probably downstairs with all those people, but I’ll catch up with her soon,” she said to herself.


  But Mrs. Taft was not downstairs with all those people. When Mandie pushed open the door to her own room, she found her grandmother sitting in a chair by the window. 


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  MANDIE AND JOE EXPLORE


  Mandie was so surprised at seeing her grandmother sitting in her room, she couldn’t think of a thing to say. She sat down in a chair opposite Mrs. Taft.


  They silently looked at each other and finally Mrs. Taft spoke. “I have been terribly wrong, dear, in not keeping you informed of the situation here at home,” she said in a trembly voice. “I came to ask you for forgiveness. Dr. Woodard told me everything last night.”


  Tears blurred Mandie’s eyes, and forgetting all her anger, she rushed into her grandmother’s arms. Mandie sat beside her on the arm of the chair and they both cried.


  “Grandmother, I need your forgiveness, too. I’ve been awfully angry with you and was planning how to get even. I’m sorry,” Mandie said as she straightened up to look into her grandmother’s face.


  “Then we’re both forgiven,” Mrs. Taft said, dabbing her eyes with a lacy handkerchief. “Oh, Amanda, what a sad time. We’ve not only lost your little brother, but Dr. Woodard has done all he can for your mother. What are we going to do if—if we lose her, too? I just can’t take any more.”


  Mandie’s own grief was arrested as she realized her grandmother needed her help and encouragement. She would have to be the one to offer comfort. Her grandmother was in terrible shape. She quickly decided to tell her about Dr. Plumbley. 


  “Grandmother, Dr. Woodard may have done all he can, but I wired Dr. Plumbley,” Mandie began, trying to act more optimistic than she felt. “Remember, he’s the old friend of the Shaw family who went to New York to study and practice medicine? Well, he wired me back that he is coming—”


  Mrs. Taft took her handkerchief away from her eyes to look at Mandie. “I remember the name, dear, but do you think he would know more than Dr. Woodard does about the fever?”


  “Oh, yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said. She was thinking about the angel’s visit and the message it had given her that caused her to wire the doctor. She quickly decided now was not the time to share this with her grandmother. “After all,” she continued, “he’s been studying at the most modern schools of medicine in New York, and although I love Dr. Woodard dearly, I don’t think he’s as up-to-date as Dr. Plumbley must be.”


  “We’ll see, dear, but he’ll have to act as an advisor to Dr. Woodard. We can’t dismiss Dr. Woodard after all his many, many years of caring for the family,” Mrs. Taft said, and then she tried to smile. “Maybe Dr. Plumbley will be the answer to my prayers.” She squeezed Mandie’s hand.


  “Mine too, Grandmother, and Uncle Ned’s, too. I told him about Dr. Plumbley,” Mandie said. “And Liza knows because she was the one who received the wire from him and brought it up to me.”


  “I suppose we’ll have to let Dr. Woodard know, too,” Mrs. Taft said, drying her eyes. “Or have you mentioned it to him?”


  Mandie got up to walk around the room. “No, I haven’t yet, Grandmother, but I promise I will. I just haven’t gotten up the nerve yet,” she said, pausing to look out the window as she considered her problem.


  “Well, we have plenty of time, dear. It takes quite a while to get here from New York and then, too, Dr. Woodard stays busy,” Mrs. Taft said, straightening her clothes.


  There was a light tap on the door and Mandie called, “Come in.”


  Liza entered the room as she announced, “It be eatin’ time in dis heah house.” She stopped when she saw Mrs. Taft. “Would y’all be wantin’ me to bring both yo’ trays in heah and y’all eat together now?”


  Mandie and Mrs. Taft looked at each other.


  “I really should go downstairs and speak to the kinpeople, but I just haven’t been able to yet,” Mrs. Taft began.


  “Neither have I,” Mandie said quickly. “So why don’t we eat here?” 


  “That would be fine, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “I really don’t want much of anything, but I suppose we’ll have to eat something in order to survive.”


  Liza turned to leave and then added, “Missy ’Manda, dat doctuh son be worryin’ me to death wantin’ to know if you had sent him a message.”


  “He wanted to come up here and sit on the window seat out there in the hallway with me, and I told him I’d get you to give him the message later,” Mandie explained.


  “Amanda, why don’t we ask him to eat here with us? I imagine he’s at loose ends down there,” Mrs. Taft suggested.


  “Of course, Grandmother,” Mandie agreed, wondering what they would talk about with her grandmother present. “Liza, please tell him to come, but he can bring his own tray since you won’t let me help you.”


  “I’m right sho’ he’ll be glad to do dat,” Liza told them as she left the room.


  “I don’t know why Joe came here in the middle of all this sickness,” Mandie said, sitting near her grandmother. “I’m so afraid somebody else will get it.”


  “According to Dr. Woodard, Joe had the fever when he was small,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Grandmother, is it true that if you’ve had the fever before, you won’t get it again?” Mandie asked.


  “That’s the common belief, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “But, you know, we’ve never had the fever much in this area over the years, and people around here don’t really know much about it.”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever had it,” Mandie said. “Dr. Woodard might know since he’s always been our doctor.”


  “No, you haven’t had the fever,” Mrs. Taft told her. “As soon as Dr. Woodard saw us come home he told me to keep you away from your mother.” Her voice trembled. “I suppose I haven’t looked after you at all.”


  “Grandmother, I’m thirteen years old, you know, and that makes me old enough to look after myself,” Mandie reminded her. She wanted to ask her how Samuel had caught the fever, but it was too heartbreaking to talk about that. Evidently her mother had caught the fever from Samuel.


  “I know you are growing up, dear, but I do hate to think about the time when you’ll be out on your own, married, and perhaps with little  ones for you to look after,” Mrs. Taft said. “So I’ll just take care of you as long as you need me.”


  Mandie smiled slightly at her grandmother and said, “I do still need you to look after me at school when it comes to dealing with Miss Prudence.”


  Mrs. Taft didn’t smile back, but her eyes twinkled as she said, “Now, that’s a different story. Miss Prudence means well, I’m sure, but she is absolutely unbendable.”


  Liza arrived with a large tray. “I put dis right heah and then I gits de other one,” she said as she set the tray on the table nearby. “Be right back.”


  And she was right back with another tray. Mandie looked puzzled and asked, “Liza, where did you get the second tray? You couldn’t have gone all the way to the kitchen and back that fast.”


  Liza put her hands on her hips and looked at Mandie as she said, “Why, Missy ’Manda, you knows I ain’t gwine carry dese heah trays up and down de stairs. Dat dumbwaiter do dat fo’ me.”


  “Oh, I had forgotten there was a dumbwaiter down the hallway. We’ve never used it since I’ve lived here that I know of,” Mandie said with a little laugh.


  Joe came in at that moment with a tray and placed it on the table beside the others. Looking at Mandie and then at her grandmother, he said, “Thanks for asking me up to eat. It’s not much fun eating with a bunch of strangers.”


  Liza spoke up and said, “I done tol’ you Jenny let you eat in de kitchen wid her if’n you be skeered of dem people.”


  “No, Jenny won’t let me. I tried it and she said, ‘You git out of my kitchen and back in dat dining room wheah y’all belong.’ So you see, she didn’t want me in there,” Joe said with a smile. “Guess I’ll have to start going next door and eating with Polly. She wouldn’t mind.”


  “Oh, no you don’t!” Liza said emphatically.


  Mandie knew Joe was teasing Liza. Polly was known to have a great interest in Joe. She flirted with him every chance she got.


  “Be anything else, Miz Taft?” Liza asked as she uncovered the lady’s tray.


  “No, thank you, Liza, this is more than I’ll ever eat,” Mrs. Taft said, surveying the contents of the tray. 


  “We’ll put the trays on the dumbwaiter when we’re finished, Liza, so you won’t have to come all the way back up here,” Mandie told her.


  “Jes’ pull dat bell over theah if you be needin’ me,” Liza said as she left the room. Mandie knew she was referring to a rope-pull over on the other side of her room that rang a bell in the kitchen.


  There was very little conversation as the three nibbled on their food. No one seemed to have an appetite.


  “Would you like to go outside for some fresh air after we finish eating?” Joe asked Mandie.


  Before she could answer, Mrs. Taft spoke up. “Yes, Amanda, you do need to get out of the house for a little while,” she said as she drank her coffee.


  “Do you want to come with us, Grandmother? We could go down the back steps without getting tangled up with all those people downstairs,” Mandie suggested.


  “No, dear, I’ll just go back to my room and rest. Maybe later I’ll venture outside,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’ll stay around where I can be in touch with Dr. Woodard.”


  Joe finished off the potatoes on his plate and Mandie ate a roll as she watched him. She wanted to tell him that Dr. Plumbley was coming but she didn’t know how to break the news. She didn’t know when Dr. Plumbley would arrive, but she felt time was running out.


  “Joe, does your father have other patients who have the fever now?” she asked.


  “No, as far as I know, nobody in this district has had it except your family,” Joe said. “That’s why my father can spend so much time with your mother. No other case is as urgent as the fever.”


  “We appreciate the time and effort your father has spent here, Joe,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Mandie quickly looked at her. She thought her grandmother might be going to tell Joe about Dr. Plumbley, but she didn’t. And Mandie decided the best thing she could do was get Joe away from her grandmother before something was said about the other doctor coming from New York. Her grandmother had already laid down her napkin and Mandie quickly folded hers and put it on her tray.


  “Well, I suppose I’m ready to go outside,” Mandie said as her grandmother stood up.


  “Y’all go ahead, dear. I’ll see you later in the day,” Mrs. Taft told  them as she walked toward the door. “Don’t forget to take the trays, Amanda.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said as Mrs. Taft went on into the corridor. She picked up her tray and Joe brought his.


  They hurried to the dumbwaiter with them. It was like a tiny elevator that was pulled up and down by ropes from the kitchen.


  “You stay here and hold the rope and I’ll get the other tray,” Joe told her.


  Mandie waited, and when he came back she made a suggestion. “Let’s get the key to the tunnel from Mr. Jason and walk through it to get outside,” she said.


  “We’ll have to go downstairs to find him,” Joe said. “He’s probably eating right now.”


  “Joe, would you please find him and get the key so I don’t have to go down there?” Mandie asked.


  “Sure, Mandie, I’ll be right back,” Joe said. “Wait for me at the window seat outside your room.” He hurried down the hallway.


  Mandie went to sit on the window seat. She thought about the woman she had seen entering the tunnel earlier. She wondered again who the woman was. Very few people knew about the tunnel. Mandie’s great-grandfather had built the passageway to hide the Cherokees who wanted to stay in North Carolina when their tribe was being forced to leave in 1838. The house was constructed at that time and he had added the tunnel.


  When Joe returned, Mandie half expected him to say Jason Bond didn’t have the key because she knew the woman had a key, but he held it up as he came toward her. He was carrying a lantern, too.


  “I’m glad Mr. Jason had the key. I was afraid that woman still had it,” Mandie said as she stood up.


  “Oh, no, Mr. Bond didn’t know anything about that woman. I asked him. He said he has had the key all the time, that nobody had borrowed it,” Joe explained.


  “That’s a puzzle. The only other key that I know of is on Uncle John’s key ring, and since he’s with my mother, I don’t believe anyone would go in there and ask to borrow it.” Mandie pondered the problem as they walked up the stairs to the third floor.


  Joe pulled another key out of his pocket. “Remember, there are actually two keys that you need to have to get into the tunnel, one to your uncle John’s library door, which is this one.” He held up the key  from his pocket. “And this one here unlocks the door to the tunnel.” He held up the other key in his hand.


  Mandie stopped to think, then said, “You’re right. I’ve been saying the key to the tunnel all this time, but that woman had to unlock the library with one key and then have the other one to unlock the tunnel. I wonder how she did that.”


  Joe looked back and said, “Let’s go.” He waited for her at the top of the staircase.


  Mandie caught up, and when she tried the doorknob to Uncle John’s library she half expected the door to be unlocked, but it wasn’t. Joe set the lantern down, inserted the key, and opened the heavy door.


  There were shelves filled with books on three sides of the room. In front of a large stained-glass window stood Uncle John’s huge desk. All the shutters were open and Mandie quickly glanced around, thinking that woman might even be in this room, but there was nobody there.


  Mandie looked past the carved couch across the room to the draperies in the corner. They were pulled over the door to the tunnel and she quickly tugged at the cords and opened them. There was a smaller door behind them, and Joe set the lantern down again to try a key in the lock. It opened and revealed a paneled wall.


  Mandie rushed forward. “Let me. Please,” she told Joe. He stood aside as she pushed a latch on the paneled wall and one panel swung aside, showing the entrance to the secret tunnel.


  “Hold it open while I light the lantern,” Joe told her. He took matches from his pocket and got the light going. “Now.”


  Mandie, still holding back the panel, stepped aside and allowed Joe to enter with the lantern first. Then she followed and the panel swung closed.


  “I had forgotten how dark it is in here,” Mandie said, and then she gasped. “If that woman I saw come in here was carrying a light of any kind, I don’t remember seeing it.”


  Joe swung the lantern around and then said, “There’s another lantern, right there.” He moved close to where it was sitting just inside the doorway.


  Mandie thought for a moment and said, “Well, then, if she used that lantern she had to have come back out from this entrance.”


  Joe grinned at her and said, “Right.”


  “I should have come back up to the house instead of staying down  there in the woods so long watching the other end of the tunnel,” Mandie said.


  “Are we going on through?” Joe asked, starting down the steps into the tunnel.


  “Oh, yes, let’s do,” Mandie said, catching up.


  The tunnel was on several levels through the house and on down into the ground. Mandie and Joe went down lots of steps, through dark rooms, and they were about halfway down when they stopped to talk.


  “This place has always been amazing to me, the way it’s built,” Joe remarked.


  “It sure took a lot of hard work,” Mandie agreed.


  They were standing in a small room that had heavy wooden benches along the walls. They knew the door on the far side led to more steps going downward and through more rooms.


  “You ought to think of some purpose for this tunnel now, Mandie,” Joe told her as he swung the lantern around.


  The light in the lantern suddenly flickered and went out. There was a squeaking sound, like a door was being opened. Mandie grabbed hold of Joe’s arm.


  “Joe! You got any more matches?” she whispered.


  Joe whispered back, “A pocketful, but let’s listen first to see what that noise was.”


  Mandie held her breath as she squeezed Joe’s arm. Joe took her hand in his free one and held it tight. They didn’t move.


  It was so dark Mandie’s eyes couldn’t penetrate the darkness. And it was so silent she could hear Joe breathing. After a few moments she whispered, “Let’s get going.”


  Joe lit the lantern and they looked around. There was nobody there. They silently, slowly moved forward and began descending the next set of steps.


  When they reached the end of the tunnel they found the outside door standing open. Mandie ran forward to check the nail where the key ordinarily hung. The key was there.


  “This gets more complicated all the time,” Mandie remarked as she looked about. “Somebody must have unlocked the door, hung the key back up, and then left, leaving the door open.”


  “Or else they had another key to this door,” Joe said, examining the lock. 


  “If that woman had keys to the library and the entrance upstairs, then she probably has a key to this door, too,” Mandie said, going through the open door. Joe extinguished the lantern and followed.


  The bushes were thick around the doorway, and when they pushed ahead through them, a piece of black ribbon hanging on a bush caught Mandie’s eye. She stooped to pick it off from the branch.


  “Look! That woman was wearing black. She probably lost this ribbon,” Mandie told Joe as they examined it.


  “It does look clean and fresh. Someone must have lost it recently,” Joe said.


  “I hope we can catch up with her,” Mandie remarked.


  “One way you could do that is to come downstairs part of the time instead of staying in your room, and look the people over to see whether you find her among them,” Joe suggested.


  Mandie shook her head and said, “I wouldn’t recognize her because I didn’t see her face. Of course I might remember the back of her hair or her dress or something.”


  “So are you coming inside the house now where the visitors are, or are you going up the back stairs to your room?” Joe asked as they started walking toward the house.


  “I have to go to my room for a while because no one would know where to find me out here if they needed me,” Mandie said, thinking of the coming arrival of Dr. Plumbley. “Maybe later I’ll go downstairs.”


  Joe stopped suddenly and said, “I just thought of something. We should have locked the outside door to the tunnel down there.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. “But what would we do with the key? It’s supposed to stay on the nail by the door.”


  Joe thought for a moment and then said, “I tell you what. You go ahead, since you’re going to your room, and I’ll go back, lock the door, and take the key to Mr. Bond when I give him these two keys.”


  “Thanks, Joe,” Mandie said. “I’ll see you later.”


  “Right,” Joe said as he began walking back to the tunnel exit.


  Mandie rushed up the back stairs and into her room without seeing anyone. She began walking the floor, wondering when Dr. Plumbley would arrive and what she would say to Dr. Woodard. This was so important to her that she didn’t even stop to think about the noise they had heard in the tunnel and the door being left open. 


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  THE TRAIN SCHEDULE


  Mandie stopped pacing the floor of her bedroom and spoke aloud to herself, “I could at least go to the depot and find out when the train comes in from New York. Now, why didn’t I think of that before?”


  She quickly tied on the bonnet that matched her dress. The sunshine was hot outside and the bonnet would also help conceal her face. This time she picked up her small drawstring purse, because she remembered going to send the wire and not having any money with her. However, there would probably be no reason for it this time.


  When she was ready to leave, she stopped with a sigh and said, “What now?” as someone softly tapped on her door. Hastily removing her bonnet and placing it and her purse on a table nearby, she went to see who it was.


  Polly was standing outside her door. “Can I come in for a minute?” the girl asked. “This is the first chance I’ve had to get back up here. There’s always someone around when I try to slip inside your house.”


  “Oh, all right, Polly, come on in,” Mandie said with another sigh as she pushed the door open. “But remember, if you come down with the fever it won’t be my fault.”


  Polly shrugged and came into the room and sat in a chair. Mandie  closed the door and looked at her. “Did you want anything special?” Mandie asked. “I mean, is there a special reason for your visit?”


  Polly looked at her with a frown as she said, “Of course, Mandie. I wanted to know if you were all right after that visit we made to the cemetery.”


  Mandie sat on the bed. “Yes, I’m all right, Polly, but all that was a terrible shock,” she said sadly. “I just can’t . . . believe . . . that little Samuel . . . is gone.” Her voice trembled.


  “I’m sorry, Mandie,” Polly told her. “I hope your mother is better.”


  “Her condition hasn’t changed,” Mandie said. “She’s no better, but she’s no worse. I’m just hoping and praying that she’ll make it.” She dropped her eyes so Polly couldn’t see the tears.


  “Is there anything I can do, Mandie? Anything at all?” Polly asked in a quiet voice.


  Mandie suddenly had an idea, and she replied, “Polly, someone has been in the tunnel and they left the door open down at the end in the woods. I haven’t been able to catch them. Joe and I found it open this afternoon. If you could kinda help watch, you’d be doing me a favor.”


  Polly’s face brightened as she asked, “Are you and Joe going back down there?”


  “No, I’m not, but I have an idea Joe will be hanging around, hoping to see someone,” Mandie replied. “He didn’t actually say he would, but I felt he would do some investigating on his own after I came back to my room here.” Mandie knew Polly was smitten with Joe and she was using this scheme to get Polly out of her room so she could check the train schedule.


  Polly stood up and asked, “Should I go down there right now?”


  Mandie shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly as she replied, “If you want to.”


  As Polly hastily went to the door, she stopped to ask, “And if I see anyone going in or coming out of the tunnel what am I supposed to do?”


  “Look them over real good so you’ll recognize them when you see them again, then come and let me know,” Mandie said as she followed Polly into the hallway.


  “Hadn’t I better watch to see where they go if they’re coming out?  If they’re going in, you know I’ll never follow them into that dark place,” Polly explained.


  “All right,” Mandie said. “But you’d better get Joe to go with you if you start following somebody around. Now, why don’t you go see where Joe is so he can help you watch?”


  “Of course, Mandie. See you later,” Polly said as she hurried down the hallway.


  Mandie went back into her room and waited long enough for Polly to get out of the house. Then she put her bonnet back on and picked up her purse. She didn’t want to run into Joe and she was hoping Polly would find him. Of course, knowing Polly, if Joe was to be found she would find him.


  Mandie didn’t see anyone as she quietly left the house by the back entrance into the garden. Walking briskly, she went around the block to keep from going in front of the house. As she turned the last corner toward the depot, she stopped in surprise and then ducked into the entrance of a store. There was Abraham, her uncle John’s yard man, rattling along in his wagon, headed in the direction of the depot.


  “I hope he goes on past the train station,” she said aloud to herself. “I can’t imagine what he would be doing going to the depot anyhow.” She watched from behind the corner of the store front as Abraham drove on down the street. And she breathed a sigh of relief as he went on past the depot, turned the corner, and disappeared.


  “I’ll have to hurry. He might come back,” Mandie said to herself. She rushed on down the street to the depot and went inside the small waiting room. There was no one there, and there was no clerk behind the window. She looked around, not sure what to do now.


  Finally walking up to the glass window at the counter, she called, “Anyone here? Is there anyone here?” There was only silence. She couldn’t see into the small room behind the window.


  She bit her lip and, with a sigh, walked out onto the platform to look around. There was nobody anywhere.


  “Well, did everyone just quit and go home?” she said loudly as she stomped her foot.


  “Yessum,” a man’s voice said, and she whirled around to see an old man in workclothes in the trainyard on the other side of the platform. “That clerk, he’s gone home fer a bite to eat, seein’ ain’t no train  comin’ in till late today,” the man went on as he loaded freight onto a cart sitting on a side track.


  Mandie quickly walked to the other side of the platform and called to him, “What time does the train from New York get in here?”


  “Depends on what changes you make up the road,” the man said, straightening up to look at Mandie. “They’s diff’runt trains come in from up north.”


  Mandie was puzzled as she asked, “How are you supposed to know when to meet someone coming in from New York, then?”


  “I s’pect you jest keep meetin’ all the trains from the north, miss,” he said. “And all them trains done come in today. We’re waitin’ fer the trains from the south this afternoon.”


  “So, in other words, a person coming from New York would come in on a train from the north and all the trains from the north come in before this time of day,” Mandie said.


  “Not always, ’cause sometimes they’re late, hours late,” the man said as he continued loading the cart.


  “Thank you,” Mandie called as she turned to walk down the platform. She went back through the empty waiting room and out into the street.


  She stopped to look around outside as she mumbled to herself, “And I thought trains had to run on a fixed schedule, otherwise they’d run into each other. And the clerk just leaves the place empty and goes home for dinner. What a mess!”


  Mandie kept alert for any sign of Abraham as she hurried up the street. She was able to get all the way back home and almost to the back entrance without seeing anyone she knew. Then as she slipped through the tall stalks of corn in the garden, she heard a woman’s voice speaking, “So you are Amanda.”


  Anxious to get up to her room, Mandie broke into a run to the back door. She glanced around but never did see anyone. She didn’t stop until she was in her room. Then she tossed off her bonnet and flopped onto a chair to get her breath.


  She was beginning to feel strange about the woman’s voice she had heard several times. So far she had not even had a glimpse of her. And why did the woman keep saying the same thing, “So you are Amanda”? Was she imagining she heard a woman speaking? Or was  the woman real? She had too many things on her mind to ponder this question long.


  Her thoughts returned to the train schedule. There didn’t seem to be any definite time that she could look for a train from New York. Dr. Plumbley would probably just come walking up to the door without anyone expecting him.


  And as she thought of him, she wondered how her mother was. Without stopping to consider that Liza might be busy, she jumped up, ran across the room, and pulled the bell cord to the kitchen. She would ask Liza to find out.


  Liza appeared at the door in just a few minutes, seemingly anxious to be of service to Mandie. “Miss ’Manda, you done fin’lly rung fo’ me,” she said as Mandie opened the door and stepped back for her to enter. “Now jes’ tell me what you be wantin’ and I’ll git it.”


  “Liza, I’m sorry to bother you from your other work, but I was wondering if you could find out how my mother is this afternoon since I am not allowed to go anywhere near her room. I know you aren’t allowed, either, but I also know you have a way of finding things out,” Mandie quickly told her.


  “I sho’ do, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said with a big grin. “Be right back.” She hurried out of the room and back down the corridor.


  And Liza was right back. By the time Mandie had washed her face and hands, which she felt were dirty after her visit to the sooty depot, Liza was knocking on the door. Mandie opened the door and tried to decide from the expression on Liza’s face what the report would be. She held her breath as she waited for the girl to speak.


  “Well, things be de same, Missy ’Manda,” Liza informed her. “She ain’t no bettuh, but she ain’t no worser neithuh.” She looked at Mandie with a solemn expression as she entered the room.


  Mandie blew out her breath and said, “Oh, Liza, I’m so thankful she’s no worse. Now if Dr. Plumbley will only hurry and get here! I’m sure he’ll know what to do.”


  “He done sent you dat message dat he would be heah an’ I knows he will be heah soon,” Liza told her. “Now I’ll keep check on things and I’ll let you know if anythin’ change, one way or t’other. I promises.”


  “Thank you, Liza,” Mandie said. “Are Uncle Ned and Morning Star still here?” 


  “Dey heah and he be he’pin’ wid de wood fo’ de cookstove and she be doin’ things fo’ Jenny in de kitchen,” Liza explained.


  “I wish there was something I could do. I feel so useless,” Mandie said as she walked about her room.


  “Now you got ’nuff to do worryin’ ’bout yo’ mama,” Liza told her. “You jes’ let everybody else worry ’bout de housework.” She grinned big and added, “ ’Sides, some o’ dem rich kinpeople done rolled up dey sleeves and pitched in to he’p. Why, one lady even baked a cake this mawnin’. I’se s’prised Jenny let huh git in huh kitchen. And Miz Cornwallis next do’, she been sendin’ heaps o’ food ovuh.”


  “Polly’s mother?” Mandie said as she stopped to listen to Liza. “Have you seen Polly around lately?”


  “No, not aftuh I runs huh off,” Liza said, shaking her head. “Doctuh son, he say he gwine outside fo’ a walk and when he come back he say he saw huh in de yard and he tole huh to go home ’cause o’ de fever.”


  “Did she go home?” Mandie asked. “Did Joe see that she went home?”


  “I don’t be knowin’, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said. “But he already wantin’ to know kin he come up and talk to you agin. I said I let him know when you lets me know.”


  Mandie thought for a moment and then said, “Liza, when you see Joe, would you please tell him I might come downstairs later?”


  “You is?” Liza asked in surprise. “You gwine down der ’mongst all dem nosey kinpeople?”


  “Nosey kinpeople?” Mandie asked.


  “Dey fo’ever askin’ questions ’bout you, Missy ’Manda, one black-headed lady in partic’lar, a young one,” Liza explained.


  “Questions about me?” Mandie asked. “What kind of questions?”


  “Dey mostly wantin’ to know where you at, and when you gwine come downstairs so’s dey kin see what you looks like,” Liza said. “I keeps tellin’ ’em you restin’ and don’t want to be disturbed wid their questions.”


  “I suppose I should go down and at least meet these people since they are kinpeople, but I figure they will all converge on me like a bunch of flies,” Mandie said. “And I don’t feel like being nice to people right now. And, Liza, when you tell Joe that I might come downstairs, please don’t let anyone else hear you. I might decide not to go down there.”


  “I will be sho’ nobody else knows,” Liza told her. 


  “Oh, and Liza, if you happen to see Dr. Plumbley coming to the front door, or find out that he is here, please let me know at once. I still haven’t talked to Dr. Woodard about him,” Mandie said. “Dr. Plumbley might get here any time now.”


  “I keeps an eye out fo’ him,” Liza said. “Now I has to git back downstairs ’less you wants sumpin’ else, Missy ’Manda.”


  “No, thank you, Liza. I’ll see you later, either downstairs or up here,” Mandie told her.


  When Liza left, Mandie decided to go up and see if her grandmother planned to go downstairs. Her grandmother would know how to handle these “nosey kinpeople,” as Liza called them. And she really would like to look them over and try to spot the owner of the voice who had been saying, “So you are Amanda.” Then, too, there might be some clue as to who had been in the tunnel.


  Mrs. Taft was preparing to go downstairs when Mandie knocked on her door.


  “Come on in, dear, I was just fixing to descend among all those visitors downstairs,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  Mandie stepped inside the room and watched her grandmother freshen up her hairdo in front of the bureau mirror.


  “Grandmother, I was thinking, maybe I ought to at least go down and meet these people. I understand they are all kinpeople,” Mandie said, sitting on a chair nearby.


  Mrs. Taft turned to look at her and said, “Yes, they are all kinpeople, but they’re the kind you never see or hear from except at funerals.”


  Mandie quickly caught her breath and turned pale.


  “I’m sorry, dear, I was referring to the funeral for your little brother, of course,” Mrs. Taft said as she finished her hair.


  “Are they your kinpeople, or my father’s kinpeople?” Mandie asked.


  “I believe all your Shaw kinpeople live a long way off and never come back here, and of course you know your Cherokee kinpeople on your grandmother’s side,” Mrs. Taft said thoughtfully. “I understand the people downstairs are mostly from your grandfather Taft’s side of the family.”


  “Oh, I’ve never met any of them. In fact I don’t even know anything about them,” Mandie said. “I know I must have Taft relatives.  But, Grandmother, what about your relatives? Don’t you have any?” She stood up to walk around.


  “My only brother died years ago, dear. He never married and therefore never had any children. And my mother and father both were only children in their families,” Mrs. Taft explained. “I may have some very distant cousins somewhere. But you and your mother are really all I have. You see why you both are so precious to me?” She came to put an arm around Mandie.


  Mandie hugged her back and said, “You are precious to me, too, Grandmother. I think I would like to meet these Taft kinpeople, though.”


  “Well, just come with me, dear, and you can get to know them,” Mrs. Taft said as she opened the door.


  Mandie hesitated as she said, “Grandmother, I don’t want to stay long down there. I’m sure they’ll ask questions and I’m not in a nice mood.”


  “I understand, dear. You just come on back upstairs when you get ready,” Mrs. Taft said, leading the way into the corridor.


  As they walked down the stairs, Mandie asked, “Do you know the latest word on my mother, Grandmother? Liza checked for me a little while ago and she was no better and no worse.”


  “I know, dear. I keep in touch with things every hour,” Mrs. Taft said as she walked ahead of Mandie. “Have you heard anything else from Dr. Plumbley?”


  “No, Grandmother, but I imagine he will be here any time now. I hope so, anyway,” Mandie replied. “I went to the depot to check the train schedules from New York and, Grandmother, did you know they don’t even go by a definite time for trains to arrive?”


  Mrs. Taft stopped on the steps and looked back at Mandie as she asked, “You went to the train depot? Amanda, you could have gotten Abraham to do that.”


  “No, Grandmother, because no one else knows Dr. Plumbley is coming except for Liza,” Mandie told her. She slowly added, “I haven’t even talked to Dr. Woodard about him yet. In fact, I don’t know how to catch up with Dr. Woodard without going to my mother’s room, and that is forbidden.”


  “You just tell Liza to give him a message that you want to talk to  him, dear,” Mrs. Taft said, going on down the stairs. “In fact, why don’t you just tell Joe to tell him for you?”


  “Oh, no, Grandmother, that wouldn’t ever do,” Mandie quickly protested. “You see, I’m afraid Dr. Woodard might just get angry with me for having Dr. Plumbley come, and Joe probably would, too. I have to tell Dr. Woodard myself.”


  “Then you’d better do it soon or Dr. Plumbley will be here,” her grandmother told her as they came to the bottom of the staircase on the first floor.


  Mrs. Taft paused there and Mandie stayed beside her. She could hear voices murmuring nearby and she decided the kinpeople were in the parlor. Liza came into the hallway from the kitchen. She was carrying a tray loaded with a silver teapot, chinaware, and teacakes. When she saw Mandie and Mrs. Taft, she stopped.


  “Why, I’se glad y’all come down right now, Miz Taft, ’cause we be havin’ tea in de parlor,” Liza said. She went on down the hallway and into the parlor.


  Mrs. Taft and Mandie followed. When they stopped in the doorway, the visitors in the room stopped talking to look at them. Mandie felt uncomfortable under their stare, and if her grandmother had not been with her she would have turned and fled.


  Mrs. Taft walked on into the room. “I thought I’d better come down for a while and speak to y’all,” she said. She sat down on a small settee. Mandie followed and sat beside her.


  Mandie didn’t listen to what her grandmother was saying to these people. She was busy looking each one over. They were mostly older women. A few young women sat together on one side of the room and several men were grouped together in the far corner. They were all wearing black, just as Liza and Joe had told her. She looked down at her gingham dress and then quickly glanced at her grandmother. Mrs. Taft was dressed in black, too. Mandie realized she should have changed her clothes, too, but her grandmother had not mentioned it.


  An older woman with gray hair reached for the teapot on the tray that Liza had set on a table in front of her. She glanced at Mrs. Taft and quickly withdrew her hand. “I’m sorry, Mary Elizabeth,” she said to Mrs. Taft. “I was going to pour the tea, but of course since you are here—” 


  “Go right ahead,” Mrs. Taft interrupted her. “I don’t really feel up to staying long anyway.”


  Mandie had never heard her grandmother called by her first name and it took a minute for her to realize the woman had addressed Mrs. Taft.


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said. “This lady is your aunt Dorabelle Taft. She was married to your grandfather Taft’s brother, Joseph, until he died many years ago.” Mrs. Taft went on introducing other relatives around the huge room. They all looked prim, proper, and rich, Mandie thought, until Mrs. Taft came to the last one. She was sitting near the group of men and Mandie learned her name was Isabelle Evins, the daughter of Aunt Dorabelle.


  “Isabelle is your mother’s first cousin, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “They are almost exactly the same age.”


  Isabelle gave Mandie a big smile. Mandie thought she was beautiful, with thick black hair and eyes almost as blue as Mandie’s. When Isabelle stood up to accept a cup of tea from her mother, Mandie noticed that she was thinner and taller than her own mother.


  Mandie was suddenly aware of another young woman coming into the parlor. She was a duplicate of Isabelle, the same black hair, blue eyes, and smile.


  “And, dear, this is Isabelle’s sister, Emily,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie.


  “Twins?” Mandie whispered.


  Mrs. Taft smiled at her and said in a low voice, “Emily is one year younger than Isabelle.”


  Mandie wondered if Emily was married. Isabelle was introduced as Isabelle Evins. Therefore, she must have a husband, but Mrs. Taft had not added a last name to Emily. She watched as Emily joined her sister and the nearby group of men immediately stood up, offering her a chair. Emily settled for a seat next to Isabelle.


  Mandie decided she had not seen anyone in this room before. Of course she had only glimpsed the woman from behind who had entered the tunnel, but she couldn’t picture any one of these as being that woman.


  Mrs. Taft was carrying on a conversation with Aunt Dorabelle about the old days when both their husbands were living. Mandie tried to think up some way to escape these strangers. Finally she slipped out unnoticed and went to her room. She had too many worries to sit and listen to such talk. 


  CHAPTER NINE


  DECISION REGARDING ELIZABETH


  Liza brought Mandie her supper on a tray that night. Mandie didn’t leave her room again. And she was awake half the night as thoughts of her mother and her little brother whirled through her mind. Snowball didn’t stay put on the foot of her bed, either, but prowled around the room.


  The next morning Mandie woke with a feeling of excitement. She felt her prayers for her mother were going to be answered. So when Liza came tapping on her door, Mandie immediately wanted to know how her mother was.


  She jumped out of bed and ran to the door. Snowball raced by her and into the hallway as she admitted Liza.


  “Liza, please find out how my mother is doing,” Mandie told the Negro girl.


  “Why, I’se gwine do dat right now,” Liza said, surprised at Mandie’s exuberance. “But I also needs to know if’n you wants to eat heah or downstairs dis mawnin’.”


  “I’ll just eat up here, if you don’t mind, Liza, but first I have to know how my mother is,” Mandie said.


  “Be right back, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said, turning to go down the hallway. 


  Mandie grabbed a dress from the chifferobe and quickly put it on. She felt an unexplained urgency that she be dressed and ready for whatever was about to happen. She quickly brushed out her long blonde hair and hastily plaited it.


  By that time Liza had come back, and when she came into the room, Mandie practically held her breath until Liza spoke.


  “She still hanging on, Missy ’Manda. Doctuh Woodard, he say no better, no worse, jes’ like yesta’day,” Liza reported.


  “Thank the Lord,” Mandie said as she grasped Liza’s hand and squeezed it. “Liza, my mother is going to get well. I just feel it.”


  Liza put an arm around Mandie and said, “I knows she is. She got lots of things to do in this heah world yet.”


  Mandie leaned back and asked, “What do you mean, Liza?”


  Liza smiled big, stepped back to look at Mandie, and said, “Well, de most important thing she gotta do is raise dis heah chile named ’Manda.”


  The girls laughed together. And the laughter made Mandie feel better.


  “Now, what ’bout breakfus’?” Liza asked. “You don’ wanta go downstairs? ’Cause dat doctuh son he done be in de kitchen wantin’ to know if you’se comin’ down.”


  At that moment Mrs. Taft appeared in the doorway. “Amanda, are you going downstairs for breakfast?” she asked.


  Mandie looked at her for a moment and then asked, “Do I have to?”


  “Why, no, dear,” Mrs. Taft said, and then with a smile she added, “And I don’t have to, either.” Turning to Liza she asked, “Would you mind bringing us a tray up here to Amanda’s room?”


  “Why, sho’ ’nuff, Miz Taft,” Liza said. “I be right back.” She started down the hallway.


  “Liza, wait,” Mandie called to her. As Liza paused, Mandie asked her grandmother, “Do you mind if Joe eats with us up here? Liza said he’s in the kitchen asking about me.”


  Mrs. Taft’s eyes twinkled as she said, “Of course not, dear. Joe is good company.”


  Liza, listening from the hallway, called back, “Den I’se gwine bring dat doctuh son back wid de trays.” She continued on her way.


  As Mrs. Taft had said, Joe was good company. He kept asking  questions about their European journey. He listened intently as Mrs. Taft described some of the places they had visited. And Mandie was drawn into the conversation.


  As they talked, Mandie remembered those wonderful days when she had lived with her father at Charley Gap. Joe had always been her friend then. He had understood her sorrows. And after she had come to live with her uncle John, who married her mother after her father’s death, Joe had kept flowers on her father’s grave there on the mountaintop. She felt a lot of love for the boy.


  When they had finished eating, Mrs. Taft told Mandie, “I’m going to my room to catch up on some correspondence. You need to get outside for fresh air and exercise, dear.” She left the room.


  “Yes, Grandmother, I will,” Mandie called after her. She and Joe picked up the trays and carried them to the dumbwaiter.


  “Let’s go sit on the front porch,” Joe suggested.


  Mandie agreed. They left by the back entrance and walked around to the front of the house. Joe led the way to the swing on the front porch.


  “Seems like you were gone all summer when, in fact, you were only gone a few weeks,” Joe told her as they sat down. “But I suppose you managed to cram a few adventures into that time.” He smiled at her as he ran his long fingers through his unruly brown hair.


  “Oh, we had lots of adventures,” Mandie replied. “I wish you could have been with us.” She stared into space as she remembered some of the mysteries they’d encountered.


  “I’d like to go to Europe someday,” Joe told her as he kept smiling. “Maybe you could go back and show me around.”


  Mandie smiled, too. “I’d never be able to show you around,” she said. “I’d get good and lost. And I’m not sure I want to go back again. My grandmother mentioned sending me to school over there, but I certainly don’t want to do that.”


  “I hope you don’t go away like that,” Joe said with a slight frown.


