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  “A new commandment I give unto you,

  That ye love one another;

  as I have loved you,

  that ye also love one another.”

  (The eleventh Commandment)

  (John 13:34)


  CHAPTER ONE


  CREATURE IN THE ROOM


  Mandie and Celia ran ahead of Uncle Cal as they climbed the stairs in the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls. The flu epidemic was over and it was time to settle down to classes again. Christmas holidays were coming up next, also their quarterly examinations.


  “We’ll open our door for you, Uncle Cal,” Mandie called back to the old Negro man who worked for the school. Stopping at the door, she quickly turned the knob and flung the door open. Then she stood back to allow Uncle Cal to enter with the luggage.


  The two girls froze in horror at the scene that greeted them in their room. April Snow was just releasing a mouse from a fruit jar into their chifferobe. The mouse jumped back out and disappeared under the bed.


  Mandie and Celia screamed and quickly stepped backward. April Snow darted past them and ran down the long hallway.


  Uncle Cal instantly set down the bags he was carrying and crawled around on his hands and knees, looking for the mouse.


  Just then Miss Prudence Heathwood appeared in their doorway. “What’s all the commotion about here?” the short, thin headmistress demanded.


  “A m-mouse, M-m-miss P-prudence!” Mandie managed to reply.


  “What?” The headmistress took a step backward.


  Uncle Cal got up from his hands and knees. “De mouse got away. It done gone,” he explained.


  “We know exactly who put this one in our room, Miss Prudence,” Celia said. “It was April Snow.”


  Miss Prudence turned to look at the auburn-haired girl. “April Snow? How do you know that?” she asked.


  “She was in our room when we opened the door,” Mandie explained.


  “Yessum,” Uncle Cal agreed. “We saw huh puttin’ dat mouse in de chifferobe, we did.”


  Miss Prudence frowned. “Are you sure about this, Uncle Cal?”


  “Yessum, we seed huh fo’ sure,” the old man replied.


  “The mouse jumped back out of the chifferobe and ran under the bed,” Mandie added.


  “I’ll see to her,” Miss Prudence promised. “Uncle Cal, get the mousetraps and set them in the room. We have to catch the thing.”


  Celia looked worried. “But what are we going to do, Miss Prudence? We can’t stay here with that mouse running loose,” she protested.


  Miss Prudence thought for a moment. “We don’t have any more rooms for students, as y’all know,” she replied. “So you have my permission to sleep in the guest room on the first floor until the mouse is caught. But you can’t move your things down there. It would be too much clutter.”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other.


  “Miss Prudence, I know the easiest solution to this problem,” Mandie said. “If you would let Uncle Cal go back to my grandmother’s house and get my kitten, Snowball, he’d catch that mouse fast.”


  “A cat in this school?” Miss Prudence exclaimed. “You know I don’t allow any animals here.”


  “But Miss Prudence, we could keep him shut up in our room,” Mandie offered. “He wouldn’t bother anyone.”


  “He’s a good kitten,” Celia added. “He always lets you know when he wants to go outside.”


  Miss Prudence didn’t reply but stood there looking at the two girls.


  “Dat cat, he be a good cat,” Uncle Cal spoke up. “Missy ’Manda be right. He catch de mouse in no time flat. Be easier than traps. De girls, dey might step on de traps.”


  Miss Prudence sighed in irritation. “All right, Uncle Cal. Go get the cat. But remember,” she said, turning to the girls, “that cat is not to be let out of this room. Do you both understand that? And when he catches the mouse, he is to be sent back to your grandmother’s house, Amanda. Do you hear?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” both girls agreed.


  “Thanks, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said. She looked over at Uncle Cal, who was setting the girls’ luggage inside the room. “Please hurry.”


  “I be on my way,” he replied.


  Without saying anything more, Miss Prudence hurried down the hallway.


  “Uncle Cal—” Mandie grasped the old man’s arm. “Do you think Aunt Phoebe would mind coming up here to help us unpack while you’re gone, just in case that mouse shows up again?”


  “You jes’ wait right heah in de hall,” he said. “I sends Phoebe right up.”


  As the old man started down the hall to find his wife, who also worked for the school, the girls walked over to the windowseat across the hall and sat down.


  “Oh, what a terrible thing to happen on our first day back to school!” Celia fussed. “I hope Miss Prudence punishes that April Snow good.”


  “Don’t worry. She will!” Mandie predicted. “I just don’t understand why April Snow is always doing mean things to us.”


  “It is odd how she keeps after us,” Celia agreed.


  “I think she’s just trying to aggravate me, probably because when I first came here, I moved out of her room to move in with you,” Mandie said thoughtfully.


  “She’s only making trouble for herself when she tries to make trouble for us,” Celia observed. “And we don’t ever do anything back to her.”


  “I can’t let April spoil my excitement,” Mandie said, looking out the window. “I’m just so anxious to get back home for Christmas. I want to know what the big surprise is that my mother has for me.”


  “It must be something awfully important,” Celia told her friend. “Otherwise your mother wouldn’t have sent Uncle Ned all the way from Franklin to your grandmother’s house here in Asheville just to tell you. I’m just glad the flu epidemic is over and we can all get back to school and get this term over with.”


  “Me, too,” Mandie agreed. “But I’m still worried about Hilda. I hope she gets well soon. Grandmother Taft said she would let me know how she is from time to time. Maybe Hilda will get well in time for her and Grandmother to go home with me for Christmas. I wish you could go to my house for Christmas, Celia.”


  “You know I have to spend Christmas at home. But my mother promised that we’d go to your house in time to see the new year come in. Just think, it’ll soon be 1901.”


  “Yes, 1900 sure went by fast, didn’t it?” Mandie replied. “So many things have happened this year.”


  “I’m not going to give you your Christmas present from me until we come to your house for New Year’s,” Celia told her.


  “That’s good because I wanted to wait to give you yours then, too,” Mandie said. She drew a deep breath. “Oh, how I wish I knew what my mother’s surprise is. I can’t even guess what it might be.”


  Celia jumped up from the windowseat. “Here comes Aunt Phoebe,” she said.


  The old Negro woman hurried to meet them and embraced them both at the same time.


  “I’m glad to see you, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie said. “I’m so happy you and Uncle Cal didn’t get the flu.”


  “Amen, Missy ’Manda,” the woman said with a nod. “We been prayin’ to de good Lawd to stay well so’s we could nurse de sick girls here. Thank de Lawd it’s all over and gone away.” She glanced over their shoulders. “Now where be dat mouse?” she asked, leading the girls into their room.


  “It went under the bed,” Mandie answered. “But just wait until Uncle Cal gets back with Snowball. That kitten will find the mouse in no time.”


  “Meantime we better be gittin’ dese heah clothes hung up in de chifferobe,” said Aunt Phoebe, bending to pull things out of the luggage where Uncle Cal had left it.


  Celia kept looking around on the floor as though she were afraid to move.


  “Celia, that mouse is not going to bother us with Aunt Phoebe here,” Mandie told her. “Here, let’s help do this.” She shook out a dress to hang.


  Celia began her unpacking but still watched the floor. “Y’all are two smart younguns,” the old woman said. “Y’all knows dat mouse is jes’ as ’fraid of y’all as you is of him. If you sees him, all you gotta do is shoo at him, and he’ll run away.”


  “But we don’t want it to run away,” Mandie protested. She hung her parasol on a hook and reached for another dress to hang in the chifferobe. “It’ll be here forever if we don’t catch it somehow.”


  “Dat white cat of yours, he gwine to git him, so jes’ don’t you worry ’bout dat mouse,” Aunt Phoebe said, putting the girls’ hat boxes on top of the chifferobe. “When you seen dat Injun man what be a friend of yo’ departed papa?”


  “Uncle Ned?” Mandie replied. “Oh, he was at Grandmother Taft’s house yesterday. He brought me a message from my mother that she has a big surprise waiting for me when I come home for Christmas,” Mandie said. “But he didn’t know what the surprise was. He just left me wondering about it.”


  Finished with the unpacking, Aunt Phoebe closed the door of the chifferobe. “Well, I reckon you’ll see what dat message be when you gits home fo’ Christmas,” she said.


  At that moment Uncle Cal appeared in the doorway with a large basket in his hand. He set it down in front of Mandie. “Heah be dat cat, Missy ’Manda,” he said.


  Mandie quickly removed the lid on the basket and grabbed Snowball before he could jump out and run away. She held him close and he purred.


  Celia pushed the door closed. “Put him down and let him get that mouse,” she said.


  Mandie stooped down and gave Snowball a push under the bed. “Go get that mouse, Snowball.”


  “We’se got to go now,” Aunt Phoebe told the girls. “We’se got work to do.”


  “I got a message from your grandmother, Missy ’Manda,” Uncle Cal said. “She say to tell you dat Hilda’s up walkin’ round.”


  Mandie stood up and clasped her hands in joy. She looked over at Celia and both girls smiled.


  Uncle Cal continued. “Not long after y’all left, Hilda got out of bed.”


  “Thank the Lord,” Mandie said excitedly. “I knew she was going to get well. You say she’s well enough to walk around?”


  “Dat what Miz Taft tells me to say to you,” the old man said, smiling. “She be up and wantin’ sumpin’ to eat.”


  “I’m so glad!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “She’ll probably get to go home with you for Christmas, Mandie,” Celia said.


  “Thank you, Uncle Cal and Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie said.


  “Let me know what happens to dat mouse,” Uncle Cal told the girls as he and Aunt Phoebe left the room.


  The girls hurriedly put away their small things—ribbons, gloves, handkerchiefs, and stockings. Then they took their school books out of their bags.


  “We sure didn’t get any studying done while we were at your grandmother’s, did we?” Celia remarked.


  “No, we didn’t. I suppose we ought to brush up now on some of the things we’re supposed to know for exams,” Mandie answered.


  “Right. I need a lot of brushing up,” Celia said, rolling her eyes.


  Sitting on the windowseat in their room, the two girls reviewed the lessons in their workbooks. Quarterly examinations would start any day now.


  The big bell in the back yard of the school started ringing to beckon the students to supper. Making sure the door was tightly closed behind them, Mandie and Celia scurried downstairs to the hallway outside the dining room where the students assembled for meals.


  When Aunt Phoebe opened the French doors to the dining room, the girls quietly hurried to their places behind their assigned chairs around the big table.


  Miss Prudence came through the doorway on the far side of the room and went to stand at the head of the table. Picking up a small silver bell next to her plate, she rang it to get the students’ attention. “Young ladies,” she said, “we are so happy to have you all back after that siege with the flu. And we’re thankful we didn’t have any permanent losses from it.”


  The girls stood attentively, listening to the headmistress.


  “We have lost quite a few days from school because of the flu, and now Christmas is almost here,” she continued. “Because of this, we will not have time to put on a play for the holidays. However, we have all been invited to Mr. Chadwick’s School on Wednesday night for a holiday dinner with his young men.”


  There was a slight murmur among the girls.


  Miss Prudence rang her little silver bell. “Young ladies, please let me finish,” she said. “I’m sure you will all want to hear this. We have decided to dismiss you for the holidays on Thursday morning.”


  Every ear was listening now as the headmistress continued.


  “I know we were to have our quarterly exams before Christmas, but we will postpone these until you return after the holidays. We will have classes for review tomorrow morning. I would advise you to study during the holidays and be prepared for examinations when school reopens Monday, January seventh,” she said. “Are there any questions?”


  The headmistress paused and looked around the room. No one ever dared ask a question of Miss Prudence. She could make a person look foolish. All the girls took their questions to Miss Prudence’s sister, Miss Hope. Miss Hope was always ready to listen and to help.


  The headmistress spoke again. “One more thing. We are going to do everything possible to get the electric wires and the furnace installed, so that when you return to school we will have electric lights and no further need for fireplaces. The workmen have promised to work while you are away. Are there any questions?”


  The girls remained silent and she went on. “We were able to get a Christmas tree put up in the parlor while you were all out because of the flu. However, it has not been decorated. May I have some volunteers to do this? It needs to be done right away because Mr. Chadwick and his boys will come calling on us tomorrow afternoon for tea. Who will volunteer?”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other, and both of them raised their hands. No one else responded.


  “Amanda and Celia, thank you,” Miss Prudence said. “The decorations are in boxes in the parlor. Please be sure you two are finished and in your room before curfew at ten o’clock. Young ladies, we will return thanks now and be seated.”


  After the meal when Mandie and Celia turned to leave the room, they overheard Miss Prudence speaking to April Snow.


  “Go straight to your room, April,” she said. “Remember, you are allowed out only for classes and meals. And if you break any more rules, the punishment will be severe next time.”


  April looked at Miss Prudence without saying a word. Then quickly leaving the room, she ran ahead of Mandie and Celia and hurried up the stairs.


  “So, April has to stay in her room,” Mandie said as she and Celia walked down the hallway to the parlor. “Maybe she won’t get a chance to do any more meanness.”


  “I doubt that she stays in her room,” Celia replied.


  As the two girls entered the parlor, they gasped at the sight of the beautiful Christmas tree standing in the room.


  “It’s so tall we can’t reach the top to decorate it,” Celia said.


  “Well, I suppose we’ll just have to ask Uncle Cal to help us. He’s nice and tall,” Mandie said. “Let’s see what we have to decorate it with first.”


  Hurrying over to the boxes nearby, they knelt down and pulled out garlands, ornaments, tinsel, fancy bows, and lots of other beautiful things.


  “That tree won’t hold all this stuff!” Celia exclaimed.


  “We’ll pick out what we want and put the rest back in the box,” Mandie said, pulling out a streamer. “This is going to be fun. I love to decorate Christmas trees.”


  “Look at this ball,” Celia cried, holding an ornament up for Mandie to see. “Isn’t it pretty?”


  As Mandie examined the fragile ball, Snowball peeked out from under the tree to play with the ornament.


  “Snowball!” Mandie exclaimed, picking up the white kitten. “How did you get here?”


  “You know how,” Celia said. “April went upstairs, remember? She probably went into our room again.”


  Just then Uncle Cal came into the parlor with a stepladder. “Miz Prudence sent me to hep git dis heah tree decorated,” he told the girls.


  “We were just saying we’d have to ask you to reach the top for us,” Mandie replied.


  Noticing the kitten Mandie was holding, he said, “I thought dat white cat s’posed to be up in dat room catchin’ dat mouse. Did he come down fo’ supper, too?”


  “Supper? Oh, Uncle Cal, I’m glad you said that. Snowball hasn’t had anything to eat since he got here. I forgot all about it,” Mandie said.


  “While y’all pullin’ out dem decorations, I’ll take dat cat to de kitchen. Phoebe, she in dere. She feed him good.” Uncle Cal reached to take Snowball from Mandie.


  “Thanks, Uncle Cal.” Mandie gave him the kitten. “Please tell Aunt Phoebe that Snowball is not supposed to be running around loose.”


  The old man smiled as he left the parlor with the kitten. “I knows,” he said.


  When Uncle Cal returned, he helped the girls cover the tree with lots of the bright glittery things in the boxes. Finding a huge star, he fastened it to the top of the tree.


  There was freshly cut holly lying in a corner, and the three of them fashioned clumps of holly with some of the other decorations and put them around the room.


  “Did you hear what Miss Prudence said?” Celia asked Mandie. “The boys are coming over from Mr. Chadwick’s School tomorrow.”


  “I know. I suppose Tommy Patton will be with them,” Mandie replied as she straightened a garland on the tree.


  “Are you hoping he will?” Celia asked.


  “I suppose it would be nice to see him again,” Mandie mused. “Do you hope Robert Rogers will come, too?”


  Celia stopped to think. “I don’t know, Mandie. He makes me nervous or something when I’m around him. I almost spill things, and I just can’t think of anything to say.”


  “You’ll get over it,” Mandie assured her friend. “All girls growing up get like that some time or other, I think. After you’ve been around Robert awhile, you’ll get used to him. That’s the way I was around Tommy, but when my mother and Uncle John and I went to Charleston to visit his family, I had a good time. I sort of got used to him, I suppose.”


  “But how long does this ‘getting used to’ take?” Celia asked. “When you went to Charleston, you were down there for days. I’ve never been around Robert except a few times at things we do here at the school.”


  Mandie laughed. “Oh, Celia, the more you see someone, the more comfortable you become around them. They get to be friends with you.”


  Uncle Cal perched silently on the ladder during this whole conversation, straightening the decorations on the upper part of the tree. “Dat’s sho’ right, Missy,” he said at last. “Takes time to make real friends.”


  “How much time?” Celia asked.


  “Oh, I don’t know.” The old man laughed. “I’d say by de time dis heah school lets out in de spring, you oughta be knowin’ dat Robert fella purty well.”


  “That is if our school has events that include the boys’ school. Otherwise we’d never see Tommy and Robert.” Mandie put the extra decorations back in a box. “These are left over, Uncle Cal. I suppose you know what to do with them.”


  The old man stepped down from the ladder. “I’ll take care of them, Missy ’Manda,” he said. “I think you girls did a purty job wid dis heah tree.”


  As the girls stood back and surveyed their work, they agreed.


  “We’d better get Snowball now and take him up to our room,” Mandie said.


  Celia suddenly frowned. “That mouse will still be in our room,” she said, “because Snowball hasn’t been there to catch it.”


  “I’m sure he’ll catch it tonight,” Mandie assured her. “Come on. Let’s go. Thanks for helping us, Uncle Cal.”


  After the girls picked up the kitten from the kitchen, they went to their room. But when they looked around, they found nothing out of order. If April Snow had let Snowball out, evidently that was all she had done.


  Leaving Snowball there, they went downstairs to the guest room to sleep. That night Mandie dreamed of the surprise her mother had waiting for her at home. In her dream, the surprise turned out to be a beautiful Christmas tree.


  CHAPTER TWO


  UNINVITED GUEST FOR TEA


  The next day the girls had a hard time concentrating on their review lessons. The talk in general centered around what to wear when the boys came over for tea that afternoon.


  After the noon meal, Mandie and Celia looked through their clothes while Snowball prowled around the room. He had not yet caught the mouse, and it had not reappeared.


  “What am I going to wear?” Mandie sighed, pushing the hangers apart in their chifferobe.


  “What am I going to wear?” Celia echoed. She reached over Mandie to help look through their dresses.


  Mandie’s hand rested on a red velvet dress. “This is it!” she cried. “Red for Christmas.”


  “I’d save that for dinner tomorrow night,” Celia suggested.


  “That’s a good idea,” Mandie said. “Let’s see, I’ll wear this tan and brown silk dress this afternoon,” she decided, pulling it down from the rack.


  Celia grasped a gray silk dress by the hanger and took it out of the chifferobe. “I’ll put this one on.”


  Mandie looked from her dress to Celia’s and said, “We’re going to be a conservative-looking pair with these dresses, aren’t we?”


  “Yes, but that’s the way my mother’s friends look for an afternoon tea,” Celia replied. “Always plain and simple. Besides, tomorrow night is the time to brighten up and have a party look, don’t you think?”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. “But let’s wear some jewelry. I think my locket and chain will do.”


  “And I’ll wear my watch on a chain,” Celia added as they began dressing for the tea.


  Mandie slipped into fresh silk stockings. “I’m glad everything is going to be informal this afternoon and we don’t have to have partners,” she said.


  “Me, too,” Celia replied as she stepped into a long taffeta petticoat.


  “But don’t forget what Miss Prudence said,” Mandie reminded her friend. “Tonight the boys are supposed to ask the girls to be their partners at dinner tomorrow night.”


  “I suppose Tommy Patton will ask you to be his partner,” Celia said, fastening the buttons on the waistband of her petticoat.


  “Maybe,” Mandie answered, fastening her own petticoat around her waist. “I just know Robert will ask you because he is absolutely fascinated by you.” She laughed.


  Seeing that her friend was teasing, Celia laughed, too. “I suppose I’ll have to put up with some boy for dinner, so it would be better if Robert asks me. I haven’t even spoken to any of the other boys.”


  Mandie stepped into her dress, pulled it up, and began buttoning the tiny buttons down the front. Celia pulled hers over her head.


  Then they paraded before the full-length mirror, which stood in the corner.


  Mandie smoothed the skirt of her dress. “Celia, look!” she exclaimed. “I’m growing! This dress is getting too short for me, and Mother just had it made last summer!”


  “Of course you’re growing,” Celia replied, glancing at her own skirt in the mirror. “I am, too, but it doesn’t show yet with this dress.” She straightened up and tried to stretch tall. “Maybe a little bit.”


  Mandie’s blue eyes squinted at her image in the mirror. “I guess I should be getting taller,” she reasoned. “I’ll be thirteen years old next June.” She tossed back her long blonde hair which she had left loose for the afternoon tea.


  “Don’t forget, we’re about the same age,” Celia replied, twirling her long skirt. “I’m going on thirteen, too. And I’m a teeny bit taller than you are.” She reached into her dresser drawer to find a ribbon to match her dress and quickly pulled her auburn curls back with the ribbon.


  “Tommy is so tall that I have to lean back to look at him,” Mandie remarked. “Joe is tall but not that tall.”


  “Will Joe be at your house for Christmas?” Celia asked.


  “He and his parents are all coming,” Mandie replied. “Joe’s school will be out, too, and his father has to come to Franklin to doctor sick people, so they’re going to be staying with us.”


  “I wonder when your mother will tell you what the surprise is,” Celia mused.


  “As soon as I get home, I’m going to find out what it is,” Mandie said quickly. “I don’t know why Mother couldn’t have just told Uncle Ned so he could tell me.”


  “Be sure and find out before I get there so you can tell me,” Celia urged.


  Snowball suddenly leaped through the air. The girls froze, staring at him. Then they breathed a sigh of relief. He was only playing.


  “Whew! I just knew he had caught the mouse!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Me, too. Maybe he’ll catch it while we aren’t in the room.”


  “I don’t imagine April Snow is being allowed to go downstairs for the tea,” Mandie said.


  Celia frowned. “With all of us downstairs she’ll have a chance to come back into our room here.”


  “But if she does any more meanness, everyone will know who did it because she’ll be the only one upstairs,” Mandie reasoned. “Come on. Let’s go downstairs and get this over with.”


  Mandie led the way, and Celia made certain the door to their room was closed so that Snowball couldn’t get out.


  Most of the other girls in the school were already milling around downstairs. It was too cold to go outside, so everyone had to stay inside. Mandie and Celia found two seats in the parlor near the Christmas tree and sat there silently watching and listening as the other students buzzed around the room.


  Soon there was the sound of rigs pulling up in front of the school and laughter and talking outside as the boys from Mr. Chadwick’s School arrived.


  All the girls became silent and quickly grabbed places to sit wherever they could find them. Mandie and Celia watched through the doorway for Tommy and Robert.


  “Welcome to our school, Mr. Chadwick and all your young men,” Miss Prudence announced at the front door. “We are glad to have you. Come into the parlor. I believe most of the young ladies are in there.”


  “Thank you for inviting us, Miss Heathwood.” Mr. Chadwick returned the greeting amidst the murmured thanks from his students.


  Mandie’s heart beat faster.


  Celia leaned over to her. “My hands are all wet,” she whispered.


  Tommy Patton and Robert Rogers were among the first to enter the parlor. Together, they spotted Mandie and Celia right away.


  “Hello, Miss Amanda. How are you?” Tommy greeted Mandie with a smile. Then under his breath he added, “We have been admonished to mind our manners.”


  Mandie grinned mischievously, going along with him. “Fine, thank you,” she said quite properly. “And how are you, Mr. Thomas?”


  “Sorry, Miss Celia,” Robert began, “but you heard Mr. Thomas. We have to keep this thing formal today per instructions from our headmaster, Mr. Chadwick. So I am supposed to ask how you are. And how are you, Miss Celia?”


  Celia laughed nervously. “I am fine, Mr. Robert,” she replied. “And I hope you are the same. Please have a seat.”


  “Yes, do,” Mandie said. She and Celia moved closer together to give the boys room to sit on the long settee with them.


  Their conversation continued on, stilted and unnatural, because Mr. Chadwick and Miss Prudence were keeping close watch on their students. Mandie and Tommy talked about Tommy’s home in Charleston, South Carolina, which Mandie and her parents had visited. Mandie had seen the ocean for the first time then. Celia and Robert joined in with a question or comment here and there, but the other two did most of the talking.


  Millie, the dining room maid, and the extra maids hired for this get-together came in with tea trays and began serving.


  Mandie accepted the dainty cup of hot tea and frowned. “I don’t see why we can’t have cocoa or something other than tea,” she protested to her friends.


  Celia laughed. “But then it wouldn’t be afternoon tea,” she said. “It would be afternoon hot cocoa.”


  They all laughed and the cups wobbled in the two girls’ hands.


  “I agree with Mandie,” Robert said. “Not everyone likes hot tea.”


  “I suppose we’re stuck with hot tea, though, until we grow up and can serve what we want in our own homes,” Tommy remarked.


  At that moment Celia screamed and spilled her tea. Teacups all around the room clattered, and other girls screamed. An uninvited visitor had startled everyone.


  Snowball walked nonchalantly up to Mandie with a live mouse in his mouth and sat down.


  “Snowball!” Mandie cried, lifting her feet. “Snowball, go away!”


  “Get, Snowball!” Celia scolded the white kitten. “Get away from here!”


  Snowball looked up at his mistress as if not understanding her reaction to his bringing her the treasure he had caught.


  Mandie gave him a little shove with her toe. Snowball quickly let go of the mouse, and it ran under the Christmas tree. Snowball disappeared through the doorway.


  All the other students hurried out of the parlor and gathered in the hallway.


  “Let me see if I can find that mouse,” Tommy volunteered. He stooped under the tree and shook various ornaments, hoping to scare the mouse from its hiding place. But nothing happened.


  Miss Prudence walked up to Mandie. “How did that cat get out of your room?” she demanded. “I told you he would not be allowed anywhere else.”


  “I-I’m sorry, Miss Prudence,” Mandie told her. “We were certain we shut the door when we left our room.”


  “Snowball was down here in the parlor last night, too,” Celia said. “And I know we closed the door then. Evidently, somebody is letting him out.”


  “April Snow is the only one not present here,” Miss Prudence said. “April Snow.” She tapped her foot impatiently. “Let me check on her.”


  As Miss Prudence left the room, Mandie told the boys about April’s escapades and the mouse in their room.


  Tommy looked around under the tree again. “Do you think the mouse Snowball had came from your room?” he asked.


  “We hope so,” Mandie said, exchanging glances with Celia. “Then we won’t have to worry about finding it in our room.”


  “Well, evidently he got away,” Tommy said, rising to sit back down on the settee.


  “That’s a smart cat, Mandie,” Robert said. “He knew right where you were.”


  “Well, he didn’t have to bring that mouse with him,” Mandie protested. She shivered at the thought of it.


  “Young ladies,” Miss Hope called over the confusion in the hallway. “Please return to the parlor. The mouse is gone.”


  “You young men, too,” Mr. Chadwick ordered.


  Things finally settled down, but everyone kept looking around the floor for the mouse.


  Miss Hope walked over to Mandie on the settee. “My sister has gone upstairs to check on April,” she said. “We think she must have let your kitten out of your room. The door was open.”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other.


  “We definitely shut the door, Miss Hope,” Mandie told her. “Snowball is a smart cat, and he knows a lot of other things, but he hasn’t learned to open doors yet.”


  “Don’t worry about it, Amanda. It wasn’t your fault,” Miss Hope replied as she left the room.


  Mandie sighed. “Let’s talk about something else,” she said. “My mother says she has a big surprise waiting for me when I get home for Christmas, but I can’t figure out what it is.” She gave them all the details about Uncle Ned’s visit and his message.


  “I hope it’s something wonderful,” Tommy told her. “Are y’all having visitors for Christmas this year?”


  “Well, yes,” Mandie replied. “Dr. Woodard and his family will be there for Christmas, and then Celia and her mother are coming for New Year’s. I wish you and your family could come.”


  “I do, too,” Tommy said. “But maybe we can make it the next time your mother invites us. My parents did give me permission to visit with your family at your home some holiday weekend after Christmas.”


  “Oh, that’s great!” Mandie exclaimed. “Miss Prudence never lets us know very far ahead when we’re going to have a holiday, but I suppose you will have the same holidays at Mr. Chadwick’s.”


  “I’ll let you know,” Tommy promised. He paused for a minute, looking straight into her blue eyes. “Mandie,” he said, “will you be my partner for dinner at our school tomorrow night?”


  “Of course,” Mandie replied, smiling. “I’d love to.”


  Following Tommy’s lead, Robert asked Celia to be his partner, and she agreed also.


  After the boys left and the girls were free to go to their rooms until time for supper, Mandie and Celia hurried up the steps.


  “Mandie, are you going to give Tommy a Christmas present tomorrow night?” Celia asked anxiously as they entered their room.


  “I suppose it’s expected,” Mandie replied. She looked around. “Snowball is not here,” she said with concern.


  “What are you going to give him?” Celia wanted to know. “I don’t have a thing to give Robert.”


  Mandie stopped to think. “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe we’d better ask Miss Hope about presents.”


  “Yes, I think we’d better,” Celia agreed.


  The girls went back downstairs and found Miss Hope in her office.


  “You girls don’t have to give the young men gifts,” Miss Hope explained, “but it’s the normal practice. We must have neglected to mention that to you, I’m sorry. One thing I should tell you, however,” Miss Hope emphasized, “is that my sister insists that the presents be something very inexpensive and simple.”


  “We don’t have a thing to give Tommy and Robert,” Mandie said.


  “Well, let’s see what we can come up with,” Miss Hope said thoughtfully. “I know. I have some handkerchief linen. You girls have plenty of time tonight to make some handkerchiefs for them. How will that do?”


  “Oh, thanks, Miss Hope,” Mandie said.


  “We appreciate it,” Celia added.


  “Wait here,” Miss Hope said. She hurried into the rooms she occupied with her sister and immediately returned with a roll of white linen, some needles, thread, thimbles, and a pair of scissors. “If you just roll and whip the edges like this”—she demonstrated as she spoke—“it


  will be simple, and I think it will look nice.”


  “I’ve done that before,” Mandie said. “It’ll be easy.”


  “I know how to do that, too,” Celia said.


  “Then if you want to, you could embroider their initial in the corner,” Miss Hope suggested. “Here’s some embroidery thread.”


  Gratefully, the girls took the supplies and turned to leave the room.


  “Oh, I almost forgot,” Mandie said, turning back. “Snowball has disappeared, Miss Hope. He’s not in our room.”


  “I’ll ask Aunt Phoebe to look for him. He can’t be far away,” Miss Hope assured her.


  Mandie and Celia returned to their room and hurriedly changed clothes, hanging up the fancy dresses and putting on gingham frocks that they normally wore around the school.


  Finally, seated on the windowseat, the two girls began their work. They cut the material into four large squares, which would make two handkerchiefs each for Tommy and Robert.


  “I wish we had thought about this earlier,” Celia said, quickly stitching the edge of one piece of material.


  “Everything got delayed because we had to be out of school during the flu epidemic,” Mandie reminded her.


  “All that time out of school was pretty interesting, though,” Celia admitted. “Solving that mystery about the bells in the church steeple was fun—most of it—now that I can look back on it. I did get a little scared now and then, though.”


  “I don’t think we could have figured that all out if we hadn’t had time out from school,” Mandie said.


  “But now we have to make up all that lost time when we come back after the holidays,” Celia reminded her. She accidentally pricked her finger with the needle. “Ouch!” she cried, quickly sucking her finger.


  “Be careful,” Mandie warned. “If your finger bleeds, you’ll get it all over the handkerchief. You’d better run some cold water on it.”


  “I guess I’d better.” Celia stood and laid her needlework on the windowseat. “Be right back.”


  Mandie continued her sewing as her friend left the room. Celia left the door partly open, and Mandie could hear her running water in the bathroom.


  Suddenly Celia screamed. “Mandie! Mandie! Come quick!”


  Mandie threw down her sewing and hurried across the hall to the bathroom. There was Celia standing on top of the lid to the commode. “What’s the matter?” Mandie asked.


  “There! Down there!” Celia cried, excitedly pointing to the floor. “A mouse ran under the bathtub!”


  Mandie looked at the claw feet of the huge tub and stepped back, bending to look under it. “I don’t see anything,” she said.


  “It was the same mouse Snowball had in the parlor,” Celia moaned, still standing on top of the commode.


  “How do you know it’s the same one?” Mandie demanded. “Mice all look alike.”


  “I just know,” Celia insisted.