  “I won’t. I refuse,” Mandie said as she suddenly pushed the swing into motion. “Joe, do you think there was someone in the tunnel when we were? Remember that noise when your lantern went out?”


  “It sounded like a door creaking open, or closing, but then that could have been just the subfloor in the house settling,” he said.


  “But I don’t believe we were under the house when that happened,”  Mandie said. “We must have been far enough down the tunnel to be under the ground.”


  “I suppose the overhead of the tunnel was built with rafters, and they could have made the noise,” he said.


  Mandie gasped as she slowed the swing with her foot. “Do you think the tunnel is dangerous? That it’s sinking or something?” she asked.


  “Since that tunnel has been there for probably sixty-something years, I don’t imagine it’s going to cave in now,” Joe assured her. “But you know, wood shrinks and expands according to the weather, and that could cause some of the structure to squeak.”


  “Maybe I ought to ask Uncle John if he has ever had it inspected for safety,” she suggested. “I don’t think anyone ever goes in there, except us, and it could deteriorate without anyone noticing.”


  “He probably keeps check on it,” Joe said. “You know, Mandie, you really ought to think of a use for that tunnel.”


  “Like what? It’s all dark and spooky and not really good for anything,” Mandie said.


  “We need to think about that. It was very useful to the Cherokees when your great-grandfather built it, and there must be some purpose for it now,” he said.


  “Well, let me know if you think up anything,” Mandie said. “Why don’t we go look at the exit in the woods and see if it’s still closed?”


  “A walk wouldn’t hurt us,” Joe agreed as they both stood up. “I saw Polly down there yesterday. She said she was watching the exit. When I asked her what for, she said you wanted her to.” He looked down at Mandie as they walked down the porch steps into the yard.


  Mandie laughed slightly. “I was only trying to get rid of her,” she said. “She came up to my room and—”


  Joe interrupted, “She came up to your room? My father has forbidden her to come into the house because of the fever. I hope she doesn’t catch it.”


  “I’ve warned her, too, but you know Polly. You can’t make her do anything she doesn’t want to do,” Mandie said.


  Mandie and Joe walked through the woods behind the house and down the hill to the tunnel exit. There was no one in sight. As they pushed through the bushes to check the opening, they suddenly came face-to-face with Polly. She was leaning against the doorframe.


  Polly immediately rushed at Mandie. “You told me you weren’t  coming back down here. And Joe ran me off when he found me here yesterday,” she said with a deep frown.


  “I didn’t plan on coming down here again anytime soon, but I changed my mind,” Mandie told her. She reached around Polly and tried the door handle. It was locked.


  “Polly, you really ought to go home and stay away from here until we get rid of the fever in the house,” Joe cautioned her.


  Polly stomped her foot and scowled at the two. “I am going home and I won’t be back. Next time you want a favor for anything, don’t ask me,” she told Mandie as she ran off through the woods.


  “I’m sorry,” Mandie called after her.


  “Well!” Joe said, watching Polly leave. Then he looked at the door and said, “It’s locked. Let’s go back to the house.”


  The two young people took their time strolling through the woods and on into the flower garden at one side of the house.


  “Let’s sit in the summerhouse,” Mandie suggested.


  “Good idea. From there we can see most of what’s going on,” Joe agreed.


  Just as they reached the structure in the yard, Mandie heard a horse coming down the road. She stopped to look. As it came nearer she realized it was a hired carriage from the train depot. Without waiting to see whether it stopped before her house or not she began running toward the front gate.


  “Mandie, what’s wrong?” Joe called as he hurried after her.


  “It’s Dr. Plumbley! It’s Dr. Plumbley!” she cried, excitedly jumping up and down as the driver stopped at the hitching post.


  A huge Negro man in fine dress stepped down from the vehicle. The driver unloaded several black medical bags and a small trunk. Dr. Plumbley did not see Mandie until she yelled to him as she neared the gate in the white fence.


  “Dr. Plumbley! Dr. Plumbley!” she cried, opening the gate and grabbing the doctor’s large hands. “Oh, thank you! Thank you!”


  Joe stood by, watching and seemingly puzzled.


  “This is Dr. Plumbley, remember him?” Mandie said to Joe.


  “Yes, sir,” Joe said, stepping forward to shake hands with the man.


  Dr. Plumbley smiled and patted Joe on the back. “I do believe you are getting tall.” 


  “Yes, sir, one day I’ll probably be as tall as you are,” Joe agreed, straightening his thin shoulders. He bent to pick up two bags and said, “Let me help you take these to the house.”


  “That’s kind of you. I’ll get these others, and the driver will bring the trunk,” Dr. Plumbley said as he lifted two bags and tucked another one under his arm.


  Mandie was speechless with happiness as she led the way up the walkway to the front door. Liza was standing there, evidently having seen Dr. Plumbley arrive. They greeted each other and then Liza tugged at Mandie’s sleeve to hold her back a moment as Joe and Dr. Plumbley went into the front hall.


  “Missy ’Manda, has you done tole de doctuh man upstairs dat dis heah doctuh be comin’?” Liza anxiously whispered to Mandie.


  Mandie felt a stab in her stomach. She had not even thought about the meeting of the two doctors since she had talked to her grandmother about Dr. Plumbley. “Not yet,” she whispered to Liza.


  By that time Mrs. Taft had appeared in the front hallway. She quickly stepped forward. “Dr. Plumbley, you are so kind to come. I believe Liza has a room ready for you.” She looked at Liza who nodded in the affirmative.


  “Right dis way, doctuh,” Liza told him, going to the bottom of the staircase.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Taft. I’ll see you again shortly,” Dr. Plumbley said as he followed Liza.


  “I’ll bring these bags on up,” Joe told him, and he followed Dr. Plumbley.


  As soon as they were out of sight up the staircase, Mandie whispered to her grandmother, “Grandmother, I haven’t told Dr. Woodard. What will I do? What’s going to happen now?”


  “Don’t worry, dear. I’m sure everything will be all right,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  “I don’t know, Grandmother. I feel so awful about this,” Mandie insisted.


  “You should feel good about asking Dr. Plumbley to come. I’m sure he will know what to do to help your mother, and that’s all that counts. Personal feelings shouldn’t be allowed to affect what you have done,” Mrs. Taft assured her. “But you really should have told Dr. Woodard.” 


  Joe came bounding down the staircase and stopped when he saw them still in the hallway.


  “Evidently y’all were expecting Dr. Plumbley. Has he come to take over your mother’s case, Mandie?” Joe asked stiffly.


  Before Mandie could answer, Mrs. Taft said, “Yes, we knew he was coming. Remember the old saying. Two heads are better than one. But it will be strictly up to your father whether he wants Dr. Plumbley on Mandie’s mother’s case.”


  Joe looked directly at Mandie, whose nervous hands were plunged deep in her gingham pockets. “Why didn’t you tell me he was coming?”


  “I—I’m sorry, Joe,” Mandie said in a shaky voice. Her eyes filled with tears and she ran past him up the steps.


  “Joe, please be patient with Amanda. She has almost more than she can bear right now,” Mandie heard her grandmother saying.


  “Yes, ma’am,” came Joe’s answer.


  Mandie ran into her room and slammed the door shut behind her with such force that it bounced partly open without her noticing. She sank into a big chair and put her head on the arm.


  “I’ve acted so stupid,” she scolded herself aloud. “Now Joe’s angry with me and his father probably will be, too. I had all this time to tell Dr. Woodard and I kept putting it off.”


  Snowball wandered in from the hallway and jumped into the chair with his mistress. She paid no attention to him until he managed to get near her ear and began purring loudly. Then she moved enough to cuddle him in her arms.


  Finally she sat up, dried her eyes, and said, “Other people’s feelings, including mine, are not important. My mother is what matters.” Snowball jumped down and ran out of the room.


  “Dat’s right, Missy ’Manda,” Liza declared from the doorway. Mandie had not heard her come up. She was carrying a small tray with a teapot, sweet rolls, and cups on it. She went straight to a table nearby and set it down.


  “What have you got, Liza?” Mandie asked, watching her.


  “I has a cup o’ tea fo’ you and anybody else what happens by,” Liza said. “Morning Star made dis heah concoction special fo’ you. Dat means you gotta drink it.” She placed a cup on a saucer, filled it with tea, and handed it to Mandie. 


  Mandie smelled the aroma and said with a smile, “This is mint tea, Liza. I’ve had it at Morning Star’s house. The Cherokees claim it will cure anything.” She took a sip. “Umm! It’s delicious. Why don’t you try some? There’s another cup.”


  Liza shook her head. “No, thank you, Missy ’Manda,” she said. “I ain’t got nuthin’ that be needin’ curin’. You jes’ drink it all.” She moved around the room, plumping up pillows, straightening scarves on the tables, and she gave the bedspread a tug.


  Mandie frowned as she watched her. “Liza, what are you doing? You’ve already straightened up my room one time today,” she said.


  “I knows dat, Missy ’Manda, but you cain’t ever tell when you might git comp’ny,” Liza said, straightening a fold in one of the draperies.


  Mandie looked sternly at the girl and asked, “Liza, who is coming? Tell me this instant.”


  “I don’ rightly be knowin’,” Liza said, sauntering around the room.


  “What are you up to?” Mandie demanded, placing the teacup back on the tray.


  “Now, Missy ’Manda, you go drink dat tea. It be good fo’ you,” Liza said as she watched Mandie.


  “Liza, you don’t have to beg me to drink the tea. It is delicious,” Mandie said. “I want to know what you’re up to.”


  “Missy ’Manda, I ain’t up to nuthin’,” Liza said as she stopped to look at Mandie. “It be dat Injun man. He say Morning Star say fo’ me to stay wid you till you drinks de tea. Now dat’s all.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “Well, you can go now, because I am going to drink the tea.” She picked up her cup and drank some more.


  “Missy ’Manda, don’ you wants to know what’s goin’ on?” Liza asked.


  “I know what’s going on,” Mandie said with a sigh. “By this time Dr. Plumbley has found Dr. Woodard and Dr. Woodard is awfully angry with me for calling in another doctor without consulting him. And that means that Joe is also mad at me.” She paused for a second. “I just hope Dr. Plumbley can help my mother. That’s all that really matters.”


  “You don’ really knows what’s goin’ on,” Liza told her. “And I don’ neithuh, ’cause Miz Taft, she sent me to de kitchen to git de tea fo’ you. And when I come back out o’ de kitchen ain’t no sign o’ nobody ’cept dem nosey kinpeople in de parlor.” 


  Mandie sighed and looked at Liza. “You know, this is really a silly conversation. You don’t know anything and I don’t, either,” she said. “So, Liza, why don’t you go roaming around and find out what’s happening, then come back and tell me?”


  Liza’s eyes opened wide. “You really wants me to do dat?” and when Mandie nodded her head, she added, “All right den. Be right back.”


  Mandie sat there and drank the mint tea. She thought about the angel—she was sure it was an angel who had come to her room. Then the sudden knowledge had come that she must send for Dr. Plumbley. She was sure she had done the right thing, up to the point when she should have told Dr. Woodard.


  A sudden tapping on the open door drew her attention and she looked up to see Dr. Plumbley and Dr. Woodard standing in her doorway. She stood up, flustered with not knowing what was about to be said.


  “Come on in. I have plenty of chairs in here,” Mandie told them and motioned to the chairs.


  “Thank you, but we don’t have time to sit down, Miss Amanda,” Dr. Woodard told her. “Dr. Plumbley here has brought some new medicine with him from New York, and we wanted to let you know that we’re going to give it to your mother. We hope it will bring her out of the fever.”


  Mandie listened, her eyes growing wide. Dr. Woodard didn’t seem to be angry with her. “Dr. Woodard, I apologize for not letting you know Dr. Plumbley was coming,” she blurted out.


  “Apologize? I think you should have told me, but you have done something wonderful for your mother and me. Dr. Plumbley has gotten far ahead of me in medicine. He’s up there where he can learn about the latest developments, and I hope he can help your mother,” Dr. Woodard said. “I’m thankful he could come.”


  “I’m going to use every bit of knowledge I have, missy,” Dr. Plumbley added. “We’ve had a lot of success with this medicine in New York lately.”


  Tears of happiness filled her blue eyes and she said in a shaky voice, “Oh, I thank you both. My mother is going to get well. I know she is.”


  “Your uncle John thinks so, too, Miss Amanda,” Dr. Woodard  said. “He said he had a dream or a vision the other night that bolstered his hopes. Your mother has been awfully sick, of course, but there is always hope until the last breath, because only the Lord knows when our days will end.”


  “I know, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie said, rushing up to hug the old man’s neck and then quickly backing off as she caught sight of Joe in the hallway.


  Dr. Woodard turned to look behind him to see what Mandie had seen. Upon seeing Joe, he smiled and said, “We’ve got work to do now. We have to be going. Just remember to keep praying.”


  “Oh, I will, Dr. Woodard. And, Dr. Plumbley, I thank you for dropping everything in New York and coming down here,” Mandie said.


  “I was actually on a few days’ vacation when I received your wire. Therefore, you didn’t interrupt anything important,” Dr. Plumbley assured her.


  The two doctors went on down the hallway and Joe came to stand in the doorway. He glanced at the tray on the table and asked, “Food?”


  “No, it’s tea. Come on in and have some,” Mandie told him. “It’s mint tea that Morning Star made.”


  Joe left the door open and came to sit by the table. Mandie poured him a cup of tea and handed it to him.


  At that moment Liza came hurrying up to the doorway. She saw Joe and stopped outside.


  “Joe, thanks for not getting mad at me for sending for Dr. Plumbley,” Mandie said as she took her cup and they sat down.


  “I wasn’t mad. I was surprised because you usually tell me everything that goes on,” Joe said with a big smile.


  “Well, I didn’t this time,” Mandie said, smiling back. “But I promise to do better next time.”


  Liza, unseen, went on down the hallway. 


  CHAPTER TEN


  TEARS


  Mandie knew Dr. Plumbley couldn’t perform a miracle, but time dragged as he doctored her mother. Every day she hoped the fever would break, but Elizabeth remained the same.


  Finally Dr. Plumbley told Mandie that her mother had several other things wrong with her besides the fever, and he began additional medication for those.


  The visiting relatives held regular prayer meetings in the parlor, while Mandie, Uncle Ned, Mrs. Taft, and Joe had their own sessions.


  Liza came to wake Mandie one morning with the news that Uncle John had asked her to get help to clear out a small parlor on the second floor and make the room into a dining room just for Mandie, Mrs. Taft, and whoever they wished to eat with them.


  “I jes’ wanted to let you know dat Mistuh John, he say fo’ me to git dat parlor cleared out and make it a eatin’ room fo’ you and yo’ grandma since y’all don’t ever be wantin’ to dine wid dem nosey kinpeople,” Liza told Mandie as she opened the draperies.


  Mandie had gotten up to answer Liza’s knock and now she reached for clothes to put on.


  “I suppose that will be easier for you, even though we don’t eat that much. You still have to carry trays though,” Mandie said as she pulled a red gingham dress over her head. 


  “No, no, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said as she straightened the bed. “Dis parlor be de one right next to de dumbwaiter, so all I has to do is move de food from de dumbwaiter to de table in de room. And I kin keep de clean dishes an’ sech in de parlor room.”


  “Then that will be a lot better for us all,” Mandie said as she buttoned the dress. “You know, Liza, I haven’t had a chance to talk to my uncle John since I came home because he stays right with my mother. I imagine he’s plumb worn out by now.”


  “Oh, he plumb wore out, but he rests on de settee in yo’ mama’s sittin’ room,” Liza explained. “And he leaves de door open so he kin see huh. Now Aunt Lou and de doctuhs, dey take turns sleepin’ in de room on t’other side o’ yo’ mama’s room.”


  “This has been a long ordeal for all of us,” Mandie said as she buttoned her shoes.


  “But it gwine end soon. You jes’ wait an’ see,” Liza said in a hopeful voice. “And it gwine end real good, too.”


  “I hope and pray it will, Liza,” Mandie said.


  “Now, what you gwine do ’bout breakfus’? Yo’ grandma comin’ down heah to eat?” Liza asked.


  “I suppose so, since she has been doing that just about ever since I came home,” Mandie said. “And if you see Joe, please tell him about the room and say that he is welcome to eat with us—every meal if he wants to.”


  “I’ll sho’ let him know,” Liza said. “In fact, he be de one I’se gwine ask to move de stuff out o’ dat parlor. Now I go git de breakfus’ and hope yo’ grandma git heah in time.”


  “I’ll run upstairs and tell her,” Mandie said as she quickly plaited her long blonde hair.


  Liza went for the food and Mandie climbed the steps to her grandmother’s room. She knocked and knocked on the door and then pushed it far enough open to see inside. Mrs. Taft was not in the sitting room so Mandie looked into the bedroom. She wasn’t there, either.


  “It’s so early in the morning, I wonder where she could be,” Mandie said to herself. “I’ll go back to my room and wait. Maybe she’ll come back by the time Liza gets our breakfast.”


  Mandie went back to her room, left the door open, and sat down near the table where Liza always put their food. In a few minutes Joe showed up at the doorway. 


  With a big smile, he said, “I got your message. Thanks a whole lot.”


  “Come on in and sit down,” Mandie invited. “I know you don’t like eating with those strangers downstairs and my grandmother always enjoys your company. I thought you might like to join us.”


  “Is your grandmother the only one who enjoys my company?” Joe teased.


  Mandie felt herself blush, so she didn’t dare look Joe straight in the eye. “Oh, Joe, you know I appreciate having you for a friend. We’ve been friends as long as I can remember,” she said. “In fact, you and your father are like kinpeople.”


  “Well, thanks a lot,” Joe said with a frown. “I distinctly remember the day your mother married your uncle John and you promised to marry me when we grow up—if I would get your father’s house in Swain County back for you, and I certainly plan on doing that. I hope you are planning to keep your end of the bargain.” He looked serious.


  “Well, Joe, we have to grow up first and we don’t know what will happen before then,” Mandie said solemnly. “Why don’t you ask me again when I am about eighteen?”


  “I can guarantee you I will,” Joe said. “In the meantime, let me know if you change your mind.”


  “Change my mind?” Mandie asked.


  “You know, like you said, if something happens that changes things between us,” Joe replied. “And since I am a couple of years older than you are, by the time you become eighteen I will be on my way toward a career. I still plan on becoming a lawyer.”


  “You will make a wonderful lawyer, Joe, because you adhere to rules better than I do,” Mandie said with a smile.


  “Unless you manage to drag me along with you when you get involved in things that you shouldn’t,” Joe said, smiling back.


  “Like the noise we heard in the tunnel?” Mandie asked. “I still think there was someone in there when we were.”


  “Well, it’s too late to find out who it was. If you thought that, we should have looked around while we were there,” Joe reminded her.


  “Oh, Joe, you know how it works sometimes,” Mandie argued. “After something suspicious happens, there is usually another occurrence or clue that can be worked back to the first event to solve the whole thing.” 


  “Mandie, you should be a detective when you grow up,” Joe teased with a big grin.


  “No, that wouldn’t be interesting,” Mandie said. “It’s just things that happen around me that I get interested in.”


  Joe suddenly stood up and said, “I forgot. I am supposed to go back to the kitchen to help Liza bring the trays to the dumbwaiter down there. Be right back.”


  Joe hurried out into the hallway and disappeared from Mandie’s view.


  “I wonder where my grandmother is?” Mandie said aloud to herself as she watched the hallway outside her door. “Surely she is not having breakfast downstairs.”


  She decided to run back upstairs and check her grandmother’s room again. Mrs. Taft didn’t have to pass Mandie’s door to go up the flight to the third floor, and she might have returned to her room by now.


  But when Mandie checked the sitting room and the bedroom, there was still no sign of her grandmother. She came back down the hallway, and as she passed one of the guest bedrooms, the sound of crying met her ears. The door was slightly open and Mandie, surprised, stopped to listen.


  The crying continued, evidently muffled by a handkerchief, and Mandie decided to peek in to see who it was. She quietly pushed the door open enough to look inside the room. One of Aunt Dorabelle’s daughters was sitting in a big chair near a window. Her head was bowed in her arms and Mandie couldn’t see her face, but since the woman had black hair and was thin, Mandie decided it had to be either Isabelle or Emily, but she couldn’t determine which.


  The woman in the room suddenly hushed, cleared her throat, and sniffed loudly. Mandie quickly stepped back and pulled the door closed. It appeared the woman was preparing to get up from the chair where she was sitting and Mandie didn’t want to be seen.


  I’ll just hide, Mandie decided. She quickly looked at the row of doors down the hallway. They all seemed to be closed and Mandie didn’t know whether the occupants were in the rooms or not, but she’d take a chance. Rushing down to the first door, she listened for a second, heard nothing, then quietly opened the door and slipped inside. She glanced around to be sure no one was there. 


  I just have to see who that was, Mandie thought. She opened the door just enough to see into the corridor.


  In a few minutes Mandie heard a door open, and then the woman who had been crying came hurrying by the door where Mandie was watching. But the woman had put on a wide-brimmed bonnet and Mandie couldn’t see her face as she went by.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said quietly. She softly slipped out into the hallway to watch the woman. Whoever she was, she went on toward the staircase and Mandie followed at a distance.


  The woman was too quick for her, though. By the time Mandie had gotten to the second floor, the woman was nowhere in sight. Mandie stood there looking around and finally went back to her own room.


  Almost immediately Liza and Joe came in with the breakfast trays. Liza went back to the dumbwaiter and brought in the third tray.


  “I don’t know where my grandmother is,” Mandie told Joe and Liza. “I don’t know whether she’ll get here in time to eat or not.”


  “Jus’ keep de tray covered, Missy ’Manda. It’ll stay warm,” Liza said as she left the room to go back to her duties.


  “Smells good,” Joe said, lifting the cover from his tray.


  “Yes, it does,” Mandie agreed as she looked to see what she had.


  At that moment Mrs. Taft came rushing into the room and went straight to Mandie. Her eyes were red from crying and she could barely speak as she hugged Mandie. Mandie’s heart did flipflops. What was wrong?


  “Grandmother, what is it?” Mandie asked as Mrs. Taft squeezed her tight.


  Joe got to his feet and looked on.


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft was finally able to say. “The fever—broke—”


  Mandie squeezed her grandmother back. “Oh, Grandmother! My mother is going to get well!” She pulled away from her grandmother’s embrace and rushed to hug Joe.


  Joe put his arms around Mandie and said, “Hey, don’t cry about it. This is something to be happy about.”


  Mandie wiped her tears with the backs of her hands as she smiled at Joe and then at her grandmother, who had sat down. “I know it is. But I’m so happy I can’t help crying!” she said, her voice trembling. She looked upward and said, “Thank you, dear God. Thank you.” 


  “Yes, dear,” Mrs. Taft managed to say as she used her handkerchief on her eyes. “I’ve never been so happy in my life!”


  Mandie went to sit on the arm of her grandmother’s chair. “Were you in there with my mother, Grandmother?” Mandie asked.


  “No, dear, none of us can go in. Your mother will be moved to another room now and her room will be fumigated to kill the fever germs,” Mrs. Taft explained. “Dr. Woodard came knocking on my door about dawn this morning and asked me to come downstairs and wait outside Elizabeth’s room. He left before I could ask questions and I was so upset I almost never got my clothes on. Then when I got down there the door was open and Dr. Woodard was waiting for me in the hallway.” She stopped for breath.


  “Did you see my mother?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, dear, I could see her from the hallway. She was propped up on pillows and her eyes were open. I’m sure she saw me, but Dr. Woodard said she was too weak to move or talk right now. It’s going to be a long time before she completely recovers her strength.”


  Joe had been listening and now he said, “Mandie, you did the right thing when you sent for Dr. Plumbley. Evidently the medicine he brought with him worked. And now my father will know more about what to do with other patients who may get the fever.”


  “I appreciate your saying that, Joe, but it wasn’t entirely my decision to send for Dr. Plumbley,” Mandie said.


  Joe quickly looked at her and asked, “It wasn’t?”


  “I’ll explain one day when we have time to talk for a while,” Mandie promised. She didn’t know how Joe would react to her story about the angel in her room. And she had not talked about this to her grandmother, either. It was something so personal and dear to her heart that she couldn’t discuss it. But she was sure her mother was healed because of the angel’s visit.


  Liza appeared in the doorway with a big grin on her face. She ran to Mandie, hugged her, and danced around the room. “Hallelujah! I done tole you, Missy ’Manda, it would all end soon, and real good, too, and it did. De Lawd done answered all our prayers.”


  Mandie glanced up to see Uncle Ned coming through the doorway. He also had a big smile on his wrinkled old face. She ran to him and he bent to embrace her. “Big God answer our prayers,” he said.


  “Oh, yes, yes!” Mandie said excitedly. 


  “Now we thank Big God,” the old Indian said. He knelt in the middle of the floor and Mrs. Taft, Mandie, Joe, and Liza all followed without hesitation. Looking upward, Uncle Ned said, “We thank Big God. Make Papoose’s mother well soon. Only Big God do this. We thank you.”


  The others followed with their own thanks, and when they rose from the floor tears were in all their eyes, tears of happiness.


  Liza glanced at the trays on the table and said, “Y’all ain’t eat no breakfus’ yet. It gittin’ cold.”


  “Oh, I forgot,” Mandie said. Looking at Uncle Ned she asked, “Have you had breakfast yet?”


  “By break of day Morning Star cooked breakfast for her and me,” he said. “Must go now. Chop wood.”


  “I’ll be down to help as soon as I eat, Uncle Ned,” Joe promised as he sat down at his tray. “I won’t be long.”


  Uncle Ned smiled and left the room.


  “I gotta git goin’, too,” Liza said. “We’se gittin’ ’nuther room ready fo’ yo’ mama, Missy ’Manda. I’ll let you know when she’s moved.”


  “Oh, please do, Liza,” Mandie said quickly, her eyes shining with happiness.


  Liza left and Mrs. Taft, Joe, and Mandie began to eat their breakfast.


  “I’m so happy, it’s hard to swallow anything,” Mandie said, her hand flitting from one thing to another on her tray.


  “You have to eat, dear, to keep yourself well. It’s a blessing that no one else has caught the fever,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Yes, my father was worried about everybody else in this house,” Joe agreed.


  As soon as they were all finished, Mrs. Taft wanted to go to her room.


  “I must get back upstairs and make myself presentable,” Mrs. Taft said, looking down at her clothes. “And if you hear that Elizabeth has been moved, Amanda, please let me know.”


  “And you, too, Grandmother. I may be the last one to know,” Mandie said as she and Joe picked up the trays.


  Mrs. Taft left and Mandie and Joe carried the trays to the dumbwaiter. Then they went back to Mandie’s room to sit down.


  Suddenly Mandie’s face clouded over as she said, “If only Dr. Plumbley  could have come sooner and doctored Samuel with his new medicine.”


  Joe spoke sharply, “Mandie, you’ve got to believe me that Samuel had lots of other problems. He would not have survived to be much older, anyway. Please get that through your head.”


  Mandie gave Joe an angry look as she pursed her lips and got up to walk around the room. I wish he would stop telling me that, she thought to herself. I know it’s all a lie. I also know God took Samuel to punish me for not loving him as I should have.


  “I’m sorry, Mandie,” Joe said, quietly watching her.


  Mandie whirled around and looked at him. She wasn’t going to discuss this any further. Searching for something to say to change the subject she said, “I found a woman crying in a bedroom upstairs this morning.”


  “A woman crying in a bedroom upstairs?” Joe repeated. “Well, what was that all about?”


  Mandie came to sit down again. “I went upstairs to get my grandmother to come to breakfast down here and she wasn’t there,” she said. “As I walked down the hallway I heard someone crying and I peeked in the door to see who it was. I’m sure it was one of Aunt Dorabelle’s daughters. I couldn’t see her face, but it looked like one of them.”


  “Then what happened?” Joe asked as he continued watching Mandie.


  “She left the room and I had to hurry to get inside another room before she saw me. I watched through a crack in the door to see her pass, but she had put on a bonnet and I couldn’t see her face,” Mandie explained. “I’d just like to know what she was crying about.”


  “Mandie, that’s none of your business. You shouldn’t go around spying on people,” Joe said sharply.


  “Oh, Joe Woodard, I was not spying. I thought maybe I could help her or something if I knew what was wrong,” Mandie replied with a deep frown.


  “Well, evidently she quit crying enough to leave the room,” Joe said.


  “Yes, and I’d like to know who she was, too,” Mandie said.


  “You might as well quit worrying about it because it’s too late now to find out who she was,” Joe said.


  “No, it isn’t. I’ll ask Liza who is using that room,” Mandie said. 


  “And what good will that do you?” Joe asked.


  “At least I’ll know,” Mandie said.


  “I imagine all your kinpeople will go home now that your mother is recovering,” Joe remarked. “So you don’t need to get involved in anything concerning them.”


  “Oh, Joe,” Mandie said, getting up again to walk around the room. “Sometimes you just don’t understand.”


  Joe rose from the chair and caught Mandie’s hand as she came near him.


  “I’m sorry, Mandie. I know you’re all wound up with the exciting news about your mother and that you just aren’t thinking right about everything now,” he said gently.


  Liza appeared in the doorway. She spoke to Joe and said, “Mistuh John, he say nevah mine ’bout cleanin’ out de parlor room now. Comp’ny leavin’ soon and things git back to normal-like.”


  Joe smiled at her and said, “That’s fine, Liza, but if you do need me, let me know.” Turning back to Mandie, he said, “I promised to help Uncle Ned. I’ll catch up with you later.”


  “All right,” Mandie agreed.


  Joe walked down the hallway with Liza.


  Mandie began wondering when she’d be able to see her mother. She was anxiously counting the minutes. She deeply loved her mother and, now that the fever had gone, she felt as though she were floating on clouds. Soon she’d be able to talk to her and tell her how much she loved her.


  Then a sudden thought hit her and she flopped into a nearby chair. Did her mother know that Samuel had died, or had that happened after her mother got so desperately ill? If she knew, what would she have to say about it?


  “Please, dear Lord, don’t let my mother get angry with me,” Mandie said. “She knows how I treated Samuel when he was born.”


  She was anxious to see her mother, but in another way she dreaded it. 


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  CHANGES


  Mandie didn’t budge from her room all morning for fear someone would come to tell her that she could see her mother, and she wouldn’t be there.


  No one came to visit her while she waited, and her thoughts roamed. Who was the woman she’d seen crying? Was it Isabelle or Emily? What was wrong that would make a grown woman cry like that? And where did she go?


  Then her mind flitted off to the mystery of the woman she had seen enter the tunnel. Was she one of the kinpeople visiting the family? Or was she an outsider who somehow had gotten into the house? Not only that, where did she get the keys? Mr. Jason had said he had not let anyone have the keys to Uncle John’s library door or the tunnel.


  And what would she say to her mother when she finally got to see her? She needed to find out whether her mother knew little Samuel was gone. She remembered Polly telling her that Uncle John had wired her grandmother about Samuel and that her mother had become sick with the fever while they were on the way home. In that case, her mother would know about Samuel. But Mandie knew she couldn’t always believe Polly. Sometimes she got the truth mixed up, and sometimes it seemed to be on purpose. She needed to talk to her grandmother. 


  “Oh, there are so many unanswered questions!” Mandie exclaimed aloud.


  And had she imagined the voice that said, “So you are Amanda,” or was the voice real? If so, whose voice was it? And where was she now?


  “I’m beginning to doubt my own mind,” Mandie told herself.


  Snowball came into the room through the open door and rubbed around Mandie’s ankles. When she paid him no attention, he jumped up on the big bed. After washing his face, he curled up and went to sleep.


  Liza brought Mandie out of her reverie. “Eatin’ time, Missy ’Manda,” she said from the doorway. “Guess you be eatin’ up heah?”


  Mandie blinked her eyes back into focus and said, “If you don’t mind, Liza. I’m afraid to leave my room because someone is supposed to let me know when I can see my mother.”


  “Dat other room is done clean spotless. All dey got left to do is pick Miz ’Lizbeth up and put huh in dat nice clean bed,” Liza said with a big smile. “And I knows it be clean ’cause I done it.”


  “Then it won’t be long before I can see her, will it?” Mandie asked, eagerly waiting for Liza’s reply.


  “I don’t be knowin’ ’bout dat, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said.


  Mandie suddenly realized Liza could probably answer one question for her. “Liza, you’ve been here all the time,” she began. “Did Samuel . . . does my mother know Samuel is . . . gone?”


  “She sho’ does, Missy ’Manda. He got de fever first and she held him night an’ day an’ all de time Doctuh Woodard say she ought not to,” Liza said with a sad expression. “She say she cain’t stand to see him suffer. So she has to hold him an’ he die right there in huh arms.”


  Mandie listened with tears in her eyes. “He did?” was all she could say.


  “And when he die, Miz ’Lizbeth pass plumb out and she ain’t be back wid us till today,” Liza explained.


  Mandie couldn’t speak for a few minutes. Liza stood there quietly, apparently understanding Mandie’s grief.


  Finally Liza said, “I go git de trays now, Missy ’Manda. Doctuh son, he be wantin’ to come eat wid you. An’ yo’ grandmother, where she be? She gwine eat here, too?” 


  “I suppose you might as well bring their trays in here, too,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, please do, Liza,” Mrs. Taft spoke from the doorway. Neither one of the girls had seen her walk up. She came on into the room and sat down.


  “Yessum, Miz Taft. I go git de food,” Liza said, and went off down the corridor.


  “Any word, Grandmother, when we can see my mother?” Mandie asked anxiously.


  “No, dear, I’ve been in my room waiting, and I knew it was time to eat so I came down here to join you,” Mrs. Taft said. “I hate to bother the doctors, but maybe I should go see what I can find out.”


  “Liza just told me the other room is ready for my mother to be moved to, so it won’t be long now,” Mandie told her.


  “Well, they ought to let us know something,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Liza returned with the trays and with Joe.


  “Any news from your father, Joe?” Mrs. Taft quickly asked as they settled down to eat after Liza had left the room.


  “No, ma’am, I haven’t even seen him. I suppose he’ll let you know first when they get Mandie’s mother moved,” Joe said as he devoured a hot biscuit.


  Dr. Woodard did let them know first. When they had just finished eating and Mandie and Joe were preparing to take the trays to the dumbwaiter, Dr. Woodard came to Mandie’s room in search of Mrs. Taft and Mandie.


  “I’m glad I caught you two together so I only have to make one little speech,” Dr. Woodard said as he stood in the doorway.


  “A speech?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, now you can both see Elizabeth, on certain conditions,” he began. “She has been awfully sick, as you both know, and therefore, she is awfully weak. I’m asking that you not touch her, not only for her sake but because we doctors are not sure about when the fever germ leaves a patient. Therefore, it would be best for all concerned if you would only stand in the doorway and speak to her. And that should be limited to a half dozen words.”


  Mandie was listening and she asked, “My mother is going to get well, isn’t she, Dr. Woodard?”


  “Yes, Miss Amanda, I would say she will, given the proper attention  and care,” Dr. Woodard replied. “But you’ve got to understand she is not going to get well overnight. We can only gradually bring her back to normal health.”


  “We understand, Dr. Woodard,” Mrs. Taft said. “Now may we go visit her?”


  “Yes, ma’am, that’s what I came here for, to tell you she has been moved into a clean room and that you can see her now,” the doctor replied.


  “Mandie, you won’t be gone long. Should I wait outside on the window seat for you?” Joe asked. “And I’ll take care of the trays.”


  Mrs. Taft was hurrying out the doorway behind Dr. Woodard, and Mandie rushed to catch up with her as she called back to Joe, “All right. I’ll be back soon.”


  Dr. Woodard led them to a room in the same wing as Elizabeth’s own room and stopped at a door not far from it. He slowly opened the door, stepped inside, and looked back at Mandie and her grandmother.


  Mandie quickly looked in at her mother. She was wearing a frilly nightgown and was propped up on some pillows. As Dr. Woodard opened the door, Elizabeth turned to look at him. When her eyes caught sight of Mandie and Mrs. Taft in the doorway, she tried to raise herself up off the pillows as they stopped in the doorway.


  “My darling!” she whispered weakly. “And Mother.”


  Mandie had all she could do to keep from running to her. “Mother, I love you. I love you.”


  “Elizabeth, I love you, too,” Mrs. Taft said in a shaky voice.


  Elizabeth seemed unable to speak anymore. Dr. Woodard motioned for Mandie and Mrs. Taft to leave.


  “We’ll be back, Mother,” Mandie called to her.


  “Love,” Elizabeth managed to say as they turned to walk down the hallway, and Dr. Woodard closed the door.


  “I’m so happy I just can’t stand it!” Mandie said as they went toward her room.


  “So am I, dear, and you know what? We forgot to ask Dr. Woodard when we could come back,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Mandie stopped in the hallway and said, “Maybe I should go back and ask him.” She looked back and saw Dr. Plumbley hurrying to catch up with them. “Here comes Dr. Plumbley, Grandmother.”


  They waited for him. Mandie immediately grabbed his big, strong  hands and, looking up at him, said, “Oh, Dr. Plumbley, you saved my mother’s life. I’m so thankful!”


  “Now wait a minute, Missy,” the doctor protested. “I didn’t save your mother’s life. Only God could do that. I merely used the knowledge He gave me.”


  “I know. What I really meant was that if you hadn’t come all the way down here from New York, my mother never would have had the new medicine you brought and would probably not be here now,” Mandie said.


  “You never know, but let’s all be thankful that she has pulled through,” Dr. Plumbley said.


  “Yes, we’re so thankful and so appreciative of your coming here, Dr. Plumbley,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “I was trying to catch you to let you know I’m getting ready to return to New York and I just wanted to tell you good-bye,” the big doctor said, looking down at Mandie. “You see, I’m thankful, too, for the chance you gave me and my nephew, Missy.”


  Mandie knew he was talking about the big ruby she had given him a while back. The money from the ruby had helped further his medical education and helped start his nephew on his.


  “How is Moses, Dr. Plumbley?” Mandie asked.


  “He’s fine. He’s doing quite well in school. I’m proud of him. He’ll probably make a better doctor than I am,” Dr. Plumbley said with a big smile.


  “Not in our opinion, Dr. Plumbley,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Please come back soon, when you have some vacation time, and bring Moses with you next time,” Mandie told him.


  “I’ll do that. Abraham has asked us to visit him and do nothing but go fishing, like in the old days,” Dr. Plumbley said with a laugh. “And I think that’s a great idea.”


  “I think so, too,” Mandie said. Then she asked, “We forgot to ask Dr. Woodard when we could see my mother again. Can you tell us?”


  “I would guess Dr. Woodard will limit your visits to twice a day, once in the morning and once in the afternoon, until she gets some strength back,” Dr. Plumbley replied. “Now I have to rush. I have a train to catch.”


  “A train to catch? Why, the trains at this depot here don’t even run on a schedule,” Mandie told him. “I know because I went down there  trying to find out when the train from New York would be coming in, and the man said just any old time, depending on where you changed and all that.”


  The big doctor laughed and said, “I know. Just like it was back in the old days when I lived here in Franklin. Only this time Abraham is at the depot and he says he’ll hold the train till I get there. So let me get going now. I hope to see you all again soon.”


  Mandie and Mrs. Taft told the doctor good-bye and walked on down the hallway to Mandie’s room. Mrs. Taft didn’t go in but told Mandie she was going to her own room upstairs to rest for a while.


  “And if you get any word from Dr. Woodard that we can see Elizabeth again, let me know, dear,” Mrs. Taft said, going on down the hallway toward the stairs.


  “I will, Grandmother,” Mandie promised as she stepped into her room. Then she remembered Joe was supposed to wait on the window seat. She went back into the hallway, but Joe was not there.


  “Well, I wonder where he is?” she remarked to herself.


  She went back inside her room and sat down. She was still excited about seeing her mother. However, her mother didn’t look good at all, and she was still worried about her.


  Her thoughts were interrupted by the sudden appearance of Polly in her doorway. She got up and said, “Why, come on in, Polly. Have a seat.”


  Polly came in and sat down. “I just wanted to come and tell you I’m glad your mother is better,” she said.


  Mandie looked at her and asked, “Why, news sure does travel fast. When did you hear about my mother?”


  “Just now,” Polly said. “I was just going to check on the tunnel exit and I ran smack into Joe. He told me.”


  “Joe was down at the tunnel exit? I wonder why?” Mandie asked.


  “Well, he told me he was following some lady in a black dress and she disappeared,” Polly said with a shrug.


  “Following a lady in a black dress?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “That’s what he said,” Polly confirmed. “Of course, you know your house here is full of ladies in black dresses.”


  “I know. Where did Joe go, Polly?” Mandie asked.


  “I don’t know. I left him down at the tunnel exit when he told me  your mother was better and that you had been able to see her,” Polly replied.


  “Come on. Let’s go see if we can find him,” Mandie said as she stood up.


  “Well, if you insist,” Polly agreed.


  Mandie decided Polly just wanted to play hard-to-get as far as Joe was concerned.


  The two girls went down the back stairs and out into the yard. They hurried down the hill to the tunnel exit. Joe was not in sight.


  “I wonder where he could have gone?” Mandie remarked as she pushed back the bushes to check the tunnel door. It was locked.


  “I have no idea,” Polly said.


  “Let’s walk around and look for him,” Mandie suggested.


  “If you really want to, but I don’t believe he’s anywhere around here,” Polly said.


  Mandie stopped, looked at her, and asked, “Why do you say that?”


  “Well, I figure if he was really chasing a lady in black, he’d keep on chasing her. He wouldn’t be standing around down here somewhere,” Polly said.


  “You’re absolutely right, Polly. We might as well go on back to the house,” Mandie said.


  They walked back up the hill and around the house to the front porch. There they found Joe sitting in the swing.


  Mandie stopped and looked at him. “Well, did you catch the lady wearing black?”


  Joe got up, laughed, and said, “No, she was too quick for me. Y’all come sit down and I’ll tell you all about it.”


  When the two girls sat in the swing with him, he began his story. “You see, it was like this.” He looked at Mandie. “As soon as you went off to visit your mother, I was sitting there quietly on the window seat and along comes this lady all dressed in black. She had a bonnet on and had her head bent with a handkerchief over her nose. And guess what? She was crying.”


  Mandie gasped and said, “Now you see, Joe, I didn’t make all that up. I really did see such a woman.”


  “I didn’t say you made it up,” Joe told her. “I told you I didn’t know how you’d ever find out who she was, or something like that.  Anyway, she didn’t even see me. So I decided to see where she was going.” He paused.


  “Well?” Mandie asked.


  “I don’t know that she was going any particular place, but she walked around the house and on down through the woods toward the tunnel exit. I lost her down there and that’s when I ran into Polly,” Joe explained.


  “I didn’t see any woman dressed in black,” Polly commented.


  “Remember the woods are thick and it’s also a big place down there. Almost anyone could avoid you if they wanted to in those woods,” Joe said.


  “This is really a mystery,” Mandie commented. “Did you think she looked like one of Aunt Dorabelle’s daughters?”


  “She was probably about the size of her daughters, but I couldn’t see her face so I don’t know whether she was one of them or not,” Joe said.


  The three couldn’t solve the mystery and had no idea as to how to continue. Polly had to go home and Mandie told Joe she should go to her room or see her grandmother to find out when she could visit her mother again.


  “But it hasn’t been long since you saw your mother, Mandie. I don’t imagine you’ll be able to visit her again so soon because she has been awfully sick,” Joe said as they walked around the house.


  “At least I’ll go find out,” Mandie told him. She entered the back entrance and Joe wandered off through the yard in search of Uncle Ned to see if he needed any help.


  Mandie went straight up to her grandmother’s room. Mrs. Taft was lying on the settee.


  “Come on in, dear,” Mrs. Taft told her, starting to get up as Mandie stuck her head in the doorway.


  “Now, don’t get up, Grandmother. I just wanted to ask if you’ve found out when we can see my mother again,” Mandie said as she stepped inside the room.


  Mrs. Taft, sitting up by now, said, “Dr. Woodard says not until tomorrow morning, dear, and I suppose he’s right. So we’ll just have to be patient.”


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said with a sigh. “Well, I’m going back to my room. Are you coming down to eat supper with me later?” 


  “Yes, dear, I’ll be there,” Mrs. Taft said as she lay back down.


  Mandie went back to her room and sat around thinking about things again. She wondered what her mother would say about her little brother when she was able to talk more. Mandie would be glad when that was over.


  Joe and Mrs. Taft had supper with Mandie in her room that night, and when Mandie said she wanted to rest and go to bed early, her grandmother and Joe left.


  Mandie did go to bed early that night, but she tossed and turned with so much on her mind. The guilt she felt over Samuel’s death was heaviest of all. Snowball kept protesting as she pulled the covers and displaced him. Finally she drifted off to sleep.


  Later that night the angel returned. Mandie awoke, looked up, and saw the angel standing by the side of her bed. She raised up on her elbow and waited for it to speak. Snowball huffed himself up behind her. She heard the clock strike three.


  Because the radiant vision stood there without speaking, Mandie decided to say something.


  “I thank you with all my heart for bringing me the message that night. You said that I would know,” she said. “I finally did know what you meant. I wired for Dr. Plumbley to come from New York and he did, and you must know, if you’re an angel, that he doctored my mother and she is on the way to recovery this very minute.” She paused, waiting for a response.


  The vision finally spoke in a quiet voice, “I did not come for your thanks. I came to tell you about your little brother, Samuel. You are forgiven for being jealous of him. God does not hold grudges. God decided it was time for Samuel to leave this earth. Samuel had something very painful wrong with him and was suffering from that when he caught the fever. Now, you must get rid of your feelings of guilt and trust in God to heal your mother. Peace, my child.”


  With the last words, the vision seemed to evaporate as it had done the other time. The room darkened when the angel’s light was gone.


  A sob caught in Mandie’s throat as she thought about what the angel had said. A warm feeling filled her body as she realized she was not responsible for her little brother’s death. God had forgiven her. The angel had told her so. Now she could go back to sleep in peace.


  When morning came, Mandie awoke and sat up in bed as she  thought about the night before. Had an angel really come to visit her, or had she dreamed it? She knew God had angels, but did He send them down to talk to people in times of trouble? She knew she had been worrying about what her mother would say regarding her little brother’s death.


  Mandie swung her feet out from under the sheet and sat on the side of the big bed. “I think I’ve been worrying about something that should have never bothered me. I don’t believe God would take Samuel away from us because I was jealous of him, not really,” she said aloud.


  Snowball jumped off the bed and began prowling around the room.


  “But then, did God really send one of His angels to talk to me about it, or did I just dream it because I had a guilty conscience?” she pondered.


  She stood up and started looking for clothes to put on.


  “I remember that dream in London when I heard Samuel crying so hard and then I heard my mother scream,” she went on aloud. “That seemed so real when I woke up, but it was only a dream. So maybe that angel was in a dream, too.”


  She pulled a dress down from the chifferobe.


  “Whether it was a dream or not I’ll never know, but I do know I feel so much better this morning,” she said as she pulled back the drapery to let the sunshine in. “And I hope my mother is, too.” 


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  MYSTERIES UNFOLD


  Elizabeth rapidly improved and Dr. Woodard finally allowed Mandie to go to her mother’s side. Uncle John had been with Elizabeth and he smiled at Mandie as he left the room.


  “You may go in and hold your mother’s hand if you want to this morning, Miss Amanda,” Dr. Woodard told Mandie as she and her grandmother stood in the hallway outside Elizabeth’s room.


  “Thank you, Dr. Woodard!” Mandie cried and rushed inside the room.


  Dr. Woodard looked at Mrs. Taft and said as he closed the door, “We need to keep this private, don’t you think? You’ll have your turn this afternoon.”


  Mandie ran to her mother’s bed and gently took her hand. “Oh, Mother, I’ve been waiting so long to do this. I love you so much! I just can’t tell you how much!” she cried. She buried her face in her mother’s shoulder.


  “You don’t have to tell me. I know, Amanda,” Elizabeth said, softly stroking Mandie’s blonde hair. “Dr. Woodard says I’ll be able to get up and about pretty soon. There’s something I want you to do with me, dear.”


  Mandie raised her head, wiped the tears of joy from her face, and asked, “What, Mother? Anything that you want.”


  “This won’t be easy to do,” Elizabeth began, holding Mandie’s hand in both of hers. “I’ve been lying here thinking about it during  this whole time. You see, when your little brother died, I got sick and I was not able to be at the funeral. I would like for just you and me to go across the road and let me see his grave. Is that asking too much?” She looked at Mandie sadly.


  Mandie tightened her grip on her mother’s hand as she said, “No, Mother, that’s not asking too much. I want to go with you.” Her voice trembled. “Mother, I’m so sorry about Samuel. I really and truly loved him.”


  “I know you did, dear,” Elizabeth said. “After you left for Europe, Dr. Woodard called in a specialist to find out why he cried so much and, Amanda,” her voice also trembled, “he was suffering terrible pain from a back problem. The doctors said he would never have any relief and would never grow up to be normal. So he’s out of his pain now. And we can’t be selfish enough to want him back here where he suffered.” She took a deep breath.


  “I know, Mother. Joe told me but I didn’t believe him. And you know, Mother, an angel came to visit me,” Mandie said softly.


  “Oh, Amanda, an angel?” her mother asked in surprise.


  “Yes, ma’am, and it explained all this to me,” Mandie said in almost a whisper. “It had come to see me one night before that and told me I would know what to do, and I decided I should wire for Dr. Plumbley to come.”


  “God works in mysterious ways, Amanda,” Elizabeth said, smiling at her daughter. “Tell me all about this, dear.”


  Mandie explained to her mother how the angel had appeared twice and that she didn’t know whether the angel was real or was only in a dream.


  “Whichever way it was, dear, it came from God,” Elizabeth said.


  “The appearance of the angel reminded me of a poem I learned in the fourth grade called ‘Abou Ben Adhem.’ It went like this: ‘Abou Ben Adhem, may his tribe increase, awoke one night from a deep dream of peace and saw within the moonlight in his room, making it rich, and like a lily in bloom, an angel writing in a book of gold . . . ’ The angel appeared like that to me and it made the room brighter than daylight,” Mandie told her.


  “I would imagine so, dear,” her mother said.


  “It was like the angel had a secret and wanted me to share it,” Mandie said. “And whether it was real or not, I’ll always be thankful.” 


  Dr. Woodard quietly opened the door and said, “Visiting time is up. We don’t want to overdo it.”


  Mandie hugged her mother one more time and then stood up, still holding her hand. “I have to let you rest now so you can regain your strength and we can do things together, Mother,” Mandie said, smiling down at her.


  “Soon, dear,” Elizabeth told her.


  Mandie was light-headed with happiness.


  That day Mrs. Taft talked to Mandie about the visiting kinpeople.


  “I think we ought to go down and have one meal with them, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “I understand they will begin going home tomorrow and we really haven’t been very hospitable.”


  “Yes, I can face them now, even with all the questions they are bound to ask,” Mandie agreed.


  That afternoon, Uncle John finally left his watch at Elizabeth’s bed and came downstairs. Everyone gathered around the dining table for supper that night. Mandie found everyone to be friendly and not too “nosy,” as Liza had classified them. Dr. Woodard had given permission to Aunt Dorabelle and her two daughters to visit Elizabeth, which they had done that afternoon.


  “I thank all of you for coming when we needed you so badly,” Mandie said, looking around the table. “I know I haven’t been very sociable, but now that the worry is gone about my mother, I realize how important you all were to us with your prayers and other help.”


  Uncle John spoke up, “Yes, and I add my deepest thanks. You must all come back soon.”


  “Why, we’re kinpeople, after all,” Aunt Dorabelle said. “And, Amanda, we understand how upset you were about your mother and brother. Maybe when Elizabeth is able, you will all come to visit us.”


  Aunt Dorabelle took over the conversation and her two daughters only smiled at Mandie. The other relatives were quiet, since her aunt didn’t allow them to “git a word in crossways,” as Liza described it to Mandie later.


  “We’ll be leaving tomorrow afternoon,” Mandie heard Aunt Dorabelle tell her grandmother. Liza stood nearby, rolling her eyes.


  From the other side of the room, a loud voice commanded, “Liza, git dem plates off dat table and bring in de sweet stuff.”


  Mandie turned, and seeing Aunt Lou, she jumped up, almost turning  over her chair, and ran to hug the woman. Aunt Lou had been busy with Mandie’s mother, and Mandie had not been able to catch up with her.


  “Oh, Aunt Lou!” Mandie cried as the woman held her tight.


  “No, my chile, dis ain’t no way to act in front o’ comp’ny,” Aunt Lou said.


  “Aunt Lou, I haven’t seen you since my mother moved into the other room. Where have you been?” Mandie asked, looking up at the old woman.


  “My chile, I had a small case o’ sniffles and dat doctuh man say it be best fo’ me to stay ’way from yo’ mother. I been at Abraham and Jenny’s house fo’ a few days. But now I’m well, and I say you git back to de table and act like a lady,” Aunt Lou said, smiling down at her as she held her at arm’s length.


  Abraham, Uncle John’s yardman, and his wife, Jenny, the cook, lived in a small house in the backyard. It had been provided for them by Mandie’s grandfather before he died. And Mandie realized now that she had not been to see them, either.


  “I’m almost finished eating, Aunt Lou,” Mandie said. “I’ve got to visit with all of you soon.”


  “I’se gotta go now and let Dr. Woodard come down heah and eat,” Aunt Lou said as she left the room and Mandie returned to the table.


  “Dr. Woodard is so dedicated to his patients. Even though Elizabeth is so much better, he won’t leave her unattended for a moment,” Mrs. Taft remarked.


  “Well, we’re almost kinpeople,” Joe said with a big smile.


  Mandie looked at Uncle Ned, smiled, and said, “So is Uncle Ned. Even though he is not blood kin, I love him like a real uncle. He was my father’s friend.”


  “Jim Shaw like brother,” Uncle Ned said to her.


  Mandie noticed that the kinpeople didn’t seem to know what to think of a real Cherokee Indian being a guest in her house. She was sure they all knew she was part Cherokee, too. Maybe that’s why they were all so formal and aloof.


  When the meal was over, Mandie and Joe went to sit in the swing on the front porch. The sky had been overcast and it soon became dark.


  Mandie was in good spirits. “Let’s do something dangerous,” she teased with a big smile. She stopped the motion of the swing with her foot. 


  “Dangerous, like what?” Joe asked.


  She thought for a moment and said, “Like going through the tunnel after dark.”


  “Well, if you remember, the tunnel is always dark whether it’s dark outside or not,” Joe said.


  “I know, but it’s always daytime when we come out of the exit in the woods. Let’s be brave and go through the tunnel out into the dark woods,” she suggested.


  “Well, I suppose we could,” Joe said as he stood up. “I’ll have to get the keys from Mr. Bond—and a lantern.”


  “You get the lantern and I’ll get the keys,” Mandie told him.


  Mandie found Mr. Bond in the kitchen talking to Aunt Lou. He was surprised when Mandie asked for the keys and told him she and Joe were going through the tunnel.


  “You sure you want to go through that dark place at night?” he asked as he wrestled a bunch of keys out of his pocket, selected two, and handed them to Mandie.


  “I’m not afraid. If I don’t bring these keys back within an hour or so, you come looking for us, will you?” Mandie said with a laugh as she took the keys.


  “I imagine the whole house will be huntin’ you by then, Missy,” he said. “Now, do be careful. Be sure Joe has extra matches with him.”


  Mandie met Joe at the bottom of the stairs to the third floor. He had a lantern and a pocketful of matches.


  The third floor was quiet and there seemed to be no one around. They walked softly to the door of Uncle John’s library and Mandie inserted the key in the lock. Joe lit the lantern.


  As the door to the library swung open and the light from the lantern illuminated the room, Mandie was shocked to see a woman in black with a lighted candle in her hand, standing before the portrait of her Cherokee grandmother that hung over the mantelpiece. And the woman was equally shocked to see them. She turned as they entered the room and Mandie saw that it was Isabelle, Aunt Dorabelle’s elder daughter.


  “Well,” Mandie said in surprise.


  “So you are Amanda,” Isabelle said, quickly averting her gaze.


  Mandie gasped. Here was the voice that had been saying, “So you are Amanda” all along.


  “Why do you keep saying ‘So you are Amanda’?” Mandie asked  as they all stood there in the light from the lantern. Mandie could now see that Isabelle had been crying.


  “It’s a long story, Amanda, and I don’t really know where to begin,” Isabelle said in a husky voice as she extinguished the candle and set it on a table nearby. “You see, you should have been mine.”


  Mandie’s eyes flew wide open. “What are you talking about?” she asked as she held her breath.


  “Let’s sit down over here,” Isabelle told Mandie. “You too, Joe, because I know how close you are to Amanda.” She led the way to the ornate couch on the other side of the room and they all sat down.


  “You’ve been crying,” Mandie blurted out in spite of herself. “I saw you in the room down the hallway one day and you were crying then, too.”


  “My tears would float a battleship, my dear,” Isabelle said as she reached to touch Mandie’s blonde hair. “The only way I know how to tell this is just to say I was in love with your father, Amanda, and your mother, Elizabeth, came along and stole his heart, and I’ve never recovered.” She sighed loudly.


  Mandie began to withdraw from the woman. “You hold a grudge against my mother?” she asked.


  “Oh, no, dear, not at all. I could see that Jim didn’t love me, so I never protested when he married Elizabeth. Of course my heart has been silently mourning the loss of him to my cousin, but no one ever knew how much it hurt me,” Isabelle said.


  Mandie couldn’t quite comprehend all that Isabelle was telling her. This must have all taken place at least fourteen years ago, but Isabelle was still crying over it. How could anyone cry over a lost love for that many years?


  “I came here with my mother just to see you. I don’t know how much you know of your background, but you were born in my mother’s house,” Isabelle said.


  Mandie gasped again. She had never thought to ask where she had actually been born. “In Aunt Dorabelle’s house?” she asked.


  “Yes, and Joe’s father delivered you into this world,” Isabelle added.


  Joe spoke for the first time and said, “I always figured he had by things I hear now and then.”


  Mandie jumped up and walked around the room. “This is just too  much to take in at one time,” she said. Turning back to Isabelle, she asked, “If my mother took my father away from you, why did she decide to go to your mother’s house to have me?”


  “Oh, but there’s never been any hard feelings between Elizabeth and me, or with your father,” Isabelle said. “I got one last chance to see him when he came to my mother’s house to take you away. You know, of course, that your grandmother told him that your mother didn’t want you, and she told Elizabeth that you had died.”


  “Oh, yes, I learned about that a long time ago,” Mandie said. She walked across the room and came back to stand in front of Isabelle. “If you loved my father so much, why did you get married to another man? You must be married, or have been married, because you have a different name from your mother’s.” Mandie sat down again.


  “Amanda, when I saw there was no hope for me, and Jim married Elizabeth, I didn’t want to become an old maid, so I married Dorsey Evins. He was an old childhood friend who was always determined he was going to marry me,” Isabelle explained with a sad look on her face.


  “So where is he?” Mandie asked.


  “Dear, he drowned the day after we were married. We had been to church, and coming home we had to cross an old bridge. We had had lots of rain, so the bridge was weak, but we didn’t know it. The carriage went into the river when the bridge fell, but I can’t swim,” she said with tears in her eyes. “Dorsey was a good swimmer and he rescued me from the wreckage and put me on a dry spot on a large rock. He went back to save our kitten who was tangled in the mess.”


  She paused and Mandie knew what was coming next. She felt tears in her own eyes.


  “He was a white kitten, just like yours, and someone had given him to us when they learned we were getting married,” Isabelle explained. “Dorsey got trapped in the wrecked carriage and went down with it while I was watching.” Her voice trembled.


  Mandie reached to pat her hand. “I’m sorry,” she said. “And I’m sorry you loved my father and couldn’t have him.”


  Isabelle didn’t say anything for a few minutes. Then she got up, shook out her long skirts, and withdrew two keys from her pocket. “Here, I should give these to you. I have no right to keep them. These are the keys to the library and the tunnel that your father gave me when we were . . . in love . . . before he met Elizabeth.” She held out two golden keys.


  Mandie looked at the keys in her hand and shook her head. “No,  no, I wouldn’t take those for anything. My father gave them to you and they belong to you,” she said as she, too, stood up.


  Isabelle looked hard at Mandie for a moment and Mandie quickly threw her arms around Isabelle. Her father had loved this woman, and this woman still loved her father after all these years. Isabelle hugged Mandie tight.


  Joe broke up the scene as he asked, “Well, are we going through the tunnel or not?”


  “It’s probably too late, don’t you think? Mr. Jason may come searching for us if we’re not back with the keys soon,” Mandie said as she backed off from Isabelle and straightened her skirts.


  Isabelle looked at the keys in her hand and slowly put them back into her pocket. “I’ll keep these if you insist,” she said. “I’ve never been back in this house all these years until Elizabeth became sick, and goodness knows when I’ll ever return.”


  “Let’s go,” Joe said, picking up the lantern.


  They all walked down the stairs together and met Uncle Ned at the bottom of the steps.


  “Mother of Papoose want to see Papoose,” Uncle Ned told Mandie.


  “She does?” Mandie said as she left the others and ran down the hallway to her mother’s bedroom. Elizabeth had been moved back into her own room as she had become better.


  Mandie found her and Uncle John sitting on the settee in their sitting room.


  “Mother, Uncle Ned said you wanted to see me, and here you are, sitting up on the settee. I’m so glad you’re better,” Mandie said as she went to her mother’s side.


  Uncle Ned had followed her and he now stood in the doorway. “Yes, dear, I’m much better, and I want you to do me a favor,” Elizabeth said as Mandie sat on a footstool nearby.


  “Anything, Mother,” Mandie told her.


  “I want you to go home with Uncle Ned and visit with Sallie awhile. You’ll soon have to be going back to school and you need a little vacation away from this house,” Elizabeth told her.


  Mandie began protesting. “No, Mother, I want to stay here with you every minute until I have to leave for school.”


  “Amanda, I’m worried about you getting some rest and relaxation,” Elizabeth insisted. “You’ve been through some trying times. Now, if you’ll do this for me, I’ll feel better about it all, too.” 


  “Well,” Mandie slowly began. “I suppose I could go stay a day or two. I’d like to tell Sallie about Europe.” She quickly looked at Uncle John, who was smiling at her. “Is that what you want me to do, too, Uncle John?”


  “Of course, dear, I agree on anything your mother wants,” he said.


  Mandie laughed and teased him, “You’re going to spoil her, you know.”


  Elizabeth laughed at that, and it was good for Mandie to hear her mother laugh again. They had been to visit Samuel’s grave that morning with Uncle John’s assistance. Her mother had been completely torn up when she saw the little tombstone with Samuel’s name on it. Mandie had tried to hold back her own grief and help her mother. So now Mandie was willing to forget her own wishes and do what her mother desired.


  Mandie looked up at Uncle Ned in the doorway and asked, “When do we leave, Uncle Ned?”


  “Crack of dawn, Papoose,” he said. “Sallie anxious to see you. She send word Tsa’ni also anxious to see you.”


  “Tsa’ni?” Mandie repeated the name. Tsa’ni was the Cherokee boy who was always making trouble for other people. “I wonder what he wants to see me for? He doesn’t even like me.”


  “Sallie say important,” Uncle Ned said.


  Mandie sighed and said, “Well, if Sallie says it’s important, then it must be.”


  “Morning Star go home days ago,” Uncle Ned said.


  Mandie had been so wrapped up in her own problems that she had forgotten about Morning Star having been there. “I’m sorry, Uncle Ned, I just haven’t kept up with everything,” she said.


  “Now, go pack a few things, dear, and be sure you take enough to last a few days,” Elizabeth said.


  “Are you sure you’ll be all right without me around?” Mandie asked, anxiously looking at her mother.


  Elizabeth smiled and said, “Of course, dear. Your uncle John is here to see that I am.”


  “Well, I guess I’ll have to go pack then,” Mandie said slowly.


  She didn’t really want to leave her mother, but she did want to see Uncle Ned’s granddaughter, Sallie, who lived with the old man and Morning Star.


  Besides, she could smell a mystery a mile away. And Tsa’ni’s message seemed to hold a secret. Well, she’d soon find out whether this was just another one of the tricks Tsa’ni was constantly playing on others. 
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  CHAPTER ONE


  WHERE IS TSA’NI?


  Mandie Shaw was up and dressed by the time the rooster crowed in the backyard. There was something she had to do before she left with Uncle Ned. She would be staying at his house for only a few days, then she would return home to prepare for going away to school. But she had to do this now and she dreaded doing it.


  Slowly opening the door to the hallway, the small thirteen-year-old girl whispered to herself, “Please, God, don’t let anyone see me.”


  After carefully looking around outside her room, she slipped into the dark corridor and hurried silently down the staircase to the front hall. She quickly slid back the bolt on the front door, quietly pushed it open, and stepped outside onto the front porch.


  “I have to do this,” she told herself, taking a deep breath and rushing down the long walkway to the gate in the white fence along the road. There she paused with her hand on the latch and gazed across the way to the churchyard with its many, many tombstones.


  “Here I go,” she muttered, flipping back the latch and pushing the gate open. She ran as fast as she could to the cemetery gate. She flung it open and hurried to a fresh mound of dirt with a new stone marking the grave. The year 1901 was engraved across the stone.


  Mandie felt her knees grow weak and she sank to the ground. Tears came into her blue eyes as she cried with a trembling voice, “I  really and truly did love you. I did.” Her breath caught in her throat and she paused to swallow. “Oh, how I wish you could know. I really and truly did love you. So much . . . much more than I ever realized until I lost you.”


  Mandie sat back on her heels and wiped her eyes with the corner of the frilly white apron that covered her blue gingham dress. “I have to go now. Uncle Ned will be looking for me.” She glanced back across the road. She saw that Uncle Ned had brought his wagon from the back of the house into the driveway. He stepped down and started toward the front door. “Good-bye, my darling. I have to go.”


  Uncle Ned looked in her direction and saw her coming out of the churchyard. He waited at the porch steps for her.


  Mandie lifted her long skirts and ran to him. She called to him in a still-shaky voice, “Here I am, Uncle Ned. I’m coming.”


  The old Cherokee Indian came to meet her halfway up the walkway. He looked down into her face and silently put his arm around her small shoulders.


  “Uncle Ned, I—I had—to tell him good-bye,” Mandie said as she fought back fresh tears. “I really did love him . . . so much.”


  “I know, Papoose,” Uncle Ned said, tightening his hug. “But we must go to eat now. Then we go.”


  They went into the house, and when they entered the dining room, Mandie saw that all the visiting relatives were sitting at the table. Her grandmother, Mrs. Taft, her mother, Elizabeth, and her Uncle John were also seated at the large table. She hurried to her mother’s side.


  “Mother, how did you get down here? You’re too weak from the fever to be doing this. Maybe I’d better stay home and take care of you,” Mandie said as she clasped her mother’s hand.


  “Amanda, I didn’t walk down those stairs from my room. Your Uncle John carried me. I thought I’d feel better if I could sit at a proper table for a proper meal for a change. I’m so tired of being sick,” her mother explained with a smile. She gave Mandie’s hand a tight squeeze.


  Mandie smiled back and said, “I’m so happy that you are able to sit at the table, Mother.”


  Uncle John, sitting beside Elizabeth, looked at Mandie and told her, “Don’t worry about your mother, Amanda. I’ll see that she’s taken good care of.” 


  “Oh, Uncle John, I’m so glad you married my mother after I—I lost—my father,” Mandie said, slipping into a chair next to Elizabeth. “You’re like a second father to me. And I love you both so much.” She glanced down the long table and realized everyone was listening. With a big smile she said, “And I love you all, too. I’m so glad you’re all my kinpeople. As soon as we eat, I am going home with Uncle Ned to visit my Cherokee kinpeople who live near him. He’s not really my uncle, you know. In fact, he’s not even kin to me, except that he was my father’s best friend, and now he’s my best friend.”


  Everyone smiled and the room echoed their murmurs of love.


  “We’d better eat, Amanda,” her mother told her. “Uncle Ned wants to get on the road.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. She looked over at Uncle John.


  “Let’s return thanks,” Uncle John said as he glanced around the table. Everyone bowed their heads and he gave thanks for the food and for Elizabeth’s recovery from the fever.


  Mandie softly added her own thanks. She was so grateful to God for sparing her mother.


  Aunt Lou, Uncle John’s huge Negro housekeeper, entered the room with two platters of hot food, which she placed on the table. Liza, the young maid, came along behind her with hot biscuits. And Jenny, the cook, brought in a steaming coffeepot. She set it on the sideboard and began filling the cups that were sitting there. With all the extra company it took all three of the servants to wait on the table.


  As Mandie ate, she kept watching Uncle Ned’s plate so she would know when he was ready to leave. Uncle Ned excused himself from the table just as she swallowed her last bite of food.


  “You may go now, too, dear,” Elizabeth told her. “Give my love to Sallie and your great-uncle Wirt and all the others. And, Amanda, please don’t get involved in any dangerous adventures while you’re there. One of these days you may get in trouble with all this chasing after mysteries that you do. Remember that now.”


  “Yes, ma’am, I’ll remember what you said,” Mandie assured her as she stood up. “And, Mother, don’t you do anything that you shouldn’t. I want you to hurry and get well.”


  Elizabeth laughed and said, “I will remember what you said, also, dear.” 


  Mandie rushed around the table to plant a kiss on her grandmother’s cheek. “Will you be here when I get back, Grandmother?” she asked.


  “No, dear, I must get home to Asheville and see about Hilda now that your mother is recuperating. We’ve been gone so long already,” Mrs. Taft reminded her. She put an arm around Mandie’s waist and drew her close. “I’ll see you in Asheville when you return to school. You behave yourself now while you’re visiting Uncle Ned and his family.”


  “I will, Grandmother, and I’ll see you soon,” Mandie said. Then with a wave around the room she rushed through the doorway into the kitchen to tell Aunt Lou, Liza, and Jenny good-bye. The three women were waiting for her with big smiles, and even Jenny’s husband, Abraham, who was Uncle John’s gardener, was there to say good-bye. Snowball, Mandie’s white cat, was busy devouring food from a saucer under the cook table.


  Mandie hugged Aunt Lou. The big woman admonished her as she drew Mandie into her arms. “And you be sho’ you don’t git in no trouble, you heah. And don’t you worry none ’bout yo’ mama, now. She not only got us, she also got Mistuh John to take care of huh.”


  “You hurry back now, Missy ’Manda,” Liza told her when Mandie turned to hug her.


  Jenny picked up a picnic basket from the table and said, “Heah, Missy, we done packed lunch fo’ you and de Injun man.”


  Mandie took the basket as she gave Jenny a squeeze and said, “Thank you, Jenny, I’m sure it’s something real good.”


  “It sho’ is,” Abraham told her. “Sumpin’ really special.”


  Mandie put an arm around the old man’s shoulders and said, “If you say it’s something special, I know it must be. Thank y’all, every one of you.”


  Uncle Ned opened the door to the hallway behind her and looked into the kitchen as he said, “Must go now, Papoose.”


  “I’m ready now, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said as she picked up Snowball and started out the door. Looking back into the room, she blew a kiss to her friends and said, “I love you all. Bye.”


  The servants all smiled and returned the expression of love.


  “I have to get my bag, Uncle Ned,” Mandie told him as they entered the hallway. She handed him the picnic basket to hold and said, “I’ll be right back.” 


  “I help Papoose,” Uncle Ned offered.


  “No, Uncle Ned. I’m not taking much because I won’t be staying long at your house,” she called back to him as she hurried toward the staircase. “I’ll meet you at the wagon.”


  In her room, Mandie picked up Snowball’s red collar and leash from a nearby chair and fastened it onto him. Then she grabbed her bonnet from the bureau and tied it on over her long blond hair. The blue gingham of the bonnet and dress matched her blue eyes.


  “Let’s go, Snowball,” she told her cat as she scooped him up in one arm and picked up her valise sitting nearby with her other hand. She hurried to join Uncle Ned in the yard.


  As the horses pulled the wagon out onto the road, the sun just cleared the horizon and moved into the deep blue sky. The cool North Carolina mountain air was invigorating.


  They traveled out of town and then through the woods. Birds chirped in the trees, and now and then a squirrel ran across their path. Mandie had tied Snowball in the back of the wagon, but he had enough slack in his leash to jump occasionally in a fruitless effort to catch butterflies fluttering by.


  Mandie was happy and she hummed now and then. She squirmed in her seat beside the old Indian, and Uncle Ned glanced at her and smiled.


  “I just can’t wait to see Sallie and tell her about my trip to Europe with Grandmother and Celia,” Mandie remarked.


  “Papoose have to wait. Long journey to Deep Creek by wagon,” Uncle Ned told her.


  “We should have ridden horses, Uncle Ned. That way we could take short cuts and get there faster,” Mandie replied, looking up at him.


  “Too steep, too dangerous for Papoose on horse,” Uncle Ned said.


  “Well, at least we have the good food Jenny packed for us,” Mandie remarked as she glanced toward the back of the wagon at the picnic basket sitting next to Uncle Ned’s bow and arrows.


  They rode on up the rough road and finally stopped by a spring bubbling out of the rocky side of the steep mountain. Uncle Ned pulled the wagon off the narrow road and tied the horses.


  “I’m glad you stopped, because I’m positively, absolutely  starving to death,” Mandie said with a big giggle as she jumped down from the wagon.


  Uncle Ned smiled at her as he reached for the picnic basket. Mandie pulled a quilt out of the back of the wagon and spread it on the ground as a tablecloth, then she picked up Snowball and tied him to a bush nearby.


  “No running away on this big mountain, Snowball,” she warned her white cat. He looked up at her and protested loudly. Mandie continued, “Now, if you’ll behave yourself, I’ll give you something to eat.”


  She helped Uncle Ned unpack the basket and was delighted to find fried chicken, biscuits, a jug of tea, some apples, and, of all things, a whole chocolate cake that Jenny had made for them. Mandie squealed with delight. “Look, Uncle Ned, we’ve got a whole cake—a chocolate one at that—all by ourselves!”


  Uncle Ned sat down on the edge of the quilt and smiled at her. “We not save Sallie some cake?” he asked.


  “Oh, of course, Uncle Ned. We couldn’t possibly eat this huge cake all by ourselves,” Mandie replied as she dug deeper in the basket and came up with some fried fatback, which she knew was meant for Snowball.


  She laid the fatback on the grass by her cat and said, “And, Snowball, you’ve got a special treat, too.” He sniffed and began eating, moving from one side to the other in his excitement.


  Mandie and Uncle Ned were almost finished with their meal when the old Indian suddenly spoke in a soft voice, “Do not move, Papoose!” Mandie quickly looked at him and saw that he was looking up, over Mandie’s head. She felt danger and held her breath as Uncle Ned slowly moved around to the other side of the wagon, where he carefully retrieved his bow and arrows.


  Mandie glanced at Snowball and saw the fur on his back rise. He growled and tried to jump free from his leash. At that same moment, an arrow from Uncle Ned’s bow flew through the air and struck its target with a dull thud. A huge black panther gave a piercing cry and came tumbling down from a tree limb over Mandie’s head.


  Mandie snatched up Snowball and rushed backward quoting her favorite Bible verse under her breath, “What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.” The panther hit the ground right in front of her, but  she discovered that Snowball’s leash stopped them from going very far. She knew only God could save her.


  Uncle Ned ran around the beast and put himself between it and Mandie and Snowball. He shot another arrow, and the panther flopped motionless to the ground this time.


  “Papoose, get in wagon,” the old Indian told her as he quickly snatched up the remnants of their food and stashed it in the picnic basket. He grabbed the quilt and tossed it into the wagon with the basket.


  Mandie, with her legs feeling weak, managed to jerk Snowball’s leash free from the bush she had tied it to and climbed into the wagon. She squeezed the cat so hard he complained loudly and wriggled to get loose. Uncle Ned jumped into the wagon, grabbed the reins and, with a low whistle to the horses, got the vehicle rolling.


  “Whew! That was close!” Mandie said, blowing out a relieved breath as she clung to the seat with one hand. “But, Uncle Ned, why the hurry to leave? You killed that panther, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, Papoose, but may be mate nearby. Another sound in trees up there,” he explained as he continued urging the horses on.


  “Oh, goodness, I never would have thought of that,” Mandie said with a gasp. “Uncle Ned, I’m so glad you promised my father that you would look after me when he . . . when he left this world.”


  Uncle Ned reached to squeeze Mandie’s hand where it rested on the seat. “I keep promise,” he said. “Jim Shaw good man.”


  Mandie looked at him with a big smile. She loved Uncle Ned.


  They traveled the rest of the day without any more incidents, and just as the sun began slipping behind the trees, Mandie spotted the Cherokees’ farmland ahead. She could smell supper cooking, and as they came around a sharp bend in the road, a group of log cabins came into view.


  “We’re here, Uncle Ned. We’re at your house at last!” Mandie cried excitedly.


  Uncle Ned smiled and slowed the wagon to turn in beside the largest cabin in the group. Mandie had been here before and she glanced around at the familiar buildings. The house was similar to the one in which Mandie had lived with her father before he died. lt was made of logs chinked together with mud, and a huge rock chimney stood at one end. Horses grazed behind a split-rail fence near the barn at the rear of the house. 


  Then Mandie saw Sallie, Uncle Ned’s granddaughter, standing in the open doorway of the house. She came running out to greet them as Uncle Ned brought the wagon to a halt.


  “Oh, Sallie, I’m so glad to see you,” Mandie said, excitedly jumping down from the wagon as she held on to Snowball.


  Sallie, wearing a long, full skirt with a ruffled blouse and multicolored beads around her slender neck, embraced Mandie. “It is good to see you, too,” she said. Her black eyes sparkled with excitement.


  Uncle Ned took the wagon into the backyard as the girls walked to the front door of the cabin.


  “My grandmother has supper ready,” Sallie told Mandie.


  “How did she know what time we would get here?” Mandie asked.


  “You forget. The Cherokees have their own line of communication from one mountain to another,” Sallie said with a smile.


  “Oh, yes, of course,” said Mandie. “I knew that. They pass the word from one brave to another along the way. But you know, we didn’t see a single brave on our way here.”


  “That is because the braves did not wish you to see them,” Sallie explained, “but they saw you.”


  Morning Star, Uncle Ned’s wife, met them at the door and embraced Mandie. In her limited English she said, “Love . . . Wash . . . Eat.”


  “Morning Star, you are learning more English. That’s wonderful,” Mandie said, and she gave the old woman a big hug.


  The woman motioned toward the wash basin sitting on a shelf nearby and then toward the kettles of food hanging in the huge rock fireplace. The long table was already set with dishes.


  At the far end of the room were several beds built into the wall and covered with corn-shuck mattresses. Hanging curtains could be pulled around each one. A spinning wheel and a loom sat in a corner. A ladder leaned against the wall, and Mandie knew she and Sallie would climb it to the room above when it came time to sleep.