  “Come on,” Mandie said, taking Celia’s hand and helping her down. “Let’s get out of here.”


  “I hope it doesn’t come out and get in our room.” Celia backed toward the door.


  “Let’s close the door real tight and go find Uncle Cal,” Mandie suggested, closing the door behind them. “He can put a trap in there.”


  “Or maybe Aunt Phoebe has found Snowball, and he could catch it,” Celia added.


  The girls hurried downstairs to the kitchen where Aunt Phoebe was preparing supper. Uncle Cal was stoking the huge iron cookstove. At Uncle Cal’s feet, Snowball was busy licking up a saucerful of milk.


  “Snowball! You found him!” Mandie exclaimed.


  At the sound of his mistress’ voice the white kitten stopped long enough to look up at her and then continued eating.


  “He come straight to de kitchen when y’all skeerd him out of de parlor,” Aunt Phoebe told them. “He know a good place when he find one.”


  “Well, we know a better place for him, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie said. “Celia saw a mouse in our bathroom upstairs.”


  “It’s the same one Snowball had in the parlor,” Celia added.


  Uncle Cal and Aunt Phoebe looked at each other and shook their heads.


  “I sho’ hopes it be de same one,” Uncle Cal said. “Don’t want dis house to git full of mice.”


  “We ain’t never seed any mouses till dat one showed up in yo’ room,” Aunt Phoebe added.


  “I’ll set a trap in de bathroom,” Uncle Cal told the girls as he headed for the pantry.


  “He’s under the bathtub,” Celia explained.


  “Jes’ you girls be mighty careful how you walks ’round in dat bathroom now whilst de trap be dere,” the old man said, coming out of the pantry with a mousetrap in his hand.


  The girls watched as Aunt Phoebe sliced a tiny chip off a block of cheese sitting in a round wooden box on the sideboard nearby. Uncle Cal took it and set the trap, catching the spring with the latch on the piece of cheese.


  “We’s gotta put a stop to dese mouses runnin’ round dis house,” Aunt Phoebe fussed, “even if we has to put a stop to dat April gal comin’ to dis school. Ain’t never had dis trouble befo’.”


  Mandie carried Snowball as she and Celia followed Uncle Cal back upstairs to the bathroom. The two girls watched Uncle Cal set the trap under the tub.


  “Be sho’ dat cat don’t git in heah,” Uncle Cal cautioned. “He might git caught in dat trap.”


  “We’ll see that he stays in our room, Uncle Cal,” Mandie assured him.


  The girls took Snowball back to their room and hurriedly went back to their sewing. But as they worked, they discussed plans for making sure that April didn’t let Snowball out again.


  When it was time for supper, the girls hid near the stairway and waited for April to leave her room, then followed her downstairs. And after supper was over, they rushed up the stairs ahead of her.


  Snowball was still in their room, now curled up in the middle of the bed sound asleep.


  “Well, I guess we outdid her this time,” Mandie said triumphantly.


  “But we’ve got all day tomorrow and tomorrow night to worry about before we go home the next morning.” Celia sighed.


  “I think we can manage,” Mandie said. “Let’s get these handkerchiefs done.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  VISIT TO MR. CHADWICK’S SCHOOL


  The next day, by staying alert and watching April Snow’s every move without her knowledge, Mandie and Celia were able to keep Snowball in their room and April out of it.


  Time dragged by with classes most of the day while the girls all wished the time away until they could go to the boys’ school for dinner. The teachers had trouble holding their students’ attention and reminded the girls of the examinations that were coming up after the Christmas holidays.


  At last, with classes over for the day, the girls were free. Mandie and Celia breathed sighs of relief as they entered their room and closed the door. They had the rest of the afternoon to get dressed for dinner.


  Mandie reached into the chifferobe and took out her red velvet dress while Celia chose her green one.


  Mandie turned back to the bed and saw Snowball waking up. He sat up and washed his face with his paws. “Snowball, you have to get off the bed,” Mandie told him, giving him a little shove and brushing off the bedspread. “You’re going to have white hairs all over the counterpane, and they’ll get on our dresses.”


  Reluctantly Snowball jumped down and sat on the rug.


  The girls spread their dresses on the bed and rummaged through the bureau drawers, looking for underwear, stockings, and jewelry.


  Mandie climbed onto a chair to reach the top of the chifferobe.


  “What are you doing up there?” Celia asked.


  Mandie pulled down two boxes and handed them to Celia. “We have to wear our good slippers with those dresses, don’t you think?”


  “Yes, I suppose so, but it’s awfully cold outside to wear these flimsy things,” Celia replied, taking her slippers from one of the boxes.


  Mandie removed hers from the other box. “I know it’s cold outside, but we’re only going to be outside long enough to get to the boys’ school, and that’s not far away.”


  Celia sorted her jewelry on the bureau. “Do you know if April Snow is being allowed to go?” she asked.


  “I heard Miss Prudence tell Miss Hope this morning that she would be allowed to go because it’s Christmastime,” Mandie answered, laying out a fresh petticoat. “But she said that when school reopens after the holidays, April will still be restricted to her room except for meals and classes.” Mandie paused for a moment. “In a way I’m glad she is going,” she said slowly. “I’d hate for her to be left alone here in this big house while everyone else is having fun.”


  “But, Mandie, she brought it on herself,” Celia reminded her.


  “I know, and I don’t know why she does all these things,” Mandie said with a sigh. “Anyhow, let’s get dressed.”


  The two girls primped and preened before the mirror, and when they had everything adjusted to their satisfaction, they grabbed their neatly wrapped gifts for Tommy and Robert, shut Snowball in the room, and hurried downstairs to join the other students in the parlor.


  A few moments later Miss Prudence entered the room, wearing her winter coat, gloves, scarf, and hat.


  “Young ladies, we’re ready to embark on our journey,” the headmistress told the girls. “Please put on your coats and hats and line up in the hallway. Uncle Cal and Aunt Phoebe have our rigs in the driveway, and the rigs Mr. Chadwick sent are now approaching from the road.”


  The students quickly slipped into their winterwear and waited, chattering quietly among themselves.


  Miss Prudence cleared her throat. “Young ladies,” she addressed them again, “please be on your very best behavior tonight. Remember the school’s reputation, and remember that we will be guests at Mr. Chadwick’s school.” Calling to Miss Hope at the front door, she said, “Sister, please open the door and let the girls start loading.”


  Mandie and Celia were among the first to leave, and they quickly took places in the rig Uncle Cal was driving.


  “Oh, Mandie,” Celia whispered, “I’m so nervous I won’t be able to eat a thing.”


  “Me, too,” Mandie admitted. Looking up, she saw April Snow taking a seat in the back of the rig, and she nudged Celia. “April is in this rig,” she whispered.


  Mandie saw Celia try to look behind them without turning her head, but she couldn’t. And Miss Prudence was standing at the front with Uncle Cal, watching.


  “I hope Snowball is still in our room,” Celia said quietly. “April was downstairs before us, and I didn’t see her leave the parlor after we came down, so I don’t think she had a chance to let him out.”


  As soon as the last of the girls found places in Mr. Chadwick’s rigs, Uncle Cal picked up the reins and drove off at Miss Prudence’s command.


  Mandie and Celia had never seen Mr. Chadwick’s School for Boys. So when the rig drove up a long winding driveway through corridors of trees and came to a stop in front of something that looked like a giant castle, they were speechless. The huge gray stone structure was adorned with turrets, gables, balconies, and gargoyles.


  “Whew!” Mandie exclaimed, alighting from the rig. “It’s got everything but a moat.”


  “What a place!” Celia cried, joining her friend in the yard before the monstrosity. “Robert and Tommy live here?”


  “I think I’d rather live in our school,” Mandie said. “At least it’s a real house and not a spooky thing like this.”


  “Young ladies,” Miss Prudence called to the students as they stepped down from the rigs, “get in line quickly, please.”


  Mr. Chadwick stood in the huge double-door entranceway. He hurried down the stone steps to greet Miss Prudence. “Welcome to our school, Miss Heathwood and young ladies,” he said, bending to take Miss Prudence’s hand. “Please come in.”


  Miss Prudence beckoned to the girls, and they immediately fell into line behind her as she took Mr. Chadwick’s arm and entered the huge building.


  Mandie and Celia gasped again as they viewed the entrance hallway. The floor was made of shining black-and-white marble. Suits of armor stood along the wall, some with swords and some with spears. Tapestries decorated the high walls above the marble wainscoting. Several huge chandeliers hung from overhead, and in the middle of each one was one of those new-fangled electric light bulbs. The original candlelights were not in use. Antique portraits, surrounded by velvet, silk, and tassels, hung along the way.


  The girls jammed the hallway as Miss Prudence and Mr. Chadwick walked to the back where huge double doors stood open, revealing a banquet room large enough to hold five hundred people.


  Long trestle tables were lined up through the room and were covered with white tablecloths, sparkling crystal, and shiny dishes and silverware. Holly and poinsettias decorated the room everywhere. Pieces of mistletoe hung from the huge chandeliers overhead. Comfortable chairs lined the walls.


  All the girls gasped and sighed as they crowded in the doorway.


  “If the young ladies will please find a seat, the young men will be in shortly,” Mr. Chadwick announced. He turned to Miss Prudence. “Please excuse me,” he said, leaving the room.


  “Be seated, young ladies,” Miss Prudence repeated as she and Miss Hope directed the students to places to sit.


  Mandie sat down next to Celia and nudged her. “Did you ever see such a place? I had no idea!” Mandie whispered, looking around in awe.


  “It’s like stepping back into the seventeenth century,” Celia replied.


  As soon as the last girl was seated, uniformed maids came into the room and worked their way around, taking coats and hats as they were removed, and then leaving the room with the garments.


  Miss Prudence stood at the doorway watching, and the girls dared not speak. Miss Hope walked to the back of the room and waited.


  Mandie’s heart beat wildly at the excitement of such a place. She had seen pictures of places like this in history books, but she didn’t realize they were still in existence. I can’t wait to get home and tell Joe about this castle, she thought. He won’t believe me. Mandie’s friend Joe always got involved in Mandie’s adventures, but this was one he wouldn’t be able to share.


  Just then Mandie heard the sound of many feet in the hallway.


  “Here they come!” Celia whispered very softly.


  Mr. Chadwick led the boys into the room, and they stood quietly behind their headmaster, surveying their guests.


  Mandie and Celia looked at the well-dressed young men. “I’m glad we got all dressed up,” Mandie whispered. “Just look at them!”


  “Young ladies, if you please,” Mr. Chadwick began. “There are place cards on the tables. The young men know where their seats are, and they will come forward to lead you young ladies to the tables.” Turning to the boys behind him, he said, “Now if you will each please step forward and claim your partner.”


  The boys moved around the room taking the girls one by one to the table assigned to them. There were already chairs around the tables, and the group stood behind these until the last ones had been claimed. Tommy Patton and Robert Rogers were among the last to find their partners.


  Mandie and Celia, still speechless, just smiled up at the two boys and accompanied them to the table.


  After Mr. Chadwick returned thanks for the food, there was a loud shuffling noise as chairs were pulled out from the tables and everyone was seated. After they sat down, Mandie and Celia laid their gifts for the boys in their laps. Miss Prudence and Miss Hope sat on either side of Mr. Chadwick at the head table.


  Finally the tension was broken, and the room was filled with laughter and conversation as the dinner began.


  “How can you live in such a castle?” Mandie asked Tommy as the maids started bringing the food to the tables.


  “I have to live here because my parents sent me here,” Tommy said with a sigh. “You see, my father went to school here.”


  “Oh, I see,” Mandie said. “So did my mother—I mean she went to my school, too.” She turned to Robert. “And so did Celia’s mother.”


  “My mother and Mandie’s were friends,” Celia added.


  “Guess I’m the outsider,” Robert said. “Nobody in my family ever went to this school.”


  “By the way, did Snowball ever catch that mouse?” Tommy asked.


  Mandie and Celia brought the boys up-to-date.


  “There’s April Snow over at the next table,” Mandie said, glancing in that direction.


  April, dressed in the latest New York fashion, carried on a conversation with a tall handsome lad beside her.


  “I wonder what she’s telling that boy,” Celia said. “She hardly ever talks to anyone.”


  “She really does look pretty,” Mandie said.


  At that moment a group of musicians came in, dressed in festive costumes, and carrying musical instruments. They sat down in a corner of the room, and began playing and singing Christmas carols. The buzz of conversation died down as the group sang.


  Mr. Chadwick beckoned to the students to begin eating as the last of the savory food was placed on the tables.


  Mandie finally felt herself relaxing in the pleasant atmosphere. Celia seemed to be at ease also.


  Later, as they finished their meal, Mandie noticed various ones across the room exchanging Christmas presents, so she took her package from her lap and handed it to Tommy. “Merry Christmas, Tommy,” she said, smiling as he also withdrew a tiny package from his pocket.


  He handed it to her. “Merry Christmas, Mandie,” he said, hastily unwrapping his gift from her. “Handkerchiefs! Exquisitely done! I needed these. Thanks for being a mind reader.”


  “You’re welcome,” Mandie said, pulling the paper off the present he had given her. She opened a small white box and cried, “A sand dollar on a chain! Oh, thank you, Tommy! I love it!” She held up the necklace for the others to see.


  Celia showed Mandie the gift she had just unwrapped from Robert—a filmy white silk scarf. “Look! Isn’t it beautiful?”


  “Yes,” Mandie agreed. “Did Robert like his handkerchiefs?”


  Celia nodded enthusiastically.


  After the maids removed the dinner plates and food, they brought in the dessert—tiny individual Christmas cakes, covered with red, green, and white icing.


  As one of the maids placed a tiny cake in front of Mandie, she leaned over to Tommy and said, “This dinner must have cost your school a fortune.”


  Tommy laughed. “We pay enough tuition to cover this and more,” he said.


  Suddenly Celia tugged at Mandie’s sleeve. “April Snow is gone!” she whispered.


  Mandie turned quickly to stare at the empty chair where April had been sitting. Tommy and Robert followed her gaze.


  “I wonder where she went,” Mandie replied.


  “There’s one thing for sure,” Tommy assured the girls. “It’s too far for her to walk back to your school in this cold weather.”


  Celia tossed her auburn curls to look in Miss Prudence’s direction. “I wonder if Miss Prudence knows she left.”


  The headmistress seemed completely absorbed in conversation with Mr. Chadwick. However, Miss Hope was looking at April’s empty chair and frowning.


  “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it,” Robert told the girls. “Maybe she’ll come back in a little while.”


  “I doubt that,” Mandie replied with a sigh.


  As the evening passed, April didn’t return to the dining room, and Mandie worried about what she might be doing. But Robert was right. There was nothing they could do about it.


  As soon as everyone had finished dessert, Mr. Chadwick rose and addressed the students. “Young ladies, we will now have a skit put on by the young men who didn’t have partners for this dinner. As you all probably know, we have one-third more students than Miss Heathwood. That left a few of our students free to perform for us. I hope you enjoy it.”


  The musicians struck a chord, and a curtain covering the entire wall at one end of the room was slowly drawn back, revealing a lighted stage set with a scene for the holidays.


  The students watched as the story of Jesus’ birth unfolded in the drama on stage. Joseph and Mary were looking for a place to stay and were refused at the inn.


  At first Mandie wondered where a boys’ school found a girl to play Mary, but as she looked again, she couldn’t tell if the actor was a boy or girl. Wearing loose robes and a hood over the head, the character of Mary spoke in low tones.


  Mandie’s ears perked up as she listened intently to the dialogue. Suddenly she turned to Celia. “I do believe that’s April playing the part of Mary!” she whispered excitedly.


  Celia nodded in agreement. Robert and Tommy understood and watched carefully to see if Mandie could be right.


  Robert whispered, “I think it’s Stan. He’s about that size.”


  “Yes, that’s Stan,” Tommy agreed.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other.


  “Are you sure?” Mandie asked.


  “To be honest, no,” Tommy admitted.


  The scene continued on, but even when the curtain closed, they still weren’t certain who was playing the part of Mary. After a lot of applause, the curtain opened again for a bow. The actors lined up in a row across the stage with “Mary” in the middle. As that person bowed, the hood fell away, revealing none other than April Snow.


  Mandie gasped. “I thought so!” she exclaimed. “It is April!”


  “How did she get into that play?” Celia wondered aloud.


  “Well, I wonder what happened to Stan?” Tommy looked puzzled. “I heard he was going to play that character since we don’t have any girls at our school.”


  Mandie glanced across the room to Miss Prudence. She looked shocked, while Miss Hope was smiling in wonderment.


  “I don’t think I’d want to be in April’s shoes when we get back to our school,” Mandie commented.


  After a final bow from the cast, the curtain closed, and the applause died away.


  Mr. Chadwick got quickly to his feet and tapped a fork on his glass for attention. “Young ladies,” he began, “we are very honored that one of your group could participate in our play. A young lady playing a woman is certainly better than having one of our boys do so, and we thank you.” He fidgeted with his lapel. “This was, however, a complete surprise to me and evidently to your headmistress. I am sure it will be interesting to learn how it all came about. We thank you for coming tonight. It was indeed an honor to have all of you visit us. We wish you all a merry Christmas and a happy New Year. We will see you next year.”


  After another round of applause, the group broke up as Miss Hope and Miss Prudence rounded up their students for the journey back to their own school.


  When the maids brought the girls’ wraps back into the room, Tommy helped Mandie into her coat.


  Mandie smiled up at him. “Thanks for the sand dollar, Tommy,” she said. “I’ll wear it for Christmas Day.”


  “And I thank you for the beautiful handkerchiefs,” Tommy replied. “I’ll see you after the holidays.”


  The girls piled into the waiting rigs and returned to their school. Holiday spirit filled the air.


  Back at school, as the girls unloaded, Mandie and Celia watched for April Snow. But she was not in any of the rigs. Neither was Miss Prudence.


  All the girls wanted to linger downstairs to see what happened when Miss Prudence and April returned. But Miss Hope gently urged them upstairs to their rooms.


  “I’m sure you young ladies are all tired,” she said. “But don’t forget, you must get busy packing if you haven’t already done so because you may leave just as soon as someone comes for you in the morning. So I would strongly urge you to go upstairs and prepare for your journey home tomorrow.”


  That was all the girls needed. They quickly hurried upstairs to their rooms.


  “Amanda,” Miss Hope called to Mandie when she was halfway up the first flight of stairs. “I’m sorry, dear, I almost forgot to tell you. Your grandmother sent word here while we were gone. Uncle Cal says she and Hilda will pick you up in the morning in time to catch the train for home.”


  Mandie grinned. “Thanks, Miss Hope. I’ll be ready.”


  Celia smiled when she heard the news. “Hilda must really be feeling better if she’s well enough to travel,” she said.


  They continued up the stairs to their room. “Yes, thank the Lord,” Mandie replied. “So Mother and Uncle John won’t be coming after me.” She shrugged. “Oh, well, I’m glad Hilda is better, and I’m glad Grandmother is going home with me.”


  When they reached their room Mandie opened the door. Snowball was curled up asleep in the middle of the bed again, and he opened one eye to look at his mistress.


  Mandie laughed. “Snowball, you lazy thing,” she said, stroking his soft white fur. “You should be catching that mouse instead of sleeping all the time when we go out.”


  “That mouse must not be in our room any longer,” Celia reasoned. “Otherwise Snowball would have found it by now.”


  “Don’t worry. If it’s gone, April will just find another one to put in here while we’ve gone home,” Mandie said. “That is, unless Miss Prudence expels her or something for being in that play tonight.”


  “I imagine there will be some pretty bad punishment,” Celia agreed.


  “Well, let’s get packing,” Mandie said, throwing off her hat and gloves. “Just think. This time tomorrow I’ll be home, and I’ll know what that big surprise is that my mother has for me.”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  HOME FOR CHRISTMAS


  Celia and Mandie waited with their luggage downstairs in the alcove near the front door. They were excitedly talking about the upcoming holidays.


  Mandie held Snowball on her lap and peered through the front window. She sighed. “I wish Grandmother would hurry and get here,” she said. “I want to go home and see what Mother’s surprise is.”


  “She’ll be here in time for you to get the train. You can’t leave any sooner than the train leaves anyhow,” Celia replied. “But I know how you feel. I’ll be glad to see Aunt Rebecca and to get home to my mother.”


  Mandie stood up. “Well, here comes your Aunt Rebecca with Uncle Cal now,” she said, noticing an approaching carriage. “And behind her is Ben, driving Grandmother’s rig.”


  The two girls ran to the front door. Mandie held Snowball in one hand and threw the door open with the other as Celia’s Aunt Rebecca Hamilton hurried up the steps.


  “I do hope you are ready, Celia, so we can catch the train going back to Richmond,” the tiny, dark-haired lady said as she stepped into the hallway out of the cold.


  “Yes, ma’am, I’m ready,” Celia said, indicating her nearby luggage. “Is Uncle Cal going to take us to the station?”


  Mandie held the front door open a little ways and called to her grandmother’s driver as he halted the rig behind Uncle Cal’s. “Ben!” she shouted. “Where’s Grandmother? And Hilda?”


  Ben grinned as he stepped down from the rig and patted the horse’s head. “Miz Taft, she say you git in dis rig, and I goes back to fetch her and dat Hilda girl.”


  “All right,” Mandie said. She turned to Aunt Rebecca. “There’s no use in Uncle Cal going to the station,” she said as Ben came into the front hallway. “We can all ride in Grandmother’s rig.”


  “But, dear, will we make the train on time?” Aunt Rebecca asked. “You know our train leaves about thirty minutes before yours.”


  Ben spoke up. “Miz Taft, she sittin’ ready to go,” he said. “I already got her luggage in de rig. She say she jes’ don’t want dat Hilda girl to come to dis school ’cause she might run away and come heah sometime agin.” He picked up Mandie’s luggage.


  “All right then, we’ll go with you,” Aunt Rebecca replied.


  “My luggage is over here, Ben,” Celia told the Negro driver.


  Ben was right. When they pulled into the long driveway of Mrs. Taft’s huge mansion, the door opened, and Mrs. Taft and Hilda stepped outside.


  “Why, Rebecca Hamilton!” Grandmother Taft exclaimed in surprise. “How are you? It has been a long time.” She helped Hilda into the rig and then accepted Ben’s assistance into the carriage herself.


  Celia’s aunt moved over on the seat to give Mrs. Taft room. “It certainly has,” she replied. “I don’t believe I’ve seen you since I was a student at the Heathwood School with your daughter, Elizabeth, and with Celia’s mother.”


  “Hello, Hilda,” Mandie greeted the thin brown-haired girl who came to sit between her and Celia in the rig. “I’m so glad to see you.” She stroked Snowball’s white fur as she spoke.


  Hilda smiled at Mandie and then at Celia. Even though she had never uttered more than a few words since Mandie and Celia found her hiding in the attic of the school, Hilda showed her love for the two girls in her facial expressions. She obviously realized they were her friends.


  Mandie took Hilda’s gloved hand in hers. “I’m so glad you got well, Hilda,” she said. “When you ran away in all that snow and hid in the church, you got so sick, and I was real worried about you. I prayed for God to make you well and He did.”


  Hilda smiled at Mandie again. “God. Well,” she said simply.


  Celia and Mandie both laughed.


  “It makes us so happy when you understand what we say, Hilda,” Celia told her, “because we love you.”


  “Love.” Hilda smiled.


  Mrs. Taft and Rebecca Hamilton talked all the way to the station and continued talking in the waiting room at the depot.


  Mandie and Celia tried to keep a conversation going with Hilda as the three girls and Snowball sat on a bench near the adults. Sometimes Hilda seemed to understand what they said, but sometimes she didn’t.


  “She’s so much better than she was when we found her,” Mandie remarked.


  “And it’s so wonderful that she keeps getting better,” Celia replied.


  A train whistle sounded in the distance and kept blowing as it neared the depot. Ben picked up Celia’s luggage and walked out onto the platform.


  Aunt Rebecca came over to Celia. “Time to say goodbye,” she prompted.


  Mandie looked up at the tiny lady. “Miss . . . Aunt Rebecca, can’t you come to our house for New Year’s Eve, too, when Celia and her mother come?” she asked.


  “Thank you for asking, dear,” Aunt Rebecca replied. “But I have made other plans.” She took Celia’s hand and led her out to the platform.


  Mandie picked up Snowball, and she and Mrs. Taft followed them out. “Don’t forget,” Mandie called to her friend as Celia and her aunt boarded the waiting train, “You and your mother promised to come for New Year’s.”


  Mrs. Taft stepped up behind Mandie, rested her hand on her granddaughter’s shoulder, and called to Celia. “Tell your mother I look forward to seeing her,” she said with a smile. “It has been many years.”


  With a stream of “Merry Christmas” shouts, Celia and Aunt Rebecca were on their way. And soon Grandmother Taft, Hilda, Mandie, and Snowball boarded their train for Franklin.


  Jason Bond, the caretaker for Mandie’s Uncle John, met them at the depot.


  “Mother didn’t come, Mr. Jason?” Mandie questioned him as he piled the luggage in the rig.


  Jason Bond helped Hilda and Mrs. Taft into the carriage. “No, Missy,” he said. “Your mother and your Uncle John had to go over to Tellico early this morning. Mr. Wright, a good friend of theirs, is awfully sick.”


  Mandie took a seat next to Hilda and settled Snowball in her lap. “When will they be back?”


  “Don’t rightly know,” Jason Bond replied as he climbed into the driver’s seat. “They said they’d be back as soon as Mr. Wright shows some improvement.” He shook the reins, and the rig moved forward.


  “Aw, shucks!” Mandie sighed loudly.


  “Amanda!” Mrs. Taft reprimanded her. “The man is sick, and your mother and John are trying to help out.”


  “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “I’m just so eager to find out what Mother’s big surprise for me is.”


  “It will just have to keep until your mother returns home,” her grandmother said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said meekly. “Where is Tellico, Mr. Jason? How far is it?”


  “It’s a purty fur piece over the mountain and down the other side,” Mr. Bond told her. “Looks like a good snow might be coming. If it does, it’ll take them a good while to get home.”


  Mandie sighed again. So, I still don’t know what the surprise is, she thought. Oh, why did my mother pick this day to go off? Why couldn’t she wait till I got home?


  “Your friend Joe Woodard is at the house,” Mr. Bond told her. “He came with his mother and father yesterday. Dr. and Mrs. Woodard left Joe at the house while they went with your parents to care for Mr. Wright.”


  Mandie bristled at the term your parents. “Mr. Bond, you know that Uncle John is not my parent.” She hoped that using his last name indicated a formal tone and set him straight. “I have only one parent. My father is . . . no longer living, and my mother married Uncle John, my father’s brother. So I have a mother and a stepfather, not two parents.”


  “Yes, yes, Missy. I’m sorry. I know John Shaw isn’t your father.”


  “Then please remember that,” Mandie said in a trembling voice. “No one could ever replace my father.” Mandie felt badly about the way the words came out, and she expected her grandmother to scold


  her, but Mrs. Taft said nothing.


  Mr. Bond reached back and patted Mandie’s hand.


  “At least I’m glad Joe is at the house,” Mandie said, trying to smile as she fought back tears. She looked down at her white kitten. “Wake up, Snowball, you lazy cat.”


  Snowball had slept during the whole train ride, and when they got in the rig, he immediately went back to sleep in her lap. But now, at the commanding tone of his mistress’s voice, he blinked his blue eyes and began unfolding from his sleeping position.


  Mandie picked him up and looked into his sleepy eyes. “I’ll be glad to get you home and let you loose, Snowball,” she said. “I know you’re tired of being shut up.”


  Hilda suddenly leaned forward and smoothed the kitten’s fur. “Snowball,” she said.


  Mandie handed her the kitten, and Hilda immediately cuddled him in her arms. As Snowball began to purr, Hilda started humming.


  “I think this trip will be good for Hilda,” Mrs. Taft said. “She has been shut up too much lately, too, what with being sick and all. I hope you and Joe will include her in whatever you do for the holidays, Amanda. I’m not sure she’s happy with me. Maybe I shouldn’t have taken her into my home. Maybe I should have placed her in a home where there are other young people.”


  Hilda didn’t seem to be listening, but suddenly she reached forward and grabbed Mrs. Taft’s hand. “No!” she said loudly.


  “I love you, dear,” Grandmother Taft told her. “I just want you to be happy.”


  “Happy. Love,” Hilda repeated the words with a smile.


  “Well, I guess that settles that,” Mandie commented.


  Moments later the rig pulled up in front of John Shaw’s huge white house and came to a halt at the hitching post.


  “Here we are,” Mr. Bond announced.


  Mandie surveyed the grounds. The grass and flowers behind the picket fence were dead now. The summer-house at the side looked cold and uninviting against the gray winter sky. The big tree limbs in front were bare as they reached up toward the third story of the house. The rocking chairs that occupied the long front porch in the summer had been put away. Only the porch swing remained, swaying and creaking on its chains.


  Mandie took Snowball from Hilda and then quickly jumped from the rig, running up the long walkway toward the house. The front door opened and Joe hurried out to meet her.


  Joe Woodard, Mandie’s lifelong friend, was a tall, gangly lad with unruly brown hair, brown eyes, and a determined chin.


  “Oh, Joe, I’m so glad you’re here since nobody else is,” Mandie exclaimed, meeting him halfway.


  “Now that’s a nice welcome,” Joe teased with a solemn face. “You’re glad I’m here because no one else is.”


  “Oh, Joe, I didn’t mean it like it sounded,” Mandie protested. “I’m always glad to see you. I don’t know what I’d do without your friendship.”


  “I’ll remember that a few years from now,” Joe replied as they turned to walk toward the house.


  Mandie looked puzzled.


  “A few years from now when we get old enough for me to ask you to marry me,” he explained with a mischievous grin.


  “Please don’t ruin everything by talking like that,” Mandie fussed as he opened the door for her.


  Joe didn’t have time for an answer because Mrs. Taft, Hilda, and Mr. Bond caught up with them. And the whole household waited in the entrance hall to welcome Mandie home.


  Aunt Lou, the tall, buxom housekeeper, quickly embraced Mandie. “I’s glad you’s home, my chile,” she said enthusiastically.


  Mandie squeezed her tight. “I’m glad to see you all, too, Aunt Lou”—she looked around—“and Liza . . . and Jenny . . . and why, there’s Abraham, too!”


  The servants all smiled and greeted Mandie while Snowball stayed close, rubbing against her legs.


  Aunt Lou turned to Liza. “Now you goes upstairs wid my chile and help her change into sumpin’ more like we wears heah, Liza,” she ordered. Then she grinned at Mandie. “Git rid of dem fancy clothes whilst you heah, my chile.”


  Liza followed Mandie upstairs to her room while Aunt Lou got Hilda settled in a room next to Mandie and across the hall from Mrs. Taft’s room. Snowball was allowed to roam the house.


  As soon as Liza closed the door to Mandie’s room, Mandie grabbed the servant girl’s hand. “Liza, what is the big surprise my mother has for me?” she asked.


  Liza looked at her, plainly puzzled. “Big surprise? I don’t be knowin’ of no big surprise.”


  “Oh, Liza, please tell me,” Mandie begged. “I won’t let anyone know you told me. Please?”


  “Now you listens hear, Missy ’Manda. I don’t be knowin’ what you’s talkin’ ’bout,” Liza said firmly.


  Mandie sighed. “Oh, shucks!”


  Then Liza began dancing around the room, laughing. “But I knows who does know. Dat I does.”


  “Who knows, Liza? Who?” Mandie asked quickly.


  Liza came to a halt in front of Mandie. “You promise you ain’t gwine to repeat nuthin’ I says, ain’t you now?” she asked.


  “Yes, I promise, Liza. Please hurry up and tell me.”


  “Well, I thinks it be like dis,” Liza began as she moved about the room. “Early dis mawnin’ I hears Miz ’Lizbeth whisperin’ to Miz Doctor Lady when de messenger brang de word ’bout Mistuh Wright bein’ ’bout to leave dis world. He be right sick, you knows.”


  “Please hurry, Liza. Tell me,” Mandie begged, stomping her foot.


  “Well, dat’s all I knows.” Liza walked over to the fireplace and stirred up the fire. “When dey sees me standin’ right there by de sideboard where dey’s gittin’ coffee, dey shuts right up.”


  “You couldn’t hear anything they said?”


  “Didn’t hear nuthin’ dey say ’cause dey talk too low-like,” Liza replied. “Now, I’s s’posed to he’p you unpack, and den I’s gwine downstairs to he’p git dinnuh on de table.”