  Mandie quickly set Snowball down, removed his leash, and hung it on a hook by the door. Then she went to wash her face and hands. She dipped water into the wash pan on the shelf from a large bucket sitting nearby, washed her face and hands, and then dried herself with a clean towel hanging on a nail. 


  “Whatever you’ve cooked smells delicious!” Mandie told Morning Star as Uncle Ned came in the back door.


  Morning Star just smiled at her, not understanding much of what she said.


  Uncle Ned washed, then motioned for Mandie and Sallie to be seated at the table. Morning Star took their bowls to the kettles over the fire, filled them with food, and brought them back to the table. Then she brought cups of hot sassafras tea from another kettle.


  Mandie glanced at her bowl and was relieved to see it held corn chowder. Morning Star had cooked owl stew when she was here before, and Mandie had had to force herself to eat it. After Morning Star was seated, Uncle Ned returned thanks.


  Mandie was awfully hungry, so when Sallie passed Mandie the bread, she took a large slice. Soon she had eaten every bite of the bread and every spoonful of the chowder. Morning Star, watching her, quickly took the bowl, hurried to the kettle, and refilled it.


  “Eat,” the old woman told Mandie as she placed the bowl back in front of her.


  “Thanks, Morning Star. I was about half starved to death,” she said with a laugh.


  “Eat good,” Uncle Ned told her with a big smile while Morning Star replenished his bowl.


  “I am anxious to hear about the journey you made to Europe with your grandmother and your friend Celia,” Sallie told Mandie.


  “I have lots and lots to tell you, and as soon as we finish eating, I will begin,” Mandie said. “But tell me, what does Tsa’ni want to see me about?”


  Sallie shrugged and said, “He told me to send you word that he wanted to see you, but I have not seen him since then.”


  “He must be around somewhere,” Mandie said.


  “No one knows where he has gone,” Sallie replied. “When we got the message that you were on the way, I looked for him everywhere but could not find him. No one has seen him.”


  Mandie sat thinking for a moment and then said, “He’s probably up to something—as usual.”


  “One never knows what he will do next,” Sallie agreed.


  “Well, he’s not going to fool me with all his tales this time,” Mandie declared. 


  She could never believe anything he said. He didn’t like her because she was only one-fourth Cherokee and he was full-blooded. He considered her white, and declared all white people his enemies.


  “He is not trustworthy,” Sallie agreed.


  “He probably thinks I came all the way up here just because he wanted to see me about something, but I really and truly came because I wanted to see you, Sallie. We’ve so much catching up to do,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, you are right,” Sallie said. “And I am glad that you came to see me.”


  “If Tsa’ni wants to see me, he’ll have to find me. I’m not going looking for him,” Mandie declared.


  That’s what Mandie was saying, but all the time she was wondering how she could find him. She just had to know what he wanted to see her about. 


  CHAPTER TWO


  MYSTERIOUS MEN IN THE MOUNTAIN


  Mandie and Sallie talked for half the night. Snowball curled up on the foot of the bed and went to sleep. As they lay in bed, Mandie told Sallie about her adventures in Europe, and Sallie told Mandie about the schoolhouse that had been built for the Cherokees since Mandie’s last visit.


  “The schoolhouse is finished?” Mandie asked, sitting up in surprise.


  “The missionary Riley O’Neal has it almost completed. Everyone has been helping,” Sallie replied as she leaned up on her elbow to look at Mandie.


  “But I wanted to help with it,” Mandie said with a disappointed sigh. “I told Mr. O’Neal I would.”


  “But we could not wait for you to come back from Europe, Mandie,” Sallie said. “It will soon be time for school to start and the schoolhouse must be ready.”


  “Yes, I understand,” Mandie said. “I suppose I can’t be a part of everything. Could we go see it tomorrow?”


  “I am sure we could. I have been going over there as often as I can,” Sallie said. “You might like to know Tsa’ni is still not agreeable to having the schoolhouse built.” 


  “Oh, goodness,” Mandie said. “Has he caused any trouble? I remember the way he acted at the council meeting when the Cherokees voted to allow Mr. O’Neal to build the schoolhouse. He didn’t want anyone to learn white people’s ways, and especially not from Riley O’Neal, who is from up north.”


  “He still talks that way, but I do not know of any trouble he has caused,” Sallie replied.


  “Do Tsa’ni’s parents, Jessan and Meli, not know where he is?” Mandie asked.


  “No, they do not, but they are used to him disappearing every once in a while. His grandfather, your uncle Wirt Pindar, has not seen him, either. I asked him today,” Sallie explained.


  “I’d like to visit my uncle Wirt and aunt Saphronia while I’m here. My mother sends them her love,” Mandie said as she sank back down onto her pillow.


  Sallie, still on her elbow, looked at Mandie and said with a smile, “Someone else has been asking about you.”


  Mandie, now getting sleepy, asked, “Who?”


  “Dimar,” Sallie said.


  Mandie rose up again and said, “Really? I’d like to see Dimar. Do you think he’ll come here to your house while I’m visiting you?”


  Dimar Walkingstick lived in the mountains above Deep Creek. Mandie and her friends had met him when they had been lost in the woods. He was a tall, handsome Cherokee boy, two years older than Mandie.


  “I am sure he will. He has been coming here to go with me when I work at the schoolhouse,” Sallie explained.


  Mandie pondered Sallie’s reply for a moment. Maybe Dimar liked Sallie. At one time he had seemed interested in Mandie.


  “Hmmm, I’m sleepy,” Mandie said as she lay back down. “We’d better go to sleep or we won’t want to get up in the morning.”


  “That is true,” Sallie said as she lay back on her pillow. “I hope you have pleasant dreams.”


  “You too, Sallie. Good night,” Mandie murmured as she turned to face the wall. Snowball meowed, got up, walked around in a circle, then lay back down at Mandie’s feet.


  Mandie couldn’t go to sleep right away. She wanted to do some private thinking. So much had happened while she was gone to Europe. She greatly appreciated the journey with her grandmother and Celia,  and she knew she would not have met Jonathan if she had not gone. She smiled when she remembered he had promised to come to see her and Celia someday.


  But she felt disappointed that she had not been here to help with the schoolhouse. Anything concerning the Cherokees was always important to her. Her father’s mother had been a full-blooded Cherokee, and Mandie had dearly loved her father, who had passed away in April of the year before.


  She could still close her eyes and see her father putting up a split-rail fence around their property at Charley Gap. His red curly hair was always mussed up, and his bright blue eyes always twinkled when he looked at her. He had not inherited his mother’s Cherokee features or coloring.


  Mandie felt a pain in her heart as she remembered his death and then his funeral and his grave on top of the mountain above Charley Gap. She and her father had been isolated from all their relatives, and Mandie had not even known she was one-fourth Cherokee until after his death.


  Mandie quietly cleared her throat as she lay there in the upstairs room in Uncle Ned’s house. She would never get to sleep if she didn’t change her thoughts. Maybe if she just thought about places she could look for Tsa’ni she would finally go to sleep.


  This worked, and she drifted off in slumber.


  She was dreaming of her father when suddenly she realized Sallie was shaking her awake.


  “Mandie, it is time to get up,” Sallie told her. “I smell the coffee cooking.”


  Mandie opened her eyes, yawned, and sat up in bed. She looked out the window across the room. Either it was cloudy or it wasn’t daylight yet.


  “Sallie, what time is it?” she asked as she swung off the bed. Snowball, displaced by Mandie’s action, jumped off the bed and began washing his face.


  Sallie laughed and said, “It is time to get up.”


  Mandie smiled at her and walked over to look out the window. “I believe it’s cloudy,” she remarked.


  Sallie joined her and said, “Yes, it is cloudy, but it is later than the sky looks. The roosters have already crowed, and I hear my grandmother in the kitchen downstairs.” She turned away to get her clothes.


  “Then we’d better get dressed,” Mandie said, reaching for a dress. She had hung her clothes on the nails in the wall of the upstairs room. 


  She happened to glance out the window again just in time to see a flash of white clothing. Someone darted through the trees across the road. “Sallie, there’s someone in the woods over there.”


  Sallie came to join her. “I see nobody over there, Mandie,” she said, frowning as she looked outside.


  Mandie kept watching the woods, but nobody appeared and nothing moved. “I know I saw someone run through the woods,” she said, turning away from the window. She put on her dress and stooped to find her shoes.


  “Probably some brave on his way for early fishing or hunting,” Sallie said as she finished dressing.


  “Probably,” Mandie agreed as she slipped her shoes on and buttoned them. Straightening up, she shook out her long skirts and looked at Sallie. “You don’t suppose that could have been Tsa’ni I saw over there?”


  “I think if it had been Tsa’ni, he would have stopped to watch our house to see if you were up yet. Remember, everyone knows you are here now,” Sallie said as she opened the door. “I am ready to go downstairs.” She waited for Mandie to join her.


  Mandie snatched up Snowball and followed Sallie down the ladder to the room below. Morning Star was busy cooking, and the smell of coffee made Mandie suddenly hungry.


  “Good morning, Morning Star,” Mandie greeted the old woman with a smile. She set Snowball down, and he began roaming the room.


  Morning Star looked at her and with a big smile, she replied, “Morning, good, yes.”


  “You are getting better and better at understanding English, Morning Star,” Mandie told her as she reached to squeeze the woman’s hand.


  Morning Star squeezed back before she walked over and put the food on the table. “Eat,” she said to the girls.


  Mandie looked around the room. “Where is Uncle Ned?” she asked.


  Sallie asked her grandmother in Cherokee and then told Mandie what Morning Star said: “My grandfather has already had his breakfast and has gone to get a horse shoed.”


  The girls sat down, and Morning Star joined them at the table. Mandie was glad to see she had prepared eggs and bean bread, and there were pomegranate preserves to finish things off.


  Snowball rubbed against Mandie’s ankles under the table, and  Morning Star got up and went to a shelf near the fireplace. She brought back a plate of scraps she’d saved for Snowball and put it under the table. The cat quickly devoured it.


  “Sallie, would you like to go looking for Tsa’ni?” Mandie asked as she passed a bowl of eggs across to her friend.


  Sallie looked at her in surprise and said, “Why would you want to go looking for Tsa’ni?”


  “Well, I suppose I’m just curious about his wanting to see me,” Mandie replied with a little smile. “You know how it is. If a mystery pops up, I just have to solve it.”


  Sallie laughed. “Yes, that I know,” she agreed. “But as you said before, one cannot always believe everything that Tsa’ni says. He likes attention, and I suppose that is why he does naughty things.”


  “One time he really was in trouble, remember? Of course it was due to his own making, but we did rescue him,” Mandie reminded her. “I’d hate to think he needed help again and we didn’t try to find him.”


  Sallie’s smile got bigger this time. “All right, I will go with you to look for him,” she said. “But no one has seen him, so I do not know where to begin.”


  “In the woods across the road,” Mandie suggested. “I know I saw someone over there.”


  “If he was walking in the woods over there, then he does not need our help,” Sallie said. “I will ask my grandmother if she has seen anyone in the woods this morning.” She turned quickly to Morning Star and spoke in Cherokee.


  Morning Star looked from Sallie to Mandie and with a big smile began rapidly speaking. Sallie answered her in Cherokee and then translated for Mandie. “My grandmother has not seen Tsa’ni and has not seen anyone in the woods. She says we should go see his parents, Jessan and Meli, and if they do not know where he is, then we should go see his grandfather, your uncle Wirt Pindar, in Bird-town.”


  “Let’s try his parents first, right after we see the school,” Mandie said as she finished her food. And then she suddenly realized she didn’t know where the school was. “Where did they build the school, Sallie?” she asked.


  “The schoolhouse is a little piece beyond the hospital from here,” Sallie said as she, too, ate the last of her food. “They built it far enough  away from the hospital so the school children will not make noise to disturb anyone staying in the hospital.”


  “I’m anxious to see it,” Mandie said as Morning Star stood up. “Will you tell your grandmother where we are going?”


  Mandie rose from the table as Sallie did. After Sallie had explained to her grandmother where they were going, Morning Star looked at both girls and said firmly. “Back . . . Eat.”


  “We’ll be back to eat, Morning Star. Thank you,” Mandie told the woman as they went out the front door. Snowball quickly followed his mistress into the yard.


  “Are you going to allow Snowball to come with us?” Sallie asked as she looked down at the cat.


  Mandie stopped for a moment. “I suppose so,” she said. “I don’t think I need to put his leash on in a place like this.”


  At that moment the girls heard a horse coming up the road. They turned to see who it was.


  “Why, it’s Dimar!” Mandie said excitedly as the horse and rider turned into Uncle Ned’s driveway.


  “Good morning,” Dimar called to the girls, slipping down from his horse and throwing the reins around a nearby post. He came toward them smiling.


  “Good morning, Dimar,” Mandie said, looking up at him as he came closer. “I do believe you’ve grown a foot since I was here last time.”


  “No, not that much, but quite a lot,” Dimar said, smiling. “I heard you were coming to visit, so I came down from the mountain. Where are you girls going?”


  Sallie glanced at Mandie and waited for her to answer.


  “We were going to see the new school and look for Tsa’ni,” Mandie said. “He sent me a message that he wanted to see me, and now that I’m here he’s nowhere to be found.”


  Dimar frowned and said, “He is around somewhere. He likes to be secretive.”


  “But I asked everyone—his parents, his grandfather—and no one has seen him,” Sallie said as the three stood there in the yard.


  “I am sure we can find him,” Dimar said.


  “You mean you’ll help us look?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, I will help you look,” Dimar promised. 


  “I wanted to see the new schoolhouse, too. Sallie says it’s almost finished and I didn’t get to help,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, Sallie and I have been helping. I will go with you to see it,” Dimar said. “You girls must be careful. There are strange men on the mountain.”


  Mandie perked up at once. “Strange men on the mountain?” she queried.


  “Yes, no one knows who they are, and they seem to be trying to dig up the whole mountain,” Dimar said with a worried look on his handsome face.


  “The whole mountain?” Mandie asked with a loud gasp.


  “Yes, they are moving from one place to another on the mountain and digging everywhere they go,” Dimar explained.


  “Are they Cherokee?” Sallie asked.


  “No, they are white men and they do not live anywhere around here,” Dimar said. “That is what makes it so strange. There have been no white people living on the mountain.”


  “Let’s go see them,” Mandie said.


  Dimar looked at her and said, “We can go look at them, but I would not want them to see us, because we do not know who they are.”


  “Well, is anyone trying to find out who they are and what they’re doing?” Mandie asked.


  “I do not know of anyone who has talked to them,” Dimar said.


  “You mean the Cherokees are just going to let them dig up the whole mountain and not do anything about it?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “No, the men will not be allowed to dig up the whole mountain. We are watching them first, then we will ask them questions,” the Indian boy explained.


  “Let’s go watch them. Maybe we can figure out what they’re doing,” Mandie suggested.


  Sallie looked at her and said, “Mandie, we do not know where these men are from and we do not know who they are.”


  “I know, but we could look for them and for Tsa’ni, too,” Mandie said impatiently. “Let’s go by the schoolhouse first. I’d like to see it.”


  “Yes, we will do that,” Sallie agreed.


  “I must put my horse inside the fence until I return,” Dimar said, picking up the reins. “Then we will go.” He led the horse through the  gate and into the backyard, took off the saddle, threw it across the fence, and then came back to join the girls.


  “We will go the shortcut,” Dimar told the girls as they walked onto the road. He pointed to the woods on the other side. “There is a path in there.” He led the way. Snowball came racing after them.


  “I thought I saw someone wearing white clothes dash through the woods this morning when we got up,” Mandie remarked. “It wasn’t you, was it, Dimar?”


  “No, I was at home until I came here on my horse. It was probably someone out for an early walk,” the boy replied. “Now we cross the creek over here, and then the path straightens out.”


  The girls followed Dimar to the creek. Dimar held out his hand to help Mandie cross the creek, but she picked up Snowball and held him with one arm and caught up the hem of her long skirts with the other. She jumped across the creek and landed on a large rock on the opposite shore. Her feet skidded for a moment, but she quickly regained her balance. Snowball got free and scrambled into the weeds.


  Sallie watched, then chose a different place to jump across where she would land on sand.


  Dimar watched the girls and then followed them. “I see you girls do not need my help,” he said with a laugh. Leading the way along a narrow path, he said, “We will soon arrive at the hospital, and then the schoolhouse will be beyond.”


  As they walked single file down the trail, they had to push tree branches back out of their way now and then. The path became narrower, so Mandie picked up Snowball and carried him. Then they came to a dense part of the woods and the pathway completely disappeared.


  “Do not worry,” Dimar reassured them as they looked around in wonder at the end of the trail. “I know the way through the trees. It is not very hard to get through, and it is much nearer than going down the road.”


  “I’ll have to trust you, Dimar, because I’ve never been through here before,” Mandie said. “When the hospital was built, we all rode down there in wagons or on horses along the road.”


  Suddenly Mandie heard something fly through the leaves of a nearby tree, and Dimar abruptly stepped back. He pushed the girls to the ground. Mandie held tightly to Snowball.


  “Stay down,” he ordered in a loud whisper. “Someone shot an arrow.” He stooped down beside them and put a hand on both girls’ shoulders. 


  Mandie and Sallie lay flat on the mossy ground. Mandie tried to rise, but Dimar kept a firm grasp on her shoulder.


  “It’s just someone shooting arrows—probably hunting, or practicing, or something like that,” Mandie protested in a loud whisper.


  “You and Sallie stay here. I will see who it is. Do not follow me. Stay here.” He was firm about his orders as he rose and moved slowly forward through the trees.


  Mandie whispered to Sallie, “I’m going to see what’s going on.” She got up and began moving forward in a stooped position. She held tightly to Snowball, who was trying to get free.


  “No, Mandie, stay here,” Sallie protested. But when Mandie paid no attention to her, Sallie slowly followed.


  Mandie had lost sight of Dimar and she couldn’t hear a thing. She started to straighten up. Maybe whoever had been there was gone by now. Suddenly another arrow whizzed by right in front of her. She dropped to the ground, but she got a glimpse of someone wearing white clothing. The underbrush was too thick to see who it was.


  Mandie got up and started forward again.


  Sallie gasped behind her, “Mandie, stop!”


  Mandie looked back and shook her head. She put her finger across her lips to warn Sallie to be quiet. Then she slowly continued ahead in a stooped position. Suddenly she bumped into a pair of legs and, with her heart beating wildly, she looked up.


  It was Dimar. Mandie relaxed and Snowball finally escaped his mistress’s arms. He jumped around in the weeds.


  “Oh, Dimar, you scared me,” Mandie exclaimed in a low voice.


  “I told you girls to stay put,” Dimar said. “There was someone ahead of us, but they have run away now. I couldn’t tell who it was.” He sounded disappointed.


  “I saw someone wearing white clothes through the bushes, but I couldn’t tell who it was, either,” Mandie said. She turned to Sallie behind her and asked, “Did you see someone?”


  “No, I did not. I was watching where I was going,” Sallie replied. She stood up to join Mandie and Dimar.


  “Let us continue on our way,” Dimar told the girls. “Please stay close behind me.” Mandie looked around to make sure Snowball was right behind them. 


  They followed Dimar through the trees until another path appeared. This one was wide enough for the three of them to walk side by side.


  Soon they came to the Cherokee hospital. Mandie stopped to stare at the white frame structure. Two simple columns held up the roof over a small front porch. She had not been back here since she helped in the ceremony to open the hospital.


  Dimar and Sallie paused at her side.


  “Is there anyone in the hospital right now? Has it been used yet?” she asked her friends. She picked up her white cat, who was now rubbing around her legs.


  “No one has used it. Dr. Woodard still comes to the house of anyone who needs him when he is in this territory,” Sallie explained. “Mostly, my grandmother prepares herbs and poultices for the sick.”


  “You mean the Cherokees aren’t going to use the hospital?” Mandie asked.


  “Oh, yes, they will. They just have not done so yet,” Dimar said.


  The three walked on.


  “Do y’all walk all the way to the schoolhouse when you’re helping with work there?” Mandie asked.


  “No, we ride our horses or take my grandmother’s cart,” Sallie explained.


  Just as they passed the hospital building, Mandie turned to look at Dimar and saw something flash by the edge of her vision. She thought it was someone in white clothes again, but she wasn’t sure this time. She stopped to gaze around the road.


  “Why are you stopping again?” Dimar asked as he and Sallie paused in the road.


  “I thought I saw someone in the trees over there,” Mandie said, pointing to their right. “But I’m not sure.”


  “Should we look around?” Dimar asked.


  “Oh, no, let’s go on. I’m beginning to think it’s probably Tsa’ni following us around,” Mandie said with a sigh.


  They continued down the road toward the schoolhouse. Mandie kept alert after that, but when she saw the schoolhouse, she became excited and forgot all about someone in white clothes.


  She set Snowball down, and he immediately ran to the front door of the schoolhouse. 


  CHAPTER THREE


  CAUGHT SNOOPING


  The schoolhouse was constructed of hand-hewn logs with a huge rock chimney rising in the center of the roof. The building stood two feet off the ground on rock pillars, with room for storage underneath. Hanging at the end of the full-length front porch was a large iron bell. The front door was in the center with a glass window on either side protected by wooden shutters, which were now open.


  “Oh, I love it!” Mandie said, clapping her hands as she, Sallie, and Dimar paused to admire the front. “It looks like it could be someone’s house.”


  “It is,” Dimar told her. “The missionary Riley O’Neal has a room at the back in which he lives. The front part is the schoolroom.”


  “He lives here?” Mandie said in surprise. “Well, I suppose he has to have somewhere to live, and living right here is awfully convenient for him. Is he at home now, do you know?”


  “He may be,” Sallie replied. “I think he is still doing some work inside.”


  “We could go inside and look for him,” Dimar said, leading the way.


  He pushed open the door to the schoolroom and Mandie stepped into a large room with log benches and rough tables set about. A rock  chimney had been built into the far wall and a huge heater was vented through it.


  “Isn’t he going to have any desks?” Mandie asked as Sallie and Dimar followed her into the room. Snowball stayed outside.


  “Yes, he has them ordered from up north, but they have not arrived in time for the start of this school year, so the Cherokee men have made these benches and tables to use until they get here,” Sallie explained.


  Mandie paused by a large chalkboard on the wall. “At least he did get this in time.” She inspected the chalk and brushes lying on the tray in front of the board.


  “Yes, this board was donated by a school near Asheville. They were replacing it with a much larger one. The missionary heard about it, so he and Jessan, father of Tsa’ni, and Dimar went to get it and brought it across the mountain,” Sallie explained.


  “This door goes into the missionary’s room,” Dimar said, pointing to a door near the chalkboard. “Shall we knock and see if he is there?”


  “Yes, do,” Mandie said.


  Dimar knocked on the door. It was not shut tightly so it swung open at his touch. The three glanced into the room beyond. No one was there. Mandie saw a bed built into a corner of the room and a small table and several stools, all made of hand-hewn logs. A shelf ran the entire length of the room. On this were stacked books and papers.


  As she walked near the fireplace, which was the other side of the chimney, she noticed a cast-iron cookstove with the stovepipe going through the wall opposite the chimney.


  “He has his own stove to cook on,” she remarked to her friends. “I wonder if he knows how to cook, being he’s from up north and so educated and everything.”


  Sallie laughed. “No, he does not know how to cook. He would like for my grandmother to teach him.”


  “You would have to interpret for them,” Mandie said. “But do you think he would eat food like the Cherokees cook?”


  “Maybe, but my mother has knowledge of cooking for white people and she will be helping him, too,” Dimar said with a huge smile.


  “I’d like to see his results,” Mandie said with a laugh that was cut short as she glanced back at the open door.


  “That you shall see, then,” a tall, red-haired man said in a loud  voice as he strode into the room. He walked right up to Mandie, looked down at her with a big smile, and put his hand out in greeting. “It’s good to have you here again, Amanda,” he said. “I’m honored that you’ve come to visit me.”


  Mandie was flustered at being caught in Mr. O’Neal’s private quarters. “I apologize for being here. You see, when we knocked on your door it just came open and . . . we just . . . walked in,” she told the missionary. She noticed he wasn’t wearing the black suit he had worn when she met him earlier in the summer. Today his attire was a homespun white shirt and light-tan trousers. He was carrying a light-tan, wide-brimmed hat.


  “You are all welcome anytime,” Riley O’Neal replied, still smiling as he glanced at Sallie and Dimar. “Please feel free to come visit whenever you like. And as soon as we get the cookstove going, you will all have to come back and try my food. You see, I only know how to cook like we do up north. I’m going to learn the way you cook down here because I want to be part of everything.”


  “Then you must teach us how to cook northern style,” Sallie said with a smile.


  “That I will do as soon as I get supplies in to cook,” he said. Turning back to Mandie, he asked, “And what do you think of the new schoolhouse?”


  “Oh, it’s so nice. I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help build it,” Mandie replied as she walked to the doorway and looked out into the schoolroom. “Is there anything left to do that I might be able to help out on? I’ll be staying at Uncle Ned’s house for a few days.”


  They all stepped into the schoolroom and looked around.


  Sallie spoke up, “We need to make curtains for the windows. I already made measurements. Some of the women have made green cushions for the benches and there is enough material left for the curtains.”


  “I’d like to help,” Mandie said.


  “The balance of the material is at my grandfather’s house. The cushions are at Dimar’s house waiting for the first day of school,” Sallie explained. “We could begin the curtains when we return.”


  “That’s good. I’m glad I can help a little,” Mandie said.


  “You will be asked to do more than make curtains,” Dimar said with a sly grin. He looked up at Mr. O’Neal. 


  The missionary explained, “Yes, we were going to ask you to help Sallie with the little children the first day of school, if you’re still here.”


  “Do what?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “We think the first day of school will be quite confusing for the younger children who have never attended such a place,” the missionary said. “We have asked Sallie to help keep them quiet and still. That way they’ll be off to a good start and will understand that they have to behave and listen in order to learn when they come in here.”


  “I’ll be glad to help Sallie,” Mandie said, and turning to her Indian friend, she asked, “But do these children understand English?”


  “Some do and some do not,” Sallie replied. “We will speak both languages to them. This will encourage them to learn English.”


  “And I will help with the older boys who do not know English,” Dimar said.


  Mandie suddenly remembered that they had started out to look for Tsa’ni. They had to be back at Uncle Ned’s house for their noon meal, so there wasn’t much time.


  She asked the missionary, “Have you seen Tsa’ni today? We are looking for him because he had sent word that he wanted to see me, but no one knows where he is.”


  “No, in fact I haven’t seen him in several days,” Riley O’Neal said. “Since I’m living here now and I’ve been so busy trying to get everything finished, I don’t see much of anyone unless they come here.”


  “If you do see him, would you please tell him that I’m looking for him?” Mandie asked as she walked toward the front door.


  “Yes, I will,” Riley O’Neal replied.


  They all stepped out the front door, and Mandie saw the missionary’s wagon with his horse still hitched to it standing by the road.


  “I have been to Bryson City depot to get the books that came in on the train,” the missionary told them as he walked to the wagon and pulled the tarp back. The bed of the wagon was full of boxes and bags.


  “Then we will help you unload them,” Dimar said, reaching to pick up a carton.


  “Thanks. If you will just set them in the schoolroom, I’ll unpack and organize everything,” Mr. O’Neal said as he also lifted a box and followed Dimar back to the schoolroom. 


  Mandie and Sallie climbed up into the wagon and looked around for something light enough for them to carry.


  “I’ll take this bag,” Mandie said, stretching the drawstring to look inside the burlap bag. “Oh, what do you know? It’s groceries.” She smiled.


  Sallie also found a lightweight bag that she could take inside. Then, as the two fellows took more book cartons from the wagon, the girls found two valises with tags on them showing a Boston address.


  “Probably his clothes,” Sallie remarked as they took them into the schoolroom.


  When everything had been transferred to the plank floor of the schoolroom, the young people offered to help the missionary unpack the cartons.


  “That would be a big help, thank you,” Riley O’Neal said as he glanced around the room. “I think we need to sort the books into stacks and place them in a row beneath the blackboard. That way they will be ready to distribute to the students when they arrive the first day of school.”


  They unpacked the boxes, and Mandie noticed there were books for all the basic subjects—reading, writing, and arithmetic—just like Mr. O’Neal had told the Cherokee council there would be. The Cherokee people had voted earlier that summer on whether or not to allow the missionary to build a school for their children. Tsa’ni had cast the only dissenting vote. He had said the Cherokees did not need to learn “white people’s ways.”


  Mandie bent down to place an armful of books in one stack when Mr. O’Neal stooped at the same time and said, “I’m certainly glad I didn’t have to pick you up off the road this time.”


  She knew he was referring to the first time she had met him. She had been out on a lonely mountain road when she slid down a hill and landed in front of his wagon.


  A frown crossed her brow as she said emphatically, “That was an accident.” She stood up and straightened her long skirts. “What about pencils and paper. Do you have any?”


  “Yes, thanks to my students back home. They’ve sent boxes of paper and pencils,” he explained as he rose to his feet.


  “Well, then—” Mandie began. 


  Mr. O’Neal looked at her and interrupted, “Amanda, I’m sorry about what happened back home with you, the fever, and—”


  Mandie quickly stepped away from him and said, “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  Dimar finished emptying the last carton and stood up. “I think we have to go now if we are going to look for Tsa’ni,” he said, glancing at Mandie.


  “Yes, and we were going to look for the strange men digging up the mountain,” Sallie added.


  Mr. O’Neal followed Mandie across the room to her friends. “Have you seen the men who are doing the digging?” he asked.


  Sallie and Dimar shook their heads as Sallie replied, “No, but we are looking for them because Mandie wanted to see them.”


  “Have you seen them?” Mandie asked the missionary.


  “No, but I’ve been hearing about them,” said Mr. O’Neal. “If you happen to see them, I’d like to hear about it.”


  “We will let you know if we do,” Dimar promised.


  The missionary followed the three outside. “I thank you all for the help you’ve given me with the books,” he told them.


  “You are welcome,” Mandie said without even glancing his way, and she urged her friends on. “We’d better hurry,” she said. She snatched up Snowball from the yard and started walking down the road.


  Sallie and Dimar waved to the missionary and followed her.


  As soon as they were out of sight of the schoolhouse, Sallie asked Mandie, “Do you not like the missionary?”


  Mandie sighed, then said, “Oh, he’s all right. He just wanted to talk about something that I didn’t want to discuss.” As she spoke she realized none of her Cherokee friends had even mentioned what had happened back home earlier. She knew they all understood her feelings.


  Sallie turned to Dimar and asked, “Are we going up the mountain in the hopes of seeing those men digging?”


  “Yes, we will go this way,” he replied as he veered to the right across a field and the girls followed.


  “Don’t forget to watch for Tsa’ni on the way,” Mandie reminded her friends.


  They climbed steep hills and pushed their way through thick underbrush. Once in a while they would stop to listen. Only the birds and an  occasional squirrel disturbed the silence. Mandie carried Snowball so he couldn’t run away.


  When they finally reached the top of the mountain, they stopped to rest. Mandie could clearly see familiar landmarks miles away. The three gazed in every direction at the landscape below, searching for the strange men.


  “I see a wagon down there on that winding road,” Dimar remarked, squinting to see better. “I cannot see who is in it, but it looks like an ordinary Cherokee wagon.”


  The girls looked in the direction he pointed.


  “Yes, it is just an ordinary wagon,” Sallie agreed.


  Mandie glanced at it and then turned to look down in the opposite direction. “I see some Cherokee men walking along a path over there,” she commented as Snowball squirmed to get down.


  Dimar and Sallie followed her gaze.


  “Yes, you are right,” Dimar agreed.


  “Which direction are those strange men supposed to be?” Mandie asked.


  “No special place. They have been seen in various locations digging as hard as they could dig,” Dimar replied.


  “Who has actually seen them?” Mandie asked.


  “Tsa’ni was the person who started this story about the strange men digging up the mountain. Some of his friends have seen them, but I have not seen them and I do not know who else has seen them,” Dimar explained.


  “Then it’s possible Tsa’ni is making all this up,” Mandie declared.


  “I do not think that is true, because his grandfather, your uncle Wirt, believes him even though most of the time his grandfather does not have faith in Tsa’ni’s sayings,” Dimar replied.


  “Then we should go see his grandfather,” Sallie said. “But that we cannot do right now because we must return home to eat.”


  “Maybe Uncle Ned will be back home by the time we get there and we can ask him about the strange men,” Mandie decided.


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed.


  Dimar led the way back down the mountain and on to Uncle Ned’s house. Mandie kept a tight hold on Snowball. She knew if he got away from her on the mountain she might never find him.


  As they came within sight of Uncle Ned’s, Mandie was delighted  to see the old man’s wagon in the yard. He was back, and Mandie was sure he always knew everything about everything. Although he had been at Mandie’s house in Franklin and had escorted Mandie to his house just the day before, he had been away from his farm this morning and would have had a chance to learn about the strange men.


  Morning Star had food ready and had set the table by the time the young people came in through the front door. But they saw no sign of Mandie’s uncle.


  “Where is Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked, looking around the cabin.


  Sallie asked her grandmother in Cherokee and then told her friends, “My grandfather is getting wood from the barn for the fireplace.”


  “Then I must help,” Dimar said, rushing out the back door.


  Mandie set Snowball down and followed Sallie to the wash basin to clean up. The food smelled delicious, and she suddenly realized how hungry she was. The country air always gave her an appetite.


  Uncle Ned came in with his arms full of chopped wood, and Dimar was behind him with another load. They stacked the wood by the fireplace and then went to wash.


  “Sit,” Morning Star told everyone, and they found places at the table. The old Indian woman carried bowls to the kettle in the fireplace and brought them back, filled with a delicious-smelling soup.


  “What is it?” Mandie asked Sallie as she looked at the steaming bowl placed in front of her.


  “Soup made from the chowder we had last night, with a piece of ham to flavor it,” Sallie explained.


  Mandie was delighted to know it was something she dearly loved. She watched as Morning Star placed plates of freshly made bread before them. Finally the woman sat down at the table.


  Uncle Ned gave thanks to the Big God, and everyone started eating and talking.


  “Uncle Ned, have you heard about these strange white men who are supposed to be digging up the mountain?” Mandie asked him across the table.


  “I heard,” Uncle Ned replied. “I see. East Ridge.”


  “You saw them?” Mandie asked excitedly. “Who are they? What are they doing?”


  Sallie and Dimar leaned toward Ned to hear better. 


  “Do not know,” Uncle Ned replied, and he sipped his coffee. “Two white men dig here, dig there, dig everywhere.”


  “Did you talk to them?” Mandie asked.


  “No, no, Papoose, not let them see me,” Uncle Ned told her. “Must wait. See what they do.”


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said disappointedly.


  “What did they look like?” Dimar asked.


  “One big, one little,” Uncle Ned replied as he helped himself to the bread. “White shirts, tan trousers, big hats hid faces.”


  “What did they dig for, my grandfather?” Sallie asked Uncle Ned.


  He smiled at Sallie and said, “My granddaughter, we not know. We watch. We wait.”


  “Uncle Ned, have you seen Tsa’ni today?” Mandie asked as she hastily ate her soup.


  “No, Papoose, not see Tsa’ni today,” the old Indian told her with a big smile. “Tsa’ni nowhere today.”


  “You know he wanted to see me, but I haven’t been able to find him,” Mandie explained. “Maybe we could find the strange men and ask what they’re up to. And Tsa’ni might be watching them, too.”


  “No, Papoose, not talk to strange men. Stay away from strange men,” Uncle Ned said. “This Cherokee business for Cherokee men. Papoose not to go to strange men. That firm.” He looked sternly at Mandie.


  “All right, Uncle Ned. I won’t go find the strange men and talk to them,” Mandie promised. “But what if the strange men find me?”


  “Strange men not be looking for Papoose!” Uncle Ned said emphatically. “Papoose go somewhere else, not near men.”


  “We did go to the schoolhouse this morning,” Mandie told him. “It looks nice. I believe Riley O’Neal will have a good school going for the Cherokees.”


  “Yes, he has boxes and boxes of books, my grandfather,” Sallie said. “We helped him unpack them. And Mandie and I will be making the curtains for the schoolhouse while she is here.”


  “Then Papoose must do that. Not be here long,” Uncle Ned reminded Mandie.


  “I will, Uncle Ned. That won’t take long,” Mandie said as she finished her soup. She turned to Morning Star and smiled as she said, “Soup is good, Morning Star. Real good.” 


  Mandie was sure the old woman understood her, because she, too, smiled and said, “Good. Good.”


  Mandie looked at Dimar and Sallie and asked, “Do y’all want to go look for Tsa’ni this afternoon? When we come back we could work on the curtains, Sallie.”


  “I can go with you for a while, then I must go home and work,” Dimar said.


  “Yes, I will go, too, and then we will cut out the curtains,” Sallie agreed.


  Mandie looked back at Uncle Ned, who had just finished his soup, and asked, “Do you want to come with us?”


  “No, Papoose, things to do,” he said. As he and Morning Star rose from the table, he looked at Mandie and said, “Not stay gone long now.”


  “We won’t,” Mandie promised as she and her friends stood up.


  Morning Star set a plate of scraps under the table for Snowball, who gulped it all down.


  “Are we taking Snowball this time?” Sallie asked.


  Mandie sighed and said, “I suppose I’ll have to let him come along, since I don’t have anywhere to put him while I’m gone.”


  As they left, Mandie was secretly hoping they’d run in to the strange men somewhere on their search for Tsa’ni. 


  CHAPTER FOUR


  WHERE IS UNCLE WIRT?


  As soon as the three young people stepped out into the yard, Mandie stopped her friends to ask, “Why don’t we go see Uncle Wirt first? He might have heard from Tsa’ni. And, Dimar, you said he believed the story about the strange men, so we could tell him that Uncle Ned said he saw the strange men, too.”


  “Mandie, we would need a cart or wagon or something to go all the way to Bird-town to see your uncle Wirt and come back this afternoon,” Dimar explained.


  Mandie turned to Sallie and asked, “Does your grandfather have something we could borrow to ride in?”


  “We have a small cart that my grandmother uses,” Sallie said. “My grandfather always uses his wagon. I could ask my grandmother for use of the cart. We need to tell her where we are going anyway, if we are going that far.”


  “The cart would be all right,” Dimar said.


  “Please ask her, Sallie,” Mandie told her. “We’ll wait right here for you.” Snowball chased a chipmunk nearby.


  Sallie went back inside the house. While Mandie waited with Dimar, he smiled at her and said, “I am glad you have come back to visit. I would like to hear all about your journey to Europe. I hope to go there myself someday.” 


  “Oh, you’d really enjoy it, Dimar,” Mandie said excitedly. “We had mysteries almost everywhere we went, besides all the sightseeing we did. And, you probably have heard, my grandmother brought this orphaned Irish girl back with us. Her parents died a long time ago and her mother’s best friend had given her a home. But while we were there, the woman had an accident that made her permanently incapable of taking care of Mollie anymore.”


  “That was very good of your grandmother to do that,” Dimar said.


  “Well, my grandmother only brought Mollie back with us because Mollie has an aunt somewhere in the United States,” Mandie explained. “But the authorities in Ireland didn’t know where. So when my grandmother finds the aunt, Mollie will go live with her. And in the meantime, Mollie went home with my friend Celia Hamilton, who lives in Virginia, you know, because that was the last place the aunt had been heard from.”


  “How many countries did you visit?” Dimar asked as he leaned against the rail of the fence.