  “Go ahead, Liza. I can do this myself.” Mandie turned to the luggage Mr. Bond had deposited in her room. “Would you check on Hilda, too, in case Aunt Lou went back downstairs to work. We don’t want Hilda running off somewhere again.”


  Liza started for the door. “I find dat Hilda girl, and I takes huh downstairs wid me,” she promised.


  Mandie pulled a gingham pinafore from her trunk.


  “You better put on sumpin’ warmer den dat ’cause it be gwine to snow,” Liza said as she went out the door.


  As Mandie pulled things out of the trunk, she piled them on her blue taffeta bedspread until she finally found the red plaid wool dress she had been looking for. She put it on. Then she sat on a stool in front of the blazing fire in the fireplace and changed her high-top boots to lower ones, all the while wondering what her mother’s surprise was.


  I know, she thought, I’ll ask Aunt Lou. She knows everything that goes on around here.


  As soon as she straightened up the mess in her room, she quickly ran downstairs in search of Aunt Lou. She found her by the linen closet, folding freshly washed sheets and putting them away.


  “Aunt Lou, you always know everything,” Mandie began, watching the woman work. She picked up a pillowcase and folded it herself.


  “No, my chile, I don’t knows ev’rythin’, never,” the Negro housekeeper said, smiling at her in that way that made Mandie feel special.


  “I need to know something, and you probably know it,” Mandie said, folding another pillowcase.


  “Whatever my chile need, I finds out,” Aunt Lou replied.


  “I want to know what the big surprise is that my mother has for me,” Mandie said quickly, watching the old woman’s face.


  Aunt Lou gave her a sly glance and went right on folding sheets. “I thought you say you needs to know somethin’, but heah you say you wants to know somethin’. Big diff’rence.” She put her hands on her broad hips and looked sternly at Mandie.


  “So you do know what I’m talking about,” Mandie reasoned. “Please tell me what it is, Aunt Lou. Please?”


  “I ain’t tellin’ you nuthin’, my chile,” Aunt Lou said. “Might as well give up. Wouldn’t be right fo’ me to ruin yo’ mother’s su’prise fo’ you. No, it wouldn’t.”


  Mandie stood there thinking for a moment. She was sure the old housekeeper knew what the secret was, and she knew Aunt Lou would never tell.


  “Bettuh git in dat parlor and find dat doctuh boyfriend o’ yours,” Aunt Lou said, again folding sheets. “He be lonesome.”


  “All right,” Mandie said, disappointed. And she went to look for Joe.


  She found him lying in front of the huge fireplace in the parlor, staring at a checkerboard in front of him.


  “I don’t see any partner,” Mandie teased. “Who is playing checkers with you?” She dropped down on the rug beside him.


  “I’m waiting for you,” Joe replied. “You take the red ones to match that red dress you’ve got on.”


  Mandie looked down at her dress and smiled. “You like my new dress?”


  “I suppose it’s all right. Must be new. Never saw it before.” Joe handed her the stack of red checkers. “Come on. I’ll beat you.”


  “I will beat you,” Mandie laughed as they began the game.


  But Mandie’s mind was not on the game of checkers. She would wait until Joe was clearly winning before she asked her question.


  At last her opening came.


  “I’m ahead!” Joe announced, proudly surveying the board. “Better hurry if you’re going to beat me.”


  Mandie sat back on her heels and looked Joe in the eye. “I’m more interested in asking you a question than I am in winning our game,” she said. “Joe, do you know what the big surprise is that my mother has for me?”


  “Just like a conniving woman,” Joe said, mimicking his father. “Try to get a man in a good mood and then take advantage of it.” He laughed.


  “I am not a conniving woman,” Mandie retorted. “I only want a simple answer to a simple question.”


  “Which I am not going to give to you,” Joe said smugly. “Your turn.”


  “You can at least tell me whether you know what the secret is, please?” Mandie begged. She looked down at the board and shoved a checker forward.


  “Why should I tell you and make your mother mad at me?” Joe asked, taking his turn.


  “Because she’s not here to tell me, and I just can’t wait any longer,” Mandie insisted. “I want to know.”


  “You’ll have to wait until your mother gets back,” he said.


  “Joe, I thought you were my friend,” Mandie pouted.


  Joe looked straight into her blue eyes. “Believe me, Mandie. I am your friend. That’s why I’m not going to tell you what the surprise is.”


  “Then you do know. Why won’t you tell me?”


  Joe jumped up, knocking the checkerboard and messing up the game. “Because knowing you, you’re going to be madder than an old wet hen,” he said. “You’re not going to like it at all when you find out what the surprise is.”


  Mandie jumped up from the floor. “I’m not going to like the surprise?” she said in shock. “But all the time I thought it was going to be something nice. How do you know I won’t like the surprise?”


  “That’s all I’m going to say.” Joe strode over to a nearby armchair and sat down. “The subject is closed.”


  “Joe Woodard, I could . . . could . . .” Mandie was at a loss for words.


  Suddenly Jason Bond came into the room, breaking the tension. “Looks like snow out there any minute now,” he said. “Being Mr. and Mrs. Shaw aren’t here, I think we’d better see about getting a Christmas tree in before it starts.”


  Joe and Mandie glanced out the window at the haze of snow clouds.


  “Could we go find one as soon as we eat dinner, Mr. Jason?” Mandie asked.


  “That’s what I was going to suggest,” Mr. Bond replied.


  Just then Liza appeared in the doorway and said, “Aunt Lou, she say ev’rybody git to de dinin’ room fast. Dinner be on de table. Quick now!”


  “We’re coming,” Mandie said. She turned to Joe. “We’d better hurry if we’re going to get a tree.”


  Joe didn’t move. “I’m not going with you to find a tree unless you promise not to mention a word about that stupid surprise,” he said.


  Mr. Bond looked at Joe, then at Mandie.


  Mandie finally spoke. “All right, I promise. What else can I do?”


  Joe grinned at Jason Bond. “Let’s go eat, Mr. Jason,” he said. “I think I know a good place to find a tree.”


  Mandie followed them into the dining room as her thoughts raced. She had tried every way she knew to find out what her mother had in store for her, but she still didn’t know what it was. Joe had said she wouldn’t like it. What on earth could Mother have to tell me that I won’t like? she wondered.


  Mandie wished her mother would hurry home.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  IT SNOWED AND SNOWED!


  Everyone hurried through dinner, knowing the snowstorm would hit soon.


  Mrs. Taft excused Mandie and Joe while she finished her coffee. “You may go now, but get your coats and wait for Mr. Bond in the hallway,” she said.


  When Mandie and Joe got up from the table, Hilda started to follow.


  “No, Hilda, you stay here with me,” Mrs. Taft said, grabbing the girl’s hand.


  “We could take her with us,” Mandie offered.


  “No, she runs away too often,” Grandmother Taft replied. “And with a storm coming, I don’t want her to get lost.” She patted Hilda’s hand. “You stay with me. We’ll have some chocolate pie.”


  Hilda smiled at Mrs. Taft and sat back down as Joe and Mandie left the room.


  “Guess I’d better hurry,” Mandie said, rushing up the steps to get her coat and hat.


  “Me, too,” Joe said. Taking the steps two at a time, he walked briskly to the room he was occupying down the hall from Mandie’s. Just as Mandie was about to enter her room, he stuck his head back out the door. “And don’t bring that white cat,” he said.


  Mandie sighed angrily. “I’m not going to bring Snowball. You don’t have to worry about that.”


  “Good,” Joe said. “He’s always running off somewhere, and we don’t have time to hunt him.”


  “I said all right.” Mandie stomped into her room and shut the door. Why does Joe always have to be so bossy? she thought to herself. She had better sense than to take Snowball out in the woods in this cold weather with snow fixing to fall. Oh, I wish Uncle Ned would come. He could help us find a good Christmas tree. But I suppose he’s at home in Deep Creek with other things to do. Uncle Ned was an old Cherokee friend of her father’s. When Jim Shaw died he had promised to watch over Mandie. He kept his promise. The Indian was old but he was still strong, active and alert.


  Joe tapped on her door. “I’m ready,” he called.


  Mandie grabbed her heavy winter coat and hat, snatched up a scarf and a pair of wool gloves and hurried downstairs.


  Mr. Bond met them in the hallway, dressed for the outdoors and carrying an axe. “Abraham has the wagon hitched up outside,” he said. “I’d suggest going out to Mr. Shaw’s land near the boardinghouse to look for a tree.”


  “You mean where Dr. Plumbley used to live?” Mandie replied. “That’s a good idea.”


  As the wagon neared the woods where Mandie and her friends had searched for hidden treasure the last time Mandie was home, Mr. Bond slowed the horse. He turned to Mandie and Joe. “Suppose we leave the wagon here and walk through the trees there and see what we can find,” he said.


  “Fine,” Mandie agreed.


  “This is the very place I had in mind,” Joe said, helping Mandie from the wagon.


  As they tramped through the cold woods, they saw lots of small evergreens that would have made fine Christmas trees, but Mandie was determined to find a tree tall enough to touch the twelve-foot ceiling in the house.


  “After all,” she said, “this is my very first Christmas with my mother, and I want it to be special.”


  After walking along for some time in silence, Joe pointed ahead and cried, “Hey, how about that one?”


  “Just what we need!” Mandie exclaimed, hurrying with the others toward it.


  Mr. Bond took his axe and began swinging at the trunk of the tree. “Stand back now,” he warned.


  Mandie and Joe moved away from him. Every time Mr. Bond hit a lick at the tree there seemed to be an echo. At first Mandie didn’t pay much attention to it. But then Mr. Bond missed a lick, and they still heard it.


  Mandie looked at Joe. “Does it sound to you like someone else is chopping down a tree or something?”


  Joe nodded. “I’ve been listening. I think there’s someone else around here doing something.”


  Mr. Bond looked up. “Probably somebody after a Christmas tree,” he said.


  “But this is my Uncle John’s land,” Mandie protested.


  “He never bothers about other people coming in here and getting a tree now and then,” Mr. Bond said, resuming his chopping.


  The echo sounded again. Then suddenly there was a loud crash nearby. Mandie and Joe looked at each other and ran off in the direction of the crash. Mr. Bond followed.


  As they hurried through the trees, Mandie caught a glimpse of something moving. “What’s that?” she cried.


  “Stop or we’ll shoot!” Joe yelled, even though none of them had a gun.


  The noise stopped.


  As the young people broke through the trees, they came face-to-face with a man and woman all bundled up with heavy coats, hats, and scarves. They were pulling at a small, freshly cut tree.


  “Who are you?” Joe demanded.


  “Don’t shoot!” the man cried.


  And as he spoke, Mandie recognized them. It was Jake and Ludie Burns, who lived in a tenant house on John Shaw’s property.


  The woman squinted at the young people. “Well, if’n it ain’t John Shaw’s niece!” she exclaimed.


  “Oh, I’m glad to see you, Mrs. and Mr. Burns,” Mandie said, rushing forward to embrace the old woman.


  Joe shook hands with Mr. Burns. “Imagine finding you here,” he said.


  Mr. Bond greeted the couple, then said, “I told these young people that Mr. Shaw allowed other people to get Christmas trees off his property now and then—”


  “We got permission yestiddy to cut a tree,” Jake Burns explained.


  “You’ns will hafta come see our house whilst you’re home fer Christmas,” Ludie Burns said. “We’s got it all fixed up airtight and real purty, if I do say so.”


  “We’ll come see it,” Mandie promised. “Do you have any decorations for your tree?”


  “We been amakin’ some li’l doo-dads that oughta be ’nuff to make it look purty,” Mrs. Burns replied.


  “We’ll bring you some things from Uncle John’s attic,” Mandie offered. “I know he has lots and lots of Christmas decorations up there. Remember when we got the furniture out of there for y’all’s house? Well, we found all kinds of things up there then.”


  Joe laughed. “I’d say. There must be fifty years’ worth of decorations up there.”


  Mr. Bond looked up at the sky through the bare trees. “I’m sure I felt a snowflake,” he said. “We’d better be getting that tree cut.”


  Mandie looked all around and then at the Burnses. “How did you get here?” she asked.


  “Oh, we got a wagon now, thanks to your uncle,” Mr. Burns said. “It’s back there on that side road.” He indicated another side of the woods.


  Mandie followed Joe and Mr. Bond as they started back toward the tree they were cutting. “We’ll come see you tomorrow with the decorations,” she called back to the old couple.


  Mr. Bond stopped and turned around. “I don’t know about that,” he said. “If that storm is as bad as I expect, you won’t be able to get that far.”


  “Why don’t y’all just come on by the house now, and we’ll give you some decorations?” Mandie said.


  The old people agreed.


  With Joe’s help, Mr. Bond finished cutting down the tree and put it in the wagon. By that time the snow was falling fast and thick.


  “Looks like you were right about the snow, Mr. Jason.” Mandie sighed. “I hope my mother and Uncle John get back all right.”


  As they loaded the tree into the wagon, Jason Bond looked at the sky. “I doubt that they’ll be coming home tonight,” he said. “The snow is coming from that direction over there, and that’s where they’ve gone.”


  Mandie groaned. After hopping into the wagon, she wrapped her scarf around her face, leaving only enough room to see out. The snow was icy, and she felt as if her face was freezing.


  When they got back to the house, they found the place in a turmoil. Both Hilda and Snowball were missing! Mrs. Taft had thought that Hilda was asleep. The girl had lain down on her bed for a nap, and when Mrs. Taft checked on her, she seemed to be fast asleep.


  No one had seen Snowball in quite a while, either. Liza had fed him in the kitchen and left him there after the dinner was cleared away.


  Mrs. Taft paced up and down in the entrance hallway. “I just don’t know what to do about that girl,” she said. “If she went outdoors she didn’t put on her coat. The blanket from her bed is missing, though. I keep thinking she will get over all this running-away business, but I just don’t know.”


  Mr. Bond took charge. “Has the house been searched?” he asked.


  “No, not all over,” Mrs. Taft replied. “We mostly opened doors to the rooms and glanced inside. We just missed her a few minutes ago. And then Liza said she couldn’t find Snowball, either.”


  Mandie removed her coat and hung it on the hall tree. “Hilda probably took Snowball with her wherever she went.”


  Joe and Mr. Bond hung their coats on the hall tree as well.


  “Why don’t we work our way upstairs all the way to the attic and then down again if necessary,” Mandie suggested.


  Just then Liza came into the hallway, and Joe immediately enlisted her help.


  “Want me to get Aunt Lou, too?” Liza asked.


  Mrs. Taft spoke up. “No, that won’t be necessary,” she said. “She’s like I am—a little too old to go running up and down three flights of steps.”


  Again Mr. Bond took charge. “We should look in every room, behind all the doors, under the beds and any other place large enough to hide under,” he told the young people.


  Mandie knew this would be no small task. The three-story house also had an attic that would need to be checked. Each floor had a center hallway plus a cross hallway, and so many rooms that Mandie didn’t even know how many there were.


  The search party began in the parlor and then split up, with Mandie and Liza going one direction, while Joe and Mr. Bond went another.


  Many of the rooms had not been occupied in years. As the doors were opened, the hinges creaked, and a musty odor filled the air.


  In one of the rooms, Mandie batted at a large cobweb in disgust. “What this house needs is a good cleaning,” she told Liza.


  “Mr. Shaw say don’t bother de rooms that ain’t used ’cept when extra comp’ny comes,” Liza defended herself. “And it take whole lot of comp’ny to fill up dis house, maybe a hunnerd people.”


  “I suppose so,” Mandie said, looking under a high four-poster bed in an unoccupied room. “It’d take twenty maids to keep this place clean all the time. I don’t see why my great-grandfather built such a big house.”


  “But Aunt Lou say dere used to be lots of Shaws,” Liza replied. “Now de only Shaw living is Mr. John Shaw, ’cept you. And when you git married to dat doctuh boy, your name won’t be Shaw no more.”


  Mandie blushed in spite of herself and turned to pull the door shut as she and Liza left the room. “Liza, you know I’m nowhere near old enough to talk about getting married,” Mandie said. “Now keep your mind on what we’re doing.”


  Liza grinned. “When de time come, you gwine to marry dat doctor boy. Jes’ you wait and see.”


  Mandie led the way to the next room. “You must think you’re a fortuneteller or something,” she grumbled. “Come on. We’ve got to hurry and find Hilda and Snowball. If we can’t find them in here, we’ll have to look outside. And if they’re out there, they might freeze to death. Every second counts.”


  Joe and Mr. Bond arrived at the stairs to the attic just before the girls. Walking ahead, they opened the attic door. Mandie and Liza were right behind them. Suddenly something white and furry swept past their legs from inside the attic. Everyone was startled.


  Mandie whirled around. “Snowball!” she exclaimed. There at the bottom of the steps stood the white kitten, looking at them. Mandie turned back to the others. “Hilda must have brought him up here,” she said. “Maybe she’s here, too.”


  As they entered the attic, Mandie squinted in the dim light. The small windows gave little light since it was snowing outside.


  “I’ll get the lamp from the hall table downstairs,” Joe volunteered. He ran down to get it and quickly returned.


  Mr. Bond took a box of matches from his pocket and lit the lamp. As he held the lamp high, the others followed him around the attic between discarded furniture, old trunks, boxes, and odds and ends that had accumulated over the years.


  “Nobody here,” Jason Bond announced as they arrived back at the doorway.


  Joe scratched his head. “But how did Snowball get in here?” he asked. “Liza, do you know if anybody has been up here today for any reason?”


  “No, no, no!” Liza exclaimed. “Ain’t nobody ever come up heah. Too spooky.”


  Mr. Bond headed downstairs. “I suppose Hilda has gone outside,” he said, “so we might as well get our coats back on.”


  Blowing out the lamp, he set it on the table where it belonged. Mandie picked up Snowball, and they all made their way back to the front hallway.


  Aunt Lou stood at the front door, holding it open for Jake and Ludie Burns, who had just arrived. They stomped their feet on the front porch, then stepped inside. When they heard about Hilda’s disappearance, they offered to join the others in a search outside.


  Spreading out in different directions, they all searched every place anyone could possibly hide. But as time went on, they became more and more worried. The snow was getting heavier, the sky was getting darker, and the temperature was getting colder.


  Joe, Mandie, and Liza had just finished searching the barns on their way back from the fields when Abraham, the gardener, hurried out to them. “Come on back!” he called. “Come on back!”


  They hurried to catch up with him as he continued on to tell Mr. Bond and the Burnses to return to the house.


  “Dat girl ain’t gwine nowhere,” Abraham mumbled. “She be in her bed sound asleep.”


  The young people looked at each other in wonderment.


  “She’s asleep in her bed?” Mandie questioned the old Negro gardener.


  “Dat where she be,” he replied. “Miz Taft, she send me to tell y’all.”


  Joe shook his head. “Of all the crazy things!” he exclaimed.


  “Dat Hilda, she’s a slick ’un,” Liza commented.


  “Oh, I feel like getting hold of her and shaking her until she tells where she’s been,” Mandie said as they walked toward the house.


  While Abraham went on to tell the others that Hilda had been found, Mandie, Joe, and Liza went inside to find out what happened.


  Mandie’s grandmother told them that she had found a shawl that Hilda had left in the living room that afternoon, and she took it upstairs to Hilda’s room. And there was Hilda, asleep in her bed. Since the girl couldn’t talk, or wouldn’t, there was no way to solve the mystery of where she had been.


  Mrs. Taft invited Jake and Ludie Burns to stay for supper that evening, and they gratefully accepted. Liza escorted Hilda downstairs for the meal, and all the tired, hungry searchers ate almost everything on the table for supper.


  Since there was no word from Elizabeth and John Shaw or the Woodards, they weren’t expected to be home that night.


  After supper, with Grandmother Taft’s permission, Joe and Mandie went up to the attic again, this time to find Christmas decorations for the Burnses. As they rummaged through drawers and trunks, they filled a box with all kinds of decorations for Jake and Ludie. Then they filled another box with the things they wanted to use to decorate the Shaws’ Christmas tree.


  Downstairs, they found the adults and Hilda gathered in the parlor. Mrs. Taft had Hilda sitting beside her on the settee. Mandie walked over to the chair where Mr. Burns was sitting and handed him the box of decorations they had chosen for him and Ludie. Then she sat on a small stool by the fireplace while Joe stood beside her.


  Jake Burns thanked Mandie awkwardly. “I think we better be gittin’ home,” he said. “It’s gittin’ awfully bad out there now.”


  Mrs. Taft spoke up. “Why don’t you and Ludie just spend the night here?” she said. “There are plenty of rooms. And then you can travel home in the daylight.”


  Jake and Ludie glanced at each other uncertainly.


  Jason Bond also urged them to stay. “After all, you were delayed by helping us hunt for Hilda,” he said. “Otherwise you’d have been home before dark.”


  Ludie Burns smiled. “Well, if you think it’ll be all right with Mr. Shaw . . .” she said.


  “Of course,” Mrs. Taft assured them. “Don’t worry about it.” She turned to her granddaughter. “Amanda, will you ask Liza to get a room ready for Mr. and Mrs. Burns for the night?”


  Mandie smiled at the old couple. “I’m glad you’re going to stay all night,” she said. “Now you can help us decorate our tree.”


  “I ’spect I’d better go put our horse and wagon in your barn or someplace,” Jake Burns said, rising from his chair. “That way our tree won’t freeze.”


  Mr. Bond stood. “I’ll help you,” he said. “Let’s get our coats. Then when we get back, I’ll get you to help us get our tree up.” He led the way to the hall as Jake Burns nodded agreeably.


  Mandie got up from the stool by the fireplace. “We’ll have the tree all decorated when Mother and Uncle John get back,” she said excitedly. “I’ll get Liza to fix up that room, Grandmother.”


  Mandie found Liza eating her supper in the kitchen with Aunt Lou, Jenny the cook, and Abraham, who was Jenny’s husband. Mandie stopped just inside the kitchen doorway. “Liza,” she began, “Grandmother has asked Mr. and Mrs. Burns to spend the night since it’s late and the weather is so bad. So she told me to ask you to get a room ready for them.” She smiled. “And then as soon as you get that done, I’d like for you all to come in the parlor and help us decorate the Christmas tree.”


  Aunt Lou beamed. “Bless you, my chile,” she said. “This gwine to be a real Christmas this year.”


  “My first Christmas with my mother,” Mandie replied.


  “And our first real Christmas in years and years,” Aunt Lou said. “Ain’t been nobody here to celebrate Christmas with. Mr. Shaw, he always go off somewheres on a trip.”


  “He always give us our presents and big pay raises befo’ he go, though,” Liza added.


  Mandie looked around the kitchen. “I sure hope he and my mother get home soon,” she said. “Nobody will tell me what my mother’s big surprise for me is.”


  Aunt Lou walked over to her. “Now you jes’ git back to yo’ comp’ny,” she said, shooing her out the door. “We’ll all come in and help wid de tree soon as we git dis heah food put away.”


  “Hurry up,” Mandie called back over her shoulder.


  CHAPTER SIX


  MISSING PRESENTS


  Joe helped Mr. Bond and Jake Burns build a wooden stand onto the bottom of the tree trunk. And finally, after much trying, they made it steady enough to stand up in the parlor.


  The servants all came in and helped with the tree decorating. Hilda stayed near, eagerly watching. When she finally understood that the decorations were to be hung on the tree, she joined in the fun. Mandie showed her how a piece of sewing thread had to be looped through the top of each one and then tied to a branch of the tree.


  Snowball batted the decorative balls around the room, and when Mandie took them away from him and hung them on the tree, he reached up and tried to pull them off.


  Mandie laughed at the kitten. “We may not get this tree done tonight,” she said.


  Liza replaced an ornament that Snowball had pulled off the tree. “Better keep dat cat shut up in yo’ room tonight, or he’ll come down heah and pull all de balls off de tree,” she said.


  “I hadn’t thought of that,” Mandie admitted. “I’m glad you warned me, Liza.”


  Joe stood back to survey their work. “It’s beginning to look pretty,” he said.


  “It certainly is,” Mrs. Taft agreed as she watched from her chair by the fireplace.


  Ludie Burns tied an ornament on the tree and said, “I think I’ll jes’ let y’all finish. I ain’t much good at this.” She joined her husband and the other adults around the fireplace.


  Aunt Lou stepped back from the tree. “It’s time we’s quittin’, too,” she said. “We all got work to do.”


  Mandie stopped trimming the tree and looked at the Negro housekeeper. “Work, Aunt Lou?” she asked. “At this time of night?”


  “Why sho’,” Aunt Lou replied. “Now git along, Liza, and you too, Jenny.”


  Jenny took her husband’s hand. “Come along, Abraham,” she ordered.


  “Aunt Lou!” Mandie pleaded. “You are ruining our Christmas tree trimming party. Why do y’all have to go?”


  Aunt Lou motioned to the other servants to go ahead of her out of the room. “We’s got sumpin’ to do dat we ain’t talkin’ ’bout,” she answered.


  The adults around the fireplace looked at each other.


  Joe tied another ball on the tree, and Snowball tried to pull it down. “I wouldn’t go hinting at secrets, Aunt Lou,” Joe said. “You know Mandie. She won’t rest until she finds out what you’re talking about.”


  “Joe Woodard!” Mandie exclaimed.


  The old Negro woman just smiled at Mandie. “She find out when we gits ready fo’ huh to find out,” she said. Then she hurried out of the parlor after the other servants.


  “Now, what do you suppose that was all about?” Mrs. Taft said to no one in particular.


  Mandie pouted. “I wish people wouldn’t have secrets,” she said. “Mother has some big secret for me, and now Aunt Lou and all the other servants have secrets.”


  “I have a secret, too,” Joe teased as he helped Hilda put a decoration on the tree.


  Mandie scowled at him. “Well, I think I’ll just have a secret myself,” she said.


  Hilda moved around the tree, placing another ornament on an already full branch. “Secret,” she said, smiling at Mandie.


  Mandie shook her head. “Now, don’t tell me you have a secret, too, Hilda.”


  Hilda nodded. “Secret,” she repeated.


  Mrs. Taft shifted in her chair by the fireplace. “Why don’t we all just have a little secret?” she said. “After all, it’s Christmastime.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Joe agreed, stepping back to admire his work.


  Mandie straightened a bow on the tree. “There!” she exclaimed. “I think the decorating is all finished! Now all I have to do is figure out what my secret will be.”


  Just as she was about to sit down, the huge grandfather clock in the front hallway chimed eleven times.


  “Goodness,” Mrs. Taft said, “is it eleven o’clock already? I think it’s time we all retire for the night. You young people should have already been in bed. You won’t want to get up in the morning.” She rose and motioned to Hilda. “Come on, Hilda, dear. Bedtime.”


  Hilda drew back when Mrs. Taft reached for her hand.


  “Grandmother, why don’t you let Hilda sleep with me?” Mandie suggested. “That way I’ll know if she gets out of bed during the night.”


  “I suppose that’ll be all right,” Mrs. Taft agreed. She turned to Mr. and Mrs. Burns. “I’ll get Liza to come and show you to your room. I hope you sleep well.”


  “Thank you, ma’am,” Ludie Burns replied. “I’m sure we will.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Jake added.


  Mandie took Hilda’s hand. “Come on, Hilda,” she said. “We’re going to sleep.”


  “Sleep,” the girl repeated, allowing Mandie to lead her upstairs.


  Snowball followed.


  Mandie got Hilda’s nightgown from the room where the girl was supposed to be sleeping and brought it to her. “Put this on,” she said.


  Hilda did what she was told, and Mandie put on her own nightgown as they both hovered near the warm fireplace.


  “Let’s get in bed,” Mandie said, and together they jumped into the big featherbed and covered up with the heavy quilts. Snowball curled up on the foot of the bed and was soon asleep.


  When Mandie blew out the oil lamp by the bed, Hilda giggled and wiggled around.


  By the light of the fireplace, Mandie looked into the girl’s dark brown eyes. “Now, Hilda, you have to go to sleep. And don’t you get out of this bed until I tell you that you can. Now go to sleep.”


  Hilda quieted down and closed her eyes.


  Mandie, wide awake herself, waited until she was sure Hilda was fast asleep; then she slipped out of bed, put on her warm robe and slippers, and put more wood on the fire. Relighting the lamp, she moved it over to a table by a big chair.


  Now would be a good time to wrap some Christmas presents, she thought. Opening her trunk, she took out some of the things she had been collecting to give her family and friends for Christmas.


  Mandie knew there were scissors and wrapping paper in the sewing room, so she quietly hurried down the hallway to get them. She slowly opened the sewing room door only to find an oil lamp lighting the room but no one there. Then she noticed that there was wrapping paper strewn everywhere.


  “Hilda must have been in here!” she exclaimed. Stepping into the room, she gathered up an armful of the tissue paper, then grabbed the scissors and some bright ribbon from the table nearby.


  Blowing out the light, Mandie crept quietly back down the hallway to her room and carefully opened the door. And she sighed again. Hilda was wide awake and sitting up in bed.


  “Hilda,” Mandie said, dumping her load of wrapping supplies on the rug near her trunk. “I thought you were asleep.”


  Hilda just smiled. Then when Mandie sat on the rug and began cutting pieces of paper to wrap the presents in, Hilda got out of bed to join her.


  “You’ll have to put on your robe and slippers if you’re going to stay up,” Mandie told her. “I’ll go to your room and get them. Don’t bother any of these things, now.” She indicated the paper and presents.


  Hilda only smiled and sat there on the rug. And when Mandie returned with the robe and slippers, Hilda was still sitting there. Once she got Hilda dressed warmly, Mandie sat down to wrap her presents.


  Hilda watched Mandie’s every move, and after three presents were wrapped, Hilda reached for a piece of paper and a pair of socks. Mandie smiled as the other girl laid the paper on the floor and tried to roll up the socks inside it.


  “Do it like this, Hilda,” Mandie said, showing her how to fold the paper. “Now, I’m wrapping all the presents for men and boys in green paper with red ribbons and all the presents for women and girls in red paper with green ribbons. Do you understand?”


  “Red, green,” Hilda repeated. She smiled as she managed to get the socks wrapped.


  “And I have to write the names on the presents,” Mandie said, reaching for a pencil on the nearby table. “Only I think I’ll just use first letters like G for Grandmother, and L for Liza, and J for Joe. But then there’s Jenny, too. But that’s all right. I’ll know which one is which because Joe’s will be in green paper and Jenny’s will be in red.” She paused. “Uncle John’s name starts with a J, too, but I suppose I could just put UJ on his. And come to think of it, I’ll have to put AL on Aunt Lou’s, so I’ll be able to tell it from Liza’s.”


  Hilda sat there, staring at Mandie, and Mandie didn’t know if she understood anything she was saying or not.


  Mandie handed her a bright red wool scarf from the trunk. “Here, wrap this one for me,” she said. “In red paper. That’s for Liza. Here. I’ll cut the paper for you.”


  Hilda snatched the scarf, wound it around her shoulders, and paraded around the room, humming to herself.


  Mandie jumped up and tried to take the scarf away from her. But Hilda backed off, holding tightly to the red scarf.


  Mandie held out her hand. “Hilda, that’s for Liza, not you,” she explained. “Please give it to me. Please?”


  Hilda wouldn’t budge.


  Quickly looking through the presents she was wrapping, Mandie picked out a red silk sachet and held it out to Hilda. “Give me the scarf, and I’ll give you this,” Mandie offered. She held the sachet up to her nose and sniffed. “Smell of this, Hilda. It smells so good.”


  Hilda leaned forward to look and took a deep breath. She reached for the sachet.


  Mandie pulled it back. “You have to give me the scarf.”


  Hilda slowly removed the scarf and gave it to Mandie as she snatched the sachet with her other hand. Then she sat down on the rug near the presents and hummed to herself as she repeatedly smelled the sachet.


  Mandie quickly wrapped Liza’s scarf in order to get it out of sight. Then she wrapped other presents until she had a big armful to take downstairs.


  She gathered them all up. “Hilda, I have to go put these under the Christmas tree,” she said. “You can go with me, but we can’t make any noise. Do you understand? Quiet. Secret.”


  “Secret,” Hilda repeated, rising to follow Mandie from the room.


  Mandie crept down the stairs with Hilda following. The fire in the parlor fireplace had been banked for the night, so it gave a dim light. When they got to the tree, Hilda reached to help as Mandie distributed the presents around the floor under the limbs.


  “Red, green, red, green,” Mandie whispered, indicating that they should alternate the colors of the packages around the tree.


  “Red, green,” Hilda replied in a barely audible whisper.


  Then they stood back to survey their work.


  “It looks pretty, doesn’t it?” Mandie asked softly.


  Hilda nodded and smiled. “Pretty,” she whispered back.


  “Time to go back to bed,” Mandie said, leading the way upstairs.


  Back in Mandie’s room, Hilda agreed to get into bed but insisted on keeping the sachet with her.


  “Hilda, we don’t want to smell that thing all night,” Mandie said. “Here. I know. Put it under your pillow. It’ll be safe there.”


  Finally Hilda understood. She quickly shoved the sachet under her pillow and held the pillow tight.


  Mandie blew out the light and both girls soon fell asleep. It had been a long, tiring day. And Mandie was wishing the time away until her mother would come home. She wanted to know what the big surprise was.


  The snow continued through the night, and when morning came, Mandie pulled back the curtain in dismay. Evidently, Liza had come in and built the fire without waking them.


  “Oh, Hilda, it’s still snowing,” Mandie groaned. “It looks like it’s six feet deep in places out there. Mother and Uncle John will never get home today!”


  Hilda came and stood beside her. “Pretty,” she said, pointing to the snow that floated down outside the window.


  “Yes, it’s beautiful,” Mandie agreed, turning back toward the bed. “Let’s get dressed and go downstairs. We’re probably the last ones up. I didn’t even hear anyone come in to build the fire for us.”


  When they got downstairs, everyone else was sitting at the table in the breakfast room. Mandie greeted them all while Mrs. Taft took Hilda over to the sideboard to get her some breakfast.


  Then Mandie filled her plate and sat at the table next to Joe. “I thought sure the snow would be stopped by this morning,” she said.


  Mr. Bond glanced up. “Looks like it’s going to continue for a while anyway.”


  Mrs. Taft told Mrs. Burns, “Y’all are just going to have to stay until things clear up.”


  “We sure do appreciate your hospitality,” Mrs. Burns replied, taking a sip of coffee.


  Jake Burns looked up from his bacon and eggs. “Yessum,” he added. “We’ll be leavin’ soon’s the weather permits.”


  Mandie nudged Joe. “You’re awfully quiet this morning for some reason,” she teased.


  Joe reached for a hot biscuit from the platter Liza had just placed on the table. “At the rate this snow is falling, I’ve been waiting to see when you’d realize that our parents won’t be able to get back today either,” he answered.


  “That was the first thing I thought of when I looked out the window this morning,” Mandie said sadly. She turned to talk to the caretaker. “Mr. Jason, do you think my mother and Uncle John and Joe’s parents might get through the snow?”


  “I’m afraid not, Missy,” he replied, cutting into the piece of ham on his plate. “There’d be too big a chance of getting stuck somewhere in the snow. And I don’t think your Uncle John would allow your mother to travel in such weather.”


  “Amanda, they may not even be ready to come back yet,” Grandmother Taft reminded her. “They may still be needed. Mr. Wright could be better, but he might be worse. And I’m sure they’ll stay to help in any way they can.”


  “I give up on the surprise,” Mandie moaned. She turned back to her grits and eggs. “I’m not going to try to persuade anybody to tell me what the big secret is anymore.”


  Hilda stopped eating and looked up. “Secret,” she said, smiling. “Red, green, red, green. Secret.”


  Mandie tried to hush her. “Hilda, that’s our secret, remember?”


  “Oh, so now you have a secret, too,” Joe teased.


  Mandie pursed her lips and tossed her blonde hair. She didn’t say a word.


  “Anyway, we know it’s red and green, according to Hilda,” Joe laughed.


  Mandie noticed Mr. Burns drumming his fingers on the table. Then he poured himself another cup of coffee. “I reckon Hank will figure out what delayed us,” he said to Mr. Bond.


  “Sure,” Jason Bond replied. “If he knows you went to cut a tree from Mr. Shaw’s land, he’ll probably know you came by here and stayed because of the snow.”


  “Who’s Hank?” Mandie asked.


  “Hank’s my wife here’s cousin,” Jake Burns explained. “He’s been ahelpin’ us git the farm ready.”


  Mrs. Taft smiled at him. “I’m glad you’ve found someone to help you get started,” she said.


  “Yeah, without him bein’ there, we would’ve had to try to git back last night, ’cause there’s livestock to feed and Spot and Ring to take care of.”


  “Spot and Ring?” Mandie asked.


  “They’re two beautiful pups Dr. Woodard gave us,” Jake said.


  “Oh, I’ll have to see them,” Mandie said. “How old are they?”


  Jake turned to Joe. “What are they? Two, three months, maybe?”


  “I think they were born about October first,” he said. “Mandie, remember my dog, Samantha? They’re two of her last puppies.”


  “Oh, yes,” Mandie said. “Samantha had new puppies when we stopped to visit you on our way to see my Cherokee kinspeople.”


  Mandie remembered that was after her father had died at Charley Gap and she had been reunited with her real mother, Elizabeth. And then Elizabeth had married Mandie’s Uncle John.


  “Well,” Grandmother Taft said, rising from the table, “with all this snow now, I think today would be a good day for us all to get ready for Christmas. I know I have presents to wrap. And Amanda, you and Joe could get the holly, and mistletoe, and other greenery off the back porch and decorate the house. Then we’ll have everything ready and


  waiting when your mother and the others do get home.”


  “All right. I’ll be finished eating in a minute,” she told Joe.


  As the adults left the table, Hilda followed them out of the room.


  “I’m going upstairs for a moment, Mandie,” Joe said. “I’ll meet you in the parlor.”


  Mandie rushed through her breakfast and then hurried out to the parlor. As she looked at the tall Christmas tree, her heart did flip-flops. Someone had taken all the red-wrapped presents from under the tree.


  Who would do such a thing? she wondered. It couldn’t have been Hilda. She had slept with her last night, and if Hilda had got out of bed, Mandie would have known it. So who did it, and where were all her presents for the women and girls?


  Just then Joe came in and found her staring at the tree. “Ready?” he asked.


  “Oh, Joe, somebody has taken all the presents I wrapped in red paper last night,” she said furiously. “Look! There are only green ones left.” She pointed to the bottom of the tree.


  “Hilda?” Joe said immediately.


  “No, Hilda slept with me, and I think I would have known if she got out of bed,” Mandie replied. “In fact, we stayed up real late wrapping the presents. She helped me, and when we went to bed, we were so sleepy I don’t think she would have wanted to get up again.”


  Joe thought for a moment. “Well, I can’t imagine who else could have taken them.”


  “How will I ever find them?” Mandie sighed. “Now I will have to get more presents to give to Aunt Lou, Liza, Jenny, and Hilda.”


  “I’m sorry, Mandie,” Joe tried to comfort her.


  “I’m just glad I hadn’t finished all my wrapping,” Mandie said. “I still have some of the other presents upstairs unwrapped, like the ones for Mother, and Celia, and Morning Star, and Sallie.”


  “Are you expecting Uncle Ned, and Morning Star, and Sallie to come for Christmas?” Joe asked.


  “Uncle Ned promised they would come some time during the holidays,” Mandie explained. “He didn’t know exactly when, but they’ll be here.”


  Just then Snowball came wandering into the parlor to find his mistress, and Mandie picked him up.


  “For once we can’t blame this on Snowball,” Joe laughed. “And you said Hilda couldn’t have done it, so we’ll have to do a little looking around to see if we can find the presents. I wonder why only the red ones were taken.”


  “I don’t know,” Mandie said, “but all the red ones are for the women and girls. The green ones are for the men and boys.”


  “In other words, the one for me is still under there?” Joe teased, stooping to look over the remaining presents.


  Mandie pulled him back. “Don’t you dare bother my presents!”


  Joe straightened up. “Well, I’m glad I haven’t put my presents under the tree yet,” he said. “They might have disappeared, too.”


  “I think we should go talk to my grandmother,” Mandie suggested.


  “Let’s go,” Joe agreed.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  RED, GREEN, RED, GREEN


  When Mandie and Joe found Mrs. Taft, she was in her room wrapping her Christmas presents. She quickly laid an extra quilt over the bed where she was working, trying to hide what she had laid out there.


  She was shocked when Mandie and Joe told her about the missing presents. “But, dear, it must have been Hilda,” she told Mandie. “You know how she is always getting involved in unsuspected doings.”


  “No, Grandmother, this time I just can’t believe it was Hilda,” Mandie disagreed. “I know I would have heard her if she got out of bed.”


  “Well, it’s hard to believe that anyone else in the house would do such a thing,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I suppose the best thing to do is to start looking for the presents.”


  “And what am I going to do if we don’t find them?” Mandie whined. “I’ll have to get to a store somehow to replace the ones that were taken.”


  “I think you’ll find them somewhere in the house, dear,” said Grandmother Taft. “No one has come in or left since you put them there.”


  Joe ran his fingers through his brown hair. “I don’t think we ought to ask anyone else to help us, though,” he said. “The fewer people who know about this the better since we don’t know who is guilty.”


  “You’re right, Joe,” Mandie agreed. “Let’s start looking.”


  “Start with Hilda’s room, just in case,” Mrs. Taft suggested. “As soon as I wrap these presents I’ll see if I can help you.”


  “I wouldn’t put those presents under the tree if I were you,” Joe said.


  “Oh, I think they would be all right,” Mrs. Taft replied. “But I won’t put them under the tree for the next day or two until I get them all wrapped anyway.”


  Mandie and Joe turned to leave the room. “We’ll let you know if we find them, Grandmother,” Mandie said.


  As they began their search, Mandie knew it would be a big task to look in all the rooms, in all the drawers and wardrobes and anything that could hold such stuff. But they followed Grandmother Taft’s advice and started with Hilda’s room first.


  Hilda followed them up the stairs and into her room.


  “Hilda, have you seen all the presents we wrapped in red paper?” Mandie asked as she looked all over in the room. “Remember, we put them under the tree last night?”


  Hilda smiled at her. “Red, green, red, green,” she said.


  “It’s no use,” Joe said with a shrug. “She doesn’t understand what you’re talking about, and I can’t find anything.”


  “Hilda, you stay here,” Mandie said. “Take a nap. Sleep. We’ll be back soon.”


  Hilda only stood there smiling. And when they left the room, she followed, sticking right with them as they searched. Snowball showed up now and then, too. When they started up the stairs to the attic, the white kitten ran ahead and sat there waiting for them to open the door and let him in.


  “Snowball, what are you up to?” Mandie asked.


  Joe reached forward and opened the door. “He probably smells a mouse,” he said as the kitten rushed past him into the dark attic.


  With the snow still falling outside and no sunshine, the attic windows didn’t let in much light.


  “I’d better get the lamp from the hallway down there,” Joe said, turning to go back down.


  Hilda rushed past him and ran downstairs.


  Joe frowned in confusion but brought the lamp back up and lit it.


  “That’s better,” Mandie said, looking around.


  “It seems like we’ve been through all this stuff up here so many times,” Joe remarked as they searched through the furniture.


  “And every time we find something we hadn’t found before,” Mandie replied, stooping to inspect a huge wooden box. “I wonder what this is. I don’t remember seeing it before.”


  “I wouldn’t open that if I were you,” Joe advised. “You see that lettering on the side?” He pointed to the crude letters. “It says, Pryvit Propity of Abraham.”


  “Private property of Abraham?” Mandie questioned, examining the box. “I wonder what it is.” She tried to pick it up, but it was too heavy. “Why do you suppose Abraham put some of his private property up here in Uncle John’s attic when he has his own house in the yard out there?”


  “Maybe it’s something for Jenny for Christmas,” Joe replied, lifting the box. “Or it could be some things he didn’t have room for in his house now that Jenny has come back to live with him again.”


  “Probably. I hope Jenny stays with her husband this time,” Mandie said, continuing her search for the missing presents. “That sure hasn’t been a happy marriage.”


  “That’s because they didn’t trust each other for all those years. But now, maybe that’s all cleared up,” Joe remarked. “When we get old enough to get married, I think ours will be a happy marriage.”


  Mandie stopped examining a drawer in a chest and straightened up. “I’m not certain that we’ll ever get married, Joe. I wish you’d remember that. When we are older we might meet someone else or change our minds,” she reminded him.


  “I know you talk like that, Mandie, but I think we will grow up and get married, especially after I get your father’s house back for you like I promised.” He sat down on top of an old trunk.


  “I know I promised I’d marry you someday if you’d get my father’s house back for me when we grow up, but you can’t hold me to that promise always,” Mandie protested. “Like I said, we may both change our minds.”


  “I picked some mistletoe and some holly with bright red berries and put it on your father’s grave before we came,” Joe told her.


  “Oh, Joe, I appreciate that so much.” Mandie’s blue eyes filled with tears. “Last Christmas I was with my father back there in Charley Gap. Now this Christmas I’ll be with my mother here. I just wish we could have all been together for a little while.”


  “The Lord knows best, Mandie,” Joe said softly. He patted her small white hand. “Just be thankful for the years you did have with your father.”


  Mandie pulled her hand free to brush away her tears. “Well . . .” She turned to a nearby wardrobe and flung open the door. “We’ve just got to find those presents!”


  “We will,” Joe assured her as he began looking into some of the trunks around him.


  “Or we’ll have to dig a path to the stores downtown so I can buy more,” Mandie told him.


  Snowball sniffed around the attic awhile; then Mandie saw him run back down the stairs.


  “At least Snowball went downstairs now, so we don’t have to look for him in all this mess,” she said. “I wonder where Hilda went.”


  As it turned out, no one seemed to know where Hilda had gone. When Joe and Mandie found no presents in the attic, they went back downstairs and discovered that Hilda was missing again. Although they looked all over the house, they couldn’t find her or Snowball.


  “I think Hilda has learned to play games with us,” Joe said. “She has found some way to hide where we can’t find her.”


  “And she must have taken Snowball with her,” Mandie added.


  After giving up on finding the girl, they joined the others in the parlor. Mrs. Taft had finished wrapping her presents for the time being, and she was sitting near the fireplace with Mr. Bond and the Burnses.


  “Maybe if we’d just stop looking for her every time she disappears, she’d quit hiding from us,” Jason Bond suggested.


  “That would be hard to do since we don’t know if she has gone outside or not,” Mandie said. “Then, too, Snowball must be with her.”


  “If she had gone outside, we’d find her footprints in the snow,” Joe reasoned.


  As the grandfather clock in the hall struck twelve noon, Mrs. Taft stood up. “It’s time for dinner now,” she said. “And Hilda’s not here to eat.”


  At that moment Liza appeared in the doorway. “Dinner be put on de table,” she announced, “and dat Hilda girl be sittin’ at de table, waitin’.”


  Everyone looked at each other. Mandie started into the dining room with the others. Where had Hilda been? And how did she know it was time to eat?


  Mandie caught up with Liza on the way to the dining room. “Where did Hilda come from? Which direction?” she asked.


  “I don’t rightly know, Missy,” Liza replied. “Me and Jenny and Aunt Lou was dishin’ up de food in de kitchen, and in she walks with dat white cat of yours.”


  “Where is Snowball now?” Mandie asked.


  “He havin’ his dinner in de kitchen,” Liza told her, dancing on ahead to help serve.


  As they all sat around the huge dining room table, everyone tried to ask Hilda questions, but she only smiled and did not answer.


  Joe spoke softly to Mandie so no one else could hear. “Well, I suppose we can go ahead and decorate with the holly and mistletoe this afternoon,” he said.


  Mandie took a long drink of water from the glass by her plate. “If we can hurry and get that done, then we can look some more for my presents,” she whispered back.


  “Look where?” Joe asked quietly. “We’ve looked the whole house over.”


  They continued talking in whispers because they didn’t want anyone to know that they had missed the presents. But Mandie noticed that Hilda was watching them closely, and she wondered if the girl could read lips.


  “We’re being eavesdropped on,” Mandie said softly, glancing at Hilda.


  Joe nodded and fell silent.


  Mr. Bond looked out the tall French windows at the high snowdrifts outside. “That snow just keeps on out there,” he said. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen it snow this much for so long without letting up for a while.”


  “Me neither,” Jake Burns agreed.


  “I do wish it’d clear up enough for Elizabeth and the others to get home,” Mrs. Taft remarked. “At the rate it’s going, they may not be able to make it home in time for Christmas Day.”


  Mandie dropped her fork onto her plate. “Mother not here for Christmas?” she exclaimed. “She’s got to get here for Christmas!”


  “I’m sure she’ll do her best to get back by then, but you might as well be prepared in case she doesn’t,” Grandmother Taft warned. “Don’t get your hopes up too much. That weather is bad out there, and it could be a lot worse over at Tellico, where they are.”


  As Mandie thought about Christmas without her mother, she couldn’t eat another bite. “Celia Hamilton and her mother are supposed to come in time for News Year’s Day,” Mandie reminded her grandmother. “Do you think they might not make it either?”


  “I just don’t know,” Mrs. Taft said. “They’ll be coming by train. Your mother and the others went in the rig.”


  “At least there’s one I can always count on,” Mandie said. “Uncle Ned will be here no matter what kind of weather we have.”


  Joe sat forward. “You said he didn’t tell you what day, though,” he said.


  “No, but that’s all right. He’ll be here sooner or later,” Mandie replied. “He promised my father he would watch over me, and he always does.” Her voice trembled.


  Grandmother Taft took a sip of coffee. “If you young people are finished, you may be excused,” she said.


  Mandie and Joe hurried out to the back porch, which was partially enclosed. Hilda trailed along behind them, stopping in the doorway. There were piles of holly with bright red berries and bunches of mistletoe. Some were covered with a little snow where it had blown in.


  “Brr! It’s cold out here!” Mandie exclaimed, shivering in the cold air.


  Joe gathered up some of the limbs. “We should have put on our coats,” he agreed.


  “Move back, Hilda,” Mandie said, grabbing an armload of branches. “We’re going to bring this inside.”


  Hilda stepped aside as Mandie and Joe carried the greenery into the hallway and divided it up, taking some of it into the parlor. Without saying a word Hilda watched and tried to help. They made wreaths out of some of it and hung them in the windows. And they placed a huge wreath on the outside of the front door.


  As Hilda played with the berries from the holly, she kept saying, “Red, green, red, green.”


  Mandie stopped working a moment. “Hilda, why do you keep saying that?”


  “Do you know what happened to all the presents wrapped in red paper that were under the Christmas tree?” Joe asked.


  Hilda grinned mischievously and started humming to herself.


  “Are you sure it couldn’t have been her?” Joe questioned Mandie.


  “I’m sure,” Mandie answered. “I do have some other ideas about it, though.”


  “Like who else could have taken them?”


  Mandie nodded as she tied a red bow on a wreath they had made.


  “Who?” Joe asked softly.


  “We can’t talk right now,” Mandie cautioned.


  After all the wreaths were hung, they looked around the first floor of the house, trying to decide where to hang the mistletoe.


  “Definitely one piece over the front door,” Joe said, laughing. “That’ll catch anyone who comes through.”


  “People won’t look up and see it. Are you going to stand here and tell them it’s there?” Mandie asked, laughing with him.


  “We’ll hang it low enough so they can’t miss it,” Joe answered. “I’ll go find a tack and the hammer.”


  Mandie tied red bows on some of the mistletoe and stuck it around in various places. Then Joe came back with a stepladder and climbed up to fasten the mistletoe over the doorway.


  “Let’s do the back door, too,” Mandie said excitedly.


  “All right,” Joe agreed.


  After they decorated the back door, Joe reached out and opened the door to see if it cleared the mistletoe. And suddenly he came face-to-face with a stranger on the porch, who was stomping snow from his feet.


  “This John Shaw’s house?” the stranger asked, brushing snow from his clothes.


  Mandie came and stood beside Joe. “Yes, it is,” she said. “Who are you?”


  “I wasn’t sure this was the right house. I’m kinda new in town,” the man said. “I have a message here that came over the telegraph this morning.” He fumbled in his pocket.


  “A message? Who is it for?” Joe asked.


  “Joe, we need to invite the man inside,” Mandie said, stepping back into the hallway.


  “Of course, come on inside,” Joe said. “In fact, come into the kitchen, and we’ll find you something hot to drink.” He led the way through the doorway into the kitchen.


  “Thank you very kindly,” the man said.


  The warmth from the huge iron cookstove felt good as they slipped through the doorway. All the servants were having their meal at the table by the big fireplace at one end.


  Aunt Lou looked up as they came in. “And who dat what be crazy ’nuff to come out in dis snow?” she teased.


  “Aunt Lou, he has a message from the telegraph for us,” Mandie explained as the stranger continued to fumble in his many pockets. “Could somebody please give him a hot drink so he can warm up before he has to go back out in this weather?”


  Mandie turned back to the man, who finally found the piece of paper. He handed it to Mandie.


  “Why, this is addressed to me!” she exclaimed, examining the paper.


  Joe crowded close to read over her shoulder, but Mandie was so excited she was moving around too much for him to be able to read anything. Hilda stood nearby, looking confused.


  “It’s from my mother!” Mandie gasped. “Imagine hearing from my mother by the telegraph!”


  “Well, stand still and read it,” Joe said impatiently. “What does it say?”


  “ ‘Darling daughter,’ ” Mandie read, “ ‘Mr. Wright, our dear friend, has passed on. We will stay until everything is taken care of, but we will all be home in time for Christmas, no matter what the weather. I love you. Mother.’ ”


  Mandie stood there speechless as she squeezed the piece of paper in her hand. Then she started jumping up and down. “I knew it! I knew she would get home in time for Christmas! Oh, I’ve got to tell Grandmother.”


  Joe and Hilda followed as she raced through the hallway, calling loudly for her grandmother.


  She found all the adults in the parlor. “Grandmother! They’ll all be here for Christmas!” she cried, thrusting the piece of paper into the woman’s hand.


  Mrs. Taft, alarmed at the excitement, took the paper and read it aloud while the others listened.


  “That means my parents will be back in time for Christmas, too,” Joe said with a big grin.


  Mandie quickly turned to Joe. “Oh, forgive me for thinking only of my mother, Joe,” she said. “Of course you were anxious for your parents to get back, too. I’m so glad.” She reached for Joe’s hand and gave it a little squeeze.


  Mr. Bond looked concerned. “I don’t want to ruin your happiness,” he said, “but please remember, this snow has got to stop before anyone can get through from Tellico.”


  “I know, but I figure God will turn it all off tonight so my mother can come home in time to celebrate Jesus’ birthday with me,” Mandie said with tears of joy sparkling in her blue eyes.


  Ludie Burns sat forward. “Bless you, child. I hope so,” she said.


  “I hope so, too,” her husband added, “so we can be gittin’ on home ourselves.”


  Suddenly Hilda ran over to Mrs. Taft, knelt by her chair and threw her arms around her. “Mother!” she said to everyone’s surprise.


  Mrs. Taft hugged her back. “Yes, Hilda, darling,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’ll be your mother. I love you.”


  Then just as suddenly, Hilda jumped up and started dancing around the Christmas tree, saying, “Red, green, red, green,” in a sing-song fashion.


  Mandie couldn’t help but wonder why Hilda kept saying that if she had nothing to do with the missing presents.


  That night, before Mandie crawled into bed, she knelt with Hilda by the fire to say her prayers. “Thank you, dear God, for letting me hear from my mother. But please, don’t you think we’ve had enough snow?” she prayed. “Please make sure my mother and all the others get home in time to celebrate Jesus’ birthday. Thank you, dear God. Thank you for everything and everybody.”


  Hilda tried to repeat what Mandie was saying, but finally she just said, “Thank. God.”


  Mandie hugged the girl and they quickly crawled into the warm featherbed and pulled the heavy quilts over them.


  Just before she dropped off to sleep Mandie’s last thoughts were, My mother will be home for Christmas. And now I can find out what the big surprise is.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  MYSTERIOUS FOOTPRINTS


  The next thing Mandie knew, Liza was shaking her awake.


  “Missy, better git up and go look under de Christmas tree,” Liza said.


  Mandie’s eyes opened wide, and she jumped out of bed. “What’s wrong now, Liza?”


  Startled by Mandie’s sudden movement, Snowball hopped down and ran out the open door.


  “I hates to tell you dis, Missy,” Liza said, stirring up the fire she had just built in the fireplace, “but all dem red presents, dey be back under de tree, and de green ones dey be gone now.”


  “Oh, no!” Mandie shrieked so loudly that Hilda woke up and jumped out of bed.


  “Secret?” Hilda asked, joining them by the fire.


  Mandie ignored Hilda. “What else is going to happen?” She sighed.


  “Dat ain’t all. No it ain’t,” Liza said.


  “Liza, come on and tell me,” Mandie begged. “What is it?”


  “Well, it be like dis,” the little maid replied. “All dem presents be back, but somebody done messed ’em all up.”


  “Messed them all up? How?” she asked, slipping into her robe and helping Hilda with hers. “I’ll just go see.”


  As she hurried down the stairs, Liza and Hilda followed. Down in the parlor beneath the Christmas tree, they found all Mandie’s red-wrapped presents, but the paper and ribbons were all wrinkled. And now all the green presents were missing.


  Tears came to Mandie’s eyes as she stooped down to pick up some of the presents and examine them. Hilda stood back.


  “How could anybody do this to me?” Mandie said as the tears ran down her cheeks.


  Liza stooped beside her. “Missy, I’ll help you put new paper on all dem presents,” she said. “We kin fix ’em up all pretty agin.”


  “But, Liza, whoever did this found out everything I had wrapped up, and it was all my secret,” Mandie said with a catch in her voice.


  “Secret. Secret,” Hilda said, walking around the tree.


  Mandie ignored her. “Liza, would you please help me carry all these things back to my room?” she asked. “And after we have breakfast I would appreciate it if you’d help me rewrap everything.”


  “I sho’ will,” the Negro girl said, piling her arms full of presents.


  The two carried the packages to Mandie’s room while Hilda followed, watching. Mandie opened her trunk and put them all inside, then shut the lid.


  When Mandie saw Hilda watching, she picked up a dress nearby. “We have to get dressed and go downstairs for breakfast, Hilda,” she said. “Thank you for your help, Liza.”


  Liza danced over to the door and started to leave, but then she stopped. “I be seein’ you after breakfus’,” she said, closing the door behind her as she left the room.


  Then the door opened again, and Liza stuck her head back inside the room. “Missy, what we goin’ to do ’bout all dem green presents dat’s missin’?” she asked.


  “I don’t know, Liza,” Mandie replied, pulling her dress over her head. “I suppose we’ll have to look for them. But Joe and I looked the whole house over before, and we couldn’t find the red ones.” She paused and then looked at Liza, questioningly. “How did you know the red-wrapped presents were missing, anyway?” she asked. “We didn’t tell anybody except Grandmother.”


  “I got eyes, ain’t I?” Liza laughed. “You got eyes, too. Draw dat curtain and look outside.” She closed the door quickly and left.


  Mandie ran to the window and drew the draperies. Bright sunshine poured into the room. And although there was plenty of snow on the ground, there was not a single snowflake in the air.


  “Oh, thank you, dear God!” she cried excitedly, looking up into the beautiful blue sky. “I knew you’d stop the snow so my mother and the others could come home for Jesus’ birthday.” Then she sighed as she looked across the deep snowdrifts. “I wonder if it’s warm enough to melt all that snow,” she said to herself.


  Hilda joined her at the window, and when Mandie turned to look at her, she saw that Hilda had put on her dress backward. The tiny buttons that were supposed to be on the back of the bodice were in front.


  “Hilda, we have to take off your dress and turn it around,” Mandie said, smiling.


  Hilda moved away from her and crossed her arms over her chest.


  “Come on, Hilda, you can’t wear the dress like that,” Mandie scolded as she tried to get near enough to unbutton Hilda’s dress.


  “No!” Hilda screamed. And she ran out the door into the hallway.


  Mandie quickly finished dressing, gave a quick brushing to her long blonde hair, and went after Hilda. But she couldn’t find her. Thinking the girl had gone on down to breakfast, Mandie hurried to the breakfast room. Everyone else was there except Hilda.


  “Did Hilda come in here?” Mandie asked after greeting everyone quickly.


  “Don’t tell me that girl is missing again,” Joe moaned.


  “Amanda, dear, don’t you know where she is?” Grandmother Taft asked.


  Ludie Burns looked up from her plate. “That’s the beatingest girl I ever seed for disappearing,” she said.


  “Well, this time I’m not going to worry about her,” Mandie said, taking a plate and filling it at the sideboard. “I’m going to eat my breakfast right now.”


  Mr. Bond laughed. “Good idea. She’s around here somewhere,” he said.


  “I really think she’s just playing games with us,” Joe said, biting into a piece of crisp bacon. “She likes us to hunt for her.”


  “Well, we won’t this time,” Mrs. Taft announced as Liza filled her coffee cup.


  Mandie sat down next to Joe with her plate full.


  “I take it you’ve already looked outside,” Joe said.


  Mandie smiled. “I certainly have,” she replied. “It looks wonderful out there this morning. Mr. Jason, do you think it’s warm enough to melt all that snow?”


  “Well,” the caretaker replied, “maybe later in the day. We’ll get it all dug off the driveway and walkway, though.”


  “May I help?” Mandie asked, excited at the prospect of going outside.


  “Me, too?” Joe added quickly.


  Mr. Bond looked across the table at Mrs. Taft.


  Mrs. Taft nodded. “I suppose it will be all right if you young people wrap up real good and don’t stay out too long,” she said. “I certainly don’t want to be responsible for letting you two get bad colds.”


  “Thank you, Grandmother. We’ll put on our heaviest coats and boots,” Mandie promised, hurrying to finish her breakfast.


  Liza walked around the table, refilling coffee cups. “Want me to he’p, too?” she asked. “We could make one of dem snowmen things.”


  Joe brightened. “That’s a great idea, Liza.”


  Mrs. Taft pushed her empty plate aside. “You may help them clear the pathways, Liza,” she said. “And then you young people may build a snowman if you have time before noon.”


  “Thank you, ma’am,” Liza said. “I goes and tells Aunt Lou you say fo’ me to he’p dig de snow out.”


  “Liza, tell Aunt Lou I also gave you permission to go ahead and eat your breakfast now so you can help outside,” Mrs. Taft called to her across the room. “Now hurry and get finished.”


  Liza scurried out to the kitchen.


  “Thanks, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “Aunt Lou probably wouldn’t allow Liza to help us unless you said so.”


  “I’m not exactly the lady of the house, but since your mother is not here, and I am her mother, I thought perhaps I could use a little influence,” Mrs. Taft said, laughing.


  With Joe’s help, Mandie quickly searched the house for the missing presents while Liza was eating her breakfast. But they found nothing. Then the presents were forgotten as they got involved in the snow shoveling.


  “Grandmother said she would ask the servants to help her look for Hilda again while the others were outside,” Mandie said.


  When Jason Bond opened the back screen door, the young people saw Abraham shoveling a wider pathway from his house in the back yard to the Shaws’ big house. There was already a narrow trail between the huge drifts, which he evidently made so that Jenny could get back and forth to do the Shaws’ cooking.


  “Good morning, Abraham!” Mandie called across the yard. “We’re going to help you.”


  “Mawnin’, Missy,” Abraham replied, stopping to lean on his shovel. “I be right glad to git some he’p. I sho’ will.”


  Jason Bond gave out the shovels that had been pushed up under the back porch out of the snow. Since the mountains of western North Carolina were always filled with snow and ice, Mr. Bond kept an adequate supply of tools for digging out.


  Mandie stood on the back porch steps and took the shovel he handed her. “Mr. Jason, why don’t I go back through the house and start on the front walkway?” she offered.


  “Yes,” Joe said. “Mandie and I could get the front done in no time.”


  “All right,” Mr. Bond agreed. “Now don’t waste time doing any extra shoveling to the sides. Just make a straight bee line down the front walk. Then if we have time, we’ll spread out wider.”


  Liza stayed in back to help since that area was a lot larger.


  Mandie and Joe hurried back through the house to the front door, and when they opened it, they found most of the front porch covered with snow.


  As Mandie pushed the screen door open, she gasped. “Look, Joe!” She pointed to deep footprints across the porch.


  Joe joined her. “Looks to me like all the footprints are headed up toward the front door,” he said, “and whoever made them didn’t go back out again.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. “But nobody has come in since it started snowing.”


  “The messenger from the telegraph office . . .” Joe began, “but then he came in the back door, didn’t he?”


  “Yes, he did.”


  “And Abraham goes in and out the back door.”