  “Oh, goodness, let’s see. We went to London, England—that was first—then on to Paris, France; Italy; Germany; then to Belgium; Holland; and Ireland,” Mandie recounted. “Then we had to come home. We didn’t go to Scotland and Wales as we had planned.” Her voice became sad and she dropped her gaze as she remembered the reason why they had returned home.


  “Before you go back home, please take time to tell me all about these places. I would greatly enjoy hearing about these countries. I have never known anyone before who has been to Europe,” Dimar said.


  “I promise to take the time to tell you and, believe me, it will take some time to go back over the adventures we had,” Mandie said. “I’ll only be here a few days because I have to get back home in time to prepare for school. I’ll be going back to the school in Asheville this year.”


  “I have an idea and would like to ask your permission,” Dimar said, suddenly smiling. “I know there are many Cherokee people who would like to hear what you want to tell about your journey. Would it be possible to get them all together someplace and hear what you have to say?”


  Mandie blushed as she glanced at Dimar and then looked across the yard. “I don’t know whether other people would want to hear about what we did or not. Besides, most of our Cherokee people don’t understand English,” she said. 


  “That is no problem. I could translate, and I am sure Sallie would help. Please, this would be something interesting to our people. And we get very little knowledge outside our own circle,” Dimar said.


  “Well, if you insist,” Mandie said reluctantly. “But I insist that this will be real informal-like. Maybe we could sit outside somewhere around a fire at night or something.”


  “That is a very good idea,” Dimar said with a smile. “Provided it doesn’t rain on us. In that case, would you think of doing this in the schoolhouse? It is a very large room, you know, and would hold a lot of people.”


  “All right. You fix it all up—Oh, here comes Sallie,” Mandie said, looking toward Uncle Ned’s house.


  Sallie came up to them and said, “Dimar, my grandmother says it will be all right if you want to harness up the cart for us to use. But that we must hurry, because she expects us back before suppertime.”


  Dimar started walking toward the barn. “That’s fine. I’ll get it ready.”


  In a few minutes, Dimar was driving the cart with one girl on either side of him on the seat. Snowball sat in the back.


  Dimar told Sallie about his plans to give the Cherokee people the opportunity to hear about Mandie’s journey to Europe.


  “Oh, that is a wonderful idea!” she exclaimed. “That was so thoughtful of you to think of that. Our people will be so grateful.”


  “They may not approve of everything I did on that trip,” Mandie said with a laugh. “So I think I’d better skip some of it, like eavesdropping on Rupert in Germany, and Jonathan and Celia and me getting lost in the catacombs in Italy. It all sounds to dumb to tell now.”


  Dimar glanced at Mandie and said, “Will you tell me about all the left-out details later?”


  “Oh, sure, Dimar,” Mandie said.


  Dimar drove fast, taking shortcuts on barely passable trails, and they were soon at Bird-town. Mandie had been here before, but as she gazed around the locale, she reminded herself that this was part of the Cherokee Indian reservation, the original land where her Indian ancestors had lived.


  The wide, dirt road ran through rows of log cabins that were separated by small fields of crops. Dimar pulled into the yard of the largest  house in the group. This was the home of Mandie’s great uncle, Wirt Pindar.


  Mandie jumped down and hurried to the doorway, where her great aunt Saphronia, Wirt’s wife, stood to welcome them. She was a tiny Indian woman, and she seemed to have a million wrinkles in her tan face.


  The old woman grasped Mandie in her arms, exclaiming, “Jim Shaw’s papoose! Love, Papoose!”


  Tears came into Mandie’s blue eyes at the mention of her father, and she tightly hugged the little woman. “I love you, Aunt Saphronia.”


  Sallie picked up Snowball, then she and Dimar joined Mandie at the door. When everyone had entered the house, Aunt Saphronia insisted on serving hot coffee, which was already brewed and hanging in a black iron kettle over the open fire.


  “Coffee, then we talk,” the woman insisted as she motioned the young people to sit at the table. Snowball explored the room.


  Aunt Saphronia filled four cups with coffee and brought them to the table, where she sat down with them.


  “Now we talk,” the old woman said with a big smile as she reached to pat Mandie’s small, white hand.


  “Where is Uncle Wirt?” Mandie asked, sipping the hot coffee.


  “He gone to see Jessan,” Aunt Saphronia replied, taking a huge sip of the steaming coffee.


  “To Tsa’ni’s father’s house?” Mandie asked. She looked at her friends and added, “I suppose we should have gone by there first, since they live near Uncle Ned.”


  “When will he return home?” Dimar asked the woman.


  “Late, late—maybe dark,” Aunt Saphronia said.


  The three young people exchanged glances.


  “When was the last time you saw Tsa’ni, Aunt Saphronia?” Mandie asked.


  “Been days,” she said. “Not visit us much.”


  Mandie decided to try another subject. “Have you heard about the strange men who have been seen digging in the mountain?”


  Aunt Saphronia immediately looked at her and, as she shook her head, said, “Bad men. Cherokee land. Cherokee people not like.”


  The three young people looked at each other, and Dimar asked, “Have you seen them?” 


  “No, no, not see. Hear,” the woman replied, shaking her head again. “Wirt say bad men in mountain, digging up Cherokee land.”


  “Do you know if Uncle Wirt has seen them?” Mandie asked.


  “No, no, Tsa’ni tell Wirt. He see,” Aunt Saphronia replied. “Wirt not see.”


  The three young people finally finished their coffee and decided to leave. Mandie picked up Snowball in her arms and promised to visit Aunt Saphronia again before she went back home.


  Dimar rushed the cart through the narrow, bumpy trails again. At one point Mandie thought she saw someone in the trees, someone wearing white.


  “Look!” she cried out to her friends as she pointed to the place she thought someone had appeared.


  Dimar and Sallie quickly looked, both asked, “What?”


  “Oh, shucks, they’re gone now,” she said as Dimar urged the pony on with the cart. I think I saw someone in the trees back there—and they were wearing white.”


  “Too late now,” Dimar said.


  “We do not have time to stop and investigate if you are planning to visit Tsa’ni’s house in hopes of finding Tsa’ni or your uncle Wirt,” Sallie reminded her.


  “You’re right,” Mandie said. “It’s strange I keep seeing someone dressed in white, and they seem to be following us around.”


  “You forget,” Dimar said. “All the Cherokees walk through the woods now and then, and lots of our people wear white, especially the women.”


  “I know,” Mandie acknowledged. “I hope we’ll at least catch Uncle Wirt at Tsa’ni’s house before he goes home.”


  But when they arrived at Tsa’ni’s house and knocked on the door, no one was home except Tsa’ni’s mother, Meli. She understood very little English, and Sallie and Dimar had to tell her what they had come for.


  “She says she has not seen Tsa’ni for days,” Dimar told Mandie.


  “And your uncle Wirt has not been here today,” Sallie added. “Tsa’ni’s father, Jessan, has been helping build a house for a family in the valley on the other side of the mountain and will not return until late tonight.”


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said, and let out a big sigh. “We’ve been disappointed every way we turn today.” 


  “Yes, and now I must return this cart and pony, and get my horse,” Dimar told her. “I have work to do at my home.”


  “And we have curtains to make, Mandie,” Sallie reminded her.


  “Yes, and we might as well begin,” Mandie agreed.


  They returned to Uncle Ned’s house. When Sallie explained to her grandmother where they had been, Morning Star told the three young people that Uncle Ned was also working with Jessan on the house in the valley.


  As Snowball curled up in front of the fire and went to sleep, Mandie and her friends sat down. Mandie said, “I wonder if we could just begin all over again in the morning.”


  Dimar rose and said, “Yes, I will come back down early in the morning. Sallie, ask your grandfather what time Jessan will be going back to work on that house, and we will speak to him before he leaves.”


  “Yes, I will do that,” Sallie promised. “But you must get here early. I know my grandfather leaves early when he has things to do.”


  “I will be waiting in the yard before the rooster crows tomorrow morning,” Dimar promised, giving Mandie a big smile as he went out the front door.


  Sallie spoke in Cherokee to her grandmother, who was sitting by the fire.


  Then she turned to Mandie and said, “I just told my grandmother we are going upstairs to begin work on the curtains for the schoolhouse. Come on.”


  Mandie followed Sallie up the ladder to the other room next to Sallie’s. A large roll of green cotton material lay on the bed. Sallie picked up a basket sitting on the floor and took out pins and a pair of scissors. She pulled out a rolled-up piece of paper and stretched it out on the bed.


  “This is a drawing of what the curtains will look like and what size they must be,” she told Mandie. She took a ruler from the basket and explained, “We can just unroll the cloth, measure it, and stick pins in it where we need to cut.”


  “Oh, yes, that should be easy enough,” Mandie agreed as both girls knelt by the bed and began straightening out the green cloth.


  With Mandie’s help, Sallie soon had the material cut into pieces and they began pinning up the hems.


  “Where do you suppose Uncle Wirt is?” Mandie asked as they  worked on the curtains. “Tsa’ni’s mother had not seen him. But maybe Aunt Saphronia didn’t know where he was to see Jessan.”


  “Perhaps he was with my grandfather working on that house,” Sallie suggested.


  “But don’t you think he would have gone by to see Tsa’ni’s father on his way to work on the house? Remember, Aunt Saphronia said he was gone to Tsa’ni’s house,” Mandie said, pausing to look at her friend.


  Sallie sat back on her heels and thought for a moment. “That is a puzzle. We need to ask my grandfather about it.”


  “I’d like to ask your grandfather some more questions about those strange men, since he said he saw them,” Mandie said, reaching for a pin.


  Sallie reminded her, “He warned us not to go looking for those strange men, Mandie.” Sallie folded a neat hem and pinned it.


  “I know,” Mandie said. “I just want to ask him if he has been there again and, if so, were they wearing white.”


  Sallie stopped to look at her. “You still believe you keep seeing someone wearing white, do you not?” she asked.


  “Yes, I know I have been seeing someone wearing white. Now, it might have been that each time it was just one of our people walking through the woods or whatever, like Dimar said. But someone shot arrows across our path, remember? And I know you and Dimar saw that happen,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, but again that might have been someone practicing or shooting at a squirrel,” Sallie said. “They might not have been trying to shoot at us.”


  “But, Sallie, they would have heard us coming through the woods. We were talking and not trying to be quiet about it,” Mandie said. “I am sure they saw us.”


  “We must tell all this to my grandfather,” Sallie said. “He can help us think.”


  “Think,” Mandie repeated the word. Uncle Ned was always telling her to think first, then act. And she rarely remembered to do things in that order. “Yes, I suppose I’ll have to do a lot of thinking about this, too.”


  When Morning Star called up the ladder to tell them their supper was ready, the girls had already done a lot of work on the curtains. Mandie rose and rubbed her knees. She was sore from kneeling so long.


  “I’m not used to all this hard work,” she joked. 


  “But it is not hard work. It is pleasurable work,” Sallie told her with a smile. “I enjoy sewing things. Maybe I will be a seamstress when I am older—that is, if I can learn to do a good job.”


  “Then you will have to come home with me sometime and let Aunt Lou teach you. She is an excellent seamstress,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, I would like to do that,” Sallie agreed.


  The girls went down the ladder to supper. Uncle Ned was back and Snowball was awake and was roaming the room in search of food.


  Morning Star had cooked a ham, baked potatoes, and made a big pan of cornbread. There was also a pot of peas. When the old woman began putting the food on the table, Mandie could hardly wait to begin eating. Everything smelled delicious.


  Uncle Ned returned thanks and they began the meal.


  “Uncle Ned, have you seen Uncle Wirt today?” Mandie asked. Uncle Ned, sitting across the table, looked at her and said, “No, not see Wirt today.”


  “We went to his house today and Aunt Saphronia said he had come over here to Deep Creek to Jessan’s house. We went there and Meli said she had not seen him, but that Jessan had been gone all day working on the house in the valley,” Mandie explained between bites of ham.


  “Yes, Jessan be with me, work on house. Not see Wirt,” the old man said with a thoughtful frown. “I take Jessan home. Wirt not there.”


  “Well, I suppose he went somewhere else,” Mandie said. “Have you seen those strange men anymore?”


  Uncle Ned looked sharply at her. “No,” he said. “Why Papoose ask?”


  Mandie could almost read the old man’s mind. She knew he was thinking she had been out looking for the men. “Well, I just wanted to know what they were wearing. You see, I keep seeing someone in the woods that I know is wearing white, but I never can see who it is. Then at one place, when we were going through the woods with Dimar to the schoolhouse, someone shot arrows right in front of us, but we never did see who it was.”


  “Arrows? At you, Papoose, you, my granddaughter, and Dimar?” Uncle Ned asked with a big frown on his old, wrinkled face. “Where this happen?”


  Mandie looked at Sallie and asked, “Can you explain where we were? You know the countryside around here better than I do.” 


  Sallie explained to her grandfather where they had been walking when this happened.


  “I check on this,” Uncle Ned said. “See if arrow still there. Papoose must be careful. My granddaughter must be careful, too.”


  “Do you have any idea about who it might have been?” Mandie asked.


  “No Cherokee shoot at another Cherokee,” Uncle Ned said firmly. “Must be stranger.”


  “You mean the strangers digging up the mountain?” Mandie asked.


  Uncle Ned looked at her for a moment, and then said, “Maybe. Strange men may be dangerous.”


  Mandie drew a deep breath and said, “Uncle Ned, somebody has got to find out who those men are and what they are doing.”


  “Papoose not do this. Cherokee men do this,” the old man said.


  At that moment, someone entered the house, and Mandie turned to see who had come in. She was surprised to see Jessan standing at the doorway.


  “Come, eat,” Uncle Ned told him.


  “Not eat. Look for my father,” Jessan said. “Been here?” He spoke to Morning Star in Cherokee.


  “No,” Uncle Ned said as Morning Star shook her head. The old man talked rapidly to Morning Star. She replied in Cherokee, “Not see Wirt today.”


  Uncle Ned said, “Morning Star not see him.”


  “Aunt Saphronia told us Uncle Wirt had gone to visit you, but when we got to your house, Meli said she had not seen him,” Mandie said quickly.


  “That is why I look for my father,” Jessan said. He turned to leave. “I must go to Bird-town and see if my father home now.”


  Uncle Ned rose from the table and said, “Wait, I go with you.”


  “No, not necessary,” Jessan said. “I go.”


  “I help,” Uncle Ned insisted as he walked toward Jessan.


  “Eat,” Jessan told the old man.


  “I finish,” Uncle Ned said. “Drink coffee when we come back. Hurry. Dark soon.”


  “I take my horse. Faster,” Jessan said as the old man joined him at the door.


  “I take my horse, also,” Uncle Ned agreed. 


  As they left the house, Mandie looked at Sallie and said, “Uncle Ned seemed to be worried about Uncle Wirt, like he thought something must have happened to him.”


  “Your uncle Wirt is an old man. He could be sick or hurt somewhere,” Sallie explained.


  “I hope not,” Mandie said, laying down her fork.


  Morning Star spoke up, “Eat.” Then she spoke rapidly in Cherokee to Sallie.


  Sallie translated for Mandie: “She wants us to hurry and finish so she can go sit with Meli until Jessan and my grandfather get back,” she explained.


  “I’ll hurry, then,” Mandie said, picking up her fork. “Sallie, tell your grandmother to go ahead when she finishes, and we can clear the table.”


  “Yes, we can,” Sallie agreed, and repeated Mandie’s offer in Cherokee to her grandmother.


  Morning Star quickly swallowed the last bite from her plate, smiled at the girls, and stood up. She walked over to the corner and took a black shawl from a peg. Then she threw it around her shoulders, smiled again, and went out the door.


  As soon as they were finished, Mandie and Sallie made quick work of the table. Mandie fed Snowball a plate of scraps by the fireplace. Sallie went up the ladder and brought down the curtains they had been working on.


  “I brought everything so we can work by the fire until everyone gets back,” Sallie said. “This table is much better to work on anyway.”


  “Yes, we don’t have to kneel down,” Mandie said with a laugh as she rubbed her still-sore knees.


  “They won’t be gone long because it won’t take them long on horseback,” Sallie said as they began threading needles.


  Then a thought occurred to Mandie and she asked Sallie, “Don’t you think it’s strange that Tsa’ni has not been seen for days, and now his grandfather suddenly disappears?”


  Sallie looked at her thoughtfully and said, “I suppose it does look strange, but I do not see how the two are connected.”


  “I just hope they find Uncle Wirt,” Mandie said.


  Mandie had an uneasy feeling about the two disappearances. There seemed to be some mysterious things going on. 


  CHAPTER FIVE


  SITTING IN WAIT


  Mandie and Sallie worked fast on the green curtains as they discussed the day’s events. Time flew. Snowball chased threads for a while and then curled up on the hearth by the fire to go to sleep.


  “Will you be happy to return to your school in Asheville?” Sallie asked.


  “I suppose so,” Mandie said. “It’s a lot different from the country school I went to at Charley Gap. So are the students. A girl named April Snow keeps things lively with her tricks, but she doesn’t get away with anything. And I love Miss Hope, but Miss Prudence is a little stiff.”


  “And will you be seeing Thomas Patton from the boys’ school there in that town?” Sallie asked as she tucked in a hem and sewed it down.


  Mandie smiled as she thought of Tommy Patton. He was the son of one of her mother’s school friends, and her family had visited them at their home in Charleston, South Carolina.


  “He’ll make a nice, rich husband for some girl someday,” Mandie said.


  “You have so many friends your age, but there are very few people my age around here. In fact, my grandfather says if the Cherokee people do not start having more children, our race will die out,” Sallie told her.


  Mandie looked at her and said, “Then you must marry a Cherokee  man when you grow up, and you must have a dozen children.” She laughed at the expression on Sallie’s face.


  “I would never marry anyone unless I deeply loved him,” Sallie said. “I am not sure I would ever want to marry. My grandfather and my grandmother need me. They are growing old.”


  Mandie smiled and teasingly asked, “Not even Dimar?”


  Sallie’s mouth opened wide in surprise. “What impossible things you say, Amanda Shaw! What about you? Are you going to marry Joe Woodard when you grow up?”


  Mandie sobered at that question and said thoughtfully, “I just don’t know. I keep telling him that by the time we are grown we will have met lots of other people and we could both be interested in someone else. And, of course, he says he’ll never change his mind. Besides, I might decide I’d rather stay single.”


  “Then you had better tell Joe not to get your father’s house back for you because you promised him if he would, you would marry him,” Sallie told her.


  Mandie smoothed out the curtain hem she had stitched and said, “I’m not sure he’d ever be able to do that. And when he grows older, he might decide not to become a lawyer.”


  “That is correct. We can never see into the future,” Sallie remarked.


  “If I could see all the nice things in my future, it would be fun, but I wouldn’t want to see all the bad things that might happen to me,” Mandie said.


  “If we could see into the future we would be able to change some things we did not like,” Sallie said.


  Mandie looked up from her sewing and said, “If we could see into the future, I would be able to solve all the mysteries I run into without getting into all the trouble I encounter.” She paused. “But, no, that wouldn’t be any fun at all. I’m glad God made us without a future memory, or whatever you call it.”


  “I am glad, too,” Sallie agreed. She got up to add a log to the fire in the big open fireplace. “It is getting late. My grandfather should have returned by now.”


  “Maybe he and Jessan stayed to visit awhile with Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia,” Mandie suggested.


  “They may not be able to find your uncle Wirt,” Sallie said as she sat down and resumed her sewing. 


  Mandie looked at her with concern. “I hope he had come home from wherever he went by the time Uncle Ned and Jessan got to his house,” she said. “Otherwise, how will they ever find him this time of the night?”


  At that moment Morning Star came rushing in the front door. She began speaking in Cherokee to Sallie and gesturing with her hands. Sallie stood up to listen. Mandie couldn’t understand the language, but she could sense immediately that something was wrong. She also got up from her seat at the table where the curtains lay.


  “What is it?” Mandie asked, trying to interrupt the woman and Sallie.


  Morning Star finally finished and Sallie said, “Your uncle Wirt was not at his house and no one knows where he is—”


  “Oh no,” Mandie interrupted.


  “My grandfather and Jessan have asked others to help, and they will be searching for him until they find him,” Sallie continued.


  “What can we do to help?” Mandie asked as she thought of the old man who was her father’s uncle.


  “There is nothing we can do, Mandie. We cannot go out alone this time of the night,” Sallie replied.


  Morning Star began speaking Cherokee to Sallie again. Mandie listened intently but could not interpret a single word. Sallie answered a couple of times.


  Finally Sallie turned to Mandie and asked, “Do you want to go to Tsa’ni’s mother’s house to wait with her until Jessan comes back? All the women are going to sit with her and I have convinced my grandmother that you and I are old enough now to join in the wait.”


  “Yes, I would, Sallie. I’d like to know when they find Uncle Wirt,” Mandie said. “I want to be sure he is all right.”


  Sallie spoke to her grandmother, and Morning Star turned and went back out the front door. Snowball stirred on the hearth, curled up, and went back to sleep.


  “We must get wraps. Remember, it is cold here in the mountains late at night,” Sallie told Mandie.


  The girls hurried upstairs to the bedroom. Sallie took a heavy shawl from a hook on the wall and Mandie pulled a cape out of her valise. They went back outside and quickly walked down the road to the house of Tsa’ni’s mother. Bright moonlight showed wagons and carts parked all over the yard. They could smell strong coffee in the air. 


  “Looks like everybody is here,” Mandie commented as they walked up to the front door. Some of the women were sitting on the stoop outside, and the huge room inside was filled with more women. Meli was filling cups with coffee from a pot over the fire in the fireplace.


  Most of the people knew who Mandie was and they nodded as the girls entered the house. Sallie spoke to the women she passed but went straight to Meli. Morning Star was sitting near the fire.


  “I will ask if we can help with the coffee,” Sallie said to Mandie, and then spoke in Cherokee to Meli.


  Meli smiled at the girls and handed each of them a cup. Sallie turned back to Mandie and said, “She said we could get our own. Everyone else has some now.”


  Sallie filled Mandie’s cup and then her own. “Remember, it is hot,” she reminded Mandie as they began working their way through the crowd. “If we can get to the backdoor steps, we can sit there. I do not see anyone back there.” Mandie carefully carried her cup, which she noticed Sallie had fortunately not filled completely full, and watched as she stepped through the crowd in order not to bump into anyone.


  They made it safely to the back door and sat down on the steps. Mandie pulled up her long skirts and set the cup by her feet. “Whew!” she sighed loudly. “I’m glad I don’t have to do that very often.”


  Sallie laughed and said, “Yes.”


  Mandie turned sideways to lean against the doorframe so she could look back into the room. “I was just thinking about Aunt Saphronia,” she said. “I know she’s not here and I was wondering if she’s sitting home by herself worrying about Uncle Wirt.”


  “No, she will not be alone,” Sallie said. “The women of Bird-town will be sitting in wait with her.”


  “I wish it wasn’t so far so I could go to her house,” Mandie remarked. “I feel helpless, and I’m really worried about Uncle Wirt.”


  “My grandfather will find him,” Sallie promised.


  “I know Uncle Wirt must be awfully old, because he is my grandmother Shaw’s brother,” Mandie remarked. “He’s too old to go off like this without letting someone know.”


  “But do not forget. He is also Cherokee, and Cherokee men stay well and live long lives,” Sallie said with a smile.


  “Do you know if he has ever just disappeared before?” Mandie asked  as she sipped the hot coffee and wrapped her cold fingers around the cup. It was beginning to get chilly. She huddled up in the folds of the her cape.


  “I do not know,” Sallie replied as she warmed her fingers around her mug. She pulled the shawl she wore closer around her shoulders. “Maybe we should get closer to the fire,” she suggested.


  Mandie glanced back into the huge room. The crowd was thick and she couldn’t see a vacant space anywhere. “I don’t think there’s enough room for us,” she replied with a laugh. “But I have an idea. Why don’t we go back to your house so I can check on Snowball? You know we left him asleep by the fire, and your fire may need some more wood. After we add some, we could come back here.”


  Sallie stood up. “All right, we will go check on Snowball,” she said. “But the fire is all right, I am sure. The huge logs in it will burn for hours.”


  Mandie got to her feet as she untangled her cape. “What should we do with our cups?” she asked.


  “Here. Leave them on the doorstep until we return,” Sallie said, stooping to set her cup beside Mandie’s on the steps.


  “Let’s go out the back way,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, it will be easier,” Sallie agreed, and she followed Mandie down the stairs into the dark backyard.


  The girls walked around the house to the roadway and hurried back to Uncle Ned’s house.


  “He’s still asleep,” Mandie said, approaching the white cat curled up on the hearth. “And the fire does look fine.”


  At that moment Snowball opened his eyes, looked up at his mistress, stood up, and stretched.


  Sallie laughed. “You mean he was asleep,” she said.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said. “I’d better take him with us, I suppose. I’ll get his leash—it’s upstairs. I don’t want him running loose this time of the night.” She went over to the ladder and started to climb upstairs.


  “I will hold him until you get it,” Sallie said, stooping to pick up the white cat.


  “Be right back,” Mandie said, and she disappeared upstairs.


  Mandie took the red leash and collar from a nail in the wall of the bedroom where she and Sallie slept, and then she hurried back downstairs.


  Sallie handed her the cat, and Mandie told him, “Now, Mr. Snowball, I’m going to fix you up so you can’t run away.” She quickly  fastened the collar around his neck. Snowball looked at her and meowed as she set him down and held on to the end of the leash.


  The girls walked back outside to return to Jessan’s house. Just before they reached the road, Sallie touched Mandie’s arm and whispered, “I hear someone coming.”


  Mandie stopped to listen. She couldn’t hear a thing. “Where?” she asked quietly.


  “Someone is walking in the woods across the road and they are coming this way,” Sallie explained as she tried to see into the darkness.


  Mandie listened intently again. This time she could hear footsteps. The girls stood waiting anxiously and watching for whoever might appear. In a few moments, a tall figure came out onto the roadway. Mandie recognized the man right away. Scooping up Snowball, she ran to him and Sallie followed.


  “Uncle Wirt! Uncle Wirt!” she called.


  The figure stopped and turned to look back. His face was visible now—it really was her uncle Wirt. Mandie raced to his side and reached to clasp his old, wrinkled hand.


  “Oh, Uncle Wirt, I am so glad to see you!” Mandie said, almost in tears, she was so happy. “Where have you been?”


  The old man looked down at her in surprise. “Jim Shaw’s papoose!” he exclaimed as he caught her other hand in his. The sudden movement made Mandie lose her grasp on Snowball’s leash.


  Sallie quickly picked up the white cat as she asked the man, “Are you all right?”


  “Yes, yes,” Uncle Wirt replied as he looked at Sallie. “What papooses doing out late this night?”


  “Oh, you don’t know what’s going on,” Mandie said quickly. “All the men are out looking for you, Uncle Wirt. You were supposed to go to see your son, Jessan, and you never got there. Where have you been?”


  “Look for me?” Uncle Wirt asked in surprise. “Need look for Tsa’ni. He took my horse.”


  “Tsa’ni took your horse?” Sallie asked.


  “Why did he do that?” Mandie asked.


  “Tsa’ni take me, show me men dig in mountain. We watch,” Uncle Wirt said. “He take my horse to go tell Jessan. Not come back.” The old man looked tired.


  “You really saw the men digging up the mountain?” Mandie asked excitedly. “Where are they, Uncle Wirt?” 


  Uncle Wirt smiled down at her and said, “Long way. Other side of East Ridge. Now must find men looking for me.”


  “Yes, we must find my grandfather and tell him you are here,” Sallie agreed.


  “How will we find them?” Mandie asked. “Does anybody know where they went to look for Uncle Wirt?”


  “My grandmother will know,” Sallie said. “We must go ask her so we can tell everyone your uncle is here.”


  “Must find Tsa’ni, too, with my horse,” Uncle Wirt said, and they started down the road toward Jessan’s house.


  Mandie took Snowball from Sallie and carried him. She did some thinking about what had happened as they hurried along. Tsa’ni probably took the old man’s horse without intending to return with it. Uncle Wirt was Tsa’ni’s grandfather. How could the boy be so mean?


  As they entered Jessan’s yard, everyone came hurrying to see the old man. There were cries of thankfulness. Meli greeted him at the door and said something in Cherokee. Uncle Wirt replied, and all the Cherokee women became silent as they listened to the conversation.


  Sallie translated for Mandie, “He is telling her that Tsa’ni took his horse and did not return, and that he must now go find the men who are searching for him, to let them know he is here,” she explained. “He is also saying they should find Tsa’ni, who has his horse.”


  Then Morning Star spoke to Uncle Wirt in Cherokee. Mandie asked Sallie, “Does your grandmother know where the men have gone to look?”


  “She is saying my grandfather told her they would search by the hospital, and then by the schoolhouse, and then up the mountain on that side,” Sallie explained.


  Meli said something to the old man, and Sallie continued, “She has told him to take her cart and pony to find the men.”


  Mandie had a sudden idea. “Do you think we could go with him if he’s going in the cart?” she asked in a whisper.


  Sallie looked at her and then said, “My grandmother would have to give us permission to go.” Sallie spoke rapidly in Cherokee to Morning Star.


  Sallie’s grandmother frowned, but finally smiled and nodded her head in approval as she told Sallie something in Cherokee.


  Sallie turned to Mandie and said, “My grandmother says we may  go if we want to stay up all night, but that we cannot sleep all day tomorrow. That would upset her mealtimes.”


  “That’s all right with me. What about you?” Mandie quietly asked.


  “If you wish to go, then I must go, also,” Sallie answered with a smile. She turned to her grandmother and spoke to her again in Cherokee, with a word now and then to Uncle Wirt. Mandie waited for the translation.


  “I get cart and pony,” Uncle Wirt said to Mandie. “Then we go. You wait here.” He quickly left the room.


  Sallie turned back to Mandie and said, “I told my grandmother that you wished to go and that I would also go, and that we would not sleep all day tomorrow—just perhaps a wink or two between meals.” Her black eyes twinkled with merriment.


  “Thanks, Sallie,” Mandie replied. She looked at Snowball in her arms and added, “I suppose I’ll have to take him, too.”


  The old man soon came back to the doorway and had the cart waiting outside.


  The girls climbed up on the bench beside Uncle Wirt and they were off on a jolting ride over the bumpy mountain trails. Mandie held tightly to her white cat because Snowball didn’t like the ride at all.


  Mandie tried to carry on a conversation, but even her voice shook when she tried to speak. In fact, she believed even her teeth rattled as Uncle Wirt rushed the pony on over the roughest roads Mandie could remember seeing anywhere.


  When they came to the hospital, Uncle Wirt slowed the pony and circled around the building. There was no sign of anyone.


  “Are we going by the schoolhouse next, Uncle Wirt?” Mandie managed to ask during the slowed pace.


  “Yes, we go to schoolhouse,” Uncle Wirt told her. “No men here. We go to schoolhouse. Maybe men there. No Tsa’ni here with my horse, either.”


  “Maybe we’ll find Tsa’ni with the men, Uncle Wirt,” Mandie said.


  “Maybe,” the old man muttered as he urged the pony ahead.


  When Uncle Wirt pulled the cart up into the schoolhouse yard, Mandie perked up as she noticed lamplight coming from the window of Riley O’Neal’s room. He must still be up, even at this late hour, she thought.


  “Missionary O’Neal has a light in his room,” Sallie remarked as she, too, looked toward the schoolhouse.


  Uncle Wirt halted the pony as he said, “We ask missionary if he  see men, also Tsa’ni.” He quickly dropped the reins and stepped down from the cart.


  Mandie and Sallie followed. As far as Mandie remembered, there was no outside door in Riley O’Neal’s room, so it was necessary to go through the schoolroom to get there.


  She saw that she must be right, because Uncle Wirt entered the schoolhouse and strode across the big room. As he tapped on the missionary’s door, the door swung open by itself. The three glanced inside, but no one was there.


  “He is probably with the men searching,” Sallie told Uncle Wirt.


  “Yes,” the old man agreed.


  Snowball gave an unexpected lunge over Mandie’s arm and managed to jump to the floor of Riley O’Neal’s room. When Mandie tried to reach for him, he immediately jumped up on a shelf and scattered a stack of papers.


  Mandie hurried to catch the falling papers, and Sallie helped.


  “Snowball, you are in trouble now,” Mandie told the cat as he sat there on the shelf watching his mistress. She stooped and began placing the papers in a stack on the floor. Fancy handwriting on what seemed to be a letter caught her eye. At the end of the page were the words, “I love you.” And underneath was signed “Mary Lou.”


  “Here are the others,” Sallie said as she dropped more papers on top of the ones Mandie had stacked.


  Mandie sighed as the letter was covered. She knew she had no right to read another person’s mail, but she couldn’t help having seen the signature. She picked up the stack and silently wondered who Mary Lou was. Mandie thought she must be a girlfriend, since she had written that she loved him.


  “We go,” Uncle Wirt told the girls.


  Snowball began to walk and knocked his leash off the shelf. Mandie grabbed the leash hanging from the shelf and replaced the papers he had knocked down. Then she managed to pull the cat down into her arms.


  “You’ve been bad,” Mandie told Snowball as she followed Uncle Wirt and Sallie outside.


  She thought about Mary Lou as they traveled on. She’s probably some stuck-up Boston girl, she decided, since he was from that city. But she was puzzled as to why the girl would be stuck up. But then, Mandie knew nothing about Mary Lou, and she should put this out of her mind at once. 


  CHAPTER SIX


  NIGHT RIDERS


  Uncle Wirt decided to circle the mountain beyond the schoolhouse and then head toward his house in Bird-town. The terrain was steep and rough, but the old man urged the pony on through the dark woods.


  Mandie squeezed Snowball with one hand and gripped the seat with her other hand. She noticed Sallie was clinging tightly to the cart with both hands. Mandie was beginning to wonder how they would ever hear the other men over the noise of the cart if they came near them.


  Uncle Wirt suddenly drew up the reins and brought the cart to a stop on a steep incline. He pulled up the creaky brake and handed the reins to Sallie.


  “Did you hear someone, Uncle Wirt?” Mandie said, blowing out her breath in relief and straightening her long skirts.


  Uncle Wirt stood up in the cart and smiled at Mandie. Then he coupled his hands before his mouth and gave a loud bird call. Mandie recognized the sound as the one Uncle Ned used when he was looking for her. The old man did this several times, and he listened for an answer after each call. The girls waited silently.


  “Not here,” Uncle Wirt finally said, retrieving the reins and sitting down. “Try again up mountain.”


  Mandie braced herself and Snowball as Uncle Wirt urged the pony on. She happened to glance to her left, into a clearing filled with  moonlight. Someone wearing white flitted through the area. She was positive she had seen someone this time, but it would be impossible to make herself heard above the rattle and rush of the cart, so she didn’t try to mention it to Sallie or Uncle Wirt.


  “Someone in white clothes is definitely following us—or me—around,” Mandie said quietly to herself. “Who could it be? It was too dark to tell whether it was a man or woman, but it could have been Tsa’ni.”


  Uncle Wirt stopped the cart several times on the way, and when they reached the top of the mountain, he pulled up the reins. From the clearing at the top, Mandie looked out over a large valley, brightly illuminated by the moon.


  “We rest,” he told the girls as he stepped down from the cart and tied the reins to a nearby sapling. He walked over to the edge of the clearing to gaze down the mountainside.


  “Whew! We’ve sure been in a fizz!” Mandie exclaimed as she clutched Snowball and quickly jumped the short distance to the ground, with Sallie right behind her. “My knees are wobbly!” Mandie said, laughing as she stomped her feet.


  “I am wobbly all over,” Sallie said. She stretched and bent and suddenly yawned.


  “Uh-huh, these late hours are catching up with you,” Mandie teased. She let Snowball walk around at the end of his leash.


  Sallie laughed. “Since we stayed awake talking last night and riding tonight, I think I am beginning to be a little sleepy,” she said as she walked about.


  “Sallie, I saw someone in white back down in the clearing when we first stopped,” Mandie told her.


  Sallie stopped to look at her. “Are you sure this time?” she asked.


  “Yes, I am positive. I know I saw someone run through an open space down there as we pulled off the path. The cart was so noisy and bumpy I didn’t try to tell you then,” Mandie said as Snowball kept walking circles around her. She had to keep turning to avoid having the leash wrap around her ankles. “And whoever it was rushed by so fast I couldn’t tell whether it was a man or woman. You know what I think? I believe it’s Tsa’ni trying to play tricks on us.”


  Sallie frowned and asked, “But why would Tsa’ni do that?”


  “I don’t know, but he does a lot of things that just don’t make sense,”  Mandie replied. “Evidently he is hiding from me and from Uncle Wirt, now that he has Uncle Wirt’s horse.”


  Suddenly Uncle Wirt, standing at the edge of the clearing, began sending his bird calls again. The girls became silent because they both knew they should be helping the old man listen for any answer he might get. There was only silence after the echo of his calls died away.


  The old man sighed in disappointment and returned to the cart. “We go now,” he told the girls as he untied the reins and stepped up to the seat.


  Mandie and Sallie followed him. They took their places, one on each side of Uncle Wirt. Mandie held tightly to Snowball with one arm and wrapped his leash around her wrist. “Where could everyone be?” Mandie asked Uncle Wirt as he tightened the reins.


  “We find,” he replied, smiling at her. “We go my house now.”


  “You are right,” Sallie told him. “The men have had time to get all the way to your house.”


  “We see,” he said as he shook the reins, and the pony began moving down the mountainside.


  Mandie almost held her breath as Uncle Wirt guided the animal down the steep terrain. Sometimes she was afraid the cart was going to run into the pony’s backside as it sped forward. Then, suddenly, the cart gave a lurch and tilted sideways. As they grabbed for something to hold on to, Mandie realized what had happened. The cart had lost a wheel here in the middle of nowhere—on a dangerous mountainside in the dark.


  Uncle Wirt expertly brought the pony to a stop as he jumped down from the cart. The girls followed him. They found the wheel lying in the bushes nearby, and Uncle Wirt spoke rapidly in Cherokee. Mandie could hear anger in his voice.


  “What is he saying?” Mandie whispered to Sallie.


  Sallie shook her head and said in a low voice, “He is saying the spirits are angry tonight.”


  Uncle Wirt retrieved the wheel, examined it, and then looked at the axle. “Lost pin,” he muttered as he began looking about in the darkness.


  “A pin, Uncle Wirt?” Mandie asked. “We’ll help if you’ll tell me what kind of a thing we are looking for.”


  Uncle Wirt looked at her in the moonlight and said, “Sallie, show pin in other wheels.” He continued searching the ground.


  Sallie tried to show Mandie what a pin looked like in the other  wheels, but it was so dark Mandie only got the idea that it was something straight that held the wheel on to the axle.


  “I do not think we can find it in the darkness in all this underbrush,” Sallie said. “But we can try.”


  “Sallie, if we don’t find it we’ll have to walk all the way down the mountain, won’t we? And we must be a long ways from Uncle Wirt’s house.” She held on to Snowball and tried to look for the pin.


  “Yes, it would be a long way to walk,” Sallie agreed as she bent over and crept about in the darkness.


  After a while, Uncle Wirt straightened up and looked at the girls. “Now we walk,” he announced, unhitching the pony and holding the reins as he turned to begin the descent through the bushes as a shortcut. “Follow me. Stay close.”


  Mandie pulled her cape up tight around herself to keep from stumbling. She partly covered Snowball with it. Sallie lifted her shawl to cover her head, but it was still long enough to touch her skirt. The bushes were too thick to walk side by side. Sallie motioned for Mandie to get in the middle, right behind Uncle Wirt who was leading the pony. Sallie brought up the rear.