  “What could all this mean?” Mandie was puzzled. “I’d say they were made by a man’s shoes, wouldn’t you?”


  “A large pair of shoes, yes,” Joe agreed. “Well, are we going to get to work shoveling or not?”


  Mandie picked up her shovel. “Why don’t we just shovel around these footprints for the time being?” she suggested. “That way, we can show them to Mr. Bond later.”


  “All right,” Joe said. “Since they are so near the edge of the steps, we’ll still be able to clear enough snow away to make a path.” He thrust his shovel into the snow and tossed a load out into the side of the yard.


  “We’re going to have to be careful working so close together,” Mandie cautioned, “or we’ll hit each other with the handles of our shovels.” She pitched a shovelful of snow off the other side of the porch.


  “You take one side, and I’ll take the other,” he said. “Give me a minute to get a few steps ahead of you. Then we won’t bang into each other.”


  Mandie waited until he had cleaned one side of the wide front porch steps, and then she began shoveling the other side, being careful to preserve the large footprints in the snow.


  They made rapid progress down the walkway toward the road, tossing the snow into the yard as they went. As they neared the gate, they could see tracks in the snow where at least one wagon had gone through.


  “I suppose when we get the driveway cleaned out at the back, we’ll be able to get the wagon into the street,” Mandie remarked, looking down the road.


  Joe came over to her side to glance outside the gate. “I wouldn’t want to get a wagon out into that road,” he said. “Look how deep the snow is.”


  “I heard Grandmother ask the Burnses to stay over another night because she thought they might not be able to get all the way to their house,” Mandie said, resuming her shoveling.


  “And they don’t live very far from here,” Joe answered, flipping a shovelful of snow into the yard. “There’s just too much snow on the roads today.”


  “It’s melting fast, though,” Mandie observed. “Look how soft it is, and it’s all runny underneath.” She demonstrated.


  “Today’s Saturday. Maybe by Monday our folks will be able to get back,” Joe remarked.


  Mandie straightened up. “Monday!” she cried. “Christmas Day is Tuesday!”


  “If they get back on Monday, I’ll consider them lucky with all this snow,” Joe said.


  “But Mother’s message said they would be back in time for Christmas,” Mandie moaned.


  “Well, if they get back on Monday, that’ll be in time for Christmas,” Joe reminded her.


  “Barely,” Mandie answered.


  Just then Snowball came bounding down the pathway they had dug from the front porch. He was shaking his paws as he went, trying to get rid of the trace of snow sticking to them.


  “Look who’s here,” Joe said.


  “Snowball!” Mandie scolded as the kitten ran playfully after her shovel. “How did you get out of the house?”


  The white cat tried to rub around her legs, but Mandie shoved him away. “You’re all wet,” she fussed. “Quit that!”


  “Looks like we’ve finished the walkway,” Joe said, surveying the long clear path to the porch. “Shall we go outside the gate and clear a place to tether the horses in case someone comes before it all melts?”


  “Oh yes, let’s do,” Mandie urged. “Let’s hurry and finish, and then we can get Liza and build a snowman.”


  After completing their task, with Snowball roaming around and meowing, Mandie ran up on the front porch, removed her wet boots, and hurried through the house to find Liza. The little Negro maid was still helping in the back, but she was thrilled to begin having some fun.


  As the two girls put their boots back on outside the front door, Mandie showed Liza the large footprints she and Joe had preserved in the snow.


  “But dey don’t go no place, Missy,” Liza said, stooping to look.


  “You mean whoever it was didn’t come in the house?” Mandie asked. “I know. We haven’t had any visitors through the front door. I think we have another mystery on our hands.”


  “But look, dey start out there at de summerhouse.” Liza pointed across the yard. “Where did dey come from to git there?”


  “You know, you’re right,” Joe said, joining them on the porch. “The footprints start from the summerhouse and end here on the porch, but there aren’t any footprints going back out.”


  Mandie sighed. “We didn’t think about that, did we?” she said. “I don’t think anyone could have stayed in the summerhouse all this time during the snowstorm. And once they got to the front door, what did they do?”


  “Come on,” Joe told the girls. “Let’s get started on the snowman while we talk. Otherwise Mandie’s grandmother may be calling us in pretty soon. We’ve been out here awhile already.”


  They shoveled a rough path through the deep snow to the center of the yard, and there they began shaping a snowman, throwing snowballs at each other now and then. Snowball kept out of their way.


  Liza stopped a moment to look at the footprints across the yard. “Reckon dat musta been some ghost man dat made dem footprints,” she remarked.


  “And he must’ve been coming after you, Liza,” Joe teased. “Maybe he just couldn’t get the door open.”


  Liza stared at him in fright. “I d-don’t know no ghost man,” she stammered. “He not comin’ to see me. He comin’ to see you.”


  “Maybe Mr. Jason or Abraham can help us figure out where he went,” Mandie suggested.


  Joe packed a large handful of snow onto the snowman’s head. “They can’t figure out anything any more than we can,” he said. “The footprints are there, going one way, and that’s all.”


  “Don’t be too sure about that, Joe,” Mandie replied. “Somebody is bound to know who made them.”


  But Joe was right. Later, when the young people showed the footprints to Jason Bond, Abraham, and Jake Burns, they were all puzzled, too. No one had any ideas about the strange prints.


  CHAPTER NINE


  MORE MISSING PRESENTS


  The young people didn’t wait for Mrs. Taft to call them back into the house. Even though they had built up some warmth while they were shoveling snow, they had become cold while building the snowman. So after showing the strange footprints to the men, they voluntarily sought the warmth of the indoors. They took off their snow-wet boots just outside the front door and carried them to the kitchen to dry.


  “You gotta see our snowman, Aunt Lou,” Mandie told the big Negro housekeeper, who was directing activities in the warm kitchen.


  “I ain’t got time to look at no snowman, my chile,” Aunt Lou replied, bustling about. “You jes’ git right upstairs now and change dem wet clothes ‘fo’ you gits a cold and yo’ mama come home blamin’ me now, you hear?”


  “I hear, Aunt Lou,” Mandie said, removing her heavy coat. “But my clothes aren’t wet, just my shoes.”


  Aunt Lou bent over and caught Mandie’s skirt at the hem. “Dat skirt be wet round de bottom,” she said. “Now you gits upstairs right now and git dem clothes changed, my chile.”


  Mandie smiled. “Yes, ma’am, I will, if you say so,” she replied.


  Aunt Lou looked over at Joe and Liza, who were warming themselves by the huge iron cookstove. “Now you do de same, you hear?” she admonished. “Liza, you gits yo’ dress changed and git back in heah to work. Right now.”


  Liza scurried toward the kitchen door as Aunt Lou started fussing at Joe. “And you, doctuh’s son, just ’cause yo’ pa be a doctuh ain’t no sign he got time to be adoctorin’ you when he got all dem other sick folks to look after.”


  Joe laughed. “All right, Aunt Lou, I’ll change, too,” he said, following Mandie and Liza out of the room.


  Liza met the other two in the hallway. “Race you up de steps!” she whispered. And instantly she took off, running up the stairs.


  Mandie and Joe followed, but Liza had a head start. Although her room was on the third floor, she stopped on the second-floor landing. “Beat you!” she called back to them. Then she started up the next flight of stairs, walking.


  “Oh, well,” Mandie said as she reached the landing.


  Joe was right with her. “The steps aren’t wide enough for the three of us to run together,” he said. “That’s why you won, Liza.”


  At that moment Hilda came running down the stairs past Liza.


  “Heah be dat Hilda girl,” she called to Mandie and Joe as she continued on upstairs.


  Mandie frowned. “Hilda, where have you been?” she asked, stopping her. “Your room is on the second floor here with ours. What were you doing up on the third floor?”


  Hilda smiled and turned at the landing to hurry down the second-floor hallway.


  “Save your breath, Mandie,” Joe said. “She has no idea what you’re saying.”


  They started toward their rooms. “I’m not so sure she doesn’t understand,” Mandie replied. “It may be that she understands but still doesn’t know how to talk very well.” She opened the door to her room. “Anyway, see you downstairs.”


  Closing the door behind her, Mandie looked around the room, expecting to see Hilda there. But she wasn’t. Mandie quickly looked into the room that Hilda was supposed to be occupying, and there she was, sitting in the middle of the bed, playing with Snowball.


  “Hilda, why don’t you come into my room while I change clothes,” she offered. She wanted to keep Hilda in sight so she wouldn’t have to go looking for her when the noon meal was announced.


  Hilda looked at her and smiled but didn’t budge. Mandie walked over and took her hand to entice her to come along. Snowball jumped down to the floor, but Hilda still didn’t move.


  “I have another secret, Hilda,” Mandie said.


  “Secret,” Hilda repeated. And she jumped down from the bed.


  Then Mandie noticed that Hilda was not wearing the same dress she had put on backward that morning. This dress was made with the buttons in the front, and she had it on right.


  “Yes, I have another secret,” Mandie told her. “Let’s go to my room.”


  She didn’t have any trouble getting Hilda to follow her. Mandie’s room was on the front of the house, so when they got to her room, she pointed out the window. “See the snowman?”


  Hilda stared out the window.


  “That’s the secret I wanted to show you,” Mandie said. “Joe and Liza and I made it.”


  Hilda turned to Mandie. “Secret?” she asked.


  “Part of the secret is some big, big footprints on the front porch,” Mandie continued. “They come from the summerhouse. We don’t know who made them, so it’s somebody’s secret.” She turned to the chifferobe and took out a dress.


  Hilda seemed to be puzzled. “Secret,” she repeated the word as she gazed out the window. Then as Mandie started changing clothes, Hilda watched her put on a clean dress, stockings, and dry slippers.


  Snowball sat by the fireplace washing his damp white fur; then he curled up on the rug and went to sleep.


  “I think it’s about time to eat, Hilda,” Mandie said, tying back her long blonde hair with a ribbon. “Let’s go downstairs.”


  Hilda followed Mandie downstairs and into the parlor. There Grandmother Taft and Mrs. Burns sat by the fireplace while Mr. Burns and Jason Bond stood in front of the fire, warming themselves. Joe was looking out the window at the snowman in the front yard.


  “I hope y’all didn’t get too much of that cold out there, Amanda,” her grandmother said.


  “I don’t think so,” Mandie replied. She took a seat on the settee, and Hilda plopped onto a stool by the fireplace. “When did Hilda show up? Did you change her dress?”


  “Why, she came into the breakfast room right after y’all went out to shovel snow,” Mrs. Taft replied. She looked at Hilda. “And that’s the same dress she’s had on all morning as far as I know.”


  “No, Grandmother, she had on a pink dress that buttoned down the back this morning,” Mandie explained. “She put it on backward and wouldn’t let me change it. I suppose that’s why she disappeared.”


  Ludie Burns spoke up. “I seen her come out of her room when I went up to our room after breakfast,” she said, “and that’s the dress she had on then.”


  “I was still at the table when she came in, and I made sure she ate her breakfast,” Mrs. Taft added.


  Joe walked across the room from the window and sat down in a nearby chair. “Mrs. Taft, did Mr. Bond and Mr. Burns tell you about the mysterious footprints we found out there on the front porch?” he asked.


  “Yes, they mentioned something about some odd footprints, I believe,” she replied. “Perhaps someone knocked on the door, and we didn’t hear them, so they went away.”


  “But the prints don’t go back out. They only head in toward the front door,” Joe explained.


  “They come from the summerhouse and don’t show up anywhere else,” Mandie added.


  “Secret,” Hilda said, humming to herself.


  Mandie looked at the girl and smiled, remembering that she had told Hilda that the footprints were a secret.


  Just then Liza came in and stood in the doorway. “Dinner be on de table,” she announced.


  Everyone got up and started to leave the room to go to the dining room. Liza waited until Mandie and Joe passed through the doorway, then she whispered, “And there ain’t no ghost man ’spected fo’ dinner.”


  “You might just be surprised,” Joe teased her.


  “Liza, will you help me rewrap the presents after we eat?” Mandie asked.


  “I sho’ will, Missy,” Liza replied as they continued into the dining room. “Jes’ you give me time to git through dinner.”


  “I’ll be in my room,” Mandie told her.


  “May I help?” Joe teased as they all sat down at the table.


  “Of course not,” Mandie said. “How about entertaining Hilda to keep her out of my room?”


  “Me? Entertain Hilda?” Joe laughed. “That’s impossible.”


  “You could at least try,” Mandie said.


  “All right,” Joe finally agreed.


  Hilda was across the table from them and probably couldn’t hear their conversation, but she swayed slightly in her chair, humming to herself and repeating the word secret in a sing-song voice.


  Eventually, dinner conversation turned to the question of how soon Elizabeth and the others would be able to get back.


  Mr. Bond shook his head slowly. “Could be worse over there in those mountains around Tellico than it is here,” he said. “Then again, it may not be as bad. We’ll just have to wait and see.”


  Mandie looked straight at him. “Mother said in the message that they would be home in time for Christmas, and I know they will,” she said firmly. “Besides”—she glanced around the table—“the surprise she has for me is for Christmas, and since none of y’all will tell me what it is, she’ll have to be home in time to let me know what the surprise is.”


  No one answered her, and Mandie guessed that they were all hoping Mandie’s mother would come home soon and get the surprise business over with so they could have some peace.


  During the lull in the conversation, Hilda hummed quietly to herself.


  After the meal was over, Mandie reminded Joe to try to keep Hilda downstairs while she worked in her room. Joe said he would see if Hilda would like to play checkers by the fireplace in the parlor. Mandie wasn’t sure how that would work, but she headed upstairs hopefully.


  As she pulled the presents out of her trunk and laid them on the bed, she decided to get new paper to wrap them. Hurrying down the hallway to the sewing room, she hoped she wouldn’t find the wrapping supplies in such a mess again.


  But this time when she went into the sewing room, everything was in order. All the paper was neatly placed on a shelf along with the ribbons. The scissors were on the table. But when she looked for the plentiful red paper she had used before, she couldn’t find even a scrap of it. She finally decided on a roll of white tissue paper, which they often used for wrapping gifts. Taking the whole roll, as well as the scissors and the ribbons, she hurried back to her room.


  Liza came in just as she began to pull the old paper off one of the presents. Suddenly Mandie realized that it was the red scarf for Liza, and she quickly opened the trunk lid and dropped the scarf inside, hoping the girl didn’t see it.


  “Jes’ tell me what you wants done, and I’ll he’p,” Liza said, sitting next to Mandie on the rug by the fire.


  “All the presents on the bed there have to be rewrapped with new paper,” Mandie told her, stretching out the paper on the rug. “The old paper is too wrinkled. You know, I looked for some more of that red paper in the sewing room and there wasn’t even a little piece of it anywhere.”


  “I knows.” Liza clasped her hand to her mouth and didn’t say another word.


  “You know? You mean you knew there was none of it left?” Mandie asked.


  “Dat’s right, Missy. I knows it’s all gone,” Liza replied, watching as Mandie took a small present from the bed, tore the old wrapping off, and began rewrapping it in the new paper.


  “Who in the world used all that paper?” Mandie asked, preoccupied with measuring a new piece. “There was a pile of it.”


  Liza ignored the question. “You cuts de paper and I he’p wrap up.” She reached for the present and paper Mandie had in her hand. “I ain’t much good at cuttin’ straight.”


  “All right. You wrap and I’ll cut,” Mandie agreed.


  It was a slow process because the girls took their time and talked a lot while they were wrapping. Mandie had to tell Liza who each present was for with the understanding that Liza would never tell anyone what they would be getting from Mandie for Christmas.


  They were almost finished when Mandie heard horses on the road. She jumped up and ran to the window with Liza right behind. There was a two-horse wagon going by, but it seemed to have a hard time getting down the snow-covered road.


  “It’s not coming here,” Mandie said in disappointment.


  “No, but look, Missy. Look down there!” Liza pointed excitedly toward the front porch below. They could see just a corner of it from where they were.


  Mandie quickly saw where Liza was pointing. There was Hilda on the front porch, walking backward down the front steps.


  “What in de worl’ is dat Hilda girl doin’ now?” Liza asked.


  “She’s following the footprints we found. Look!” Mandie cried. “And I do believe she has some big shoes on her feet. Let’s go see.”


  The girls rushed downstairs and didn’t even stop for coats. They jerked open the front door in time to see Hilda walking backward across the front yard toward the summerhouse.


  Mandie ran down to the walkway. “Hilda!” she yelled. “Come back here! Where are you going?”


  Hilda paid no attention but kept going backward till she reached the summerhouse. Then she stepped up the stairs backward and went inside.


  Mandie turned to Liza. “You’re not wearing boots, and I’m not either. Will you stay here and see that she doesn’t disappear while I run and get a coat and some boots? I’ll be right back.”


  Mandie came into the house just as Joe came down the hallway toward the parlor.


  “What’s going on?” Joe asked.


  Mandie reached into the closet under the stairs, trying to find a pair of boots. “Hilda is out there in the summerhouse. She walked backward all the way right in the track of the footprints. And I do believe she was wearing somebody else’s big shoes.”


  “I’ll go get her,” Joe volunteered. He ran out the door.


  Mandie followed and waited on the walkway while Joe raced across the lawn to where Hilda was sitting in the summerhouse. She saw Joe take Hilda’s hand, trying to get her to come back with him. But Hilda resisted.


  “Hilda, I have a secret!” Mandie called to her.


  “We got lotsa secrets!” yelled Liza.


  Hilda got up and started back with Joe. Evidently the word secret worked magic. As the girl came out into the yard, Joe tried to help her walk in the snow, but Hilda pushed his hand away and carefully put her feet down in the big footprints in the snow. Slowly, she made her way back to the porch and then stopped and smiled as Mandie joined her. “Secret,” Hilda said.


  “Hilda, you have on some man’s shoes,” Mandie said, looking down at the girl’s feet. “Where did you get them?”


  “Secret,” Hilda repeated, starting for the door.


  Mandie laid a hand on the girl’s arm. “You’re the one who made those footprints before, aren’t you?” she asked. “You did it backward for some reason.”


  Hilda pulled away and stepped out of the shoes. Leaving them on the porch, she rushed inside the house.


  Joe scratched his head. “I wonder where she got these,” he said, picking up the shoes.


  Mandie looked at them. “I do believe they’re Uncle John’s,” she said. “He keeps a pair in the closet in the hallway to walk outside in bad weather. Let’s look and see if his are in the closet.”


  Liza followed them inside where they searched the closet under the front stairs. John Shaw’s shoes were not there.


  “If dat don’t beat all!” Liza exclaimed.


  Mandie sighed. “I’ll never understand why Hilda does the things she does.”


  “Nobody does,” Joe replied.


  Suddenly Mandie gasped. “The presents!” She ran for the stairway.


  Liza followed, and Joe just stood there staring.


  “Hilda may be in my room, getting into my presents,” Mandie called back to Joe.


  But when the girls opened the door to Mandie’s room, Hilda was not there. Nothing had been disturbed.


  Mandie breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness,” she said. “Let’s get these things finished and put them under the tree.”


  The girls soon had all the presents wrapped again, and they carried them down to the parlor. No one was there. Carefully, they laid the gifts beneath the Christmas tree.


  “I hope nothing happens to them again,” Mandie said.


  “Never can tell round dis place,” Liza murmured.


  “And I still have to find out where my green-wrapped presents went,” Mandie reminded her. “I’m running out of time.”


  “Maybe they’ll jes’ come back like dese did,” Liza told her.


  “I hope so.” Mandie sighed again.


  CHAPTER TEN


  SNOWBALL AND THE CHRISTMAS TREE


  Liza again woke Mandie the next morning. Hilda slept soundly at Mandie’s side, and Snowball was curled up at the foot of the bed.


  “Missy, Missy!” Liza said softly, laying her hand on Mandie’s shoulder. “Time to git up. Today’s Sunday and Miz Taft say ev’ybody goin’ to church.”


  Mandie stretched and jumped out of bed, dumping Snowball onto the floor. She warmed herself in front of the fireplace, and Hilda opened one eye to see what was going on.


  “It be past time to git up,” Liza told Mandie. “Past time, ’cause somebody else done been up and put all dem green-wrapped presents back under de tree, and—”


  “My presents are back?” Mandie interrupted. “Are they all right?”


  Liza stirred up the fire to make it burn better. “I don’t rightly be knowin’,” she replied. “Dey all got messed-up paper, too, like dem other ones.”


  “Oh, no!” Mandie moaned, grabbing her robe and putting it on. “I have to go see.”


  “But de other ones, dey still there, too.” Liza followed Mandie to the parlor with Snowball racing after them. But Hilda did not come.


  Mandie ran over to the tree and knelt to look at her presents. Evidently, the green ones had been unwrapped and twisted back up in a mess.


  Mandie sat on the floor and almost cried. “Why is somebody doing this to me? I don’t understand who it can be.”


  Liza knelt beside Mandie and put her arm around her. “Missy, don’t worry ’bout it too much. I’ll he’p you wrap ’em all up agin in new paper,” she said.


  Mandie hugged her tightly. “Oh, Liza, I love you,” she said tearfully. “You’re always so good to me.”


  “I loves you, too, Missy. But now I gotta git in de kitchen and he’p ’bout breakfus’. Dat’s what Mistuh John be payin’ me fo’,” Liza said, rising.


  Mandie wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her robe. “You probably think I don’t have anything for you for Christmas because you saw what was in all the red-wrapped presents,” she said. “But I have something beautiful for you, and I had to hide it so you wouldn’t see it. It’s not down here with all the other presents.”


  “Dat’s all right, Missy,” Liza replied. “When you gives me yo’ love, dat’s enough.” She started for the door. “Now I really gotta go or dat Aunt Lou, she be scoldin’ me good. When you gits ready to wrap all dem things agin, jes’ let me know, and I’ll he’p.”


  “Thanks, Liza.” Mandie followed her out of the parlor and turned to the stairway as Liza went on down the hallway to the kitchen.


  “I wonder how much money Uncle John pays Liza,” Mandie said to herself as she climbed the stairs. “My father used to say that good people were worth their weight in gold. I sure think Liza is.”


  Back in her room, Mandie noticed that Hilda was still in bed. She knew Hilda was awake, so she shook the girl’s feet. “Come on, get up,” she coaxed. “Today is Sunday and we’re all going to church.”


  Hilda sat up in bed, and Mandie walked over to the window and drew the draperies to see outside.


  “Come look, Hilda,” Mandie said. “The weather is much better today. Look, the snow is melting into little streams and puddles. No wonder Grandmother expects us to go to church. The roads will be passable.”


  Hilda joined her at the window and looked out.


  Mandie turned to the brown-haired girl suddenly. “Hilda, do you know who took my presents from under the tree?” she asked. “You remember, the red, green, red, green ones we put there.”


  “Red, green, red, green,” Hilda repeated, smiling as she danced about. “Secret. Secret.”


  “Oh, well.” Mandie gave up and started to get dressed.


  “Hilda, I don’t think you’ve been to our church before. We go to that big church across the road there. All my relatives on my father’s side are buried there except my father. He’s buried back at Charley Gap on top of a mountain. That’s the land he loved.”


  Hilda gave another quick glance out the window, then walked back to the fireplace and began undressing. Mandie watched to see what Hilda would put on, but she didn’t say a word.


  Hilda picked up the dress she had worn the day before, the one with the buttons on the front. As Mandie watched, she put it on right and quickly buttoned it correctly, smiling at Mandie all the while.


  “I know one thing, Hilda,” Mandie said, putting on her own dress. “You sure like dresses that open in the front, don’t you?”


  Hilda only smiled. Putting on her stockings and slippers, she finished before Mandie and rushed out of the room.


  When Mandie got down to breakfast, she expected to find Hilda there, but she was nowhere in sight. Only Mrs. Taft sat at the table.


  Mandie picked up a plate and went to the sideboard. “Good morning, Grandmother,” she said. “Hilda came down ahead of me, but she didn’t come in here, did she?”


  “No, I haven’t seen her,” Mrs. Taft replied, “but we’ll have to keep her in sight today because we are all going to church.”


  Mandie brought her filled plate to the table and sat down beside her grandmother. “Guess what happened during the night?” Without waiting for an answer, she told her grandmother about the green presents reappearing under the tree, and she described the condition they were in.


  “I still think it must be Hilda, dear,” Mrs. Taft insisted. “I can’t think of anyone else who would do such a thing.”


  “I don’t know what to think anymore,” Mandie admitted. “I don’t think it could be Liza. She’s so kind and sympathetic about it all.”


  “No, I wouldn’t think Liza would do such a thing,” Mrs. Taft agreed. She sipped her coffee. “Let’s just keep this to ourselves for the time being. That way, maybe we’ll catch the culprit.”


  “I’ll only tell Joe. I’m sure he’s not the one,” Mandie said. “And of course Liza knows about it already.”


  Within a few minutes Mr. and Mrs. Burns, Jason Bond, and Joe came into the room and served themselves some breakfast from the sideboard.


  “Sure am glad to see all that snow beginnin’ to melt away,” Jake Burns said as they all sat at the table.


  “Me, too,” Mandie said. “And I’ll be glad to get out and go to church today. It’ll be a nice change from being shut up in the house.”


  Jason Bond offered to have the rig waiting for them at the back door. “Even though the church is just across the road, we’ll drive you over so you ladies won’t get your feet wet,” he said.


  “That’s very thoughtful of you, Mr. Bond,” Mrs. Taft replied. “We appreciate that.”


  Later, while everyone was rushing around to get ready, Hilda showed up at the breakfast table. No one had time to question her about where she had been. They knew they wouldn’t get any answers anyway.


  When they got to church, they found that the pastor had managed to get into town on horseback from his farm out in Macon County. The Sunday school classes put on their annual Christmas play, and the congregation joined in, singing Christmas carols.


  Throughout the church service, Mandie watched Hilda, who sat next to her in the pew, and she wondered how much the girl understood.


  Hilda just sat there smiling, her gaze fixed on what was happening in the front of the church. When the play had a Christmas tree in it with presents underneath, Hilda started her singsong, “Red, green, red, green.”


  Mrs. Taft, who sat on the other side of Hilda, tried to quiet her. She took Hilda’s hand in hers and patted it.


  Hilda smiled and hushed. But when everyone stood to sing some Christmas songs with the cast of the play and one song mentioned presents, Hilda began singing loudly, “Red, green, red, green.” And she wouldn’t stop until the carols were finished.


  At the end of the service, the pastor stood at the door shaking hands. When he shook hands with Hilda, she smiled and said, “Red, green, red, green.” The pastor looked perplexed, but he simply smiled and turned to the next ones in line.


  Sunday dinner was cooked on Saturday in the Shaw household because all the servants were encouraged to go to church on Sunday. There was no work for anyone to do except warming up the food and putting it on the table. Everyone always pitched in and helped.


  As soon as they got home that Sunday, Mandie quickly changed her clothes and ran to the kitchen to help Liza. And Joe soon joined them.


  Mrs. Taft stuck her head in the kitchen doorway with the Burnses right behind her, but Aunt Lou shook a big spoon at them and ordered them away. “Now dis heah kitchen done be full, and we don’t need de likes o’ you folks. Y’all don’t know how to do anything the way we does it heah, anyhow. Jes’ go sit down. Dinnuh be on de table in a minute.”


  “Well, if you say so, Aunt Lou,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I thought since everyone was helping, I would see what I could do. But if you think the kitchen is too crowded, I will get out of the way.” She turned to Mr. and Mrs. Burns. “Let’s go sit at the table. It looks like the food will be served shortly.”


  When they had left and closed the door, Mandie whispered to Liza, “As soon as we eat, let’s fix up those presents.”


  “We sho’ will,” Liza agreed.


  When they were almost finished eating dinner, once again Mandie asked Joe to entertain Hilda so she and Liza could get the presents wrapped after dinner.


  “You know I can’t do anything with her,” Joe objected. “If she wants to do something, I can’t stop her. She just doesn’t understand anything.”


  “You can try,” Mandie said. “See if you can keep her attention away from me till I get the presents out from under the tree and take them to my room.”


  After they had been excused and Mandie started to leave the table, Joe turned to Hilda. “Come on, Hilda,” he said. “I have a secret. Want to see?”


  “Secret,” Hilda repeated, following him out of the room.


  Mandie watched them for a moment, wondering what Joe’s newly invented secret would be.


  Joe led Hilda to the back porch, where he picked up a piece of left-over mistletoe. “Look,” he said mysteriously. “You hang this overhead  like this”—he raised it above the doorway—“and then when someone walks under it, you grab them and kiss them. That’s to show that you love them and wish them a Merry Christmas. Understand?”


  Hilda just stood there, so Mandie hurried into the parlor to gather the messed-up presents.


  Back in her room, Liza once more joined her and together they rewrapped the presents in the new white tissue paper from the sewing room.


  “Now my presents will all look alike,” Mandie said as they cut paper, wrapped the gifts, and tied ribbons. “But I guess that’s all right.”


  Liza surveyed their work. “Dis heah paper prettier den de other paper anyway,” she said.


  Mandie stood. “Now we have to get them back down under the tree,” she said, bending to pick up an armful.


  Liza took the rest, and the two girls went back down to the parlor. Mrs. Taft was sitting by the fireplace, reading her Bible. But no one else was around.


  “We’ve got them all wrapped again,” Mandie told her grandmother as they scattered them among the other presents under the tree.


  “They look pretty, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’ll bring mine down tonight, I suppose, and add them to the pile. I noticed there are several others there besides yours—with no names, of course. All this present business has got to be a big secret.” She laughed.


  “That’s what Hilda thinks,” Mandie replied. “Where is everybody?”


  “Mr. Bond is out in back, helping the Burnses get their horse and wagon ready to go home,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  But at that moment Mrs. Burns came into the room with a disappointed look on her face. She sat down by the fireplace. “Well, looks like y’all gonna hafta put up with us one more night,” she said. “That horse seems to have throwed a shoe, and you know the smithy ain’t open on Sunday.”


  “I’m sorry about the horse, Ludie,” Mrs. Taft said, “but we will be delighted to have y’all for another night.”


  “We shore are wearin’ our welcome out, but I reckon it cain’t be helped this time,” Ludie Burns replied.


  Mandie smiled at the woman. “I’m glad y’all are staying till tomorrow because my mother will be home then. Besides, it will be Christmas Eve, and we’ll have a big dinner.”


  “Bless you, little lady,” Mrs. Burns replied. “But to be honest with you, I’d much rather be in my own home for Christmas Eve. We have so much that needs to be done there.”


  Suddenly a streak of white bounced in from the hallway, and everyone watched in dismay as Snowball ran directly to the Christmas tree, jumped in among the presents, and climbed his way to the top of the tall pine. There he stopped and meowed for someone to get him down.


  Mandie jumped up and put her hands on her hips. “Snowball,” she reprimanded the kitten, “I don’t know how in the world anyone is going to get you down without turning the tree over, you silly cat!”


  A voice behind Mandie spoke up. “I’ll git a ladder and git him down for you, Missy.”


  Mandie turned to find Jake Burns standing inside the doorway.


  “Do you think it’s possible?” Mandie asked. “That tree is twelve feet tall, remember?”


  “I think I can reach him from a ladder all right,” Jake said, leaving the room.


  Then Joe and Hilda came into the parlor. Joe shrugged, indicating that he had given up on Hilda.


  “We’re all done anyway, Joe,” Mandie assured him.


  Snowball swayed slightly at the top of the tree and let out an angry hiss, baring his teeth.


  Joe looked up and saw Snowball. “That crazy cat!”


  “Mr. Burns has gone for a ladder to get him down,” Mandie told him.


  Jake returned with Mr. Bond and a ladder. The two men set it up as near the tree as they could get.


  “I’ll go up if you’ll hold the ladder down here,” Jake said to Jason Bond.


  Joe walked over to help hold it steady as Mr. Burns climbed toward the top of the tree. As he reached for the kitten, Snowball snarled angrily at the man and backed away out of Jake’s reach.


  Hilda suddenly seemed bored with the cat in the tree and stooped to look at the presents underneath. “Red, green, red, green,” she sang.


  At that instant Snowball lost his grip and began falling down through the limbs of the tree, snatching at things with his claws as he went. He landed on Hilda’s back.


  Hilda screamed and straightened up. And Snowball ran out of the room.


  Mrs. Taft examined Hilda’s back and found that Snowball had not scratched her. But the tree was a mess. The ornaments were knocked out of place and the garlands were tangled along the path Snowball had fallen.


  Mandie stood there, blinking back the tears. “Sometimes I think I might just give that cat away,” she cried.


  Liza, who had been standing in the doorway, watching, hurried forward to put her arm around Mandie. “Now, Missy, you know you don’t mean dat,” she said. “You know you loves dat kitten so much you wouldn’t take a thousand dollars fo’ him.”


  “I don’t know,” Mandie said.


  “I know,” Joe spoke up. “Like I always say, that’s a dumb cat. He just didn’t know any better, so you have to forgive him. Come on, let’s get the tree decorations straightened.”


  Mandie just looked at him for a moment; then without a word she joined him and Liza in repairing the damage Snowball had done to the tree.


  Hilda stayed close to Mrs. Taft and watched.


  Mandie picked up a silver ball that had rolled across the rug. “I’ll be glad when Christmas finally comes before the tree and the presents all get destroyed,” she said.


  “Tomorrow is Christmas Eve,” Joe said, trying to comfort her, “and our parents will be home then. You can count on that for sure.”


  Mandie gave a sigh, then brightened as she helped with the tree. Her mother would be home tomorrow. She had missed her, and it would be so good to see her—then, too, she would finally know what the big surprise was.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  TRAPPED!


  Mandie awakened early on Christmas Eve morning. Throwing back the heavy quilts, she jumped out of bed. Liza had apparently built the fire in the fireplace already but hadn’t bothered to wake her.


  Hilda was still sleeping, and Mandie playfully pulled the covers off the girl and tickled her feet. “Get up, Hilda,” Mandie cried. “It’s Christmas Eve.”


  Hilda, startled awake, withdrew her ticklish feet from Mandie’s reach and then kicked hard, sending Mandie flying backward onto the floor.


  Mandie got up, laughing. “I guess that pays me back,” she said. “Come on, let’s get dressed and go downstairs. Today is Christmas Eve and tomorrow is Christmas. My mother and Uncle John and Joe’s parents will be home today for certain.”


  Hilda just lay there, listening and watching Mandie as she moved about, finding a dress and stockings to put on.


  Mandie reached into the chifferobe and pulled out a bright red dress that buttoned all the way down the front. She held it up for Hilda to see. “Look at what I’ve got,” Mandie said, trying to entice her to get out of bed.


  Hilda jumped up and snatched the dress from Mandie’s hand.


  Mandie laughed. “That worked, didn’t it? You can wear my red dress, Hilda. I know you like it because it buttons down the front. Let me help you put it on.”


  Hilda backed away from Mandie into the far corner. She dropped the red dress onto the rug behind her and didn’t take her eyes off Mandie. Hastily taking off her nightgown, she put on a petticoat she had left hanging on a chair the night before. Then she unbuttoned the front of the red dress and slipped into it. Quickly buttoning the buttons, she mismatched them, so the dress hung lopsided.


  “Hilda, you’ve got it buttoned wrong,” Mandie said, advancing toward her. “Let me rebutton it for you. Please?”


  Hilda violently shook her head, her long brown hair swirling about; then she sat on the rug to put on her stockings and slippers.


  Mandie gave up and hastily dressed herself. This was going to be a happy day. She would finally get to see her mother. Brushing her long blonde hair, she tied it back with a blue ribbon to match the blue dress she was wearing.


  Hilda watched her, and when Mandie laid the brush down, Hilda snatched it up and began brushing her hair.


  Mandie quickly rummaged through a dresser drawer and came up with a bright red ribbon to match the dress Hilda had on. She held it out to the girl.


  Hilda slowly took it and looked it over, evidently not knowing how to put it in her hair.


  “I’ll tie your hair back with it like mine,” Mandie said, picking up the brush where Hilda had laid it down.


  Hilda stood still and waited to see what Mandie was going to do. Mandie led her over in front of the mirror so she could watch.


  “You do it like this,” Mandie told her as she pulled the brown hair back, looped the ribbon around it, and tied a bow. “Pretty.”


  Hilda gazed at herself in the mirror and then looked up at Mandie with a smile. “Pretty,” she said.


  The little ceramic clock on the mantelpiece began to chime.


  “Oh goodness, it’s only seven o’clock,” Mandie said. She ran across the room to pull back the draperies.


  The first streaks of sunrise were just beginning to show through the dark sky.


  “Thank goodness, it’s going to be a clear day,” Mandie said to herself. “Let’s go eat, Hilda.”


  “Eat,” Hilda repeated. She smiled and followed Mandie down the stairs to the breakfast room.


  When they got there, Joe was the only one at the table, and he had a plate heaped with food in front of him. He greeted the girls happily. “It’s going to be a great day!” he said.


  Mandie smiled at him. It took a lot to get Joe excited about anything. He must have really missed his parents.


  After helping Hilda fill a plate and fixing one for herself, Mandie sat down next to Joe with Hilda on her other side. “And tomorrow will be even better!” she exclaimed.


  “That’s right,” Joe agreed. “So much has happened this year that it’s hard to believe.”


  “I know. First my father . . . died. . . .” She still had trouble saying the word sometimes. “Then I came to live with Uncle John, whom I didn’t even know until Uncle Ned told me about him. Then Uncle John sent for my mother from over in Asheville, and I met her for the first time. And then after Uncle John married my mother, I was sent away to boarding school in Asheville, and now here I am back in Franklin for Christmas.” She sighed deeply.


  “And your mother was so thrilled to find you at last and to know you were actually alive,” Joe added. “I can’t imagine being separated from my parents.”


  “Come to think of it, Hilda is separated from her parents, too, but for a good reason,” Mandie said as she cut into a piece of ham. “Remember? They kept her locked in a room because she can’t talk hardly at all. And when she ran away and hid in our school attic, and Celia and I found her, they gave her to my grandmother. Can you imagine giving away your child?”


  “Never!” Joe replied, emphatically hitting his fist on the table.


  Hilda jumped.


  “I’m sorry, Hilda,” Joe apologized. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  Hilda smiled, and after eating another bite of her breakfast, she began her singsong again. “Red, green, red, green. Secret.”


  When Liza came into the room with a pot of hot coffee, she didn’t speak as she filled Mandie’s cup.


  Mandie noticed that the young maid didn’t seem very happy. “Good morning, Liza,” she said.


  “Mawnin’, Missy,” Liza murmured, filling Joe’s cup.


  “You must not have been the one who built the fire in my room this morning because no one woke me up,” Mandie reasoned.


  “I built de fire, Missy,” Liza said hesitantly. “I jes’ thought I’d better let you sleep.”


  Mandie looked at her sharply. “Why did you want to let me sleep? It’s Christmas Eve day, and my mother is coming home today!”


  “I knows dat, Missy,” Liza replied, pausing with the pot of coffee still in her hand. “I jes’ didn’t want to—”


  “To what?” Mandie asked quickly. “Is something wrong?”


  Liza simply nodded.


  Mandie jumped up. “No, not again!” she exclaimed.


  Liza nodded again, and Mandie ran into the parlor with Joe close behind. They looked at the Christmas tree, and every one of Mandie’s presents was gone. The other presents were all there, but not Mandie’s.


  Mandie plopped down on the floor by the tree and cried.


  Joe sat beside her and patted her hand. “Don’t cry, Mandie. We’ll find them,” he assured her.


  “I don’t know how,” Mandie sobbed. “We haven’t been able to find any of them yet when they disappeared.”


  “Somebody must really be heartless to keep doing this,” Joe said. “Come on. Let’s start looking.”


  Liza stood at the parlor door. “Want me to he’p?” she offered.


  “Thank you, Liza,” Mandie said through her tears, “but Aunt Lou would want to know what you’re doing, and we don’t want anyone else to know about the missing presents until we find out who’s taking them.”


  “If I kin he’p, jes’ you let me know, Missy,” Liza said as she left the room.


  Joe stood and helped Mandie up. “Let’s get started,” he said.


  Listlessly, Mandie followed Joe around the house as they poked into every room and every hiding place they could think of. The library was the last room on their search upstairs.


  As Mandie pushed open the door to the library, she looked up at the portrait of her Cherokee grandmother. “Joe,” she said, “if you don’t mind, I think I’ll stay in here a few minutes to think. Why don’t you go back downstairs and see what Hilda is doing?”


  “I understand,” Joe replied, turning to go down the hallway. “I’ll see you when you come back downstairs.”


  Mandie went on into the library and closed the door. There were shelves on three sides of the room, running over with books. Uncle John’s desk stood in front of a large stained-glass window, and on the opposite side of the room was an elaborate couch. On either side of her grandmother’s picture over the mantelpiece, there were sconces on the wall, holding candles. But the draperies were open, and the sun was shining brightly, so there was no need to light them.


  Mandie roamed around the room, stopping to stare at the portrait of her father’s mother. Her grandmother had been a full-blooded Cherokee, and her great-grandfather had built a secret tunnel into this very house to hide the girl and her Indian family from the white men who were moving them all out of the territory in 1838. Mandie knew the story well now. She stood there studying the face of the young girl in the portrait and wondered what it would have been like to have her Cherokee grandmother alive now.


  Mandie wandered over to the small door hidden behind a curtain in one corner. She pulled the curtain back and pushed on the door. To her surprise the door was not locked. She stepped inside the opening, which months earlier she had discovered was the entrance to the secret tunnel. Immediately the door swung shut! Fumbling in the dark, she realized there was no door handle on this side, and the latch had clicked shut.


  Mandie’s heart beat rapidly. It was dark in the tunnel, and she knew no one was anywhere near to let her out. She beat on the door a few times, then gave up. She would just have to make her way through the darkness down to the tunnel’s exit in the woods behind the house. Then another thought worried her. What if that’s closed shut with snow, too?


  “I’ll just have to go and see,” she said to herself, feeling her way down the many steps.


  Soon she heard a scurrying sound around her feet and realized it must be mice. Breathlessly, she continued on, stomping her feet to keep the mice away from her.


  As she got nearer the other end of the tunnel, suddenly there was a loud crash. She stopped and took a deep breath. Then she started quoting her favorite Bible verse, “What time I am afraid I will put my trust in thee.” She stood perfectly still for a few moments, holding her breath and listening. There was no other sound, so she hurried on.


  “The outside door must be near now,” she told herself. But at that moment she stumbled into something that shuffled around her feet and legs.


  She gasped with fright. In her mind she was saying, I told God I would trust in Him, and look what I’m doing. Squaring her shoulders, she stepped forward and ran head-on into the outside door of the tunnel. Breathing a sigh of relief, she felt around for the key to the outside door. It always hung on a nail nearby. She found the nail, but there was no key.


  Mandie pounded on the door. “Somebody come and let me out!” she cried loudly.


  But after there was no response, she finally gave up and sat down to rest in the darkness. As she sat, she felt something soft under her and began exploring. There seemed to be several different objects on the floor near her.


  She got excited as she picked the things up and examined them with her fingers. “My presents!” She gasped, hugging them all close to her. “How did they get here?”


  At intervals, she would get up and pound on the door with her fists; but when no one came, she would sit down again among her presents. It seemed she had been there for hours when a vague gleam of light appeared up the stairs behind her. She jumped up and squinted up the steps.


  The light became a little brighter. Then a voice called her name.


  “Joe! I’m down here,” she called excitedly as she made out his form in the light of the lamp he was carrying.


  “Mandie, what on earth are you doing down here?” he asked, coming down the steps. As he got closer, he saw the scattered packages. “Don’t tell me. Your presents!”


  “Oh, Joe, the door shut on me up in the library, and I couldn’t get back out,” Mandie explained, trembling. “And the key for this door is missing. And then I found my presents all over the floor.”


  “When you didn’t come back for so long I went up to the library to look for you,” Joe said. “You weren’t there, but when I saw the curtain pulled back to the door of the tunnel, I came looking.” He set the lamp down on the floor to help her pick up presents.


  “I’m so thankful you did,” Mandie said, trying to balance her armload. “I must have been in here for hours.”


  When the two of them had picked everything up, Joe took the lamp to lead the way back upstairs into the house. “Oh, I forgot to tell you why I came looking for you,” he said. “Our parents are back, and—”


  Mandie didn’t hear another word. She raced ahead of Joe up the steps and arrived at the top, out of breath. “Wait a minute,” she said. “How are we going to get back out?”


  Joe stepped ahead of her. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I turned the latch back so it wouldn’t lock.”


  “Whew!” Mandie said, pushing through the door. Inside the library, she dropped all her presents on the floor and hurried downstairs, with Joe right behind.


  In the parlor, Elizabeth Shaw, Mandie’s beautiful blonde mother, was sitting on the settee next to Uncle John.


  Mandie rushed to embrace her mother and then turned to hug her stepfather. “I’m so glad to see y’all,” she said, dropping onto a footstool in front of them. “I thought you’d never get home.”


  Joe happily greeted his mother and father, who were sitting by the fire with Mrs. Taft. Then he sat nearby in an empty chair by the window.


  Mandie gave her mother and Uncle John a somewhat jumbled account of what had been going on since she had come home from school for the holidays. Then she leaned back against her mother and said, “I’m so thankful you got home in time for Christmas. It’s my very first Christmas with you, Mother,” she reminded her.


  “I know, dear,” Elizabeth said, stroking her daughter’s blonde hair. “That’s why we made sure we got here before tomorrow.”


  Uncle John patted Mandie on the shoulder. “We had to go on horseback a little ways, and then we got the train,” he explained. “Fortunately, we made it on time to meet the train’s schedule.”


  Mandie looked back at them. “I’m sorry that your friend died,” she said. “Couldn’t Dr. Woodard doctor him and get him well?”


  Dr. Woodard sat forward. “He was pretty old, Amanda,” he said, “and in bad health.”


  “In fact,” Uncle John added, “he was so old that he knew my father when my father was young.”


  “I wish I could have known him if he knew my grandfather,” Mandie said wistfully.


  There was a lull in the conversation for a moment, and finally Elizabeth got up from the settee. “I’m tired after the long trip, dear,” she said to Mandie. “I have to go lie down awhile.”


  “May I go upstairs with you, Mother?” Mandie asked, standing up.


  “Let me rest awhile first, please,” Elizabeth replied. “I’ll be back down for dinner, and then we’ll talk some more.”


  Mandie gave her mother a tight hug. “Please hurry back down,” she said.


  Uncle John walked over and put his arm around Elizabeth as they both headed for the stairs.


  Mandie ran over to him and looked up into his eyes. “Are you going, too, Uncle John?” she protested.


  “I’m a little worn out, too,” he said, giving her a hug. “But I promise we won’t rest too long.”


  Dr. and Mrs. Woodard rose and started to leave the room, too. Mandie could tell Joe didn’t want his parents to leave, either, but he didn’t say anything.


  “We’ll all be back down for the noon meal,” Dr. Woodard assured them.


  After they left the room, Mandie turned to Joe. “I wonder where the Burnses are. And Mr. Bond,” she said.


  “Mr. and Mrs. Burns went home,” Joe replied. “And Jason Bond is tending to the horses in the barn.”


  “I just remembered. The presents!” Mandie exclaimed. “I have to see what kind of shape they’re in this time. Come on.” Mandie led the way back to the library where she had dropped them on the floor.


  As they picked up each one and examined it, they found that the wrapping paper had not been disturbed.


  “Thank goodness I don’t have to wrap them again,” Mandie said. “Will you help me put them back under the Christmas tree?”


  “Mandie, I don’t think I’d do that if I were you,” Joe cautioned. “Every time you put anything under the tree, it disappears. Why don’t you lock them in your trunk or somewhere until tomorrow morning when we exchange gifts?”


  Mandie thought for a minute. “You’re right, Joe,” she agreed. “Let’s take them to my room.”


  With her presents safely stored away, Mandie felt relieved. Her mother and Uncle John were home, and when her mother came back downstairs, Mandie would find out what the surprise was.


  Later that afternoon as she sat alone with her mother near the fireplace in the sun room, she eagerly asked about the surprise, but her mother refused to tell her.


  “I said the surprise is for Christmas,” Elizabeth said, smiling at her daughter. “Tomorrow is Christmas Day. I’ll tell you then.”


  “Mother, please?” Mandie begged. “I’ve been waiting all this time to find out what it is, and everybody else seems to know, but they won’t say. Please tell me.”


  “No, dear,” her mother insisted. “We’ll save it for tomorrow morning, Christmas Day.”


  That night after a special supper, Christmas carolers came by, and the family all joined in the singing. And later there was hot cocoa, coffee, and cookies in the parlor by the Christmas tree. Lots of other presents had mysteriously appeared beneath the tree by then.


  But through all the festivities, it was hard for Mandie to join in the Christmas spirit.


  When she went to bed, she tossed and turned, wishing she could sleep the night away so she could find out what the surprise was. Finally she fell asleep, trying to figure it all out.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THE BIG SURPRISE!


  “ ‘For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. . . .’ ” Uncle John read from the second chapter of Luke as they were all gathered in the parlor Christmas morning.


  The servants were all present, and after the Bible reading, Uncle John handed out their pay raises and thanked them for a year of hard work. Then presents were exchanged. Mandie had brought hers back downstairs earlier that morning, adding them to the pile under the tree.


  Each person gave everyone else some little something for Christmas, so the gift-giving took a lot of time. There were many ohs and ahs of pleasure as the gifts were unwrapped.


  When the last one was handed out, Aunt Lou stepped forward to address Elizabeth. “We folks have a big present fo’ you and Mistuh John, but we has to give it to you later,” she said.


  “Thank you, Aunt Lou,” Elizabeth replied, “but I hope you didn’t go to a lot of trouble and expense.”


  “No, ma’am, we made it all,” the old housekeeper assured her. She turned back to the other servants. “It’s time fo’ some breakfus’,” she said. “Git goin’ now.”


  As the servants left the room, Mandie sat on the rug fingering the sand-dollar necklace Tommy Patton had given her. Finally she pulled the paper off the present from her mother and Uncle John, revealing a complete set of encyclopedias. She gasped in delight. “Oh, thank you, Mother and Uncle John. I’ll read every one of these.”


  John and Elizabeth laughed.


  “That’s exactly what we thought you’d do,” Elizabeth teased. “You are always so curious about everything. You’ll find the answers to many, many things in those books.”


  “Is this what the big surprise was?” Mandie asked, somewhat disappointed.


  Elizabeth stood. “No, there’s more,” she said. “Now that all of us have opened our presents, let’s get on into the breakfast room and eat. Then Mandie, you and I will have our little private session, dear.”


  Mandie could hardly eat a bite. She had received so many nice gifts, and now she was eager to know what her mother’s big surprise was.


  Finally, after breakfast, Mandie joined her mother in the sun room. She sat down next to her on the settee by the window, holding her breath in anticipation.


  “Amanda, dear, I have a wonderful surprise for you,” Elizabeth began, putting an arm around her daughter. “Since I have never discussed this kind of thing with you before, it’s hard for me to find the right words.” She paused.


  Mandie sat still, her heart doing flip-flops inside.


  “I suppose there’s only one way to say this,” Elizabeth began again. She looked directly into her daughter’s blue eyes, so much like her own, and said, “God is sending you a little brother or sister. We won’t know which until it gets here around June.” She stopped, watching for Mandie’s reaction.


  Mandie thought she would smother to death with shock, anger . . . She didn’t know how to describe what she felt. She couldn’t even speak, she was so overcome.


  Elizabeth smiled brightly. “Now, isn’t that a wonderful surprise?” she asked, stroking Mandie’s blonde hair.


  Mandie quickly jerked away. “It can’t be my brother or sister because it doesn’t belong to my daddy,” she said, trembling. “It’s my cousin because Uncle John is its father. That’s what it is!”


  Elizabeth tried to hold her close again, but she pulled away and jumped up.


  “Amanda, I know this is something unexpected, but it’s also something that is definitely going to happen,” she said sternly. “So you might as well get used to the idea.”


  “I won’t! I won’t!” Mandie cried. Rushing out of the room, she ran blindly up the stairs and into her room, where she fell across the bed, sobbing wildly.


  She was not going to share her mother with another boy or girl. No, she was not! She had finally found her real mother this year, and she was going to hold on to her. No one else was going to have a claim on her, not the least bit.


  She cried until she could cry no more. Then she got up and sat by the window. Her eyes were so swollen, she could hardly see.


  A long time later there was a gentle tap on her door. Ignoring it at first, she finally yelled, “Go away! I don’t want to see anybody, whoever you are.”


  The door slowly opened a small crack, and Mandie looked up to see her father’s old Cherokee friend, Uncle Ned, peeping through the doorway at her.


  Mandie jumped up and ran to him. Flinging the door open, she hugged his neck. “Uncle Ned! Uncle Ned! I’m so glad to see you!” she cried. She took his hand and led him over to the windowseat. “Sit down, Uncle Ned.”


  The old Indian sat beside her and finally spoke. “Good to see Papoose,” he said. “Sallie and Morning Star come, too.”


  “They did?” Mandie started to get up.


  Uncle Ned grabbed her hand. “Wait, Papoose. First we talk.”


  Mandie reluctantly sat back down and realized instantly that her mother must have told him what had happened. “I know what you’re going to say, Uncle Ned, but I’m not going to listen to you,” she said angrily. “I don’t want a brother or sister, and I’m not going to have one!”


  “Papoose!” Uncle Ned spoke sharply as he held her hand. “Do not speak like that! God will hear you. God sends your mother this new papoose. He gives her great joy. You must have great joy, too. Must love new papoose.”


  “No, Uncle Ned, I won’t!” Mandie remained stubborn.


  “I never see Papoose make fuss like this,” Uncle Ned said, a frown deepening the wrinkles in his weathered face. “Remember. Jim Shaw tell me watch over Papoose when he go to happy hunting ground. I watch. I not like what Papoose do now. Jim Shaw not like what Papoose do now.”


  “Leave my father out of this,” Mandie said belligerently. “This has nothing to do with my father.”


  “Papoose wrong,” Uncle Ned said. “Jim Shaw would want wife Elizabeth happy. She happy now with John Shaw. They both happy now with new papoose coming. Big papoose make mother sad when jealous.”


  “Me jealous, Uncle Ned? Oh, no, I’m not.” Mandie tried to pull her hand loose. “Uncle Ned, I really love you, and I don’t want to hurt you, but let’s not talk anymore about this. I don’t want to hear about it.”


  “That will not make new papoose go away,” the old Indian said. “Papoose be here in June. Must be loved.”


  “I will not love it, and there’s nothing anyone can do about that,” Mandie insisted. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to go downstairs and see Sallie and Morning Star.”


  Uncle Ned released her hand and stood up. “Papoose look in mirror. Wash face first.” He smiled and left the room.


  Mandie quickly looked in the mirror and saw what he meant. Her eyes were red and swollen, and her hair was a mess. She hurried to the bathroom and washed her face in cold water. Then she came back and brushed out her long hair. Squaring her shoulders, she headed downstairs to see her friends. She hated to think of facing her mother again, but she couldn’t stay in her room forever. So she walked slowly down the stairs.


  Looking over the bannister, she saw Uncle Ned’s granddaughter in the hallway below. “Sallie!” she cried excitedly. She rushed down and embraced her young Indian friend.


  Sallie greeted her and smiled, but Mandie could tell something was wrong. She decided Sallie must know about the disagreement Mandie had with her mother.


  Glancing into the parlor, Mandie saw all the adults in there, and she took Sallie aside. “Let’s go back here and talk,” she said, leading the way into the sun room. But when they got there, Mandie was surprised to see Joe sitting alone, looking out the window.


  “Why are you here by yourself, Joe?” Mandie asked. Her voice sounded scratchy from all the crying she had done, and she tried not to look him straight in the face because of her swollen eyes.


  “I know what happened between you and your mother, Mandie, and I figured you’d be coming back here instead of where your mother is in the parlor,” he said as the two girls took seats nearby. “You see, if you remember, I told you that you wouldn’t like the big surprise.”


  “Joe Woodard!” Mandie exclaimed. “Would you stop trying to read my mind?”


  “You’ve got to admit, I do a pretty good job of it most of the time, don’t I?” he said, laughing.


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” Mandie said quickly. “Let’s go outside for some fresh air, Sallie. You, too, Joe, if you want to.”


  “That would be nice,” Sally agreed.


  Without another word the three got their coats from the hall tree and went out the front door. The snow had melted a lot more, and they wandered across the yard toward the summerhouse.


  Suddenly Mandie stopped and pointed. “Isn’t that Hilda out there?”


  The three of them hurried in that direction. Hilda evidently didn’t hear them coming, and when they stopped by the railing, she was sitting on the circular seat in the summerhouse, moving pieces of red and green paper around and singing, “Red, green, red, green, secret.”


  Mandie let out a moan. “Look! She has pieces of paper from my presents. It was her, after all. Remember how we caught her walking backward out here in the snow?”


  Hilda heard them then and quickly tried to hide the pieces of paper as the three young people came near her. She dodged past them and ran back toward the big house. As she did she dropped the key to the tunnel door.


  “Well, there’s the solution to that mystery,” Joe said, picking up the key.


  “Let’s see where she goes,” Mandie said, hurrying after her. Joe and Sallie followed.


  Hilda ran into the parlor and sat down next to Mrs. Taft, hiding the pieces of paper in the folds of her skirt. Mandie and Joe stopped in the doorway.


  Morning Star, sitting by the fire, saw Mandie and came to hug her tight.


  “Christmas merry,” the old Indian squaw said the greeting backwards.


  “Merry Christmas, Morning Star,” Mandie said, giving her a hug. “I’m so glad you came to see us.”


  At that moment Abraham came to the parlor door, carrying the huge box Mandie and Joe had found in the attic.


  The other servants followed Abraham into the room as he walked over and set the box down in front of Elizabeth.


  “Come on, let’s go back to the sun room,” Joe urged Mandie and Sallie.


  “Wait. I want to see what he’s got in that box,” Mandie said.


  “Merry Christmas, Miz ’Lizbeth,” Abraham said. “From all of us.”


  Elizabeth looked down at the big box. “Oh, Abraham, how nice,” she replied. “Would you do me the honor of opening the box for me, please?” “Yessum,” Abraham agreed. Within seconds he had opened the box, revealing a beautiful handmade cradle loaded with dainty handsewn baby clothes.


  Excitedly, Elizabeth examined everything, showing each little garment to John.


  Mandie turned and ran from the parlor to the sun room. Joe and Sallie joined her a few seconds later, and they all sat there quietly for a few minutes.


  Finally Joe spoke. “Mandie, this is something you’ve got to learn to live with. It’s not going to go away.”


  “No!” Mandie said emphatically.


  “I wish I had a little brother or sister,” Sallie said gently. “I would be so happy.”


  “Me, too,” Joe added. “I always wanted a brother or sister to play with as I grew up.”


  Mandie looked doubtfully from one to the other. “But I don’t want one. My mother sends me away to school, and now the new one will be allowed to stay home with her all the time. It’s not fair.”


  “For goodness sakes, Mandie!” Joe exclaimed. “Think how you’ll feel when you grow up and have children and the first one is jealous because the second one is coming along.”


  “Let’s talk about something else,” Mandie said.


  Joe and Sallie looked at each other and changed the subject, but Mandie knew the situation wouldn’t go away.


  Christmas Day passed, and Mandie would not discuss the new baby with anyone. She was ashamed of the way she had acted, but she couldn’t talk to her mother about it. And Elizabeth did not mention it again. She only looked at Mandie with sad eyes every time she saw her. Mandie completely ignored Uncle Ned, and he acted hurt. Finally everyone gave up talking to her about it.


  Soon it was New Year’s Eve, and Celia Hamilton and her mother arrived. But Mandie wouldn’t even talk to Celia about the baby.


  That afternoon Celia, Mandie, Joe, and Sallie were all in the sun room, making various New Year’s resolutions when Uncle Ned joined them.


  He sat down next to Mandie. “Papoose, I read Big Book,” he said, reaching for Mandie’s hand. “I find verse. It say, little papooses love not in word or by tongue but in deed and in truth.”


  Mandie didn’t say a word.


  Joe sat forward. “I know exactly what you read, Uncle Ned.” He grinned. “First John 3:18 says, ‘My little children, let us not love in word, neither in tongue; but in deed and in truth.’ Isn’t that it?”


  “Good boy.” Uncle Ned nodded. He turned back to Mandie. “Papoose must do what Big Book say if Papoose want to see father in happy hunting ground some day.”


  Tears came to Mandie’s eyes and she took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I talked to you like that, Uncle Ned,” she apologized. “Please forgive me. I do love you.”


  “I love Papoose,” Uncle Ned reminded her. “I forgive. But Papoose must ask mother forgive, too. Remember, Big Book say not let sun go down on anger.”


  Mandie sat silently for a moment. She looked at her three friends and then back to the old Indian. She was sorry. “All right, Uncle Ned,” she finally relented. “I’ll go tell Mother I’m sorry.”


  Mandie quickly left the room and found her mother all alone on the settee in the parlor. Walking up to face her, Mandie quickly said, “Mother, I’m sorry for the way I’ve acted about your baby. I’m really sorry. Please forgive me.” She fell sobbing into her mother’s open arms.


  “I knew you didn’t really mean what you said, dear. It was just a shock to you, I know,” Elizabeth said, cradling Mandie’s head on her shoulder. “But the good Lord has seen fit to send us a baby, and we should be thrilled to have it.” She patted the settee beside her, and Mandie sat down. “I know about that terrible stepsister you had when your father married that woman over there in Swain County,” Elizabeth said. “I know how that woman was cruel to you and made such a difference between you and her own daughter.”


  Mandie looked up at her questioningly. “How do you know all these things?”


  “Dr. Woodard told me a long time ago,” Elizabeth replied. “But you see, Mandie, your Uncle John won’t make any difference between you and the new baby. You love him and he loves you, and he will still love you just as much as he always has.” She brushed a strand of Mandie’s hair out of her eyes. “And of course no one could ever replace you in my heart. You will always have my love. I will just have to share it with the new baby, which is what you’ll have to do.”


  Mandie dried her eyes. “Do you think it’ll be a boy or a girl?” she asked, suddenly finding herself interested in this new little person.


  “I have no idea, dear,” Elizabeth replied.


  “I hope it’s a boy,” Mandie said with a smile. “Then I’ll still be the only girl.”


  “Whatever it is, we have to remember it was God’s choice,” Elizabeth reminded her. “Now, go back to your friends. I’ve got some things I need to do right now, such as talking to my mother.”


  Mandie hurried back to the sun room, and Uncle Ned was still there with the others, waiting to see what she had to say.


  “Everything is all right now,” Mandie told him. “Thank you.”


  Uncle Ned smiled as he rose and patted her head. “New papoose will be boy,” he predicted.


  Mandie looked up quickly. “But you don’t really know . . .” she said. “That’s what I want, too, though. A brother.”


  Everyone laughed, and the tension was broken. Mandie’s anger had melted away.


  The new year came in with a happy note. Everyone stayed up for midnight, including the servants. A midnight feast had been laid out on the dining room table for everyone to help themselves.


  As the grandfather clock in the front hallway struck twelve, everyone called Happy New Year to each other.


  All of a sudden Hilda burst into the room out of nowhere, dangling a big piece of mistletoe high over her head. She ran over to Mrs. Taft and gave her a little kiss on the cheek. “Love,” she said. “Secret.”


  Everyone laughed, but Mandie and Joe laughed the loudest, realizing that Hilda had understood more than he thought when he told her he had a secret and showed her what to do with mistletoe.


  Later, as the young people stood around, eating snacks, Mandie gave a little sigh. “I’m so glad I can start out the year 1901 with a clear conscience,” she said. “I think it would be terrible to not be speaking to my mother.”


  “You should be thankful you have a mother, Mandie,” Sallie said. “Remember, mine died a long time ago.”


  “I know,” Mandie admitted. “I am thankful for so many things. God has been so wonderful to me this past year.”


  “But we’ve had our share of trials, too, haven’t we, Mandie?” Celia added. “Like with April Snow at school? I sure hope that mouse is gone when we get back.” She shivered.


  “And I guess we still have another mystery to solve at school. Remember, we never did find out how April got into that play or why she didn’t come back with the rest of us.”


  The next morning, on New Year’s Day, they all slept longer than usual because they had stayed up so late. And after a leisurely breakfast, they were all gathered in the parlor.


  Suddenly there was a knock on the front door. Liza went to answer it, and the parlor conversation hushed as everyone listened.


  “Yessir, dey’s a Missy ’Manda Shaw here in dis here house,” Liza said, in the hallway.


  “Could I see her, please?” a man’s voice asked.