  The journey was slow and tedious. Now and then Uncle Wirt would call a halt and send out his bird calls. The only response was silence. Mandie noticed that they seemed to be going down the mountain at an angle. “Why don’t we just go straight down? It would save a lot of steps,” she asked Sallie over her shoulder.


  “It is too steep to go straight,” Sallie explained. “The pony could slip or go too fast to hold him back.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Mandie agreed. She glanced through a clearing down the mountainside and to her right. Through the moonlight she saw a road. Looking back at Sallie, she exclaimed, “Look! There’s a road right down there.” But as she turned to look at the road again, she suddenly lost her footing and began sliding down the steep grade. Mandie was unable to grasp anything on the way down and in an instant found herself lying in the road below.


  She immediately noticed a wagon bearing down on her in a hurry. She screamed, “Stop!” as she tried to untangle herself from her cape. She could hear Sallie and Uncle Wirt calling to her from above.


  The vehicle came nearer, and Snowball managed to pull free and bounce out of the tangled cape into the road. The wagon came to a  screeching halt. Someone reached down to uncover Mandie as she fought her way out of the folds of her cape. She looked straight into the blue eyes of Riley O’Neal, who was holding a lantern above her.


  Getting to her feet she exclaimed, “Not you again!”


  “And I would say, not again,” the missionary said with a smile. “Are you all right?”


  “Oh, yes, I’m all right,” Mandie said, feeling embarrassed as she tried to straighten her clothes and hide her scratched hands at the same time.


  “That’s good but, you know, you seem to have a habit of falling in front of my wagon,” he teased, reminding her of the first time he had met her.


  Uncle Wirt, still leading the pony, and Sallie finally caught up with Mandie.


  “Papoose hurt?” the old man questioned her.


  “Mandie, are you all right?” Sallie asked at the same time.


  Mandie smiled at them and said, “I’m all right.” She waved her hand at Riley O’Neal and said, “I even got us a ride!”


  “May I ask where you are going this time of the night?” the missionary inquired as he looked at the old man and the pony.


  “We look for men who look for me,” Uncle Wirt tried to explain. “Cart broke up mountain.”


  Mandie saw the puzzled look on the missionary’s face and explained that all the men had been looking for Uncle Wirt. “Didn’t you know about all this? We came by your room at the schoolhouse and there was a lamp burning, but you weren’t there. We figured you were hunting for Uncle Wirt, too.”


  “No, I’m sorry, but I didn’t know. You see, I had to go back to the depot for more supplies that came in on the train. That’s why I’m out on the road so late,” the young man explained. Then he frowned and asked, “You say there was a lamp lit in my room? I’ve been gone since way before dark, and I certainly didn’t leave the lamp burning.”


  Sallie and Mandie looked at each other. Uncle Wirt, who had tied the pony to a nearby tree, said, “Maybe men look for me and light lamp so you can see when you get home. You not have fireplace for light from fire like Cherokees do. No fire in your fireplace.”


  Riley O’Neal smiled at him and said, “You’re right. I didn’t remember to start a fire in the fireplace before I left. It’s going to be awfully cold when I get home.” He laughed. “But what are we doing standing  out here on the road in the middle of the night? Where are you headed? I’ll give you a ride.”


  “We go to my house. See if men there,” Uncle Wirt told him.


  “Then let’s get on our way. Climb in,” the missionary told them as he led the way with the lantern.


  Mandie started to walk toward the wagon when she suddenly remembered Snowball. “Oh, where is Snowball?” she cried, looking about the road. “Snowball, where are you? Snowball!” The others began searching, too. The missionary swung his lantern here and there in the search.


  They walked near the pony and Mandie stopped to ask, “Uncle Wirt, are you going to leave the pony out here tied to that tree?”


  “Yes, pony be all right. Come back later,” the old man explained.


  Riley O’Neal turned to look at the old man and said, “Mr. Pindar, you go ahead and get in the wagon and rest awhile. We only have one lantern, so there’s no use all four of us looking together.”


  “You look, I rest. Then you rest, I look,” the old man agreed, then he turned, walked back to the wagon, and climbed up on the seat.


  “Snowball, where are you? Come here, Snowball!” Mandie called into the darkness of the hillside.


  The three searched the road and the nearby area and Mandie kept calling Snowball. They worked their way back to the wagon to look in the bushes nearby, but he was nowhere to be found.


  “Snowball, you’d better come here, right this minute,” Mandie called loudly.


  Suddenly she heard his meow. She quickly looked about. The meow grew louder. All at once Snowball jumped down from the back of the wagon and came running toward her. Everyone laughed.


  “All this time you’ve been in the wagon!” Mandie exclaimed as she snatched him up and looked into his face.


  “Evidently Snowball wanted to be sure he didn’t get left,” Riley O’Neal said with a laugh. “Now that we’re all here, let’s get going.”


  Mandie and Sallie climbed into the back of the wagon, and Mandie held tightly to her cat. Uncle Wirt sat on the seat with Riley O’Neal as they hurried down the road.


  Mandie smelled the chimney smoke from the many fireplaces before they reached Bird-town. She could also hear the sound of many people talking after they finally rounded the bend and the village came into view. 


  Sallie leaned forward. “Your uncle Wirt was right. The men are here. There is my grandfather’s horse,” she said, pointing to an animal tethered by the road. Riley O’Neal pulled his wagon into the yard of Uncle Wirt’s house.


  “Oh, thank goodness!” Mandie said, letting out a loud sigh as the cart came to a stop. People came running to surround the wagon. Mandie and Sallie managed to slide down to the ground in spite of the crowd.


  “We look. We look everywhere,” Mandie could hear Uncle Ned telling her uncle Wirt.


  “And we look and we look,” Uncle Wirt said with a tired laugh as he alighted from the wagon.


  Aunt Saphronia pushed her way through the crowd. She took Uncle Wirt’s hand and said, “Come. Coffee.” She looked at the girls and the missionary, then added, “You too. Coffee. Cold out here.”


  Mandie, holding tightly to Snowball, along with Sallie and Riley O’Neal followed the old man and woman into the house. Mandie could hear her uncle telling the others about Tsa’ni taking his horse and not coming back, and then about the accident with the cart. Everyone nodded sympathetically.


  Aunt Saphronia took cups from a shelf and poured coffee from a kettle over the fire in the fireplace. She passed it to the girls and the missionary. The three of them hovered near the fire as Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia sat down nearby and conversed in Cherokee.


  The women who had been sitting in wait with Aunt Saphronia and the men who had been searching for Uncle Wirt bid them good-night and began leaving. Some of them had a long ride back to their homes in Deep Creek.


  Mandie saw Uncle Ned speak to Uncle Wirt, and Sallie translated for Mandie and Riley O’Neal. She said, “My grandfather is telling your uncle Wirt that we need to go home and let the women know he is safe.”


  “But how are we going to get home? Your grandfather rode his horse, remember? And we had to leave your mother’s cart in the mountains,” Mandie reminded her.


  Riley O’Neal spoke up as he sipped the hot coffee, “Oh, but I will take you home of course.”


  “But Uncle Ned doesn’t live really close to where you do,” Mandie said. She held the coffee cup with one hand and held Snowball’s leash  with the other. “You came this far out of your way. You’ll never get home tonight.”


  Riley O’Neal looked straight at her with a teasing smile and said, “Neither will you. The night is gone—I just heard a rooster crow.”


  At that moment, Mandie heard the rooster and she said with a worried look, “Oh, I do hope we get home in time for breakfast.” She looked at Sallie and added, “You know your grandmother always wants us home when it’s time to eat.”


  Sallie said, “She will understand this time.” She paused to listen to the conversation between her grandfather and Uncle Wirt. “My grandfather is telling your uncle Wirt they will get the cart and the pony from the mountain when it has become daylight, then they will go looking for Tsa’ni, who has your uncle Wirt’s horse.”


  Uncle Ned stopped talking and looked toward the girls and the missionary. Riley O’Neal stepped forward to speak to him. “Whenever you are ready, I will take all of you home in my wagon. Would you like to leave your horse or ride with us?”


  Uncle Ned nodded and said, “You take papooses. I take horse, ride by wagon.”


  The missionary agreed.


  Mandie quickly put her cup on a nearby shelf and picked up Snowball. She was tired and ready to get back to Uncle Ned’s house. Sallie and Riley O’Neal placed their cups beside Mandie’s.


  After quick good-nights, the girls climbed up on the seat of the wagon with Riley O’Neal, and Uncle Ned brought his horse alongside. Mandie wrapped the cape tightly around her in the cold night air and held tightly to Snowball, who was sitting in her lap.


  Streaks of light were cracking the black sky, and birds could be heard singing all around them. Mandie, Sallie, and Mr. O’Neal were all sleepy, but they forced themselves to stay awake with conversation about nothing important. Mandie was thinking about how good her bed would feel, but kept reminding herself that Morning Star had told her and Sallie they would not be allowed to sleep the day away if they stayed up all night. She hoped Morning Star would change her mind about that.


  “I am glad that everything turned out well,” Sallie remarked from where she sat beside Riley O’Neal.


  “Yes, I suppose it finally did,” Mandie agreed. “Of course there are  lots of loose ends to tie up. We still haven’t found Tsa’ni, and now he has Uncle Wirt’s horse. And we still haven’t seen the strange men.”


  “Neither have I,” Riley O’Neal said. “And I’m beginning to think maybe Tsa’ni made up this story about men digging. No one else seems to have seen them.”


  “Oh, you haven’t heard,” Mandie said quickly. “That’s where my uncle Wirt was when Tsa’ni took his horse—watching the strange men with Tsa’ni. There really are men digging up the mountain. I think we need to find them and put a stop to it.”


  Riley O’Neal looked at her quickly and said, “That is no job for you or me. The Cherokee people will take care of these men, I am sure.”


  “Yes, my grandfather said they would,” Sallie told him, and she glanced back to make sure Uncle Ned was still riding his horse behind the wagon. “When we get home, you ask my grandfather about them.”


  “But I am one-fourth Cherokee. Why can’t I help?” Mandie protested.


  “But you do not live here with the Cherokee people,” Sallie reminded her. “It is our mountain these men are digging up, and it is for our men to stop them.”


  “Well, I’d like to at least get a glimpse of them,” Mandie said.


  “Maybe you will be able to do that,” Sallie said.


  “I’d just like to know what they are doing,” Mandie said. “I can’t imagine why they would be digging all over the mountain.”


  “Unless they are maybe digging to put a road through the mountain,” Riley O’Neal suggested as they rode along.


  “Put a road through the mountain?” Mandie asked. “Why, that would take forever. It’s so steep and rocky.”


  “Yes, it would take years, perhaps,” Sallie agreed.


  “Or maybe they plan to run a railroad through the mountain,” Mr. O’Neal said.


  “But they cannot do that,” Sallie said. “It is not their mountain.”


  “Maybe your grandfather knows more about it now that all the men searched the mountain for Amanda’s uncle Wirt,” the missionary said.


  “We will ask my grandfather,” Sallie replied.


  Mandie wondered about the strange men. Everyone was talking about them, but no one seemed to have any plans to really find out what they were doing. If she could get half a chance, she would locate these men and see for herself what they were doing. She would find out what it was all about. 


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  WHO LIT THE FIRE?


  On the way to Uncle Ned’s, Riley O’Neal drove his wagon by Jessan’s house. As he passed it, he pulled up on the reins and stopped.


  “Looks like almost everybody has gone home,” Mandie remarked as Uncle Ned drew his horse up beside the wagon.


  “Wait,” the old Indian told Riley. Uncle Ned dismounted and hurried toward the open door.


  Mandie, Sallie, and Riley watched as Uncle Ned looked inside the doorway and quickly came back to the wagon.


  “Jessan take shortcut. Home now,” the old man explained. “Morning Star go home. We go, too.” He mounted his horse and led the way down the road to his home.


  Having arrived, he again dismounted and spoke to Riley O’Neal. “We thank you, bring papooses home,” he said, shaking hands with the missionary, who stayed on the wagon seat. “Come. Eat,” Uncle Ned added.


  Riley shook his head and replied, “Some other time. I’ll go on home now and get this wagon unloaded. But thank you anyway.”


  Sallie jumped down from the wagon. Mandie did the same, and Snowball remained asleep in her arms in spite of the jolt.


  “Uncle Ned, we all wanted to ask you about the strange men,” Mandie began.


  “We talk later, not now. Go wash, eat,” he told the girls. 


  Riley O’Neal bid them good-bye and drove out into the road. Mandie sighed and followed Sallie into the house as Uncle Ned took his horse to the backyard.


  Evidently, Mandie thought, Uncle Ned is not going to discuss the strange men.


  Morning Star was busy stirring food in the kettle over the fire in the fireplace. She started speaking to Sallie in Cherokee as soon as Mandie and Sallie entered the room. Mandie stopped to listen as Sallie answered in her language but, as usual, she couldn’t understand a thing they were saying. She dropped the sleeping cat onto the hearth. He meowed, stretched slowly to his feet, walked around in a circle, and then curled up to sleep again.


  “My grandmother and I were talking about your uncle Wirt and where we had been,” Sallie explained as the two girls went to the shelf to wash in the basin there.


  Morning Star spoke loudly to the girls as Uncle Ned came in the back door. “Wash. Eat. Sleep,” she said, smiling.


  Mandie gave a sigh of relief knowing they were going to be allowed to sleep.


  “Little sleep,” the old woman added as she looked at the girls.


  “Yes, my grandmother,” Sallie said as she dried her face and hands on a towel hanging on a nail by the basin.


  Mandie did likewise and asked Sallie, “How much is a little sleep?”


  Sallie smiled and explained, “I think we may be able to sleep until it is time to eat again at noon. Then we must help my grandmother with the food because she has also stayed up all night.”


  “Of course,” Mandie agreed, walking toward the table with Sallie. “Just between you and me, I’d much rather go to bed than eat right now, but since your grandmother has already prepared breakfast, I wouldn’t dare tell her that.”


  “She has always insisted that we eat before we sleep,” Sallie said as the girls took their seats at the table across from Uncle Ned.


  Morning Star brought them bowls of steaming food from the kettle at the fireplace and then sat down beside her husband.


  Mandie was too sleepy to even ask what she was going to eat, but when she took a spoonful of the soupy mixture, she decided it was corn soup. It was delicious. She ate it all, and some bean bread.


  No one spoke during the meal, and when they were all finished,  Uncle Ned stood up and said, “Sleep now. Then we go get cart and pony.” He left the room without another word.


  The girls cleared the table quickly, while Morning Star put scraps on a plate and set it before Snowball. He immediately stood up, stretched, and sniffed the food. Then he hastily devoured it and licked the plate clean.


  When they were finished, the girls went upstairs to sleep. They were both too tired to talk or even undress, so they lay down with their clothes on and fell asleep. Snowball joined them, lying down next to Mandie on the bed.


  The next thing the girls knew, Morning Star was calling up the ladder to the room where they slept. “Eat. Eat now,” she was saying.


  Mandie sat up quickly and Sallie rolled out of bed and onto her feet.


  “Oh, we didn’t help with the food,” Mandie said, sliding off the bed and straightening her clothes. “Seems like we just went to sleep.” She yawned and pushed back stray tendrils of her blond hair.


  “We will clear the table and wash the dishes after we eat,” Sallie told her, then they both turned to hurry down the ladder.


  When she reached the bottom rung and looked into the kitchen, Mandie saw Snowball following Morning Star around the room, rubbing against her long skirts. “Sallie, look at that cat,” Mandie said with a laugh. “He must have smelled food before we even woke up.”


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed with a smile. She hurried to the fireplace where her grandmother was filling bowls. Mandie followed.


  Morning Star turned and said sternly, “Sit.” And she continued filling the bowl she held.


  Mandie looked at Sallie, who nodded toward the table. The girls went to sit down,


  “My grandmother does not like for other people to do her work,” Sallie explained. “But she will not mind if we clear the table.”


  “That’s good, because I feel that I should be doing something,” Mandie said as Uncle Ned came in and joined them at the table. “Good morning, Uncle Ned,” she greeted him.


  “Noon now,” the old man said with a smile.


  Mandie had been sleepy when they had found the search party at Uncle Wirt’s house, and she didn’t remember seeing Dimar in the crowd. Now she asked Uncle Ned, “Did Dimar go with you men to look for Uncle Wirt?” 


  “Yes, Dimar good boy,” Uncle Ned replied, and Morning Star set a bowl in front of him. “Jerusha, mother of Dimar, go home. Dimar take mother home.”


  “So that’s why Dimar was not at Uncle Wirt’s house with all the men,” Mandie said.


  She looked at the bowl Morning Star had given her and could tell immediately by the delicious aroma that it held chicken stew. “Mmmm! I love it!” she said, breathing in the steam from the bowl. She waited until Morning Star had served Sallie and herself, then sat down as Uncle Ned returned thanks. After that, Mandie hungrily ate the stew.


  Just as they finished the stew, Mandie heard the rattle of a wagon and the clop of horse hooves outside. A minute later, Jessan appeared in the doorway.


  “We go now,” Uncle Ned told the girls as he rose from the table.


  “But we need to help Morning Star clear the table,” Mandie protested as she pointed at the dishes on the table.


  Morning Star evidently understood Mandie’s gesture, for she shook her head and said loudly, “Go. Go.”


  Mandie frowned, grabbed Snowball’s leash from a nail where she had hung it, and fastened it to his collar. Carrying her cat, she reluctantly followed Uncle Ned and Sallie out into the yard, where Jessan had gone to wait beside his wagon. Sallie looked at Mandie and said, “My grandmother understands we must go when my grandfather says go. Do not worry.”


  The girls climbed into the back of the wagon as the men took seats on the bench up front. Jessan shook the reins and the horse pulled the wagon out into the road. Mandie tied Snowball’s leash to a hook on the side of the wagon bed.


  Uncle Ned looked back and told the girls, “Help watch. We find cart and pony. Wirt tired last night and not able to remember exact place.”


  “I know where, my grandfather,” Sallie assured him. “The missionary was passing in his wagon on the Tellico Road when he found us. The pony is tied up there, and the cart is above that with a lost wheel.”


  Uncle Ned nodded and spoke to Jessan. The rattle of the wagon and the clopping of the horse drowned out their conversation.


  Mandie suddenly felt herself nodding away. She shook her head and sat up straighter. How could she doze during such a rough ride! She glanced at Sallie and saw that she had slid down onto a blanket and had her eyes closed. Snowball was curled up asleep on the corner of the blanket. 


  Thank goodness Jessan was not dozing as he drove the wagon! And Uncle Ned was alertly watching the scenery as they rode on. Then all at once Uncle Ned called out. “Slow. There!” he said to Jessan as he pointed ahead.


  Mandie looked ahead as Jessan slowed the wagon. Yes, there was the pony, still tethered to the tree where they had left him. Uncle Ned jumped down when Jessan stopped the wagon. He hurried to the pony and began rubbing its head as he spoke to it.


  Sallie awoke and sat up. She looked at Mandie and explained, “The poor pony has been out all night away from home. My grandfather is comforting the animal.”


  Mandie understood what Sallie said. Uncle Ned was such a good, kind person. Even the comfort of his animals was important to him.


  The old Indian stepped up to the side of the wagon and asked Sallie, “Which way cart?”


  Sallie pointed up the mountainside. “There, my grandfather, up that way. I will show you,” she said as she jumped down from the wagon. Looking back at Mandie, she added, “Come.” Mandie picked up Snowball and caught up with Sallie.


  Jessan tied the reins of his horse to a bush nearby and followed the others up the mountainside. The girls scrambled through the undergrowth and before long had located the cart.


  Uncle Ned bent to look at the axle and then looked around the area. “Find wheel,” he said.


  Jessan spotted the wheel behind some thick bushes. He rolled it up to the cart while Uncle Ned examined the wheel and said, “Tools. Fix.”


  The younger man understood and rushed off to his wagon to bring the tools up to the cart.


  “Can you fix it, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked as the old Indian looked closely at the axle on the cart.


  “Think can, Papoose,” Uncle Ned said.


  “I’m glad it can be repaired,” Mandie replied. Snowball walked around her feet as she held the end of his red leash.


  “Yes, and my grandmother will be glad to have her cart fixed, too,” Sallie said.


  Jessan got back with the tools, and he helped Uncle Ned put the wheel on the cart. When they had finished, Uncle Ned declared it was “fit to roll.” He and Jesse began pulling the cart down the mountainside  through the bushes toward the waiting pony. The girls followed. Mandie carried Snowball, just in case he decided to run away.


  Once the men had the pony hitched to the cart, Uncle Ned told the girls, “Now we go see place arrow shot at papooses with Dimar.” He motioned for Mandie and Sallie to get into his cart.


  As they climbed up into the cart Mandie told Sallie, “I hope you know how to find the place. I sure don’t.”


  “I am not sure,” Sallie replied. She turned to her grandfather and said, “We must get Dimar to show you the place, my grandfather. I am not familiar with the paths he took us on.”


  “We get Dimar,” Uncle Ned replied.


  But Jessan reminded him, “We got business to go to. Late now.”


  Uncle Ned thought for a moment and then said, “We must do this now. We get Dimar. Not take long time. You go in wagon. I go in cart. We go to house of Dimar. He show us place. Then I go with you. Dimar take cart and papooses home.”


  Mandie was glad that Uncle Ned would leave them with Dimar, because she knew he liked to explore any ideas she came up with.


  Uncle Ned flicked the reins against the pony and led the way. With the girls in his cart, Jessan followed with the wagon.


  Mandie was surprised to find out they were only a short distance from Dimar’s house. When they arrived, Dimar was in the yard. Uncle Ned stopped, got off the cart, and explained what they wanted. The young man was glad to oblige. He smiled at the girls as he nodded agreement to Uncle Ned.


  “Yes, I will show you the place,” Dimar told Uncle Ned. “I have not been back, but I will take you there.”


  “Then tell your mother,” Uncle Ned said.


  “My mother is away visiting this afternoon. I will go with you now,” Dimar said.


  Uncle Ned climbed back up on the seat of the cart. Dimar sat beside him, but he kept looking back at the girls as he directed the old Indian to the place where someone had shot arrows at them. Jessan continued to follow in his wagon.


  Finally Dimar said, “This is near the place. Now we must walk to get there.” He jumped down when Uncle Ned stopped the cart, and Dimar caught the reins that the old man tossed to him. He secured  them on a small tree by the roadway while Jessan tied up his horse, still hitched to the wagon, beside the cart.


  Dimar led them through dense woods up and down hills and valleys. When he finally came to a stop, Mandie looked around and recognized the place where they had been. The three of them explained to the men what they had been doing and what had happened.


  Uncle Ned and Jessan began a careful search of the area. They looked at each tree trunk and then bent over to inspect every inch of the ground.


  Mandie was following and carefully watching Uncle Ned when he suddenly found an arrow in the underbrush. He quickly picked it up to inspect it. After he had run his fingers over it and turned it over and over, he shook his head.


  “Not Cherokee arrow,” he declared as he handed it to Jessan.


  Jessan examined it thoroughly, gave it back to Uncle Ned, and agreed, “No, not Cherokee arrow.”


  “Well, if it’s not a Cherokee arrow, what kind of an arrow is it, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked as the two men stood thoughtfully looking at the arrow.


  Uncle Ned blinked his black eyes, as though his mind had been far away, and he replied, “Not know, Papoose. Strange arrow.”


  “My grandfather, there are no other Indians on this mountain except the Cherokee,” Sallie reminded the old man.


  “My granddaughter, one who made this arrow may not live on this mountain,” the old man explained.


  Mandie remembered something and asked, “There were some Catawba Indians around here one time. They were dangerous men—outlaws, or something—remember?”


  “Yes, Papoose,” Uncle Ned said. “We keep arrow. We find who shot. Now we go.”


  Dimar led them back down to where they left the wagon and cart.


  “I go with Jessan,” Uncle Ned told the girls. “You go with Dimar. We go business. You go home.”


  Mandie suddenly had an idea as she and Sallie climbed into the cart with Dimar. “Uncle Ned, would it be all right if we go to see Riley O’Neal for a few minutes. We might be able to help him get something ready for the opening of school,” she told him.


  Uncle Ned hesitated a moment as he and Jessan sat in the wagon.  “Few minutes only. Go home soon,” he told Mandie. Looking at Sallie, he added, “My granddaughter, do not keep your grandmother wait for supper.”


  “We will go home for supper, my grandfather,” Sallie promised.


  The men went on their way and Dimar headed the cart toward the schoolhouse.


  “Was there a special reason to visit the missionary?” Dimar asked Mandie.


  “Well, you might say that,” Mandie replied with a smile as she held Snowball in her lap. “You see, while y’all were out looking for Uncle Wirt last night, Sallie and I found Uncle Wirt, and we had to go looking for y’all to let you know. We went by the schoolhouse and there was a lamp burning in Riley O’Neal’s room, but he was not home.”


  They passed over a bump and a sudden jolt jarred everyone. Mandie breathed a sigh of relief that the cart didn’t lose a wheel again.


  “Was he with some of the men? I did not see him,” Dimar said as he expertly guided the cart down the road.


  “No, he was gone to the Bryson City depot to get some more supplies that came in on the train, and he didn’t even know about Uncle Wirt being missing until he met up with us early in the morning on Tellico Road.”


  Dimar looked at her and asked, “What were you doing on Tellico Road at night?”


  Sallie spoke up with a sly smile, “That is where Mandie slid down the mountainside into the road in front of the missionary’s wagon.”


  Mandie blushed with embarrassment and she quickly explained that the cart had lost a wheel and the missionary gave them a ride, and it was then that they told Dimar about the lamp lit in Riley O’Neal’s room. She added that the missionary had not lit the lamp and didn’t know about it.


  Dimar looked at Mandie and smiled as he asked, “Who did light the lamp?”


  “No one knows. That’s why I want to go to see him—to ask him if he found out who lit the lamp,” Mandie explained. “It could have been those strange men who are digging up the mountain, you know.”


  “That is a possibility,” Dimar agreed. “We will go ask the missionary about it.”


  When Dimar pulled the cart up into the yard of the schoolhouse, Mandie was relieved to see the missionary’s wagon parked nearby. He was probably home. 


  They found Riley O’Neal sitting at a table in the schoolroom and doing some paperwork. When they came through the doorway he stood up to greet them.


  “Well, well, I hope you all had a nice nap after our late night,” he said with a laugh, pushing back the red curls from his forehead,


  “Oh, we did,” Mandie said.


  “I hope you slept some, too,” said Dimar.


  “Yes, and I do hope you had something to eat,” Sallie added.


  “I ate and I slept and then I ate again,” the missionary said, still smiling. “Sit down, have some seats over here.” He motioned toward two benches at the end of the room.


  Mandie tied the end of Snowball’s leash to the leg of a table nearby, and they all sat down.


  Mandie could wait no longer. She had to ask the question. “Did you find out who lit your lamp last night while you were gone?”


  Riley looked at her and frowned as he said, “That’s really a puzzle. You see, when I got home the lamp was not lit. I felt the wick and it was cold, so it must have been a while since the light was extinguished. However, the logs in my fireplace were burning and my room was nice and warm after that cold night air.”


  The three looked at him, puzzled.


  “The lamp was not burning, but there was a fire in the fireplace. That’s certainly strange,” Mandie said.


  “And you do not know who did this?” Dimar asked.


  “Did you not see anyone around the schoolhouse when you returned?” Sallie asked.


  “It’s all a mystery to me,” Mr. O’Neal said. “I didn’t see anyone around then, and no one has been here today.”


  “Do y’all think it could have been the strange men who are digging up the mountain?” Mandie asked as she glanced at her friends.


  “I do not believe they would be brave enough to come into the schoolhouse,” Dimar said.


  “Then, too, why would they do such a thing?” Riley asked.


  “Maybe they were cold and needed a fire,” Sallie suggested.


  “Whoever did it must have been somewhere around here when Sallie and I came with Uncle Wirt, because the lamp was burning and the fireplace was cold then, but you said the lamp was not burning when you got home and you had a fire in the fireplace,” Mandie said. 


  “Perhaps it was someone from the search party stopping by to warm up,” Riley said. “It was terribly cold last night in these mountains.”


  “I was with the search party until we got to Wirt Pindar’s house,” Dimar said. “We passed here, but your wagon was gone so we did not stop. I do not remember whether there was a light in your window or not. I did not notice. But nobody entered.”


  “We may never know who was here,” Riley said with a shrug.


  Sallie rose as she reminded the others, “We have to go home. I promised my grandfather we would be there in time for supper.”


  The others stood up, and Mandie untied Snowball’s leash, then picked him up.


  “Is there anything we can help you with for the school before we go?” Mandie asked.


  “Nothing right now,” Riley replied with a big smile. “But all of you come back again anytime. We can discuss this mystery again.” He laughed.


  “Oh, don’t worry,” Mandie said. “We’ll solve this mystery. We always do when we find one. We’ll let you know who it was.”


  “Please do that,” Riley said as he accompanied them to the front porch.


  The three waved good-bye and rode off in the cart.


  Mandie was really puzzled. There were actually two different incidents to consider: the lighting of the lamp and the fire in the fireplace. Maybe there were two different people involved. She couldn’t imagine why anyone would light a lamp and then blow it out, but still leave a fire burning. All the men were out searching for Uncle Wirt, and all the women were sitting together, waiting for them to return.


  Dimar looked at Mandie as she was deep in thought and said, “You will puzzle this out until you find an answer, will you not?”


  “I just can’t stand for things to be left at loose ends,” Mandie said, grinning up at him as they rode along.


  “And she never leaves the loose ends,” Sallie added with a smile as she bent forward to look at Mandie on the other side of Dimar on the seat.


  “Well, if I’m lucky, I don’t leave any loose ends,” Mandie said. “I’ll find out who was at Mr. O’Neal’s. You wait and see.”


  She sounded more confident than she felt. She had been forbidden to approach the strange men, but they were the ones she’d like to question. Somehow, some way, she’d figure it all out. 


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  SNOWBALL TO THE RESCUE!


  As the young people rode along in the cart en route to Uncle Ned’s house, Dimar once again brought up the subject of Mandie’s journey to Europe. He had been talking to other Cherokee people and now had a plan.


  “Would it be agreeable to you if we set up a meeting on the schoolhouse grounds for you to tell us about Europe?” Dimar asked as he pulled on the reins to slow down the prancing pony, who was obviously glad to have been released from the tree.


  “The schoolhouse grounds?” Mandie asked thoughtfully. Then she quickly added, “At night. We could have a big fire and we could have some food and—”


  Dimar interrupted, “You make it sound like a festival.”


  “We will make it a festival,” Sallie spoke up.


  Dimar looked at both the girls and said, “Well, if you girls want to make it a festival, then we will call it a festival, and I will ask all the women to bring food. But you must decide where you want the fire built.”


  “Not too close to the schoolhouse, of course,” Mandie said as she held on to Snowball in her lap. “And it would have to be in an open place so the trees and things wouldn’t catch on fire. You pick the place. You know more about this than I do.” 


  “All right,” Dimar agreed. “I will pick the place tomorrow and will begin to send word around to prepare for this festival.”


  “Do you think people will really come—” Mandie began asking, but she was interrupted by a sudden exclamation from Sallie.


  “Look! Look! There goes Tsa’ni!” she cried. She was pointing toward the mountain ridge to their right.


  Dimar quickly stopped the cart, and Mandie stood up to look.


  “It is Tsa’ni! Let’s go follow him,” Mandie cried as she jumped down from the cart, carrying Snowball in her arms.


  “Mandie, we are supposed to be going home now,” Sallie called to her.


  Mandie didn’t even look back. She left the roadway and began picking her way through the low bushes on the hillside.


  Dimar looked at Sallie and sighed. “I suppose we had better follow her,” he said. He jumped down and tied the reins to a bush as Sallie joined him.


  The two quickly caught up with Mandie, and together they hurried in the direction Tsa’ni had gone. He had disappeared into the woods by then. Dimar walked ahead, beating bushes out of the way for the girls. Now and then they got a glimpse of Tsa’ni when he walked through a clearing. He seemed to be headed for the top of the ridge.


  Soon Dimar had picked up his trail and was able to track him. Mandie watched as she walked behind. Dimar didn’t miss a single clue, footprints here and there, broken twigs on bushes, trodden underbrush.


  “How do you know this is Tsa’ni’s trail? It could have been someone else going along here before, couldn’t it?” Mandie asked between breaths as they started on an uphill pathway.


  “I will explain to you later when we have more time, but you have to judge the newness of the broken twigs, whether time has allowed dust to settle over the footprints, and lots of other things,” Dimar replied as they continued on.


  Mandie thought about that, and she was also wondering where Tsa’ni was going. When the trail curved sharply to the right, she nearly fainted when Tsa’ni suddenly jumped out of the bushes in front of her. Dimar had already passed him.


  “Tsa’ni!” was all Mandie could manage to say for a moment. 


  Sallie, who was walking behind her, nearly bumped into her when Mandie was stopped by Tsa’ni.


  “So you finally found me!” he exclaimed as he stood there blocking the pathway.


  “Tsa’ni, it is time you went home,” Sallie admonished him.


  Dimar had turned back and silently watched and listened.


  “Where have you been, Tsa’ni?” Mandie asked as she tightened her grip on Snowball, who was now trying to get down. “You sent a message that you wanted to see me, and then you go and disappear. What is it you want with me?”


  Tsa’ni tightened his lips and said through clenched teeth, “I wanted to show you what two of your white people are doing to our mountain. They are digging it up, piece by piece.”


  “Just because they are white doesn’t mean that they are my people,” Mandie replied. “As you well know, I am part Cherokee.”


  Dimar spoke then. “Who are these men, Tsa’ni? Have you seen them?”


  Tsa’ni glared at Dimar for a moment, then finally answered, “Yes, I have seen them. I have been watching them for days and days, like every Cherokee ought to be doing. Here they are digging up our mountain, and nobody is trying to stop them.”


  “Uncle Ned said they plan to take action as soon as they find out what the men are up to,” Mandie said.


  “Where are these men now?” Sallie asked.


  “Over that ridge there. I am on my way to see what they are doing now,” Tsa’ni said.


  “Could we go with you?” Mandie asked anxiously.


  “I will not stop you from going to see them, but I warn you: Do not get too close,” Tsa’ni said, fingering a rope coiled around his shoulders. “I plan to trap them with this rope and I do not wish to lose time trapping you, also.”


  “My grandfather has warned us to stay away from these men,” Sallie told him. “He said they could be dangerous.”


  “Of course they are dangerous,” Tsa’ni said. “They are white men trespassing on Cherokee land.” Without another word, he turned and continued on his way up the ridge.


  The three young people followed the Indian boy. When Tsa’ni  came to an opening in the woods, he suddenly stopped and waved for the others to stay behind him. Everyone was silent.


  Mandie listened as they stood there. She could hear a clicking sound and a thump at regular intervals. She strained to see ahead. All the way across the clearing, two men were digging in great haste.


  So those were the two strange men everyone was talking about. She couldn’t see what they looked like because they both wore wide-brimmed hats and had their heads bent toward the ground, but she could tell one was an extraordinarily large man and the other one seemed to be much smaller.


  “Stay here!” Tsa’ni said sternly. He crept through the bushes to the right, and Mandie knew at once that he was going to circle the woods and get on the other side of the clearing.


  The three young people continued watching the men. Then suddenly the two strangers stopped digging, picked up their tools, and started walking to their left.


  “They are leaving!” Mandie whispered to her friends.


  “No, they are just changing places,” Dimar whispered, and the men stopped a few feet from where they had been and started digging again.


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed.


  “That makes no sense,” Mandie said softly.


  Suddenly Mandie spied Tsa’ni in the woods opposite her and her friends.


  He had circled around the men, just as she had thought he would do. Then she watched as Tsa’ni stepped out into the clearing next to the men. At first the strangers didn’t see him, but then he spoke.


  “What are you doing to my mountain?” Tsa’ni demanded in a loud voice.


  “Your mountain?” the large man questioned.


  “Yes, my mountain. I am Cherokee, and this is Cherokee land,” Tsa’ni told him. Mandie could see his fingers on the coiled rope. She was sure Tsa’ni would be no match for the two men. Why, the stupid boy might even be killed if he attacked the men with his rope. Snowball strained to get down from her arms and Mandie had a sudden idea.


  “Snowball, go to those men,” Mandie said, quickly setting Snowball down and removing his leash. She gave him a push from behind, but  the cat needed no help. He was anxious to run. He went straight toward the strangers as Mandie and her friends watched.


  “Go away, boy,” the smaller man said to Tsa’ni. “Stop interfering in things that don’t concern you.”


  “I will not go away. This does concern me,” Tsa’ni said angrily, stepping toward the smaller man.


  The larger man stopped digging and looked at Tsa’ni. “We happen to be government men. We are surveying for a map. We’re drawing a map of this mountain. Now, you get out of here,” he said, motioning for Tsa’ni to get away from where they were digging.


  As Tsa’ni stepped forward with the rope in his hands, Snowball ran across his path, causing him to stumble and lose his grip on the rope.


  “You cat! Get!” Tsa’ni yelled at Snowball and tried to kick him.


  Mandie was out of the bushes quick as a flash. Tsa’ni had better not kick her cat. Besides, the man said they were government men. She wasn’t afraid of them now. She raced across the clearing in pursuit of Snowball.


  “Stop!” Mandie yelled at Tsa’ni as he tried to catch the cat. “Snowball, come here! Snowball!”


  Snowball spun around, saw his mistress, and actually ran back to her. He usually ran away when she called to him. Mandie snatched him up and turned to look at the two men who had stopped digging to watch her. Tsa’ni stood at the edge of the clearing making angry signs with his hands. Dimar and Sallie followed Mandie as she walked toward the strangers.


  “I heard you say y’all are government men,” Mandie said as she stepped closer to the men.


  “That’s right. Now, you just go back wherever you came from, miss, and take that Injun boy there with you,” the big man said, pointing toward Tsa’ni.


  “There’s two more Injuns here,” the smaller man said, looking toward Sallie and Dimar, who had stepped out of hiding by then.


  Dimar came to stand in front of the big man. “What are you men doing?”


  “I’m sure you heard me tell that other Injun boy that we are from the government, and we are surveying to make a map of this here mountain,” the big man said. “Now that you know, go on back to your own business.” He picked up his hoe and began digging again. 


  All the time they had been talking, Mandie was wondering how a person would go about making a map of a mountain. Was it necessary to do all the digging that these men had been doing? She didn’t think so, unless they were putting up stakes, but she didn’t see any stakes. Suddenly she realized they were lying, and she became afraid of them. She was sure they were dangerous, because she was sure they had lied.


  “Come on, let’s go,” Mandie told Dimar and Sallie. Then looking across at Tsa’ni she called, “Let’s go home, Tsa’ni.”


  Tsa’ni just stood looking at her, anger in his face.


  “Come on, Tsa’ni. We want to talk to you,” Dimar called to him.


  “Please come walk with us, Tsa’ni. We have the cart at the bottom of the ridge,” Sallie added.


  Tsa’ni’s face broke into a slight smile when he heard Sallie, and he began walking toward them. Mandie knew that Tsa’ni, for all his meanness, had a soft spot for Sallie, and now she was glad Sallie was able to persuade him away from the dangerous men.


  Tsa’ni didn’t speak when he caught up with the three, but continued to walk with them down the mountainside. No one spoke until they got to the cart.


  Mandie leaned against the side of the cart and looked at her friends as she asked, “Y’all didn’t really believe those men were government men, did you?” She turned to Tsa’ni to make sure he understood she was asking him, too.


  “I am not stupid,” Tsa’ni said curtly.