  “Why sho’. Jes’ you come on in. Dey’s all in here.” Soon she appeared in the doorway of the parlor with a tall, handsome man behind her. “Missy,” she called across the room to Mandie, “dis here man wants to see you ’bout sumthin’.” She stepped aside to let the man enter the parlor.


  Mandie hurried across the room, looking the man over. He was not anyone she knew. But she had never seen such fine clothes before, nor such a nice-looking man.


  The others remained silent, listening and watching.


  “Are you Miss Amanda Shaw?” the man asked in an unusual accent.


  “Yes sir, I’m Amanda Shaw,” Mandie said.


  The man removed a cream-colored envelope from his pocket and extended it to her. “Miss Amanda Shaw, greetings from the President of the United States, William McKinley, twenty-fifth president.”


  Mandie was speechless. Then she laughed. “You are joking!” She still didn’t take the envelope, and everyone in the room waited.


  “No, ma’am. I am very serious about this,” the man replied. “Now if you will accept this envelope, I will be on my way.”


  Mandie smiled and slowly reached for the envelope. After the man gave it to her, he said, “Thank you, and good day,” and turned to leave.


  Uncle John quickly stood. “Excuse me, please, but are you actually from the President’s office?”


  “Yes, sir. President McKinley himself sent me,” the man said confidently.


  “Would you care to stay and rest awhile?” Uncle John asked. “It’s a long way to Washington.”


  “Thank you, sir, but I have a coach waiting for me outside,” the man answered. “Thank you again, and good day.”


  Liza showed him to the door, and Mandie just stood there holding the envelope. Uncle John put his arm around her and said, “Quick! Open that envelope before all these people die from a heart attack.”


  Mandie nervously ripped open the flap of the envelope. Carefully, she pulled out a matching cream-colored sheet of paper and unfolded it. She read it silently as Uncle John looked over her shoulder.


  Instantly her eyes widened and her mouth opened. “President McKinley has invited me to the White House,” she squealed.


  “Read it to us,” Elizabeth urged.


  “It says . . . it says . . . it says . . .” Mandie stammered as she looked at the piece of paper. “It says,


  Miss Amanda Shaw


  Franklin, North Carolina


  I would be most honored with your presence at my forthcoming inauguration for my second term as President of the United States on March 4, 1901. I have heard with much delight of the hospital you are building for the Cherokee Indians and would enjoy hearing personally about it. I look forward to seeing you here on March 1, in time to get acquainted before the ceremonies take up my time.


  


  With best regards,


  William McKinley


  Mandie just stood there, holding the piece of paper, unable to absorb the message. Uncle John gave her a little squeeze and led her to the settee to sit by her mother.


  Suddenly everyone was talking at once.


  Uncle Ned leaned over from the chair beside her and patted her hand. “Papoose, Cherokee proud,” he said.


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned,” Mandie replied, smiling up at him. Then, when the message finally soaked in, she could hardly contain her excitement. “Mother, will you let me go to see the President? Please!”


  “I am eager for you to visit the President, of course, Amanda, but I wouldn’t be able to travel since the baby will be due not long after that,” Elizabeth replied.


  Mandie instantly turned to her uncle. “Uncle John, will you go with me, please?”


  Uncle John shook his head slowly. “No, I’m sorry, Amanda. I have to stay with your mother to see that everything is all right.”


  Mandie looked over at Mrs. Taft. “Grandmother, can you go with me?”


  “I’m sorry, Amanda, but you know I’m planning an extended trip to Europe beginning in February,” she reminded her. “I really am sorry, but other people are going with me, and I couldn’t change my plans.”


  Mandie jumped up and waved the note around in the air. “Do you mean the President of the United States invites me to visit him, and I have to say I can’t go?”


  The adults looked at each other in dismay and shook their heads.


  Elizabeth looked concerned. “Amanda, I believe your school exams for that quarter are in March, too, aren’t they?” she asked. “You would miss a lot of time from school.”


  Mandie didn’t answer.


  Dr. Woodard cleared his throat. “I’d like to know how the President of the United States found out about that hospital being built for the Cherokees,” he said.


  “I wonder if he also knows about the gold we found in a cave to pay for building it?” Joe asked.


  Mandie sat back down on a nearby footstool. How could she miss out on a chance to talk face-to-face with the President of the United States? She had been studying about President McKinley in school, but she never dreamed she would ever receive a handwritten note from him, much less an invitation to visit him.


  She tried to fight back the tears, but soon they started rolling down her cheeks as she sat there, holding the letter. She knew the forthcoming baby would prevent her mother and Uncle John from going with her. She tried hard not to get angry.


  Uncle John squatted beside her and put his arm around her. “Cheer up,” he said. “We’ll figure out something.”


  Mandie dried her eyes. “But there is no way for me to go,” she said. “I can’t go alone.”


  “Never give up hope about anything, Amanda,” Uncle John told her.


  But there didn’t seem to be any reason to have any hope.


  When Mandie went to bed that night, she was worried. She knew she would have to send a reply to the President in a few days. And there were so many things against her going that she didn’t really think she had much of a chance.


  Nevertheless, after Hilda was asleep, Mandie got out of bed and knelt by the window. Looking up at the twinkling stars, she appealed to God. “Please, dear God, please let me go to Washington. Please help us figure out some way for me to go.”


  As she crawled back into her warm bed, she felt sure that if God wanted her to meet the President, she would find some way to get there.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  WHERE IS MISS HOPE?


  Pushing open the door, Mandie Shaw stepped into her room at the Misses Heathwoods’ School for Girls.


  Celia, her roommate, instantly jumped up. “Mandie, I’m so glad you’re back! Are you going to Washington, D.C.?” she asked her friend eagerly. “Are you going?”


  Mandie looked puzzled. “How did you get back to school before I did?” she asked. Removing her winter coat, she plopped down on the rug in front of the warm fire in the fireplace. “When you left our house in Franklin, you and your mother were going to visit relatives.”


  Celia sat down beside her. “We cut the visits short so I wouldn’t have to rush to get back to school,” she explained. “Besides, I was ready to come back after that long Christmas vacation. And I couldn’t wait to hear whether you found a way to accept President McKinley’s invitation to attend his second inauguration.” She sat forward, tossing back her long auburn curls. “Did you, Mandie? Are you going?”


  Mandie smiled, but she was sure Celia could see the sadness in her blue eyes. “You know how much I want to go, but . . .” She paused, and there was a catch in her voice as she continued. “I haven’t found anyone to go with me yet. And it doesn’t look like I will.”


  “Oh, Mandie!” Celia heaved a big sigh. “It isn’t every day that the President of the United States invites a twelve-year-old girl to visit him,” she said. “That makes you special. We’ve just got to figure out a way.”


  “Well, you know my mother can’t go with me because the baby is due soon, and Uncle John wouldn’t let her stay alone at home then, either.”


  “Your grandmother can’t get out of her trip to Europe with her friends?”


  Mandie shook her head. “No. Their plans have been made for a long time. And I don’t know anyone else to ask.” Standing up, she walked over to the window seat and sat down, staring outside at the cold, bare trees.


  Celia followed. “Mandie, maybe Miss Hope could go with you,” she suggested.


  “Oh, no, Celia. She has to stay here and help Miss Prudence run the school.” Mandie looked pleadingly at her friend. “Celia, would you please keep this invitation a secret until I am positively, absolutely sure whether I’m going or not? I’d rather no one here at the school knew about it right now.”


  “Of course,” Celia replied. “I won’t tell a single soul until you say it’s all right.” Her green eyes twinkled. “But I would like everybody to know that I was at your house when the President’s messenger brought you the message—that is, after you tell me I can.”


  Mandie smiled. “I’ll let you spread the word as soon as I know something definite.”


  “Just imagine,” Celia said, staring out the window. “This all came about because the President heard about the hospital you’re having built for the Cherokees with the gold you and Joe and Sallie found.”


  “Uncle Ned is supposed to let me know how the hospital is coming along before I go to see President McKinley. That is, if I go to see the President,” Mandie finished, her voice betraying the hopelessness.


  There was a knock on the door, and Celia hurried to open it.


  Uncle Cal, the old Negro caretaker for the school, stepped into the room carrying Mandie’s luggage. “We sho’ glad to see y’all back,” he said, placing the bags in the corner next to the big bureau. “Gits kinda lonesome ’round heah without y’all to liven things up now and den.” As he straightened, he turned and flashed a mischievous grin at his wife, Aunt Phoebe, who entered the room behind him.


  Aunt Phoebe’s black face shone. “Yeh, now things’ll start lookin’ up,” she teased.


  Mandie jumped up to hug the old woman. “Oh, Aunt Phoebe, I’ve missed you and Uncle Cal.”


  Aunt Phoebe laughed. “We’se glad you’s back, Missy,” she said. Then looking around the room, she added, “Ain’t seed no mouses ’round heah either since y’all been gone home.”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and shivered. The last time they had been away on a holiday, they had come back to find April Snow putting a mouse in the chifferobe where they hung their clothes.


  Mandie’s eyes narrowed. “Has April Snow been in our room?” she asked.


  Aunt Phoebe took Mandie’s dresses out of the luggage Uncle Cal brought and began hanging them in the chifferobe. “Don’t y’all know? Dat big Yankee girl she done went home fo’ Christmas, too. Her ma come aftuh her at de last minute, and she ain’t come back yet, neither,” she explained.


  “Is she coming back here to school?” Celia asked.


  “Far as I knows she is,” the old woman replied, reaching to put Mandie’s hatbox on top of the chifferobe next to Celia’s. “I heerd her ma tell Miss Hope dat she gwine t’ be late gittin’ back—maybe next Monday—’cause dey’s gwine t’ Noo Yawk City fo’ Christmas.”


  “New York City?” Mandie said in surprise. “That’s an awfully long trip.”


  “Oh, Mandie, you’ve never been to New York,” Celia chided.


  “No, but remember Dr. Plumbley, who helped us find the hidden treasure from that map we found? He was from New York City,” Mandie answered. “And he talked to us about how far away it is. Besides, you can look on the map in our geography book. It’s almost all the way to the top of the United States.”


  Uncle Cal headed for the hall. “I’se gotta git mo’ luggage fo’ de other young ladies,” he said.


  Aunt Phoebe followed. “I bettuh git back downstairs, too,” she said. “I’se got things to do. It be ’bout eatin’ time.”


  “Aunt Phoebe.” Mandie stopped her. “Will you please let us know when April Snow does come back to school so we can watch out for her?”


  “I sho’ will, Missy. Now y’all be gittin’ ready to eat while I goes and gits it on de table,” the old black woman said, disappearing down the hallway.


  Celia closed the door. “Did you bring Snowball back, just in case that mouse shows up?” she asked.


  “He’s at Grandmother’s,” Mandie replied. “Ben met us at the depot with Grandmother’s rig then went by the Mannings’ and got Hilda. He dropped Grandmother and Hilda off at Grandmother’s house—along with Snowball—then brought me back to school here.”


  Celia turned to the mirror on the bureau and brushed a few strands of hair into place. “I’m glad your grandmother lives here in Asheville,” she said with a little laugh. “She comes in handy sometimes.”


  Mandie smoothed her skirt in front of the full-length mirror on a stand in the corner. “I don’t think I’ll change clothes,” she decided. “I’ll just keep these on that I wore on the train.”


  Celia eyed the dark blue traveling suit Mandie was wearing. “I’ve already changed mine,” she said. “I didn’t feel comfortable in my suit.” She twirled around, fluffing out the long full skirt of the green wool dress she wore.


  “Oh, I suppose I will, too,” Mandie said with a sigh. “Aunt Phoebe has already hung up my dresses for me.” Quickly opening the chifferobe and taking down a blue wool dress, she unbuttoned the traveling suit, stepped out of the skirt, and threw off the jacket and blouse. Then she put on the blue dress and hastily began buttoning it.


  Celia smiled her approval. “Now, don’t you feel better?”


  Mandie shook out her skirt. “I sure do,” she replied. Then grabbing the clothes she had just taken off, she started to hang them up when the big bell in the back yard of the school began ringing for the evening meal.


  Mandie tossed the clothes in a heap on the big chair nearby. “I’ll hang them up when I come back after supper,” she said, rushing to the door. “Let’s go. We don’t want to be late on our first day back.”


  Celia followed her down the stairs from their third-floor room. “Don’t forget our New Year’s resolutions for 1901,” she reminded Mandie. “We said we’d be on time for everything this year.”


  “Yes, I’ve decided to make this year better than last year,” Mandie called back over her shoulder.


  In the hallway outside the dining room the students waited in line until Aunt Phoebe opened the French doors. Mandie and Celia went in with the other students and stood next to each other behind their assigned chairs until Miss Prudence took her place at the head of the table. Picking up the little silver bell by her plate, the headmistress shook it, and the girls quietly listened.


  “Welcome back, young ladies,” the short, thin woman greeted them. “I hope you all had a nice Christmas and that you have resolved to study harder this year. As you all know, our mid-year examinations will be held on Thursday and Friday of this week. Until they are completed, no one will be permitted to leave the school for any reason whatsoever. All free time will be spent in reviewing for these tests. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, Miss Prudence,” the girls replied in chorus.


  Miss Prudence looked around the table, and her eyes stopped at April Snow’s empty place. “I believe you are all present now except for April Snow,” she said. “She has special permission to be late in returning to school. She will take her examinations when she returns.”


  Miss Prudence hurriedly continued on, raising her voice slightly. “And in case any of the rest of you are thinking about being late for examinations, there is a late fee charged if they are not taken on time.” She looked around the table with a stern expression. “Are there any questions?”


  After a moment’s silence, Mandie spoke up. “Miss Prudence, would you please tell us how April got to act in the play we went to see at Mr. Chadwick’s School before Christmas?”


  Celia caught her breath in alarm. Even though Miss Prudence asked for questions, the girls simply did not ask her anything. If they had a question, they always went to Miss Hope, Miss Prudence’s sister. She was exactly the opposite of the strict headmistress.


  Miss Prudence straightened her shoulders and looked directly at Mandie. “That incident is school business,” she answered sternly. “And I need not explain anything to you about it. However, I will divulge some of what happened as a lesson to you all.”


  She paused to look around the table and then continued. “While April Snow was conversing with some of the boys at Mr. Chadwick’s School before the dinner, she found that the boy who was supposed to do the part of Mary did not want to do a woman’s role. So just before the play began, April slipped backstage and persuaded him to give her a copy of his lines. That’s all there is to it,” she finished with finality.


  Miss Prudence glanced around the room. “However, since April did not have permission to become involved in that way, I want you all to know that she has been punished,” the headmistress told them. “And let this be a warning to you that we will not condone any such behavior from any student in this school again. Does that satisfy your curiosity, Amanda?”


  Mandie’s face flushed red in embarrassment. “Yes, ma’am,” she answered meekly.


  “Then let’s hear no more about it from any of you,” Miss Prudence demanded. She changed the subject. “Now, I had informed you before Christmas that we were having electric wires and one of those new furnaces installed. However, the workmen are behind schedule, and it may be awhile before they can install ours. Now . . .” She paused as Miss Hope came rushing into the room and hurried to her sister’s side.


  “Why, what’s wrong, sister?” Miss Prudence asked.


  As Miss Hope gestured frantically and whispered something into Miss Prudence’s ear, the girls watched and tried to listen.


  Miss Prudence quickly shook her little silver bell. “Amanda, you return thanks,” she said loudly. “I’ll be right back.”


  The girls watched curiously as Miss Prudence hurried out of the room with Miss Hope, and soon they were buzzing with questions.


  Mandie tapped lightly on her glass with her fork. “Girls,” she said, trying to get their attention, “let’s return thanks.”


  The room became silent as every head bowed.


  Mandie nervously grabbed Celia’s hand and said, “We thank Thee, dear God, for the wonderful food we are about to partake of and all the many blessings you have bestowed upon us. Please don’t let it be anything bad that called Miss Prudence out of the room. Thank you, dear Lord. Amen.”


  The girls looked up at Mandie, pulled out their chairs and sat down. Even though the headmistress was not present, the girls passed the food in an orderly manner and kept silent except for a faint whisper here and there.


  Mandie looked at Celia as she passed the biscuits. “Must be something awfully important,” she whispered.


  “Right,” Celia whispered back. “Let’s hurry and eat so we can find out what happened.”


  All the girls seemed to have the same idea. Quickly finishing their meal, they were waiting to be dismissed from the table when Miss Prudence hurried back into the room and sat down. She looked as though she had something important on her mind. When she saw that all the girls were finished eating, she said, “You may all be dismissed now. But go straight to your rooms. No socializing. Only studying is permitted tonight. And please make sure that you do study. Good night.”


  The girls told each other good night as they hurriedly left the table. Mandie and Celia were the first ones out of the dining room, but they slowed down in the hallway to talk.


  “What do you suppose happened?” Celia asked her friend as they watched the others head for their rooms.


  “Whatever it was, it upset Miss Prudence,” Mandie replied. “She looked worried.”


  “We could go through the kitchen and see if Aunt Phoebe knows what happened,” Celia suggested.


  “Yes,” Mandie agreed. She turned toward the kitchen door and then stopped. “No, remember our New Year’s resolutions? Besides, we might get caught.”


  “You’re right,” Celia replied as the last of the girls filed past them. “Let’s just go to our room.”


  As the two headed upstairs, they met a group of girls coming down for the second sitting of supper, which Miss Hope usually presided over.


  Mandie stopped Celia on the stairs. “I have a feeling that Miss Hope will not be here for the second sitting,” she said.


  “Why?” Celia asked.


  “Well, we haven’t seen her since she came in to talk to Miss Prudence, and she seemed to be all flustered or something,” Mandie explained. “Let’s stand right here until everyone goes into the dining room, and then let’s peek in the door and see.”


  “Mandie, we’ll get into trouble if we’re caught,” Celia warned.


  “Nobody will see us if we’re careful,” Mandie told her.


  Celia heaved a big sigh but stayed with Mandie on the stairs, waiting until the other group of girls had entered the dining room. Then they softly crept back down the stairs and tiptoed over to the French doors.


  Sure enough, there was Miss Prudence still sitting at the head of the table as the other girls took their seats.


  Celia tugged at Mandie’s arm, and the two headed back to the foot of the stairs. They stopped.


  “You see,” Mandie whispered, “something important must have happened. Miss Hope is not here to eat supper.”


  “Come on, Mandie,” Celia urged, running up the stairs.


  Mandie quickly followed her friend all the way up the stairs to their room on the third floor.


  Finding their books, the two girls sat down on the rug in front of the blazing fire in the fireplace.


  Mandie opened her geography book and looked at the fire curiously. “Somebody has built up our fire,” she said. “It wasn’t going that strong when we went downstairs.”


  “Probably Aunt Phoebe or Uncle Cal,” Celia replied.


  Mandie shook her head. “Aunt Phoebe is supposed to be in the kitchen during meals, and I’m pretty sure Uncle Cal helps her down there,” she said.


  Celia picked up one of her books. “Oh, well. It feels good,” she remarked.


  Mandie couldn’t keep her mind on studying. “I sure made a mistake asking Miss Prudence about April getting into that play, didn’t I?”


  “I’ll say you did,” Celia agreed. “I wouldn’t have had the nerve to ask Miss Prudence a question.”


  “I don’t know why I did it. I guess I just wasn’t thinking,” Mandie mused.


  “Mandie, don’t you think we are always running into an awful lot of mysteries?” Celia asked.


  Mandie turned to her friend and smiled. “No,” she replied. “Mysteries are always running into us.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  WHAT’S GOING ON?


  The next morning Mandie and Celia got dressed earlier than usual and wandered into the parlor to wait for breakfast. Even though some of the other girls were early risers, too, everyone seemed to congregate in the hallways before meals.


  Although the students seldom went into the parlor that time of day, a fire blazed in the huge fireplace. Fires were built in all the rooms of the house in cold weather whether the rooms were used or not. Miss Prudence liked the luxury of a warm house.


  Mandie warmed herself in front of the fire. “In a way I’ll be glad when we get that new furnace here,” she told Celia. “It’ll be nice to have constant heat like they have in Edwards’ Dry Goods Store downtown. But I will miss the pretty fires crackling and jumping in the fireplaces.” She rubbed her hands together in the warmth of the flames.


  Celia bent over beside her to enjoy the heat. “I know what you mean. An open fireplace is so romantic and beautiful, and I love the smell of wood burning.”


  “Why, Celia,” Mandie said, straightening to look at her friend with new appreciation. “I do believe you are getting to be poetic. Why don’t you write a poem about the fireplace?”


  Celia looked up. “Me, write a poem? Oh, Mandie, you’re teasing,” she replied.


  “No, I’m serious, Celia. You ought to try it. I know! Do it for extra credit in English class.”


  “Well, if I’m going to write a poem,” Celia told her, “then I think you ought to write a story about some of the mysteries we’ve solved. Maybe you could get extra credit for that.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Mandie said doubtfully. “I’m not sure I’d want everyone to know all the details of some of our adventures.”


  “If I write a poem, you can be sure it won’t be about anything that’s true,” Celia remarked. Seeing the newspaper lying on a table nearby, she added, “But, Mandie, you could probably write stories for the newspaper.”


  Following her friend’s glance, Mandie walked over and picked up the newspaper, scanning its pages. “I don’t think the newspaper prints the kind of stories I’d write.” Suddenly she gasped and held the newspaper out to Celia. “Oh, no. Look!” she cried. “It says here that President McKinley is ill with a cold, and his doctor has advised him to stay in his room for three or four days. Celia, the President is sick!”


  Celia quickly skimmed the article. “But, Mandie, he only has a cold,” she said. “Everybody has a cold now and then.”


  “But what if he gets too ill to be inaugurated?” Mandie worried.


  “I would imagine that he’s so eager to get inaugurated again that he’ll make it, cold or no cold,” Celia assured her.


  “Yes, I suppose so,” Mandie agreed.


  The bell in the backyard rang for breakfast, and the two girls quickly joined the line to the dining room.


  Miss Prudence herself opened the French doors and let the girls inside. “Come, young ladies, take your places around the table. Quickly now.”


  As the girls scrambled for their assigned places, Miss Prudence walked to the head of the table.


  “Good morning, young ladies,” she said, pausing long enough for the girls to reply. “We are in a hurry this morning, so we will return thanks immediately and have our breakfast.”


  The girls looked puzzled, then quickly bowed their heads. As soon as the prayer was over, Miss Prudence sat down, and the girls did likewise.


  Millie, the maid, poured coffee as usual, but there was no sign of anyone else. When the students had finished their meal, Miss Prudence stayed in the dining room to preside over the second sitting.


  “I wonder where Miss Hope is,” Mandie said to Celia as they left the dining room. “I didn’t see Aunt Phoebe either. Do you think something else has happened?”


  “Maybe it has something to do with whatever happened last night,” Celia reminded her.


  But throughout the morning, the girls went through their classes without catching sight of either Miss Hope or Aunt Phoebe in the hallway. That was unusual. Finally, at the end of one of their classes, Mandie got up the nerve to ask Miss Cameron about it. Miss Cameron came in daily from town to teach.


  Mandie and Celia stopped by her desk on the way out of the classroom. “Miss Cameron,” Mandie began, “do you know where Miss Hope is, and Aunt Phoebe, too?”


  Miss Cameron looked up. “Miss Hope? Why, I suppose she’s around somewhere,” she replied with a smile. “And Aunt Phoebe is probably busy upstairs.”


  Mandie immediately realized that her teacher knew nothing about the scene at the supper table the night before. But Miss Cameron listened carefully as Mandie related what happened.


  Miss Cameron rose from her desk. “I’m sure that if there were something important going on, Miss Prudence would let everyone know,” she replied. “Why don’t you two go look for Aunt Phoebe? If she isn’t in the kitchen, maybe she’s in her house in the backyard.”


  “That’s a good idea.” Mandie brightened. “Thanks, Miss Cameron.”


  The two girls left the classroom and started down the long hallway toward the kitchen.


  “Mandie, don’t forget,” Celia warned. “We’re supposed to go to our rooms to study for examinations.”


  “I know. We’ll go upstairs in a minute,” Mandie replied. Pushing open the door, she looked into the kitchen, where Millie, all alone, was quickly dishing up food from the big pots on the stove.


  Mandie and Celia watched her for a moment from the doorway. “Millie, where is Aunt Phoebe?” Mandie asked.


  Millie looked at them absentmindedly. “Lawsy mercy, Missy. Don’t bother me. I got to git dis heah food on de table. It be eatin’ time any minute now.” She quickly went out the other door that connected with the dining room.


  Mandie let the big swinging door close as she and Celia stepped back into the hallway. “I suppose if we hurry we could go see if Aunt Phoebe’s in her house,” she said. Quickly opening the kitchen door again, she hurried across the room to the outside back door.


  Celia followed, protesting, “Mandie, you know what’ll happen if we get caught roaming around when we’re supposed to be studying in our room.”


  Mandie looked back over her shoulder as she hurriedly opened the back door. “It’ll only take a minute. Come on,” she urged.


  Celia followed, and they ran across the big backyard to the cottage where Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal lived. The girls shivered and rubbed their arms in the cold. Neither of them even had a sweater on.


  Mandie ran up the steps and knocked loudly on the front door. They stood there a few minutes, knocking and listening, but there was no answer from within. “Let’s see if the rig is in the barn,” she suggested. Turning around, she ran across the yard to the huge barn where the rig, the smaller surrey, and the horses were kept.


  “The surrey is gone!” Mandie exclaimed. “Somebody has gone off in it.”


  “Let’s go back to our room, Mandie,” Celia urged her. “It’s freezing out here. And someone may see us.”


  Mandie ran with Celia toward the back door. “I don’t believe Miss Hope and Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal could all be gone in the surrey,” she pondered.


  As they burst into the warm kitchen, Millie stood filling the coffeepot for the table. She looked up. “What y’all be doin’ out dere in dat cold widdout no wraps?” she scolded.


  Mandie and Celia rushed to the big iron cookstove to warm their cold hands. “We’re looking for Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie answered.


  “Well, I tells you right now, you ain’t gwine t’ find huh. She jes’ don’t be heah at de moment,” Millie said, picking up the filled coffeepot. She turned back as she started through the door to the dining room. “And you bettuh not let Miz Prudence find y’all in heah.”


  “Wait, Millie,” Mandie said anxiously. “Please tell us where Aunt Phoebe is.”


  “I jes’ don’t be knowin’ dat. All’s I knows is I’se havin’ to do all huh work dis mornin’.” Millie hurried through the door into the dining room.


  The girls looked at each other in dismay.


  Mandie frowned. “I think she does know where Aunt Phoebe is,” she said.


  “And she’s been told not to tell anyone,” Celia added.


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed, starting for the door to the hallway. “Let’s get up to our room before somebody sees us.”


  The two girls cautiously crept down the long hallway and up the stairs to their room. As they entered their room, the big bell in the backyard began ringing for the noon meal.


  Mandie laughed. “I guess we have to turn around and go back down,” she said, throwing her books into the chair nearby.


  Celia put her books with Mandie’s and turned to face the nice warm fire in the fireplace. “I don’t know where Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal are, but somebody sure is keeping the fires going,” Celia said. Turning to the mirror, she gently brushed back some loose tendrils of hair.


  “I’m sure it’s not Miss Prudence,” Mandie added. “Come on, we’ve got to wash our hands and get downstairs.”


  After quickly freshening up in the bathroom, the girls rushed down to join the line to the dining room. There, several of the students were trying to guess where Miss Hope and Aunt Phoebe had gone.


  Inside the dining room, Miss Prudence presided over their meal as usual and then remained for the second sitting again. After the headmistress dismissed them, Mandie and Celia started to leave with the other girls, but Miss Prudence called to them across the room.


  “Amanda, you and Celia come here,” she said loud enough that all the girls stopped to listen. Miss Prudence gave them a stern look. “The rest of you are dismissed. Get along now.” Her voice softened. “Amanda, I have a message for you.”


  Mandie anxiously hurried over to the headmistress, with Celia following. “Yes, Miss Prudence?” Mandie said.


  The short, thin elderly woman continued. “It seems that your grandmother would like for you and Celia to come for supper tonight.”


  Mandie nervously smiled, eager to say something but afraid to.


  “I gave permission, but only permission to go eat and come right back,” Miss Prudence added. “You are to return to your room afterward and study for your examinations. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the girls replied in unison.


  “Your grandmother’s driver, Ben, will pick you up at five o’clock this afternoon. You are to be ready and waiting in the alcove for him,” Miss Prudence explained. “That is all. You may go to your room now, but be sure you study. I cannot overemphasize how important these examinations are.”


  Mandie beamed at the prospect of seeing her grandmother that afternoon. “Thank you, Miss Prudence,” she said.


  “Thank you, ma’am,” Celia echoed.


  As soon as they left the dining room, the girls rushed to their room and did their best to concentrate on their studies. But they kept wishing the time away until at last they got dressed and went downstairs to wait for Ben.


  As soon as they sat down in the alcove at the front of the house, the girls heard Ben drive up in the rig. They jumped up and rushed out to greet him.


  Urging Ben to hurry the horses, they quickly rode to Mrs. Taft’s huge mansion. When they arrived, the girls almost became entangled in their long skirts as they jumped from the rig.


  “What fo’ y’all be in sech a all-fired hurry, Missies?” the Negro driver asked as he leaped to their assistance.


  “Miss Prudence says we have to hurry and eat and rush right back,” Mandie explained as she and Celia ran up the steps. “So we’re trying to make the most of every minute.”


  Evidently Ella, the Negro housekeeper, was watching for them because she quickly opened the front door. The girls almost knocked her down in their haste to get to the parlor.


  “Sorry, Ella,” Mandie apologized, removing her winter coat, hat, and gloves.


  “Excuse us, please,” Celia added as she handed the maid her wraps.


  “Dat’s all right,” Ella smiled, “but y’all could at leas’ act like young ladies now that you s’posed to be learnin’ how at dat school.” She turned and hung the girls’ things on the hall tree.


  “We haven’t learned everything yet, Ella,” Mandie teased. She and Celia headed down the hallway toward the parlor.


  Mrs. Taft was sitting by the fireplace reading, while Snowball, Mandie’s white kitten, was curled up asleep on the hearth. The old lady looked up and smiled as the girls entered.


  Mandie ran to plant a kiss on her grandmother’s cheek and give her a hug. Then as Celia smiled and greeted Mrs. Taft, Mandie snatched up her kitten. Snowball stretched, then snuggled on her shoulder.


  Mrs. Taft set her book down and rose from her chair. “Since Miss Prudence is so strict about time, I saw to it that supper would be on the table by the time you got here,” she announced. “So let’s go to the dining room, dears.” She led the way.


  The three of them sat at one end of the huge table while Snowball curled up in a chair next to his mistress.


  Ella and the other maid, Annie, hurriedly served the meal of baked turkey, cranberries, potatoes, turnip greens, corn bread, biscuits, corn pudding, and English peas.


  After they had returned thanks, Mandie realized that she had not seen Hilda, the runaway girl Mandie and Celia had found a few months ago. Mrs. Taft had given her a home.


  “Where is Hilda, Grandmother?” Mandie asked.


  “She’s visiting the Mannings for a few weeks,” Mrs. Taft explained. “She seems to get along well with their little girl, you know.”


  Mandie quickly swallowed a bite of potatoes. “Was there some special reason for asking us over for supper tonight?” she asked, her blue eyes twinkling with excitement.


  Mrs. Taft smiled. “I don’t really need a reason,” she answered. “It’s just nice to have y’all around now and then. But I would like to ask you something, Amanda,” she said. “Have you heard anything from your mother yet about whether or not someone has been found to accompany you to see the President?”


  Mandie put down her fork dejectedly. “No, I haven’t heard,” she said. “It just doesn’t look like I’ll get to go.” She paused a moment, then continued. “If Mother wasn’t going to have that baby, she could go with me, but . . .”


  “I do know how hard this adjustment is for you, Amanda,” her grandmother replied kindly, “but your mother is awfully happy now that she has married your Uncle John. I know she loved your father, too, when he was alive. I realize that now. And your mother and your Uncle John love each other too.”


  Tears swam in Mandie’s blue eyes. Her grandmother had never said much about her daughter marrying John Shaw. Mandie could only guess that she was probably ashamed of the part she had played in separating Mandie’s father and mother when Mandie was born.


  Blinking back the tears, Mandie said, “I’m glad they got married, too.” She sighed. “I just wish the baby had picked some other time to come.”


  Celia set down her coffee cup suddenly. “Mandie!” she exclaimed. “I just had an idea. Remember that newspaper article we read that said the President is sick? Maybe your friend Joe’s father, Dr. Woodard, could go with you and doctor the President.”