  “Then who are they?” Dimar asked.


  “I believe they are crooks,” Sallie said.


  “I couldn’t figure out what they were doing, digging a little in one place, and then moving on to another place so close by,” Mandie said.


  “I told you I have been watching them,” Tsa’ni said. “That is all they do. They dig a little, move, dig a little more, move, and dig again.” He looked at Snowball on Mandie’s shoulder. “One day I am going to kill that white cat.”


  “If you ever want to make trouble, Tsa’ni, you just do that,” Mandie said. “I can guarantee you that you will be sorry.” She hugged Snowball close.


  “Do you not realize that cat may have saved your life?” Dimar  asked. “You were about to rope those men all by yourself, and Snowball stopped you.”


  “I could take care of both of those men. They are fat and flabby,” Tsa’ni bragged as he straightened his shoulders and drew himself up tall. “I will go back when they are not expecting it. I will stop them from digging up the mountain.”


  “If you try that, then you are really dumb, Tsa’ni,” Mandie said.


  Tsa’ni glared at her as he paced in front of them.


  “We must go home now,” Sallie reminded the others. “Tsa’ni, will you ride with us?”


  Tsa’ni glanced at Sallie and said, “I can walk and get there faster than this old cart will go.”


  “But if you ride with us we will be able to talk,” Sallie insisted.


  Dimar spoke up, “Yes, do come with us, so we can discuss some things.”


  “Are you going home with Sallie, too?” Tsa’ni asked.


  “Yes, I promised her grandfather I would take the girls home. My mother is visiting your mother, so I will be able to ride home in the cart with her,” Dimar explained as he jumped into the cart. “Are you coming?”


  Without another word, Tsa’ni climbed up onto the seat of the cart. Sallie and Mandie exchanged a secret smile and crawled into the back of the cart. Mandie held tightly to Snowball.


  As Dimar hurried the pony down the rough road, Mandie suddenly remembered that Tsa’ni had taken Uncle Wirt’s horse. Moving close to the back of the seat, she asked above the noise of the cart, “Tsa’ni, where is your grandfather’s horse? He said you took it and never came back when y’all were watching those men dig. And he had to walk all the way down the mountain to your father’s house.”


  Tsa’ni twisted around to look at her as he asked, “Does he not have his horse? I do not have it.”


  “He said you took it and never brought it back to him,” Mandie argued. “What did you do with his horse, Tsa’ni?”


  “I left the horse tied to a tree near where we were watching the men. I went back for it, but it was gone. So he took it,” Tsa’ni said without looking at Mandie this time.


  “No, he did not take it. He walked all the way home, and the men  were all out searching for Uncle Wirt because no one knew where he was,” Mandie said.


  “Then someone else took the horse. I left it there,” Tsa’ni insisted. “Probably the men who were digging up the mountain took the horse. I left it near them.”


  “Why did you leave the horse there instead of taking it back to Uncle Wirt?” Mandie asked. “Uncle Wirt said you were supposed to go tell your father where he was, and you never came back.”


  “I tell you, I left the horse up there,” Tsa’ni said angrily. “Tomorrow I will go look for the animal.”


  Dimar asked, “Would you mind if I go with you tomorrow? Maybe we could get another look at those men and see if they are doing anything different.”


  Tsa’ni looked at Dimar and finally answered, “I do not care if you all go with me tomorrow. I plan to look alone for those men tomorrow.”


  “Do they not stay in any one particular area?” Dimar asked.


  “No, they roam all over the mountain and they dig all day everywhere,” Tsa’ni explained. “But they will not be digging anymore when I find out how to stop them.”


  “May I go with you, too?” Mandie asked.


  Tsa’ni looked back at her and said, “It does not matter to me if you want to go up the mountain, but you had better keep that cat under control if you are with me or not. Remember that.”


  “I will help you take care of Snowball, Mandie,” Sallie offered.


  “Thanks, Sallie,” Mandie said, smiling at her friend. “Do you think your grandmother and grandfather will allow us to go back up the mountain tomorrow?”


  My grandfather may not be home tomorrow,” Sallie said. “He and Jessan were planning to haul the crops to Asheville today, and they usually spend the night in Asheville—and sometimes even two nights there.”


  “Then we’ll ask your grandmother,” Mandie said.


  “I do hope we get home by the time my grandmother has the supper cooked,” Sallie said, worried.


  Tsa’ni turned to look back at Sallie and asked, “My father has gone to Asheville with your grandfather?”


  “Yes,” Sallie replied. “But your mother should be at home. And Dimar’s mother is visiting with her today.” 


  “Where is my grandfather?” Tsa’ni asked.


  “He went to his house in Bird-town,” Sallie said.


  “We are almost there,” Dimar said to Tsa’ni. “Do you want to go to Sallie’s house with us or do you want to go home to your house? I have to go to your house to tell my mother to wait for me, because I must ride back home with her. Then I will take Sallie and Mandie home.”


  “I will go to my house with you. I might want to ride with you to your house because I want to go back up the mountain, and you live up there not very far from where those men are digging right now,” Tsa’ni said.


  Mandie protested, “Tsa’ni, please don’t go back up there by yourself to where those men are. They are angry with you now.”


  “That is not the first time they have been angry with me,” Tsa’ni said. “I took their tools one day when they were sitting and eating.”


  “You took their tools? What did they do?” Mandie asked.


  “They did not do anything,” Tsa’ni said with a grin. “They were too anxious to find their tools. I would not tell them where I put them, but all the time the tools were just a few yards away, down by the creek. I was going to hide them a long way from there, but they found them before I could do that.”


  “I believe they are dangerous if they are lying about who they are,” Dimar said.


  “Yes, and, Tsa’ni, please do not incite their anger,” Sallie said. “You should get some of the men to go with you and make them tell who they really are.”


  “Our men are not doing anything about the strangers,” Tsa’ni reminded her.


  Dimar pulled the cart into the yard of Tsa’ni’s house. “There is my mother’s cart, so she is still here,” he said, jumping down. “I will tell her I am here, and then I will take you girls home.” He hurried into the house.


  Tsa’ni sat watching and didn’t budge, not even to go into his own house.


  “Are you not going inside to see your mother?” Mandie asked.


  “I will when I come back,” Tsa’ni said.


  “Are we going to look for your grandfather’s horse tomorrow?” Sallie asked.


  “I said I would,” Tsa’ni said, frowning at her. 


  Dimar returned, jumped onto the seat, and got the cart back out into the road. “I told my mother I would be back in a few minutes,” he said. “They were eating supper.”


  “Oh, goodness! I hope Morning Star hasn’t given up on us for supper,” Mandie said with a gasp.


  “She will wait for us,” Sallie assured Mandie.


  When Dimar pulled the cart into the yard at Uncle Ned’s house, Morning Star was seated on the front stoop. The girls jumped down from the cart and Dimar and Tsa’ni took the cart down into the backyard. Dimar told the girls good-night as he and Tsa’ni walked back down the road to Tsa’ni’s house.


  As the girls approached the old woman, Morning Star spoke to Sallie in Cherokee. Sallie conversed with her as they entered the house.


  Mandie put Snowball down and listened. She sensed that something exciting had happened.


  Sallie finally turned to translate the conversation for her. “My grandmother says the missionary was here just a little while ago. She was worried because he told her we should have been home before now.”


  “I’m sorry, Sallie. Please tell your grandmother I apologize for causing us to be so late,” Mandie said, smiling at the old woman.


  “That is not all,” Sallie said. “The missionary would like you and me to bring the curtains and hang them in the schoolhouse tomorrow.”


  “But we are supposed to go with Tsa’ni tomorrow, if your grandmother gives us permission,” Mandie said. “And Riley O’Neal doesn’t speak Cherokee. How did he talk to your grandmother?”


  “He had one of Drumgool’s grandsons with him, and he knows how to speak both ways,” Sallie explained. “Drumgool lives near the schoolhouse and his grandson will be one of the missionary’s pupils.”


  “Well, what are we going to do about tomorrow?” Mandie asked.


  Sallie glanced out the doorway and said, “Dimar and Tsa’ni have already gone. We can decide after we eat. My grandmother has the food waiting for us.”


  Mandie followed Sallie to the wash basin on the shelf and cleaned up.


  Morning Star was busily putting the food on the table. Whatever she had cooked smelled delicious. 


  As they silently ate their supper, Mandie thought about the next day. She really did want to help out with the Cherokee schoolhouse but, on the other hand, she was anxious to solve the mystery about the strange men who were digging up the mountain. Time was flying and she would soon have to return home in order to get ready for school in Asheville. She wondered, How can I work out a solution and combine these two things?


  As Morning Star passed the bean bread, Mandie looked at Sallie and said, “Maybe Riley O’Neal would want to go with us to see the strange men.”


  “Remember, my grandfather told us not to go near the men, Mandie,” Sallie reminded her. “Of course, it was accidental that we saw them today. And we could go back up the mountain with Dimar and Tsa’ni tomorrow, but we should not really be looking just for those men. I thought we could look for your uncle Wirt’s horse.”


  Mandie looked at her again and said, “And if we run across the strange men while we’re looking for Uncle Wirt’s horse, then it would be accidental again.”


  “That is correct,” Sallie said with a smile.


  “Then maybe Mr. O’Neal would like to help us look for Uncle Wirt’s horse,” Mandie said. “We could go by there in the morning and find out.”


  “And take the green curtains for the schoolhouse, too,” Sallie added.


  Mandie figured it would only take a few minutes to hang the curtains in the schoolhouse, and then maybe the missionary would agree to go with them. After all, she thought, he knew Uncle Wirt’s horse was missing, and he was also interested in the talk about the strange men digging up the mountain. 


  CHAPTER NINE


  DIGGING DEEP, DEEP, DEEP


  Mandie and Sallie were already awake when the rooster crowed the next morning. They had gone to bed early the night before because they were worn out from lack of sleep. Uncle Ned had not come home from Asheville, and Morning Star had told the girls he and Jessan would probably stay two or three nights away from home while they sold their merchandise.


  Snowball stood up on the bed and stretched. Then he jumped down, began meowing, and managed to move the partly open door with his paw in order to slip through.


  Mandie watched him and smiled. “He smells food,” she said as she, too, bounced out of bed. “And I think I smell coffee.” She grabbed her clothes to get dressed.


  Sallie followed. “My grandmother is getting breakfast ready,” she told Mandie as she pulled on her skirt.


  “And do you remember who is supposed to be here this morning?” Mandie asked.


  “Dimar will be here. I am not sure about Tsa’ni,” Sallie said. “He may have stayed up on the mountain.” She stepped into her moccasins.


  “Dimar will be here to go with us to look for Uncle Wirt’s horse, and Mr. O’Neal wants us to hang the curtains in the schoolhouse,” Mandie reminded her. “So what do we do? Take Dimar with us to the  schoolhouse and then ask Riley O’Neal to go with us to hunt for the horse?”


  Sallie thought for a moment and then said, “I will have to ask my grandmother if it is all right to do that.”


  “What if Tsa’ni actually shows up this morning?” Mandie asked as she brushed her blond hair. “He said he would go look for the horse today, but he also told Dimar last night that he might want a ride back up the mountain. He is so wishy-washy about everything.”


  “If Tsa’ni comes here this morning we will take him to the schoolhouse and then to look for the horse,” Sallie said. She took her shell necklace from its nail on the wall, placed it over her head, and adjusted it around her slender neck.


  “I can’t imagine Tsa’ni agreeing to go to the schoolhouse after he protested so much about it being built,” Mandie said. “But we will see. Ready?”


  “Yes, ready,” Sallie said.


  The girls went down the ladder into the kitchen below. Morning Star had food cooking over the fire in the fireplace and steam was rising from the coffee kettle. She greeted them as they went to the water basin to wash their faces and hands.


  “Eat,” the old woman said with a big smile. She motioned to the table.


  Mandie turned from drying her face and hands and walked over to hug the old Indian woman. “Love,” she told Morning Star as she squeezed her hard.


  “Love,” Morning Star replied. Then pushing Mandie back to look into her face, the woman smiled and said, “Jim Shaw papoose.”


  Mandie instantly hugged her again as she said excitedly, “Morning Star, you are learning more and more English. I love you.”


  Morning Star stepped away from Mandie and said, “Jim Shaw papoose, eat.” Then she grinned real big.


  “Eat,” Mandie agreed, blowing a kiss to Morning Star as she went to the table and sat down.


  Sallie had been watching and listening. She sat down next to Mandie and said, “My grandmother has learned a lot of English since you started coming to see us. She never wanted to learn English before.”


  “But Uncle Ned said he and Morning Star lived with my father and Uncle John in Franklin when they were young boys. Did she not learn  any English then? How did she communicate with my family?” Mandie asked as Morning Star placed a bowl of hot food in front of her.


  “You forget, Mandie. Your father and your uncle John had a Cherokee mother from whom they learned Cherokee,” Sallie reminded her. Her grandmother set a bowl before her and then the old woman took a bowl for herself and sat down across the table from the girls.


  Mandie looked at Sallie and asked, “Do you mean my father could speak Cherokee?”


  “Yes,” Sallie said. “And of course your uncle John speaks the language.”


  “I’ve heard Uncle John talking to our Cherokee people in their language, but I never realized my father could speak it, too,” Mandie said, with a distant look in her blue eyes as she remembered her father, who was always so kind and loving to everyone. She blinked back a tear.


  “Eat,” Morning Star told the girls as she started eating.


  Mandie and Sallie hurriedly started in on the delicious mush in front of them. Mandie was quite sure the old woman had flavored it with ham gravy. She knew the Cherokee people were very thrifty with their food and would use and reuse anything they cooked until it was gone or too old to eat.


  “This is good, Morning Star,” Mandie told the woman.


  “Good,” the old woman said.


  Mandie heard the sound of a horse coming into the yard and she leaned back to see out the open door. Dimar was already off his horse and tying it up.


  “Dimar is here. Will you ask your grandmother if we can go look for Uncle Wirt’s horse after we hang the curtains in the schoolhouse?” Mandie quickly asked Sallie.


  Sallie spoke to her grandmother, and Morning Star replied, looking from one girl to the other as she spoke.


  Mandie held her breath because Morning Star’s reply didn’t sound too pleased with whatever Sallie had asked her. Dimar came through the doorway and Morning Star immediately jumped up from the table, speaking to the boy in Cherokee as she hurried to the fireplace and filled another bowl with mush.


  Dimar looked at the puzzled expression on Mandie’s face and explained, “She just asked me to eat. That is all.” He smiled as he  stepped over the bench on the other side of the table and sat down in front of the girls.


  Morning Star placed the bowl of mush in front of him and sat back down to finish her breakfast.


  Sallie looked at Dimar and then at Mandie as she said, “My grandmother says we may go with Dimar to look for your uncle Wirt’s horse, but that we must do whatever the missionary needs to be done first, and that we must be home in time to eat at noon.”


  “I’m glad she agreed to let us go,” Mandie said, smiling at Morning Star. Turning to Dimar, Mandie asked, “Is Tsa’ni coming with us today?”


  “I have not seen him since he went up the mountain with me and my mother last night when we went home,” Dimar said. “What is it you have to do for the missionary?”


  “We don’t know,” Mandie said as she explained that Mr. O’Neal had been out to see Morning Star while they were gone yesterday. “I know he wants us to hang the curtains we made, but I don’t know what else. So we have to go to see him before we can do anything else.”


  “That is fine. I will help with whatever he needs done,” Dimar replied as he ate the mush.


  “This is good, isn’t it?” Mandie said, watching him spoon away the food.


  “It is good, but it is also the second time I have eaten this morning. My mother insisted I eat before I left, and now this,” Dimar said with a laugh.


  “You will grow to be a fine, tall young man,” Sallie assured him with a smile. “You will be big and strong like your father.”


  Dimar laughed and said, “I am almost as big as my father now, and I am fifteen years old. Therefore, I am almost grown.”


  “I suppose Tsa’ni is long gone in search of the two strangers,” Mandie said as she finished her mush. “I doubt that he would really help us look for Uncle Wirt’s horse anyway. You know, I wouldn’t know his horse if I saw it. I don’t remember seeing it when I’ve visited here before.”


  Dimar smiled and said, “Do not worry about that. I will recognize it.”


  Sallie finished her food and said, “As soon as we help my grandmother clear the table we will be ready to go.” She stood up and reached for the dirty bowls.


  Morning Star started trying to tell her something in Cherokee, but she paused, looked at Mandie, and then pointed to the door. “Go. Now. Eat—” she couldn’t find the English word so she pointed straight up and squinted her black eyes.


  Mandie understood that Morning Star meant “noontime.” She stood up, smiled at Morning Star, and said, “We will be back to eat at noontime.”


  Morning Star grinned and said, “Noon, noon, eat.”


  “We must go now,” Sallie said, rising from the table, “so we will be back in time to eat at noon. My grandmother does not want us to help clear the table.”


  Snowball had been fed from a dish on the hearth while Morning Star was cooking. He had curled up to sleep, but now he rose, stretched, yawned, and came running to his mistress.


  “Snowball, I suppose I’ll have to take you,” Mandie said, getting his red leash from a nail by the back door, where she had put it last night. He followed her and stood still for her to fasten the leash to his collar. Then Mandie picked him up.


  Dimar went out the door and Sallie explained, “My grandmother told him to harness up the pony and cart. We will ride, which will be faster than walking.”


  “And we can always leave the cart on the road and walk through woods and pastures where there aren’t any roads,” Mandie said. “Please don’t let Dimar take the cart up such rough places as Uncle Wirt did. We might have an accident again.”


  “Dimar will not take us on unsafe pathways. He is always careful about that. Your uncle Wirt was worried, tired, and in such a big hurry—and it was very dark—he did not realize how bad the trails were,” Sallie explained.


  The girls bid Morning Star good-bye and went outside as Dimar brought the cart around to the front.


  Suddenly Mandie put her hand on Sallie’s arm to stop her. “We’re forgetting the curtains,” Mandie said, laughing.


  “Go ahead and get in the cart with Snowball. I will get them,” Sallie said. She ran back inside the house.


  Mandie climbed up on the seat of the cart and waited with Dimar.  Sallie came hurrying back with her arms full of green curtains. Dimar took them and placed them on the bed of the wagon so they wouldn’t wrinkle.


  “That would have been silly to go all the way to the schoolhouse and then remember that we had forgotten the curtains, wouldn’t it?” Mandie said with a laugh as the three left in the cart.


  “We would have had to come back and get them, and we certainly would not have had time for anything else before the noon meal that way,” Sallie agreed.


  Dimar guided the cart on the road straight to the schoolhouse as the three young people talked.


  “I will select a place for the festival while we are at the schoolhouse,” Dimar said. “Our people are really excited about this.”


  “I sure hope they’re not disappointed,” Mandie said. She planned to tell about the beginning of her journey and then say a little about what each country was like. She was not positive that all of the older Cherokee people would even know where these foreign lands were.


  “They will not be disappointed, Mandie,” Sallie assured her as Dimar brought the cart into the schoolhouse yard.


  The girls jumped down, and Dimar reached for the curtains. “I will bring these inside for you,” he said, picking up the green material Mandie and Sallie had made into curtains.


  When they opened the door of the schoolhouse, they found Riley O’Neal seated at a table that was covered with books and papers. He rose to welcome them.


  “I am glad you could come. Dimar, I suppose these two girls got you into this. Please put the curtains over here,” the missionary said, and he pointed to a long wooden bench nearby.


  Dimar smiled as he glanced at the girls and said, “They have caused me to come here, but I am always glad to help with the school. Is there anything I can do?”


  Riley O’Neal looked at him and asked, “Do you, by any chance, know how to hang curtains? I’ll have to admit that was not part of my education. So unless you or the girls know how this is accomplished, I’d say we’re in bad shape.” He grinned, and his blue eyes folded into wrinkles.


  “Yes, I know how this is done. I have done this for my mother,” Dimar replied. 


  “I also know how,” Mandie added.


  “And so do I,” Sallie said.


  “Then would you all please educate the schoolmaster in the art of hanging curtains?” Riley O’Neal asked, still laughing.


  “I suppose you have a hammer,” Mandie began.


  “And some nails,” Sallie added.


  “You also need rods or heavy twine to hold them up,” Dimar explained.


  Mandie glanced at the tops of the windows and exclaimed, “Someone has already made rods. See, up there!”


  The others looked up. There were thin rods cut from small limbs, attached above each window.


  “Dimar, if you can reach the rods and take them down, Sallie and I will run them through the top hems of the curtains. Then you can put the curtains up,” Mandie said. Looking at Riley O’Neal she explained, “You see, there’s nothing to it.”


  “Yes, I see,” the missionary said.


  Dimar took down the rods. The girls pushed the rods through the top hems of the green curtains, then Dimar put the rods back up and shook out the folds of the material.


  As soon as the task was completed, everyone stood back to admire the green curtains. The benches already had the matching green cushions.


  “You girls did a very good job,” Riley O’Neal told them.


  “Now, what else did you have for us to do?” Mandie asked, glancing at her friends and then at Mr. O’Neal.


  “Why, nothing that I know of. We’re ready to open the school now, I believe,” the missionary said.


  Mandie quickly asked, “Then if you don’t have anything for us to do, would you like to go with us to look for Uncle Wirt’s horse? It hasn’t been found yet.”


  “I certainly hope no one has stolen it. Has Tsa’ni ever come home?” Mr. O’Neal asked.


  “We found him yesterday,” Mandie said, and she told him what had transpired after meeting up with Tsa’ni.


  Riley O’Neal listened and then said, “I really would like to see those strange men. They are not telling the truth. One does not go around digging holes all over the place to survey for a map.” 


  “That’s what we thought,” Mandie said with a smile. “So they must be some kind of outlaws or something like that, wouldn’t you think?”


  “I have no idea, but they certainly sound like strange people,” Riley said. He looked at Dimar and asked, “Have the Cherokee people decided what to do about these men?”


  “No, but we plan to have a discussion among our people soon, maybe at the festival we are having for Mandie to tell us about her European journey,” Dimar replied. “We have decided to pick a spot near here to have it. We will meet at night around a big fire outdoors.”


  Riley looked at Mandie and said, “I’m so glad you are going to share your travels with the Cherokee people. I will also be there, that’s for sure.”


  Mandie felt her face go red. She wasn’t particularly at ease with Mr. O’Neal, and she had hoped he wouldn’t come to the festival. She felt as though he had been educated so far beyond her that he might be critical.


  “I just plan to talk, that’s all,” Mandie said, looking up at Dimar. “Want to go outside now and pick the spot? Then we could go look for Uncle Wirt’s horse.”


  “Will you be coming with us to search for the horse?” Sallie asked the missionary.


  “No, I am sorry, but I have lots of paperwork to do to get ready for the school opening,” Riley said. “But just in case you run across those strangers again, please come and tell me about them.”


  “We will,” Sallie promised.


  The three young people left the schoolhouse and walked around the surrounding area looking for the best place for their festival. They chose an open area within sight of the schoolhouse.


  “This place is large enough for all our people,” Dimar told the girls as they walked across the site. “I will get the wood and set up the fire, and you will need something a little higher up to sit or stand on so everyone can see you, Mandie.”


  Mandie was beginning to get nervous about the whole idea. She didn’t like to be the focus of a crowd unless it was absolutely necessary, like the time she had spoken at the council house about the gold that had been found. The gold belonged to the Cherokee people, and she had to talk to them about that. 


  “I can build a small platform out of some boards. It would only take a few minutes to do this,” Dimar said as he glanced at Mandie while the three of them surveyed the spot.


  Mandie shrugged her shoulders as she held on to Snowball’s leash and said, “Whatever you think.”


  As Mandie looked across the open space, Tsa’ni suddenly came out of the bushes on the other side. “Tsa’ni!” she exclaimed.


  Dimar and Sallie were silent as the other Indian boy hurried toward them.


  “The white men are digging deep, deep, deep, on the other side of the ridge there,” he said, pointing back toward the direction from which he had come.


  Mandie could see a high ridge beyond the trees.


  “On sacred ground?” Dimar quickly asked.


  Tsa’ni nodded. “Yes, on our ancestors’ ground.”


  “Oh no, they must not do that,” Sallie said with a shocked expression.


  Mandie looked from one to the other and then asked, “What is so special about the place where they are digging?”


  Tsa’ni sighed and frowned as he replied curtly, “Just like a white girl not to understand. The sacred ground is the burial place of our ancestors.”


  Then Mandie was really shocked. How dare anyone dig in such a place! “What can we do about it?” Mandie asked.


  “We will stop them,” Dimar said firmly.


  “I have sent out a call for a powwow immediately,” Tsa’ni told him.


  “And my grandfather and your father, Tsa’ni, are still in Asheville,” Sallie said, worried.


  “My grandfather will speak, I am sure,” Tsa’ni said. “He has seen the men digging in other places. He knows what they look like and how they are acting.”


  “Yes, I am sure Uncle Wirt will speak to the people,” Mandie agreed. “Where are you going, Tsa’ni?”


  “I am helping spread the message,” Tsa’ni told her. Then frowning, he added, “We have our own message line, from man to man, all across the mountain. Have you forgotten?”


  “No, I remember all about that. What can we do?” Mandie asked. 


  “Go back to Deep Creek and tell the people to meet at the council house as fast as they can get there. This is urgent. It cannot wait until sundown,” Tsa’ni said. He was gone in a flash through the bushes behind the schoolhouse.


  “We must go back and tell the missionary first,” Dimar said to the girls as they all walked back toward the schoolhouse.


  When the three entered the schoolroom again, the missionary was back at work at the table. He looked up, puzzled to see them so soon.


  “Back already?” he asked as he stood up.


  “We have come to tell you that we just saw Tsa’ni in the yard out there,” Dimar said. “He has found the strangers digging in our sacred ground and is sending the message for all Cherokee people to go to the council house immediately for a powwow. You will be welcome to go with us, but white people are not allowed to go inside during the meeting, but you could wait outside.”


  “Oh, my goodness!” Riley O’Neal said with great concern. “This could be a dangerous situation, couldn’t it?”


  “Yes, the Cherokee people may fight,” Dimar replied. “We must hurry back to Deep Creek to let the people there know about this.”


  “You know where the council house is,” Mandie said as they turned to leave.


  “If you wish to go, you should get there immediately. The meeting will be held very soon,” Sallie said to the missionary.


  “Oh, yes, I will be there. As soon as I can hitch up my horse and wagon,” the missionary replied. “I will look for you all there.”


  The three young people lost no time getting back to Deep Creek. Dimar expertly handled the cart even though they drove fast. They were soon pulling into Uncle Ned’s yard.


  Just as Dimar was about to tie the reins to the fence, Mandie had a horrible thought. Turning to her friends she said, “What if this is all a trick Tsa’ni is playing on his people?”


  Dimar and Sallie looked at her, surprised.


  “And if we participate, we will also be responsible for a false alarm,” Dimar added slowly.


  “And this could cause a lot of trouble,” Sallie added.


  Morning Star came to the doorway to see who was in her yard.


  “Not eat now,” she called to them.


  Sallie ran to her and explained quickly in their language what was  going on. Dimar listened and added a word or two. Mandie was dying of curiosity because she couldn’t understand what they were saying.


  Morning Star wiped her brow with the back of her hand and shook her head. She looked puzzled and worried.


  “My grandmother does not know what we should do, and my grandfather is not here,” Sallie explained.


  “We can’t take a chance on this. If Tsa’ni is telling the truth and we don’t help notify the people, it would be bad for us,” Mandie said. “Why don’t we spread the message but be sure to let people know it was Tsa’ni who started this?”


  “That is what we should do,” Dimar agreed.


  “Yes,” Sallie added. She spoke to her grandmother and told her what they would do. Morning Star smiled and nodded her head in affirmation.


  Thus it was settled. 


  CHAPTER TEN


  SALLIE DISAPPEARS


  Dimar drove the cart, and Mandie and Sallie went with him all over Deep Creek and the surrounding area to spread the news. Mandie couldn’t do much herself because she didn’t speak Cherokee, and most of the Cherokee people did not speak English. Therefore, Dimar and Sallie had to do the talking.


  Sometimes Mandie could understand, because if the people did know English, Sallie or Dimar would talk to them in English so Mandie could know what was being said.


  “We are carrying a message from Tsa’ni, son of Jessan, and grandson of Wirt Pindar,” Dimar would repeat. “The strange men who have been digging all over the mountain are now digging in our sacred ground. All the Cherokee people must come at once to the council house to decide what should be done. Please tell this to everyone you see.”


  Mandie noticed that the Cherokee people had different reactions to this message. Some showed extreme anger. Others seemed afraid. Some were speechless with shock. But every single person who heard the message was moved emotionally in some way.


  Before they were finished, Dimar’s mother, Jerusha, had arrived at Jessan’s house to go with Meli to the powwow. Morning Star had also joined Meli. 


  The three young people stayed together and went on in the cart to the council house.


  “Seems like every time I visit my Cherokee kinpeople, we have to go to the council house for something,” Mandie remarked along the way.


  “You do not like going to the council house?” Sallie asked.


  “Oh, yes, I love going there. It’s the heart and soul of the Cherokee people,” Mandie replied over the noise of the cart.


  “We make lots and lots of decisions for our people at the council house powwows,” Dimar told her.


  Mandie still had Snowball with her. Now she wondered what she would do with him while she was in the meeting. Just as the seven-sided, dome-shaped council house came into view, she spotted Riley O’Neal sitting in his wagon nearby.


  “Dimar, I need to stop and speak to Mr. O’Neal,” Mandie told her friend. “I want to ask him if he’ll hold on to Snowball for me since he has to wait outside.”


  “I am sure he will,” Dimar said as he pulled on the reins and the pony stopped the cart beside the missionary’s wagon.


  Mandie stood up in the cart and held Snowball out to Riley O’Neal. “Would you please keep Snowball for me while I go inside?” she asked.


  “Of course,” he said, jumping down from his wagon to walk over and reach up for the cat. “I’ll be right here when you come out.”


  Snowball didn’t much like the idea of being transferred to someone else. He squirmed to get down, but Riley O’Neal firmly held Snowball’s feet, and the cat gave up as the missionary returned to the seat in his wagon.


  Dimar had to drive on down a little distance before he could find a place to park the cart. Then the three of them stepped down from the cart and hurried to the council house.


  Mandie was always fascinated with the building. There were bleachers inside to sit on. Huge log poles held up the dome-shaped thatched roof, and the symbols of the clans adorned the posts. The place of the sacred fire was directly ahead as they entered. Behind the fire sat several men with stacks of papers and books.


  Mandie looked around. The place was almost full. She followed  Dimar and Sallie to seats on the top row of bleachers. From there she could see everyone. But she couldn’t find Tsa’ni in the crowd.


  “I don’t see Tsa’ni,” she whispered to Sallie and Dimar.


  Her friends looked over the crowd.


  “I do not see him, either,” Sallie said.


  “Neither do I,” said Dimar. “I do hope he comes to this meeting. It will be bad if he does not.”


  The three continued watching for the other Indian boy, but he didn’t seem to be in the crowd.


  “I’m afraid we’ve been tricked,” Mandie said under her breath as the drumbeat began to call the meeting to order.


  Then suddenly Mandie saw movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned and saw Tsa’ni step up to a seat on the bleachers, and Uncle Wirt was with him. She called her friends’ attention to them.


  “Thank goodness, Tsa’ni must have been telling the truth,” Mandie whispered.


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed.


  Mandie noticed that Uncle Wirt continued on into the center of the meetinghouse and sat next to the men behind the fire, which meant that he would speak. She looked back at Tsa’ni and found him looking at her, but he quickly glanced away.


  After the drums stopped, the man in the center behind the fire stood up and began speaking in Cherokee. Mandie looked anxiously at Dimar and Sallie. Dimar began translating in a whisper.


  “He is saying that Tsa’ni, son of Jessan, grandson of Wirt Pindar, has reported that two strange men are digging in our sacred ground and that this meeting is called to make a decision about what to do. Mr. Wirt Pindar will talk,” Dimar explained.


  Uncle Wirt stood up, raised his arms, and looked upward. The people immediately did likewise. Mandie knew he was saying a prayer. Dimar, standing next to Mandie, whispered the translation under his breath. Uncle Wirt was asking God to help his people do the right thing about the strangers.


  When the prayer ended, the people sat down and Uncle Wirt began his speech. Mandie’s heart went out to him as he stood there, looking so old and humble. She clasped her hands tightly in her lap.


  “He is telling our people what the strangers have been doing: digging everywhere, telling us that they were government men making a  survey for a map—which he says was not true,” Dimar whispered to Mandie. “So far, our people have not bothered the men, but now we must take action. We cannot let them disturb the spirits of our ancestors by digging in the burial mounds. And he says a group of our elder men will talk to the strangers and ask them to leave—”


  Dimar was interrupted in his translation by the sudden yelling and stomping that rose from the audience. People began wildly swinging their arms around, jumping up and down, and screaming so loudly that Mandie covered her ears.


  “What are they saying?” Mandie asked Dimar as she got close to his ear.


  “Fight! Fight! Run white men off our land!” Dimar had to lean against Mandie’s ear to make himself heard.


  Mandie’s heart did flip-flops. She didn’t want any fighting. That would mean bloodshed and possible deaths. There were other ways to settle this. Before Mandie realized what she was doing, she had run to Uncle Wirt’s side and was calling for the people to listen to her. Uncle Wirt put his arm around her shoulders and said into her ear, “Do not hear Papoose.”


  Mandie saw the drums sitting idle near where she was standing. She quickly stepped off the small platform, ran to pick up a drumstick lying there, and began pounding on a drum with it. This shocked the crowd into silence. The Cherokee people stared at her in surprise.


  “I am sorry I had to do this,” Mandie began, and she turned to see Dimar and Sallie by her side. Dimar began translating what she was saying. “We should not go into battle over this.” This brought a loud roar from the people and Dimar said something that brought silence.


  Please, God, tell me what to say, Mandie silently prayed. We can’t fight. These white men are outlaws, but they will be killed and no telling how many Cherokee people will also wind up dead. Please put the right words into my mouth.


  Everyone was staring at Mandie, waiting to see what she would say or do.


  Dimar whispered, “Talk now while they are silent. Now. Hurry.”


  “As you all know, I am part of you people. My grandmother was a full-blooded Cherokee, and the Cherokee blood is in my veins,” Mandie said. “But I am also white.” 


  The crowd began yelling and stomping again. But Uncle Wirt held up his hand and yelled out a few words. The crowd became silent.


  “It is a sin to kill. That’s one of the Ten Commandments: ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ And I know you all know what the Ten Commandments are,” she continued.


  Murmurs ran through the crowd.


  “You know, as well as I do, if we begin a battle with these white men they will be killed because they are outnumbered, but some of our Cherokee people may also be killed, because those men are bound to have guns and ammunition.”


  Mandie saw a few heads bow and she knew they had understood her point.


  “Let’s go talk to these men. Let my uncle Wirt take a group of Cherokee men to search these men out. Make them understand that this is our land. Make them understand that the Cherokee people believe they are disturbing the spirits of our ancestors in the sacred burial ground. They should understand this. Even graves of white people are not allowed to be dug into like this,” Mandie continued. She paused and looked around the council house. She knew many of the Cherokee people, and all of them knew her.


  Suddenly there was a loud yell from the back of the bleachers. Mandie looked in that direction and saw Tsa’ni standing up and waving his arms as he screamed in Cherokee.


  Dimar translated for Mandie, “He is telling the people to fight, that that is the only way.”


  Mandie began shouting to make herself heard over Tsa’ni’s yells. “Let us try talking to the strangers first,” she begged. “And if that doesn’t work, then we will have another meeting to decide what to do next. Let’s don’t rush into a bloody battle.”


  Tsa’ni continued yelling, but suddenly the crowd began talking loudly in Cherokee among themselves. Mandie felt Uncle Wirt’s arm tighten around her shoulders. She looked up at him, and when she saw his big smile, she knew she had succeeded. Thank you, God, thank you, she silently prayed.


  Someone beat on the drums and the crowd became quiet. Then Uncle Wirt began speaking again. Several men in the crowd stepped forward. Dimar whispered that her uncle was asking for volunteers to go talk to the men with him. 


  Uncle Wirt spoke again with a laugh, and Dimar smiled and translated, “He is saying, ‘Just a few men. We do not need every man to go. Others can go later if these men cannot convince the white men to leave.’ ”


  Mandie looked in the direction where Tsa’ni had been standing. There was no sign of him in the crowd. He was going to be awfully angry with her for what he would call meddling in the Cherokees’ business. But she was not worried about that. She felt she had done the right thing.


  The crowd began moving out of the council house. Mandie’s knees suddenly became weak and she sat down on the bleacher behind her. She drew a deep breath as she realized how bold she had been. Uncle Ned had always taught her to think first. She felt that she had thought about the situation first, but she had felt almost automatically propelled to the platform in front of these people. Now she felt weak and shy. Dimar and Sallie sat beside her, and Uncle Wirt began talking to the men who had come forward.


  “That was a good thing you did for our people,” Dimar told her, pride showing on his face as he looked into her blue eyes.


  “Yes, you kept our people from making a big mistake,” Sallie agreed.


  “But now, I have to admit, I’m scared,” Mandie said in a shaky voice. “I don’t know whether I have the strength to walk out of this place.”


  Dimar stood up, offered his hand, and said, “Come on. We will go with you to find Snowball and to tell the missionary what the outcome of the meeting was.”


  Mandie took his hand and stood up. “I imagine Riley O’Neal will be anxious to find out what happened,” she said with new strength. “And Snowball may be giving him trouble by now. Let’s go.”


  The three young people managed to work their way through the crowd and found Riley O’Neal standing outside the doorway, with Snowball asleep in his arms.


  Before they could speak, Riley O’Neal said, “I heard all the ruckus and was afraid something bad had happened.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “That’s the way the Cherokee people react to anything they don’t like. They are awfully emotional when it comes to protecting their people and their property.” 


  Dimar smiled at her and said to the missionary, “What really happened was that Mandie talked the people out of going into battle, for the time being at least.”


  “Good for you,” Riley said as Mandie reached for her cat.


  Snowball opened his blue eyes, stretched, and tried to jump down. Mandie let him down on his leash.


  “I expect Tsa’ni will try stirring something up, because he wanted nothing but to go into battle with those white men,” Mandie explained.


  Uncle Wirt and his group of men pushed their way through the crowd. He stopped to speak with Mandie. “We go now,” he said with a big smile.


  “Please be careful, Uncle Wirt,” Mandie said as she looked up at him. “And watch out for Tsa’ni, I know he’s your grandson, but he doesn’t like what we are doing.”


  Uncle Wirt shrugged and said, “We watch.” He went on down the road with the other men.


  Mandie looked at her friends and said, “Why don’t we go just near enough to the digging to see what happens?”


  Sallie looked at her with round eyes. “But, Mandie, those strangers might not agree to what our men are asking, and they may become angry and do something dangerous.”


  Mandie gasped and said, “I hope I’m not sending Uncle Wirt and the other men into trouble. I hadn’t thought about that.”


  “Your uncle Wirt is a man of honor,” Dimar said. “The meeting with the white men will not be angry, but he will be firm.”


  “Oh, but, Dimar, I am worried about this,” Mandie said. “Would you please take us to the place where they are digging? I won’t go near enough for anyone to see me, I promise. Please.”


  Dimar looked at her, and so did Riley O’Neal. Sallie sighed.


  “I will go with you if you wish,” the missionary told Dimar. “It should be safe enough if the strangers don’t see us. I’d really like to take a look at them myself.”


  Mandie looked at Dimar and then at Sallie.


  “All right,” Dimar finally agreed, “But I will hold you to your word, Mandie, that you will not go near the strangers.”


  “I will hold Snowball and stay in the cart down on the road,” Sallie said. 


  “Leave your wagon here,” Dimar told the missionary. “We will all go in the cart.”


  “Thanks, everybody,” Mandie said, smiling as the group hurried down the road to the parked cart.


  Mandie looked around but couldn’t see Uncle Wirt and the men with him anywhere near, so they must have rushed right out to the place where the men were digging. She hoped the meeting wouldn’t be over by the time they got there.


  The girls volunteered to sit in the bed of the wagon and allow Riley O’Neal to have the seat beside Dimar. As they traveled hastily down the road, Dimar explained to the missionary what had transpired in the council house. Riley looked back at Mandie several times with a proud smile. It made her feel like she was blushing.


  “I wonder what my grandfather will say when he returns and finds we had a meeting about the strangers,” Sallie remarked, as Snowball at the end of his leash darted from one girl to the other. Sallie rubbed his fur.


  “I think he would have done the same thing,” Mandie said. “He has always told me to think before I do anything in a rush. And the way we are doing this is like thinking first. We go slow at first, and if that works, then everything will be all right. If it doesn’t work, then we will have to do something stronger about it.”


  “Yes, I understand what you mean,” Sallie agreed.


  Before long, Dimar pulled the cart up beside the roadway and said, “Now we have to walk.” He jumped down to help Mandie from the cart.


  Riley O’Neal stepped down beside her. He looked at Sallie, who was still sitting in the wagon, and asked, “Are you coming with us?”


  “No, I will stay here and keep Snowball so he cannot cause any trouble,” Sallie said with a laugh as she rubbed Snowball’s fur.


  “We should not be gone long,” Dimar told Sallie. “Please do not leave the cart.”


  “I will be sure to stay right here,” Sallie promised.


  Dimar led the way, while Mandie and Riley O’Neal followed him up a trail through the woods on the side of the mountain. Mandie lifted the hem of her long skirt to keep from becoming entangled in the underbrush. It was clear to Mandie that this trail was seldom used.


  “We have to climb to the ridge and go over,” Dimar explained as  he walked on. “I will warn you before we get there so we can be quiet and not attract attention.”


  “We certainly don’t want to attract any attention,” Riley O’Neal agreed as he brought up the rear.


  “I wonder if Tsa’ni came up here,” Mandie said as she stepped over rough rocks protruding from the terrain.


  “I would think he came straight here from the council house and probably got here before your uncle Wirt and the other men did,” Dimar replied as he pushed back bushes along the way.


  “Oh, I hope he didn’t get here first and cause trouble with the men,” Mandie said with a gasp. “He could ruin everything for Uncle Wirt and the other men.”


  “Maybe he will just wait and watch,” Riley said.


  But at that very moment, Mandie knew something had gone wrong. She heard shouting and the sound of heavy boots running down the mountainside toward them. Dimar motioned quickly for Mandie and the missionary to get behind the bushes nearby. They all hid from the approaching voices.


  The noise came closer, and Mandie’s heart beat faster. Tsa’ni must have gone up there and caused trouble. Suddenly the sound was passing before them, and Mandie glimpsed the two strange men running down the mountainside with several Cherokee men chasing behind them.


  “The cart!” Mandie said, gasping in fright. “They are heading toward the cart, and Sallie is down there alone!”


  Dimar quickly plunged down the hill after the men. Mandie and Riley O’Neal followed.


  Mandie thought it seemed to take forever to get far enough down to see the cart on the road below, and when she finally did see it, her heart gave a lurch. She saw the strangers jump into the cart, shake the reins, and rush off. Snowball jumped from the wagon bed, but Sallie was nowhere in sight.


  “Hurry! Hurry!” she cried, and Dimar plunged ahead.


  The Cherokee men were standing in the roadway staring at the disappearing cart when Mandie finally got there. Snowball was hunched up in fright at the activity. Mandie snatched him up in her arms. She looked around and thought, Where is Sallie?


  “Was Sallie in that cart?” Dimar quickly demanded from the nearest Cherokee man standing there. 


  The man shook his head. None of the men had seen her.


  The men, along with Dimar, the missionary, and Mandie, quickly fanned out around the area to look for Sallie, making sure they stayed within sight of each other. Several men began calling out her name.


  Mandie was searching the pathway when Uncle Wirt came down the hill and asked, “What happen?”


  “Sallie is gone,” Mandie tried to tell him. She knew he understood more English than he could speak. “She was in the cart before the men stole it. But we don’t know if she was taken or not.”


  Uncle Wirt excitedly called the other Cherokee men. Then Dimar explained what had happened.


  “If she was in the cart when the men took it, I could not see her,” Dimar said.


  “Maybe she got out when she saw them coming,” Mandie suggested.


  Uncle Wirt spoke loudly to two men in the group.


  Dimar translated for Mandie and Riley O’Neal. “He is telling them to get their horses, which are hidden in the bushes across the road, and chase the cart. The other men came in a wagon, which they have hidden on a trail off the road down that way.” He pointed in the direction the cart had gone.


  “Can we ride in the wagon?” Mandie asked Dimar.


  “I am sure we can,” Dimar said.


  Uncle Wirt and several of the men began sending bird calls. Mandie knew they were calling on other Cherokee men to help in the search for Sallie.


  Mandie felt this situation was all her fault. She should not have suggested coming out here, and she should not have left Sallie alone in the cart.


  If Sallie had hidden anywhere nearby, Mandie was sure she would have shown up by now. Her blue eyes filled with tears as she worried about what happened.


  Dimar looked at her and took her hand in his. He said, “Do not blame yourself. I am sure Sallie will be found and will be all right.”


  Riley O’Neal walked over to join Dimar and Mandie. The men were still searching the area.


  Mandie squeezed Dimar’s hand and, holding on to Snowball’s leash, reached for the missionary’s hand. She told him, “We have a  special verse for times of trouble. No matter what has happened or is about to happen, whether it’s danger, worry, or whatever, we join hands and quote the verse. It helps us remember God’s protection over us.” She recited the verse to him.


  Riley smiled at her and said, “Now let’s all say it together.”


  “What time I am afraid, I will put my trust in Thee,” they said in unison.


  Mandie released Riley’s and Dimar’s hands and wiped her blue eyes.


  She picked up Snowball and said, “Now it’s all in God’s hands. We don’t have to worry anymore.”


  Mandie just couldn’t figure out where Sallie had gone, but she hoped her friend would be found soon. When Uncle Ned came home and heard about this, he was going to be awfully put out with her. 


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  SEND FOR UNCLE NED


  Uncle Wirt sent the men after their wagon while he waited with the young people and Mr. O’Neal. He had agreed that they could ride in the wagon.


  “Uncle Wirt, things got so noisy and happened so fast, all of a sudden, that we haven’t even asked what happened to make the strangers run away like that,” Mandie said.


  Uncle Wirt looked at Dimar. Wirt didn’t seem to understand exactly what Mandie meant. Dimar explained in Cherokee, and then the old man told them, “Tsa’ni hide, shoot arrow at strange men. Strange men see us, think we did shooting. They run, afraid.”


  “Tsa’ni!” Mandie exclaimed, “I knew he would do something, because he didn’t get his way at the council house.”


  “Where is Tsa’ni?” Dimar asked.


  “Go away,” Uncle Wirt replied.


  “Did anyone get hurt by Tsa’ni’s arrows?” Riley asked.


  Dimar had to translate that question, too. Uncle Wirt shook his head, “No, just afraid.”


  The two men who had gone for the wagon came hurrying up now to join them.


  Uncle Wirt motioned for the young people and Riley O’Neal to get  into the back. He sat on the seat by the two men. The driver snapped the reins and rushed the horses down the roadway.


  “Where are we going?” Mandie asked Dimar. She noticed that they were going in the opposite direction from the one the strangers had taken with the cart.


  “I am not positive, but I believe your uncle Wirt knows how to go around and cut back through on another road to get ahead of the strangers,” Dimar said. “The road they took winds around and around and is much longer.”


  “If we are able to get ahead, what will happen when they meet up with us?” Riley asked.


  “They will probably try to turn around or get out and run for the woods,” Dimar said.


  “Do you think they may have guns and will shoot at us?” Mandie asked, holding tight to Snowball as the wagon bounced along.


  “No, your uncle Wirt will stop and leave us in a safe spot before a clash can happen,” Dimar assured her.


  “I wish I knew where to look for Sallie,” Mandie said. “She must have gotten out of the cart before the men took off. But if she did, where did she go? If she was still around back there where we stopped the cart, she would know we were all searching for her. Oh, where can she be?” Her voice quivered, and she blinked back tears.


  “We will find her,” Riley O’Neal reassured her. “Remember the verse we said. Put your trust in the Lord.”


  Mandie could only nod her head. She was unable to speak, so great was her grief.


  The driver suddenly swerved the wagon onto another road, and Mandie hugged Snowball in her arms as she, Dimar, and the missionary were thrown around in the wagon bed.


  As the wagon straightened out, Dimar said, “I was right. Your uncle Wirt is going to cut them off.”


  “Shouldn’t the two men on horseback chasing the cart catch up with the strangers?” Riley asked.


  “Maybe,” Dimar said. “They might not stop the cart, but just follow it to see where it is going.”


  Mandie looked ahead and suddenly saw the cart approaching in the distance.


  Suddenly the driver of the wagon halted the horses. Uncle Wirt  looked at the three in the wagon bed and said, “Quick! Wait! Hide!” He pointed to a thick stand of bushes on the right.


  Dimar helped Mandie and Snowball down. Riley O’Neal held out his hand for her last step. The three scurried into the bushes as the wagon jerked forward and raced on down the road again.


  “I hope no one gets hurt,” Mandie said, peering through a small opening in the foliage. She could see the wagon and the cart driving straight at each other.


  “They are slowing down,” Riley O’Neal said as he stood behind Mandie.


  She noticed the two men on horseback were still in pursuit of the strangers.


  “If your uncle is able to talk to the strangers, no one will be hurt,” Dimar told her as he watched.


  “They’re stopping,” Mandie added as Snowball squirmed in her arms.


  “The driver of the Cherokees’ wagon pulled it to a halt across the road. Uncle Wirt stepped down and waited for the strange men.


  As the three watched from behind the bushes, they saw the strangers in the cart pull to a halt as they approached the wagon. The strange men looked scared.


  Uncle Wirt was hard-of-hearing so he talked loudly all the time. This time he spoke so loudly that his voice carried back to Mandie and her friends.


  “We talk!” he called to the two strangers as he walked toward them with the two men who had been with him in the wagon.


  “Don’t shoot any more arrows at us!” the big man called to Uncle Wirt.


  “We not shoot arrows. Bad Cherokee boy shoot arrow. We talk,” Uncle Wirt said as he continued toward the cart.


  Mandie could see the strangers watching Uncle Wirt and his two men and then turn to watch the two men who rode up behind them on horseback. They were surrounded, and they were uncertain about what to do next.


  Uncle Wirt hurried toward the cart and looked into the bed. “Where Papoose? What you do with Papoose?” he demanded angrily.


  The two men with him stationed themselves on each side of the  cart. None of the men were carrying bows or arrows, but Mandie knew their weapons were in the wagon.


  “What are you talking about, old man?” the big man demanded. “What papoose?”


  “Sallie Sweetwater, granddaughter of Ned Sweetwater, wait in cart—and you take cart. Where is Papoose Sallie? Tell now!” Uncle Wirt balled up his fists and shook them at the men.


  “There was nobody in the cart when we took it,” the big man said, straightening up. “We ain’t seen no papoose.”


  “You take Papoose and we will fight,” Uncle Wirt told them. “We will fight, too, if you do not get off sacred ground of the Cherokee people. No more digging!”


  “Fight all you want to, old man,” the big man said. “We ain’t got no gal with us, and we gonna dig all we want. Git out of the way!” He quickly snapped the reins of the cart and the pony shot forward, squeezing around the wagon blocking the road.


  Mandie held her breath. Uncle Wirt barely got out of the way. The two men on horseback immediately raced forward after the cart. As Uncle Wirt hurried toward his wagon, the cart rushed past the bushes where the young people were hiding and out of their view.


  Suddenly a loud crash broke through the air. “What happened?” Mandie asked, leaving her hideaway and racing into the road to see the cart. Dimar and Riley O’Neal followed. The cart was out of sight around the next curve.


  Uncle Wirt and his two men, who had been standing in the road looking in the direction the cart had gone, jumped into the wagon and hurried after it.


  “Let’s go!” Mandie told her friends. She held on to Snowball with one arm, lifted her long skirts with the other, and ran down the road.


  Dimar and the missionary caught up with her and the three ran around the bend in the road. There they saw what had happened. The cart had lost a wheel—the same wheel that had come off when Uncle Wirt had been driving it on the mountain. The two men who had been on horseback were working with the harness, trying to free the trapped pony.


  “Oh, I hope the poor pony is not hurt,” Mandie cried.


  By the time Dimar, Mandie, and Riley O’Neal got to the cart, the men had freed the pony and tied him to a tree. He was not hurt. Uncle  Wirt and his men were in the middle of the road talking loudly with angry voices. The strangers had escaped.


  “Dimar, what is Uncle Wirt saying?” Mandie asked as they stood there watching the Cherokee men.


  “He is angry that the men got away. He is also angry because we have not been able to find Sallie,” Dimar translated. “He is telling the men to send the word throughout the mountain to capture the strangers and to look for Sallie.”


  “It shouldn’t take long to capture the strangers, because the mountain and the hills are full of Cherokee people who will search,” Riley O’Neal said.


  “They will search for Sallie first,” Dimar explained.


  “If only we knew how to contact Tsa’ni, he always seems to know where the strangers are,” Mandie said. “And I think the strangers are responsible for Sallie’s disappearance.”


  “He will learn of this when the message is sent to all the Cherokee people,” Dimar said.


  The two men who had been on horseback were fixing the cart, trying to get the wheel back on. Uncle Wirt motioned to the young people to get into his wagon.


  “In,” he called to them, pointing toward the wagon.


  As the three of them climbed into the bed of the wagon, Uncle Wirt and one of the men climbed onto the seat.


  “The other man is not coming,” Mandie said, pointing to the other man who had been riding in the wagon with them.


  “It will take three men to finish the job with the cart: one to drive the cart and two to ride the horses,” Dimar explained.


  “Of course,” Mandie agreed.


  Uncle Wirt looked back at them and said, “Home now.”


  The other man called to the horses, and the wagon rushed on down the road.


  Home? Mandie thought. “Home” means Uncle Ned’s house. What am I going to say to Morning Star about Sallie? She worried so much she felt sick to her stomach.


  When they arrived at Uncle Ned’s house, Mandie removed Snowball’s leash. He jumped down from the wagon and ran into the house.


  Morning Star was sitting on the front stoop, and she rose to greet  them. Mandie ran toward her and burst into tears. Morning Star put her arms around Mandie and spoke softly in Cherokee. Dimar and Riley O’Neal followed. Dimar told Morning Star in Cherokee what had happened.


  Morning Star started telling Dimar something. She spoke louder and faster until she was almost shouting.


  Dimar explained to Mandie and Riley, “She wants us to send word to Sallie’s grandfather to come home from Asheville immediately.”


  “Yes, we need Uncle Ned real bad,” Mandie said, choking on a sob.


  Uncle Wirt and the other man had tethered their horses in the yard, and Uncle Wirt came to speak to Morning Star. As he talked, he sounded angry and began shaking his fists in the air. Morning Star wrapped her arms around herself and cried. Then Uncle Wirt and the other man walked back to the wagon.


  “They are going to start the call for the search,” Dimar said as he quickly ran to the wagon to speak to Uncle Wirt. Mandie followed him. She knew he was probably asking to be included in the search party, and she wanted to join in.


  “Please, Uncle Wirt, can I go help look for Sallie? Please? It’s all my fault, and we’ve just got to find her,” Mandie begged the old man.


  Uncle Wirt didn’t seem to understand everything Mandie said, but when Dimar translated for him, the old man looked down at Mandie and said, “Jim Shaw’s papoose must stay here. May be trouble.”


  “Uncle Wirt, please let me go!” Mandie kept begging.


  “Mandie, I am going. I’ll do the best I can,” Riley O’Neal told her.


  Mandie and Dimar turned to look at the missionary. Mandie thought, He can’t understand the people. What can he do?


  “We are going by the road that leads to the council house, and you will be able to get your wagon that you left there,” Dimar told Riley.


  “Thanks, but I really do want to help,” Riley insisted. He walked over to Uncle Wirt and made motions with his hands while he said, “I help find Sallie.”


  To Mandie’s surprise, Uncle Wirt motioned for the missionary to get into the back of the wagon. Dimar hurried into the backyard and came back on his horse. Bending down to Mandie, he said, “I will keep in touch with you and let you know what happens.” 


  Uncle Wirt pulled the wagon out onto the road, and Dimar quickly followed on his horse. Mandie turned back to look at Morning Star. The old woman held out her arms to Mandie, and Mandie ran to her embrace. Their tears mixed.


  Mandie sat with Morning Star on the front stoop for several minutes. Then the woman rose and motioned for Mandie to follow her.


  “Eat,” Morning Star told her. She took bowls from a shelf and went to the pot over the fire in the fireplace to fill them.


  Mandie went to the basin and splashed water on her swollen eyes and dried off.


  “Sit,” Morning Star said, pointing to the table. She carried a bowl of food and set it on the table as Mandie sat down. She went back and got another bowl for herself, then sat across from Mandie.


  They spoke little because of the language barrier, but they could make each other understand with hand motions.


  “Eat,” Morning Star said sternly as Mandie sat looking at the bowl of hot stew. “Eat.”


  Mandie knew what the old woman was thinking. All grown people seemed to think that food was important in a time of crisis. Back home, Aunt Lou, Uncle John’s housekeeper, always quoted an old saying that said a person couldn’t think on an empty stomach.


  With a big sigh, Mandie picked up the spoon and tasted the stew. She perked up as the delicious food found its way to her stomach. Maybe the old saying was true.


  As soon as they had finished the stew, Morning Star poured two cups of strong, hot coffee. Coffee was another remedy for such times. Mandie picked up the cup with both hands and sipped the hot, dark liquid. It was good!


  Morning Star was watching Mandie, and now she asked, “Good?”


  Mandie nodded and said, “Good.” She longed to talk to the old woman, but she knew Morning Star would only become confused because she couldn’t understand English.


  Suddenly Mandie realized there were voices in the yard outside—voices speaking English, voices that belonged to the strangers. Her heart pounded, and she glanced at Uncle Ned’s rifle hanging over the doorway. She knew he kept it loaded, but she doubted she could reach it.


  “Men,” Morning Star said softly as she, too, glanced toward the doorway. 


  Mandie nodded. She quickly slid a stool over to one side of the open door, stood up on it, and managed to get Uncle Ned’s rifle down. She stepped back and put it to her shoulder.


  Morning Star looked at her in surprise but didn’t say anything. A shadow fell across the floor from the doorway, and Mandie looked up to see the larger of the two strange men standing in the doorway looking inside.


  “Don’t move!” she yelled, and she pointed the rifle at the man. She steeled herself for a possible shot. Just like all country people, Mandie’s father had taught her to shoot a rifle. She was small for the big gun, but she knew how to use it.


  “Well, if it ain’t the little lady that runs around with them Cherokee people!” the man sneered at her from the doorway. “Better let me have that big gun, little lady. It’s too big for the likes of you.” He started to reach for it.


  Mandie stiffened her legs and spoke angrily, “I know how to use this, mister! And if you don’t leave, I’ll show you that I do! Now get out of here!” The rifle was heavy, but she didn’t waver.


  “We only want a drink of water,” the man said. “That’s all.” He smiled at her. “Now, you wouldn’t kill me with that thing, would you?”


  “No, I wouldn’t kill you. It’s a sin to kill, but I will hurt you so you won’t ever forget it if you don’t leave now. I’m warning you. You’d better go while you can,” Mandie said, squinting her blue eyes at the man.


  Suddenly the man’s expression changed to terror as he glanced behind her. Mandie quickly looked back. Tsa’ni was standing there with his bow stretched back and an arrow aimed squarely at the man. Mandie thought, He must have come in the back door.


  When the boy saw that Mandie had seen him, he pulled the arrow from the bow and dropped it back into the quiver. He walked forward and reached for the gun. “Let me have that. I will fix this man for you,” he said.


  “No, Tsa’ni, just make him leave,” Mandie said as Tsa’ni tried to take the rifle. She stepped back and then looked for the man. He was gone.


  She relaxed for a moment, and Tsa’ni was able to take the rifle from her.


  “I will follow him,” Tsa’ni said. He hoisted the rifle to his shoulder and started toward the door. 


  Mandie laid a hand on his arm. “Tsa’ni, have you heard? Sallie is missing. We need to look for her.”


  Tsa’ni stopped in his tracks and looked straight at Mandie. “Sallie is missing? Our Sallie is missing?” he repeated. “Where did she go?” He dropped the rifle to his side.


  Mandie quickly related what had happened. Tsa’ni turned and spoke in Cherokee to Morning Star, who had sat silently at the table during the whole incident. Morning Star’s words were angry. Mandie had no way of knowing what the two were saying, but she watched them closely.


  “I will go find Sallie,” Tsa’ni said firmly. Before he left, he replaced the rifle over the doorway and straightened the arrows in his deerskin pouch.


  Mandie hurried to catch him as he headed outside. “I am going with you,” she told him. She didn’t care what he said, she was determined that she was going along. As much trouble as Tsa’ni was always causing, this was one time Mandie had really been glad to see him. She would have hated having to fire Uncle Ned’s rifle.


  “Why?” Tsa’ni stopped to ask.


  “Because it was partly my fault that this happened,” Mandie said. “Besides, you don’t know where we parked the cart. Therefore, you don’t know where to look for her.”


  “But I know where the strange white men stay,” Tsa’ni said. “I will make them tell me where Sallie is.”


  “Tsa’ni, we’re not sure the strangers know anything about where Sallie is. She could have gotten out of the cart before they took it,” Mandie told him.


  “All right,” Tsa’ni finally relented. “You show me where you stopped the cart.”


  “Please tell Morning Star what we’re going to do. She can’t understand me, you know,” Mandie said as she glanced at the old woman still sitting by the table.


  Tsa’ni stepped back into the room and spoke to Morning Star. She obviously didn’t want Mandie to go. “Stay here,” she insisted, coming to stand by the girl. “Stay.”


  “I’ll be back soon, Morning Star,” Mandie promised, and with a quick embrace she turned to follow Tsa’ni into the yard. 


  The two searched the barns quickly to be sure the strange men were gone, but there was no sign of anyone.


  “I hope Morning Star will be safe while we’re gone,” Mandie said.


  “I told her to go to my mother’s house, and she said she would,” Tsa’ni said as they walked across the road.


  The two had gone a long distance into the woods and up the mountain before Mandie realized Snowball was following her. She heard his meow as they stopped to look around a clearing. He came running out of the bushes and began rubbing around her ankles.


  “Snowball, how could you follow me at a time like this!” Mandie exclaimed. She picked him up. He didn’t have his leash on, so she would have to carry him.


  “That white cat always causes trouble,” Tsa’ni said angrily. “Send him back.”


  “Tsa’ni, he won’t go back. Cats don’t understand if you tell them to go home,” Mandie replied. “I’ll see that he behaves.”


  Tsa’ni pulled the end of the coil of rope hanging on his shoulder. He took a knife from his belt and cut off a short length of it. He handed it to Mandie and said, “Tie this on him.”


  Mandie looked at the thick rope and knew it would not thread through Snowball’s collar. But then she noticed that it was unraveling. She quickly pulled out a thin strand and tied it to Snowball’s collar as Tsa’ni watched. Then she set the cat down.


  “Where are we going, Tsa’ni?” Mandie asked as they continued on.


  “You will show me where the cart was stopped,” Tsa’ni said, looking back at her.


  “But, Tsa’ni, we didn’t go this way. We went down the road with the cart,” Mandie told him. She paused to look at him.


  “This is a shortcut to the road,” Tsa’ni said. “I know where the strangers were when my grandfather and the other men found them.” He walked on.


  Yes, he knew where they were. Mandie remembered that Tsa’ni had shot the arrow that had caused all this trouble. But she wasn’t going to remind him of that. She was afraid he might just walk off and leave her, and she would never find the way back to Uncle Ned’s house alone. She knew she would just have to trust him to help find Sallie. 


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  RESCUED!


  Mandie followed Tsa’ni through woods, up hills, down through valleys, and into clearings. Sometimes she was able to walk by his side, but most of the time the trails that Tsa’ni hacked his way through were too narrow and she stayed behind him. She was wondering if he really knew where he was going, but she was aware of his temper and didn’t dare question him. Right now she needed to find Sallie, and she believed she would with Tsa’ni’s help.


  As Mandie hurried alongside Tsa’ni through one of the clearings, she looked up at him and said, “You know, Tsa’ni, while the men were looking for your grandfather, my uncle Wirt, someone went to the schoolhouse and lit the missionary’s lamp. Then when he came home, it was out and a fire had been lit in the fireplace.”


  Tsa’ni stopped and squinted his black eyes at her. He said, “I lit the lamp and put it out, and I lit the fire and left it going.” He watched and waited for her reaction.


  Mandie tried not to be too bold, but she said, “Tsa’ni, that is the missionary’s private room in the schoolhouse.”


  “It is not,” Tsa’ni said firmly. “The whole school building belongs to the Cherokee people. Nothing belongs to that missionary.”


  Mandie swallowed hard, thinking about what she should say. She  did not want to start an argument. “Well, why did you light the lamp and then put it out, and then light the fire?” she asked.


  “I lit the lamp so I could see,” Tsa’ni said, speaking to her as though she were a child. “And I lit the fire so I could get warm. When I left, I put out the lamp. Do you understand?”


  “Then you must have been around when we went looking for the missionary in his room,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, I heard you coming and I waited in the backyard until you had left,” Tsa’ni said. “Now, if you are finished asking questions, we will continue on.”


  “Yes, let’s hurry and find Sallie. I’m worried about her,” Mandie replied.


  Tsa’ni kept moving through the woods, and Mandie followed. The sun began disappearing behind the tall mountain. Darkness came faster up there, and the air became chilly. Snowball snuggled in Mandie’s arms, helping to keep her warm. Finally Mandie could only pick her way through the bushes by the dim light of the moon, and she held her breath lest she trip.


  Tsa’ni suddenly stopped in front of Mandie, nearly causing her to collide with him from behind. He breathed deeply and Mandie took a deep breath, too. The smell of burning wood was in the air.


  “Be quiet now,” Tsa’ni told her, turning to face her. “Someone is nearby and they have a fire going. You stay here. I will see who it is. Do not follow me or make any noise.”


  Mandie nodded her head in silence and stood rooted to the ground as the boy silently disappeared through the bushes ahead. She felt positive they had finally found the strangers’ camp, but would Sallie be with them?


  In a few minutes, Tsa’ni reappeared in front of her. He motioned for silence and he took Mandie a short distance back the same way they had come.


  Finally he stopped and whispered, “The strangers are there, and they have Sallie tied to a tree. They also have my grandfather’s horse. Now, here is what we will do. I will circle around to the other side and make a noise to draw their attention. Then I will throw my rope around the big man.” He took his knife from his belt and held it out to Mandie. “You take my knife and cut the ropes to free Sallie.” 


  Mandie’s heart beat wildly. The strangers have Sallie, she thought. And now I must put myself in danger to save her. She took the knife.


  “Can you do this?” Tsa’ni asked, looking straight into her blue eyes. “There will be no danger if you do exactly as I tell you. I will rope up the big man because the small man is a coward. He will not cause trouble. He will run away.”


  Mandie silently breathed her verse, What time I am afraid, I will put my trust in Thee. She replied, “I can do it, Tsa’ni. Please be careful.”


  Tsa’ni gave her a long look in the moonlight and disappeared silently into the bushes again. Mandie crept forward until she could see the fire going in a small clearing. The two men were sitting beside it and Sallie was tied to a tree nearby. Mandie’s determination and confidence grew. She hardly breathed while she waited for the diversion Tsa’ni would make. She tied Snowball to a bush.


  Suddenly the two men jumped to their feet as a loud noise like falling timber sounded from the woods behind them. Mandie saw Sallie look quickly in that direction. Then Tsa’ni’s rope sailed through the air and wrapped itself around the big man, and he struggled to free himself. Just as Tsa’ni had said, the smaller man ran into the bushes and disappeared.


  Mandie ran into the clearing and reached Sallie. She began cutting at the ropes holding her friend.


  “Mandie!” Sallie exclaimed, “Please be careful. The other man may come back.”


  Tsa’ni came out of the woods and struggled with the big man and the rope. Uncle Wirt’s horse became excited with the noise and began stomping and snorting loudly.


  Mandie was so nervous she had a hard time holding the knife steady enough to sever the rope. She had one of Sallie’s hands yet to free when there came a terrible thrashing sound behind her. She glanced back and saw the big man struggling with Tsa’ni on the ground. They rolled over and over.


  Sallie snatched the knife from Mandie’s shaking hand and finished cutting the rope. She ran to Wirt’s horse and grabbed a rope from the horse’s harness.


  “Get back, Mandie!” she called. And Mandie quickly moved back out of the way. Sallie swung the rope with all her might and managed to capture one of the big man’s feet with the loop. 


  The man began kicking with his other foot and Sallie said to Mandie, “Help me pull this tight.” Mandie did what she asked, and Sallie tied the other end of the rope to a small tree trunk. The man continued to kick, but the rope was tight around his foot.


  Tsa’ni was strong, but he was only fifteen years old and a lot smaller than the big man. The girls stood watching the two wrestle and tried to think what they could do to help. Suddenly the man pulled a knife out of his belt.


  “Tsa’ni, he has a knife!” Sallie yelled. She walked closer, holding out Tsa’ni’s knife and yelling, “Here’s yours!”


  Just as Tsa’ni managed to get a grip on his knife in Sallie’s hand, the night air erupted with the sound of what Mandie thought was a thousand horses and a million war whoops. Her blue eyes opened wide in surprise as Uncle Ned, on his horse, galloped into the clearing and jumped down to assist Tsa’ni.


  There suddenly seemed to be Indian braves coming out of every bush, and they descended upon the big man. In seconds, Tsa’ni was struggling to his feet as the Cherokee men securely tied up the big stranger, who seemed to be in deep shock at the sight of the group.


  Uncle Ned took Sallie in his arms and, for the first time, Mandie saw tears in his eyes as Uncle Ned held his granddaughter close. Tears streamed down Sallie’s face as she cried, “My grandfather!”


  The old man smoothed Sallie’s black hair and said, “My granddaughter!” He kissed the top of her head.


  The old man saw Mandie standing alone and he reached to enclose her in his embrace. “Jim Shaw’s Papoose!” he said.


  Mandie found herself crying in spite of everything, and she sobbed, “Please forgive me, Uncle Ned. I was the cause of Sallie being kidnapped. We shouldn’t ever have left her alone in the cart.”


  Sallie looked at her friend and explained, “But I did not stay in the cart. When I saw the men coming, I ran away into the woods. I am ashamed to say that I became lost. Late today, the strange men found me down by the creek and captured me.”


  “But I shouldn’t have suggested going up that mountain in the first place,” Mandie said. “I’m sorry.” Mandie reached out to hug her friend.


  Uncle Ned released the girls as a man’s voice behind them said,  “You have one man tied up now. Do you know where the other one is?”


  Mandie looked up to see a tall man with a shiny silver star on his chest and a wide-brimmed hat on his head talking to Uncle Ned. Uncle Ned had brought the federal marshal with him. “When Tsa’ni roped this man, the other one ran away into the bushes,” she told the lawman.


  “We will find him,” the man said. “Let’s fan out and search the area. And remember, these men are wanted by the federal government. They are dangerous.”


  The lawman led the Cherokee men into the underbrush. Mandie and Sallie stayed with two of the braves who remained to guard the big, strange man.


  He started mumbling angrily, “I should have hit you with that arrow that day on the mountain while I had a chance,” he yelled at Mandie.


  Mandie walked over to stand in front him. “Do you mean to say you are the one who shot arrows at us on that trail?”


  The big man replied with a sneer, “That was us, and it’s a downright, dirty shame we didn’t put you out of commission right then and there.”


  “And are y’all the ones I’ve been seeing following us everywhere we’ve been going?” Mandie asked.


  “That’s right, we know every move you’ve made—you and these here Injuns,” the big man said.


  “Come away from him, Mandie,” Sallie urged. “He is not worth talking to.” She pulled at Mandie’s hand.


  Mandie allowed Sallie to lead her across the clearing toward the warmth of the fire.


  “Do not waste your breath talking to such people, Mandie,” Sallie said. “The lawman will take care of him.”


  “You are right, Sallie. Now that we’ve found you—” Mandie suddenly looked around and realized Tsa’ni had disappeared. “Where did Tsa’ni go?”


  Sallie also looked around and said, “He probably went with the men to look for the other crook.”


  “There was so much excitement all of a sudden that I completely forgot about Tsa’ni. He was the one who found you, Sallie,” Mandie told her. 


  “I know,” Sallie said. “And I am grateful. I will let him know that.”


  “I don’t remember seeing Dimar or Uncle Wirt in the bunch of men who came with Uncle Ned,” Mandie remarked.


  “They are possibly with another search party,” Sallie said as she bent over the fire to warm her hands. “All the men do not go in the same direction when a search is being made.”


  Mandie suddenly heard a loud meow and she jumped to her feet. “Oh, my goodness! I plumb forgot about Snowball,” she said.


  At that moment, Tsa’ni came into the clearing holding her white cat in front of him as though he didn’t want to touch it. He came straight to her and said, “Here is that silly white cat.”


  Mandie took Snowball and held him close. “Oh, thank you, Tsa’ni. I forgot to go back and get him.”


  Tsa’ni didn’t answer Mandie, but he looked down at Sallie as she sat on a rock by the fire. “Are you all right?” he asked.


  “Yes, thanks to you, Tsa’ni,” Sallie replied as she looked up at him.


  Mandie noticed scratches on the boy’s bare arms and she said, “Why, Tsa’ni, you are hurt!”


  Tsa’ni glanced at his arms, gave her an angry look, and said, “I am not hurt. The big man only scratched me.”


  “Tsa’ni, I really and truly appreciate you letting me come with you to rescue Sallie,” Mandie told him.


  Tsa’ni didn’t even look at Mandie. He glanced at Sallie and said, “If you are all right, I must go now.” He quickly vanished through the bushes.


  Mandie and Sallie looked at each other.


  “He is a strange person,” Mandie said. “I never know how to act around him.”


  “I have always believed Tsa’ni is really shy, but he puts on a big, mean personality so people will not know it,” Sallie said.


  Mandie looked across the clearing and saw the Cherokee braves bringing the other strange man into the clearing. The lawman was leading them.


  “At last they have captured the other man,” Mandie said excitedly.


  Uncle Ned came over to the girls and said, “Now. We go home. Now.” 


  The girls were more than ready to go. Uncle Ned had a wagon waiting at the bottom of the mountain, and he himself drove them back to a happy Morning Star. Soon the entire community had descended upon Uncle Ned’s house in celebration of the safe return of Sallie.


  Mandie found Dimar and Riley O’Neal among the crowd. They had stayed with Uncle Wirt, who now sat drinking coffee by the warm fire.


  Mandie and Sallie washed their faces and hands at the water basin as Riley O’Neal and Dimar came to talk to them.


  “I am so happy you are all right,” Dimar told Sallie. “We went to the other ridge with Mandie’s uncle Wirt to search there.”


  “It’s such a relief to see both you girls are all right,” Riley O’Neal told them. Then with a grin he added, “Especially since tomorrow has been declared the first day of school. This is in honor of our safe return.”


  “The first day of school?” Sallie said in surprise.


  “The school is really going to open tomorrow?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes,” Dimar told Mandie. “And tomorrow night we will have our festival around the fire by the schoolhouse for you to tell us about your European journey.”


  “Things sure are moving fast all of a sudden,” Mandie said with a laugh. “But then they have to, because I will have to be going home in a few days to get ready to go to school myself.”


  “That’s why we’ve moved things up,” Riley told Mandie.


  “So I wouldn’t have a chance to back out of these things, right?”


  “That is correct,” Dimar said, smiling at her. “Now that the lawman has taken the imposters away, we will be able to accomplish these things.”


  “Imposters?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, they were impersonating government men, and the federal marshal was after them before they ever showed up around here,” Dimar explained. “They were trying to dig up artifacts. Which it is our custom to bury with our dead.”


  Mandie’s voice saddened. “Oh, how horrible! I’m so glad they’ve been taken away.”


  Uncle Ned came to where the young people and Riley O’Neal were standing by the back door. 


  He spoke to Mandie, “Papoose, we go to Franklin at the second sun-rising from now.”


  Mandie knew he meant the day after tomorrow. “I’ll be ready, Uncle Ned,” she assured him.


  The old man took an envelope from his belt and handed it to Mandie, saying, “From grandmother of Papoose.”


  Mandie was surprised that her grandmother would send her a letter with Uncle Ned. But then Uncle Ned had been to Asheville where she lived. She took the envelope and said, “Thank you.”


  Stepping away from her friends, she opened it. There was one sheet of neat writing which read:


  
    Dear Amanda,


    Do not be late returning to school. There are rumors that Hope and Prudence Heathwood may be selling their school. We want to evaluate any new owners before we decide whether you should continue attending there.


    Love,

    Grandmother

  


  “Well!” Mandie said with a sigh. She was so surprised she didn’t know what to think. If the school was sold and her mother didn’t want her to continue there, where would she be sent?


  Mandie realized her friends were watching her. She stepped back over to tell them, “My grandmother says my school may be sold.”


  “Then you will have a new headmistress,” Sallie said.


  “I am not sure my mother will continue sending me to that school if different people take it over,” Mandie said.


  “Maybe you could come to our school,” Riley O’Neal said with a smile.


  Mandie smiled back, shook her head, and said, “I’m afraid not. It’s too far and inconvenient to get to from home, for one thing!”


  “Mary Lou will be coming tomorrow for the opening of our school,” Riley said. “Maybe she would know of some school that your mother would approve of.”


  Mandie looked at him. She remembered seeing that name signed to a letter in his room. “Mary Lou?” she asked.


  “My sister Mary Lou,” Riley explained. 


  “Your sister,” Mandie repeated. So he has a sister, she thought.


  “At least you may be rid of April Snow if you go to another school,” Sallie told her. “She is always causing so much trouble.”


  “But my friend Celia Hamilton may be sent somewhere else,” Mandie said. “And then there’s Aunt Phoebe and her husband, Uncle Cal. If someone else takes over the school, they may fire them.”


  Dimar said, “Look at the situation this way: There is nothing you can do about it until you return home. So enjoy the rest of your visit here with all of us.”


  Mandie smiled at the tall, good-looking boy and said, “You are absolutely right. And I do enjoy coming here to visit. Now, we need to discuss what you want me to do at the festival tomorrow night and, Mr. O’Neal, we should talk about the first day of school coming up tomorrow.”


  Mandie and her friends went to sit on the back stoop to discuss plans. But in the back of her mind, Mandie worried about what was going to happen concerning her school.


  Maybe she could talk Miss Hope and Miss Prudence out of selling the school. Maybe she could get up a petition from all the other girls there and persuade the two ladies not to sell.


  In fact, she might even get the boys at Mr. Chadwick’s School for Boys to help out, since the two schools were often involved in social events together.


  Maybe it will all turn out right, she thought. 
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