  Mrs. Taft laughed. “No, dear. The President has his own private doctor,” she explained. “I don’t think he needs Dr. Woodard attending him. As much as we all love Dr. Woodard, he is still just a country doctor. The President’s physician is probably better educated and more knowledgeable.”


  Mandie shook her head slowly. “That wouldn’t work anyway, Celia,” she told her. “Dr. Woodard has his own patients he has to visit. He couldn’t go all the way to Washington and leave them.”


  “Keep eating while we talk, girls,” Mrs. Taft reminded them. “Time is flying.”


  Mandie and Celia concentrated more on eating then, and soon Ella and Annie were clearing the dishes and bringing in pumpkin chiffon pie for dessert. The girls excitedly dug into it.


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft began again, “if you went to Washington, you know that would be a long trip. And since the President asked that you arrive two days before the inauguration, on March first, you would have to leave school at least two days prior to that in order to get there on time.”


  Mandie listened intently as her grandmother continued.


  “And it would take the same amount of time to return, so you would have to miss several days of school.”


  “Couldn’t I make up that time by studying extra hard?” Mandie asked.


  “I’d say that would depend on how you do on your mid-year examinations this week,” her grandmother told her.


  Celia swallowed a bite of pie. “Oh, but Mandie always makes straight A’s,” Celia offered.


  “I know, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied, “but she’d have to do exceptionally well if she wants to convince Miss Prudence.”


  “I’ll probably do all right on the tests,” Mandie said, “but what difference will it make? I don’t have anyone to go to Washington with me.”


  “Now, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft admonished with a mischievous smile, “you do well on those examinations, and I’ll just see if there isn’t some way to rearrange my plans to—”


  “Oh, Grandmother, would you?” Mandie interrupted.


  “I’m not sure it is even possible to change my plans,” Mrs. Taft replied, “so I can’t promise anything. My friends and I have already paid for ship accommodations and made other reservations, but I will do my best to find out whether our plans can be changed.”


  Mandie jumped up and ran around the corner of the table to give her grandmother a big hug. “I knew you’d help me out,” she said excitedly.


  Mrs. Taft gave her a quick squeeze. “Let’s finish our pie, dear.” She motioned to the remaining dessert on her granddaughter’s plate.


  Mandie sat down and quickly finished her dessert, but she was so excited she hardly tasted it or realized what she was doing.


  Finishing only a moment after her friend, Celia took a sip of coffee, then set her cup down. “It’ll be wonderful if your grandmother can go with you, Mandie, so you won’t miss this opportunity to meet the President,” Celia told her. “Just think how special that makes you, to be invited to the White House.”


  Mandie thought for a moment. “I guess it is a special privilege,” she agreed.


  “I can’t wait to tell everyone”—Celia fidgeted in her chair—“Miss Hope and Aunt Phoebe and—”


  “Celia,” Mandie interrupted her friend, “we can’t say anything until it’s all settled,” she reminded her. “But I just thought of something. We haven’t told Grandmother about what’s going on at the school.”


  Celia nodded vigorously, and Mandie proceeded to relate the events concerning the disappearance of Miss Hope, Aunt Phoebe, and possibly Uncle Cal.


  “They are probably away visiting somewhere,” Mrs. Taft replied. “In fact, they may be back by the time you two return to school.” She paused for a moment listening to the clock chiming in the parlor. “Speaking of school, I’m afraid that was the clock striking seven. I promised Miss Prudence y’all would be back by seven-thirty, so we must break up our dinner party, now, dears.”


  After sending Ella to have Ben get the rig ready, Mrs. Taft walked to the front hallway with the girls and helped them with their wraps. Snowball followed his mistress and rubbed around her ankles as she slipped into her coat.


  “Grandmother,” Mandie said eagerly, “when will you know whether you can go with me or not?”


  “It will take a little doing, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft replied. “And then we will have to get final permission from your mother and Uncle John.”


  “Oh, Grandmother, please hurry things up,” Mandie begged, “or I’ll die of suspense.”


  “Well, the first matter of business is for you to do well on your tests,” Mrs. Taft reminded her. “Then we’ll take it from there, dear.” She bent to kiss her granddaughter and gave Celia a little hug.


  “I’ll make the highest grades in the school. I promise,” Mandie assured her. Then stooping to talk to her kitten, she said, “Now, Snowball, you behave yourself here because you and I and Grandmother are going to visit the President—we hope.”


  Snowball purred as Mandie stroked his soft white fur, then looked up at her and meowed as though he understood what she was saying.


  “You’d better hurry, girls,” Mrs. Taft reminded them.


  Mandie and Celia quickly said goodbye to her and hurried outside to the waiting rig.


  When they arrived back in their warm room at the school, Celia shed her coat. “When can I tell everybody that you’re going to see the President, Mandie?” she asked excitedly. “When?”


  “Not yet, Celia,” Mandie replied, taking off her coat and hanging it beside Celia’s in the chifferobe. “We’ve still got lots of things to work out, but I’m beginning to believe that it will all come true.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  DOES UNCLE CAL KNOW?


  The next day, Wednesday, dragged by. Mandie was so excited about the possibility of her grandmother going with her to Washington that she had trouble studying. But as they sat on the rug by the fire in their room, Celia kept reminding her that if she failed her examinations, she probably would not be allowed to go.


  “I don’t think I’ll actually fail anything,” Mandie assured her friend. “I may not make real good grades, but I don’t think I’ll fail.”


  Celia held her place in her geography book and looked up. “Remember what your grandmother said,” Celia reminded her. “And you promised her you would make the best grades in the school.”


  “I know,” Mandie said. “I’ll do my best, but there is so much going on. It’ll soon be bedtime, and we still haven’t seen Miss Hope, Aunt Phoebe, or Uncle Cal. And we haven’t been able to find out what’s going on.”


  “I suppose Miss Prudence is the only one who knows,” Celia replied, “and she’s certainly not going to tell any of us girls.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed, staring at the blazing fire in the fireplace. “But someone keeps the fires blazing hot, and I don’t think Miss Prudence would be doing that.”


  “What about Millie?” Celia asked.


  “I don’t think Millie would have time to go all over this three-story house just to keep the fires going when she has to cover Aunt Phoebe’s cooking duties, too,” Mandie answered. “But since we didn’t wake up yesterday morning or today when the fire was built in here, we don’t know who did it.”


  “It seems strange for all of us forty girls—thirty-nine without April—to be here with only Miss Prudence and Millie to keep things going,” Celia remarked.


  Mandie grinned at her friend. “Oh, but there may be some little elves coming in to help when we’re asleep or not looking,” she teased.


  “I wouldn’t doubt that at all,” Celia teased back.


  Mandie stood up and stretched, tossing her book into the big chair. “I’m going to get ready for bed,” she told her friend. “I think maybe I’ll get up earlier than usual tomorrow and scan through my history book before we go to breakfast.” Going over to the chifferobe, she took down her nightclothes. “That way my mind will be fresher.”


  Celia stood in front of the fire. “Me too,” she decided.


  
    

  


  Mandie didn’t sleep much that night. She felt bad because she was sure that her tossing and turning kept waking Celia. So when the clock on the mantel struck five, Mandie quietly slipped out of bed.


  Quickly slipping on her robe, she rolled up her sleeves and went to work, building a fire in the fireplace. It was too early for anyone else to come and start a fire. But Mandie knew how to do it. Before her father died, she had lived in a log cabin in Charley Gap, North Carolina.


  Shoveling out the ashes, she put them in the bucket on the hearth. Then after laying kindling on the firedogs, she covered that with a log from the bin nearby. Taking a match from the holder hanging on the side of the fireplace, she struck it and set the kindling afire. In a few minutes, the flames were roaring up the chimney and warming the room.


  After quietly slipping into her clothes, Mandie took the oil lamp from the table by the bed and set it on a small table near the fireplace. She lit it and turned it down low.


  Reaching for her history book from the big chair, she curled up on the rug in front of the fireplace to study. Just the thought of time running out made her concentrate harder. In fact, she became so absorbed in the


  historical events in her textbook that she didn’t hear the door open.


  “Mawnin’, Missy,” Uncle Cal said quietly behind her.


  Mandie jumped.


  “What you been doin’, gittin’ up and buildin’ a fire?” he asked.


  Mandie drew a deep breath. “Oh, Uncle Cal, am I glad to see you!”


  “Why didn’t you wait fo’ me to build dat fire, Missy?” the old man asked.


  “Because I know how,” Mandie replied. “I wanted to get up early to study, so I just went ahead and built a fire because it was cold in here.” She frowned slightly. “Where have you been, Uncle Cal?” she asked. “And where is Aunt Phoebe? And Miss Hope?”


  Uncle Cal walked over to the fireplace and stirred up the small flames. “One question at a time, Missy,” he said. “I ain’t been nowhere, and—”


  Mandie gasped. “You haven’t been anywhere? But we haven’t seen you since you brought up my luggage Monday.”


  “I been right heah in de school,” the old Negro replied, “but I’se been right busy tryin’ to he’p out ev’ry which a-way.”


  “Well, where is Aunt Phoebe?” Mandie persisted.


  Celia rose up in bed and rubbed her eyes. “Yes, and where’s Miss Hope?” she said with a yawn.


  “Sorry, Celia,” Mandie apologized. “I was trying not to wake you.”


  “That’s all right.” Celia rubbed her eyes again. “I need to get up and study, too.” She watched Uncle Cal poke at the wood in the fireplace again. “What happened Monday?” she asked him. “Miss Hope came running into the dining room, and then Miss Prudence went out with her. And we haven’t seen Miss Hope or Aunt Phoebe—or you either—since then.”


  Uncle Cal scratched his head. “It’s like dis, Missies,” he said, glancing from Celia to Mandie and back again. “I’se been fo’bidden to talk ’bout what Miz Prudence call school bidness.”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other in disbelief.


  “But, Uncle Cal,” Mandie began, “what’s so secretive about where Miss Hope and Aunt Phoebe are?”


  Uncle Cal smiled. “Sorry, Missies, I’se gotta go now,” he said as he turned to leave the room.


  “Is it something bad?” Mandie asked. “Has something bad happened?”


  “I done give my word to Miz Prudence dat I won’t say nothin’ to any of you young ladies,” Uncle Cal replied. He opened the door. “I’ll try to git by yo’ room earlier in de mawnin’ to build yo’ fire if y’all ’re plannin’ to git up early agin.”


  “Thanks, Uncle Cal,” Mandie said, “but if I get up before you come by, I’ll just build it myself. Besides, you must have an awful lot of work to do right now with Aunt Phoebe gone.”


  “I’se gotta go now,” the old man said, pulling the door closed behind him.


  Celia jumped out of bed and quickly dressed and joined her friend on the hearth rug.


  Mandie sighed. “At least we know who has been keeping up the fires,” she said with a shrug. “But you know, I don’t see how we could have missed seeing Uncle Cal since Monday. Today’s Thursday.”


  “I can’t think about that now, Mandie,” Celia said, picking up her geography book. “I have a one-track mind right now, and I’ve got to memorize some of this stuff.”


  “You’re right, Celia. I’ll be quiet so you can study. I need to memorize some of these history dates, too.”


  The girls were deep in their studies when the big bell in the backyard began ringing for breakfast.


  Mandie reluctantly stood up and put down her history book. “Well, I guess that’s all the time we’ve got now,” she said, straightening her long skirt.


  Celia agreed and got up to straighten her dress in front of the long mirror in the corner.


  “Ready?” Mandie asked as she opened the door. “On to breakfast and then to our history and geography tests! Whew! I’ll sure be glad when tomorrow afternoon comes and this is all over with.”


  Celia followed her friend down the stairs. “And maybe by that time you’ll hear from your grandmother about her going to Washington with you,” she said.


  “Celia, please,” Mandie begged, turning around. “Let’s don’t even mention the word Washington until the examinations are over, so my mind won’t go wandering.”


  “I’m sorry for leading your mind astray,” Celia teased. “I won’t say another word about the trip.”


  That day and the next, Mandie got through the examinations easier than she thought she would. And Friday, when the results were posted on the bulletin board in Miss Prudence’s office, the girls all crowded around to find out how they did.


  “Mandie, you’re number one!” Celia squealed.


  “And look, Celia!” Mandie exclaimed, pointing to the list. “You’re number two!”


  Mandie and Celia moved back out into the hallway to give the other girls a chance to read the board.


  “Celia, there must be some mistake,” Mandie said breathlessly as they walked toward the parlor. “How did I make the top grades in the whole school? I don’t think it’s possible.”


  “I don’t see how I made it to the number-two spot, either,” Celia replied.


  At that moment Miss Prudence came toward them from the front hallway. “Congratulations, Amanda, Celia!” she said, stopping to greet them. “I knew you young ladies would be two students we would be proud of. Even your mothers didn’t come out in the top two positions when they attended this school. We are proud of you. We trust you will keep up the good work.”


  Speechless with this lavish attention, the girls could only murmur a soft thank you.


  “Amanda,” Miss Prudence continued, “Ben was just here with a message from your grandmother. She would like for you two young ladies to spend the weekend with her.”


  Mandie and Celia exchanged glances of delight.


  “So I asked Ben to come back about four o’clock,” the headmistress went on. “You have my permission to stay until after suppertime Sunday evening. Now run along and get your things ready.”


  Mandie was so excited she could hardly speak. This meant her grandmother had some news for her one way or another about the Washington trip. “Thank you,” Mandie finally managed. “Thank you, Miss Prudence!” Mandie turned and hurried toward the stairs, with Celia following. The girls didn’t dare run while the headmistress was watching.


  Upstairs in their room, the girls hurriedly crammed things into bags, not paying much attention to what they were taking for the weekend. Long before it was time for Ben to arrive, they were back downstairs, walking back and forth in the alcove and watching through the window.


  Suddenly Celia stopped pacing. “Mandie, do you realize it’s Friday, and we still haven’t seen or heard tell of Miss Hope or Aunt Phoebe?”


  Mandie halted. “We’re just going to have to do something,” she said. “I don’t know what, but we’ve got to find out where they are.”


  “Have you thought that maybe they aren’t coming back anymore?” Celia asked.


  “Oh, no, Celia!” Mandie protested. “We’ve got to have them back. That’s all there is to it. They’re our friends.”


  “And Uncle Cal must be staying awfully busy. We never see him anymore either,” Celia mused. “What are we going to do?”


  “I haven’t figured anything out yet, but maybe Grandmother will have some ideas,” Mandie told her friend. “We’ll discuss it with her—after we discuss the Washington trip!”


  Ben arrived promptly at four o’clock, and it didn’t take much urging to get him to rush the horses on their way. He was known for his fast driving, that is, by everyone except Mrs. Taft, his employer.


  And when they arrived at the mansion this time, Mrs. Taft herself was waiting to open the front door. Hurrying inside, the girls handed their coats and bags to the maid. Then they rushed Mrs. Taft into the parlor and warmed themselves while they eagerly shared their news.


  Mandie grabbed Snowball, who was asleep on the hearth. “Grandmother, would you believe it?” she excitedly asked. “I made the highest score in the whole school! And Celia was second.”


  Celia plopped onto the rug by the hearth as Mrs. Taft sat in an armchair by the fire. But Mandie was too excited to sit.


  Mrs. Taft gave her granddaughter an endearing smile and pulled her to her side. “I knew you would,” she said. “And you, too, Celia. Congratulations!”


  Celia leaned forward to warm her hands by the fire. “Thank you, Mrs. Taft,” she replied, looking a little embarrassed.


  “I want to tell you something, Amanda,” Grandmother began. “Even your mother didn’t make it to the top when she attended the Heathwoods’ school.”


  Mandie laughed. “That’s what Miss Prudence just told us,” she replied, rubbing Snowball’s white fur.


  “Your mother just never did have the get up and go that you have, Amanda,” she said as Mandie finally sat on a low stool beside her.


  “Or that you have, Grandmother,” Mandie laughed.


  “I suppose you’re right,” Mrs. Taft chuckled. “Your mother is more like your grandfather was—intelligent but quiet and with no desire to take chances.”


  Celia sat back on her haunches. “My mother didn’t do as well as I did, either, according to Miss Prudence,” she said.


  Mrs. Taft reached out and squeezed the girl’s hand. “Well, I know she’s going to be proud of you, dear.”


  “Grandmother, tell us your news,” Mandie begged. “We’ve told you ours.”


  Mrs. Taft flashed a mischievous smile. “My news can be summed up in three words,” she said. “We . . . are . . . going!”


  “We’re going! We’re going!” Mandie danced around the room in excitement while Snowball clutched her shoulder in fright. “We’re going! We’re going!” Mandie repeated over and over.


  Celia tugged at her friend’s skirt. “Mandie, now may I tell everybody that you’re going to see the President? May I?”


  Mandie stopped to consider the question. “I suppose I’d better tell Miss Prudence first,” she said.


  Mrs. Taft looked up. “You’d better ask Miss Prudence first. Remember, she has to give permission for you to take all those days off from school.”


  “I’m sure she will, Grandmother,” Mandie said, “especially since I came out number one on the mid-year examinations.”


  Mrs. Taft raised her eyebrows. “I’d like to give you a little word of advice,” she warned. “Don’t ever try to predict what that lady will do. I’ve known her a long time.”


  “Well, anyway,” Mandie said, flopping down on the rug beside Celia, “tell us all about what you’ve been doing. How did you break your plans for the trip with your friends?”


  “It turned out to be quite a complicated mess. I had to get my friends to let me out of the arrangements,” Mrs. Taft explained. “At first they were awfully angry with me, but then I was able to get another friend they knew to take my place for the trip. So after a whole lot of confusion changing names on reservations and so forth, we finally managed to get everything settled.”


  Mandie felt butterflies in her stomach at the thought of actually being able to make the trip.


  “Then just this morning,” Grandmother continued, “I received an answer from your mother and your Uncle John giving you permission to go with me. And the Mannings have agreed for Hilda to stay with them while we’re gone, so we’re all set.”


  Mandie jumped up and hugged her grandmother. “Oh, thank you, Grandmother. Thank you,” she said. “I really appreciate your cancelling your plans so that I could go to Washington. I hope our trip will be worth all this.”


  “Just you never mind, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied, her eyes twinkling. “It is rather cold in Europe this time of year, anyway, so I thought I’d go later. Maybe in the summer, when you could go with me.”


  Mandie’s eyes widened. “Me? Go to Europe with you? Oh, Grandmother, could I? Could I?”


  “I think your mother and your Uncle John will probably agree,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  Celia exclaimed, “Oh, Mandie! That would be wonderful for you to get a chance to go to Europe!”


  The two girls hugged each other; then Mandie turned back to her grandmother, who was smiling.


  “Grandmother, what about Celia?” she asked. “Couldn’t she go, too? Please?”


  “Of course,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I’d love to have Celia go with us. But we would have to get her mother’s permission.”


  “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Taft!” Celia jumped up and gave the woman a big hug.


  “Now we have to do things in an orderly way, girls,” Mrs. Taft told them as Celia took her place on the hearth rug again. “First of all, Amanda, I have a letter from your mother for Miss Prudence requesting permission for you to take leave from school. We also need to do some shopping, but since you shouldn’t take any extra time away from your studies, I’ll go to Raleigh this coming week to shop for both of us.”


  “But, Grandmother,” Mandie protested, “I have so many expensive clothes already. Why do I need anything else?” She set Snowball down, and he immediately jumped into Celia’s lap and curled up.


  “My dear, you are going to visit the President of the United States,” Mrs. Taft reminded her. “And you will meet not only him but his wife and other influential people while we’re in Washington.” She thought for a moment. “Now, let’s see, we will also need a ball gown. I plan to allow you to at least appear at the ball. I know you’re only twelve years old, but this may be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to meet such people,” she explained.


  Mandie gasped. “Me? Go to a real ball? Oh, Grandmother, I wouldn’t know how to act!”


  “That’s exactly why you’re attending the school you’re in, to learn how to act socially. So I suggest that you brush up on all those social graces you’ve been learning,” Mrs. Taft instructed her. “And I don’t want you to frighten yourself with thoughts of how society operates in Washington, D.C. I want you to remember that you are your mother’s daughter and my granddaughter. And our family is accepted in the highest circles of society.”


  Mandie’s mouth dropped open at her grandmother’s bragging. Finally she spoke. “But I am one-fourth Cherokee,” she objected. “My other grandmother was full-blooded Cherokee, and I don’t think Indians go to things like balls in Washington.”


  “That makes no difference.” Mrs. Taft dismissed her protest. “President McKinley has personally invited you to visit him at the White House, and I’m sure you’ll be welcomed with open arms anywhere we wish to go.” She smiled. “Now, what kind of ball gown would you like?”


  Mandie sighed, then thought for a moment. “Just something that’s not too fancy,” she replied. “Maybe something blue. But I just wouldn’t feel right in stuffy, fancy clothes.”


  “Blue would be nice, dear,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “I’ll see what I can come up with. Now, I think you will also need a nice fur cape and—”


  “A fur cape?” Mandie interrupted.


  “Yes,” Mrs. Taft replied. “You have to have a suitable wrap for the new dresses I’m going to buy for you. And I imagine a fur cape will feel good at the inauguration ceremony. As you know, it will be held outdoors.”


  Ella, the maid, entered the parlor to announce that supper was on the table.


  “Come on, girls.” Mrs. Taft got up to lead the way into the dining room. “Let’s go eat, and we’ll continue our conversation at the table.”


  Behind her grandmother’s back, Mandie looked at Celia and sighed. She didn’t know a trip to Washington could be so bothersome.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  WHERE IS MISS PRUDENCE?


  Mandie, Celia, and Mrs. Taft talked the whole weekend about the forthcoming trip to Washington and the future trip to Europe. They stayed up late Saturday, attended church Sunday morning, then returned to Mrs. Taft’s house and continued their discussion until after supper when it was time for the girls to return to school.


  As Mandie and Celia put on their winter coats in the front hallway, Mandie turned to her friend. “This is one time I’m eager to get back to school,” she said excitedly.


  Mrs. Taft stood by the door, holding the letter for Miss Prudence that Mandie’s mother had written. “Now don’t forget, Amanda,” she said, handing her the letter. “You should give this letter to Miss Prudence as soon as you get back to school.”


  Mandie took it and carefully tucked it in her pocket. “Don’t worry, Grandmother. I won’t forget,” she said.


  Celia started buttoning her coat. “I’m so glad everything is settled now and I can tell everybody about your trip to see the President.”


  “Not until I give the letter to Miss Prudence,” Mandie cautioned. “Remember, she should be the first one to know.”


  “That’s right, dear,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “Be sure Miss Prudence knows first.”


  After everyone had said their goodbyes, the girls climbed into the rig with their bags and persuaded Ben to rush the horses so they could get back to school fast.


  At the school, the girls ran up the front steps carrying their bags and gave the front door a hard shove. Excitedly, they hurried down the hallway toward Miss Prudence’s office.


  “I can’t wait to give this letter to Miss Prudence,” Mandie said, leading the way.


  As they approached the doorway to the office, they almost knocked Miss Hope down as she came out into the hallway. Mandie and Celia gasped in surprise and dropped their bags.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, Miss Hope!” Mandie exclaimed. “Where have you been? We’ve missed you this past week.”


  “Please excuse us,” Celia added.


  The schoolmistress straightened her long dark skirt. “You’re excused, young ladies.” Miss Hope smiled. “I was in a hurry, too.”


  “But where have you been, Miss Hope?” Mandie asked.


  Miss Hope smoothed back her faded auburn hair and looked from one girl to another. She stood erect. “I’m sorry, but I am in a hurry right now. We’ll talk some other time,” she said, starting down the hallway.


  Mandie and Celia quickly followed.


  “I suppose there’s some deep, dark secret about where you and Aunt Phoebe have been all week, so I won’t ask again,” Mandie said. “But where is Miss Prudence? I have a letter for her from my mother.”


  Miss Hope stopped and looked at Mandie. “My sister is not here today,” she said. “She’ll probably be back tomorrow sometime. Is there anything I can do for you?”


  Mandie’s face crumpled in disappointment. “Oh, Miss Hope, this is a very important letter, and I was in a hurry to give it to her.” She held up the envelope for the schoolmistress to see. “It’s sort of urgent.”


  “Do you know if it’s school business?” Miss Hope asked. “Because if it is, then I can open it and see if I can help you.”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other. Celia nodded. Mandie turned and handed the letter to Miss Hope.


  The schoolmistress quickly opened the sealed envelope and scanned through the letter. Suddenly she gasped and put her arm around Mandie.


  “Oh, Amanda, you are going to see the President of the United States! I’m so excited for you!”


  Mandie looked up at Miss Hope and smiled. “Then do you think it’ll be all right with Miss Prudence if I go?”


  Miss Hope looked at her in surprise. “Why, I don’t see why not. It isn’t every day someone is invited by the President to his inauguration. I think my sister will be just as proud of you as I am.”


  Mandie looked doubtful. “I don’t know, Miss Hope,” she said. “But if you don’t mind, let’s just keep this secret until Miss Prudence comes back and I know for sure that she’ll give me permission to leave school.”


  Miss Hope turned back toward the office. “I’ll just lock this letter in her desk drawer until she returns,” she said. “But I think you can rest easy. I don’t see any problem, dear, and I’ll certainly keep this confidential until my sister reads it.”


  Miss Hope hurried on down the hallway and disappeared into the office. Mandie and Celia stood there for a moment, then picked up their bags and walked slowly toward the stairs.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie sighed. “Why does Miss Prudence have to be gone? I’m just dying to hear directly from her that I have permission to take those days off from school.”


  Celia stopped her friend on the stairs. “Mandie, we didn’t ask if Aunt Phoebe came back, too,” she said.


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “While we have our coats on, let’s just run across the yard to Aunt Phoebe’s house and see if she’s there.”


  “It’s getting late,” Celia reminded her. “I don’t see any of the other girls around anywhere. Do we have time before the curfew bell rings?”


  Mandie quickly unbuttoned her coat. “Let’s see,” she said. “I just happen to have my watch on.” Pulling back her lapels, she grasped a gold watch hanging on a chain around her neck. She flipped open the cover on the face of the watch and looked up. “It’s twenty minutes after eight,” she said. “We have plenty of time. Come on.” The girls left their bags and ran back down the stairs.


  Celia followed Mandie through the empty kitchen, across the backyard, and up to the front door of Aunt Phoebe’s house. They stopped.


  There was no sign of a light in the house, and they couldn’t hear a sound.


  “I don’t believe anybody is home, but we might as well knock now that we’re here,” Mandie said. She raised her fist and knocked loudly on the front door.


  Suddenly a loud scream vibrated through the darkness. The girls grabbed each other and shivered in fright.


  “W-what w-was that?” Celia stammered in a whisper.


  “I-I don’t know,” Mandie whispered back. “Did it come from inside the house?”


  “L-let’s g-go,” Celia begged.


  But Mandie turned back and pounded on the front door. Immediately another loud scream pierced the air.


  The girls gasped and ran back down the porch steps. Just then something came hurtling out from under the porch and raced across the yard.


  Mandie stopped and laughed. “It was just a couple of cats chasing each other!” She pointed.


  Celia took a deep breath and looked in the direction Mandie was pointing. There by the shrubbery at the back door of the big house sat a huge calico cat.


  “Miss Prudence doesn’t allow cats here,” Mandie said, walking slowly toward the calico. “I wonder where they came from.”


  “I-I don’t know.” Celia shivered. “Maybe they’re just strays.” She followed Mandie toward the back door. “But I do know one thing. I’m going upstairs right now!”


  As Mandie came near, the cat gave her a knowing look and scampered away through the darkness.


  “I guess you’re right,” Mandie agreed. “We’d better get up to our room.”


  Hurrying back inside, the girls picked up their overnight bags on the stairway and ran up to their room.


  Celia tossed her coat and bag aside to stand in front of the blazing logs in the fireplace. “Br-r-r!” She shivered again. “I didn’t realize it was so cold outside until I felt this nice warm fire.”


  Mandie hung up her coat, then picked up Celia’s and hung it beside hers in the chifferobe. As she joined her friend in front of the fireplace, they stood there quietly for a moment, enjoying the warmth. Then suddenly they heard a faint noise overhead. They looked at each other.


  “Did you hear that?” Celia whispered.


  “It sounded like something moving in the attic over our room here,” Mandie replied.


  The girls stood quietly again for a few moments, listening, but there was no more noise.


  “It must have been a mouse,” Mandie said, sitting down on the rug. “Come to think of it, maybe it’s that mouse that was in our room.”


  Celia sat beside her. “I hope that’s all it was,” she said. “Remember what a mystery we uncovered the last time we heard noises in the attic?”


  “I sure do,” Mandie said. “We got into lots of trouble, but it was worth it because we saved Hilda.”


  Celia said thoughtfully, “I’m glad y’all don’t have to take Hilda with you to the White House. She’d probably get into all kinds of trouble.”


  “I know,” Mandie admitted. “I’d sure hate to spend all my time chasing after her. She likes to run off too much. But Hilda wasn’t invited, so we couldn’t take her anyway—if we get to go.”


  Celia looked quickly at her friend. “Oh, Mandie, do you really think Miss Prudence won’t let you?”


  “I just don’t know,” Mandie said. “I won’t sleep all night thinking about it. I hope she gets back early in the morning so I’ll know what she has to say.”


  “April Snow is supposed to be back tomorrow, remember?” Celia reminded her friend. “At least that’s what Aunt Phoebe said.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie replied, nodding her head. “Aunt Phoebe promised to watch out for April and let us know when she gets back; but since Aunt Phoebe doesn’t seem to be around, I guess we’ll just have to be on guard ourselves.”


  The girls sat in front of the fire in silence for a few moments longer. Then finally Celia rose to her feet. “Well, we can’t just sit here all night,” she said. “We’d better get dressed for bed before we have to blow out the lamps for curfew.”


  The girls undressed before the warm fireplace, and then put on their nightgowns, robes and slippers.


  Mandie had just bent over to straighten her slippers when there was a sudden loud noise overhead. This time it sounded as though someone had dropped something heavy.


  “Let’s go see!” Mandie said, quickly straightening up. Grabbing the oil lamp, she headed for the door.


  “Do we have to?” Celia asked, reluctantly following.


  “Come on, Celia,” Mandie urged. Carrying the lighted lamp, she led the way up the dark attic stairs just outside their room. When they reached the top, the door to the attic was closed. Mandie carefully pushed it open. There was not a sound in the attic.


  Mandie paused at the entrance, holding the lamp high to light up the huge, dark room. Celia clung to her friend’s robe.


  Mandie turned to her. “I don’t see anything,” she whispered.


  “Let’s go back to our room, Mandie,” Celia pleaded.


  Celia let go of her friend and crouched on the top step as Mandie tiptoed inside the attic and flashed the lamp around the room. All she could see was discarded furniture, boxes, old trunks, and odds and ends. Taking a deep breath for courage, she walked around the attic, looking at everything, but there was nothing that could have made the noise.


  Celia held her breath, waiting for something to happen.


  Mandie came back to the doorway. “There’s nobody in here,” she whispered.


  “Then let’s go,” Celia begged.


  Mandie led the way down the dark stairs with the lamp in her hand. Celia stayed close behind. As they reached the bottom of the steps, they heard a noise on the servants’ stairway nearby.


  Mandie stopped and listened, but there was only silence. Then the big bell in the backyard began ringing for ten o’clock curfew.


  “Time for lights out,” Celia whispered. She rushed ahead of Mandie into the warm room.


  Mandie came in behind her and set the lamp on the table by the bed. “Guess I’d better put out the light,” Mandie said, and as she puffed at the light her quick eye noticed something in the big chair.


  “Look!” Mandie said, pointing to the chair as the flame in the oil lamp jumped and stayed lit.


  “Why! our coats are on the chair, and I know you hung them up, Mandie,” Celia gasped.


  Mandie picked hers up and said, “I know I hung them up. Somebody has been in our room while we’ve been up in the attic.”


  Celia immediately stooped and looked under the bed. “What are you doing, Celia?” Mandie asked, watching her.


  Celia got up, looked at her, and said, “I just wanted to make sure there was nobody under the bed.”


  Mandie laughed. “I don’t think whoever did this would be foolish enough to stay around and take a chance on our catching them.”


  “You’re right, Mandie,” Celia said, sitting down on the rug by the fire.


  Mandie dropped her coat back onto the chair with Celia’s and joined her friend before the fire.


  “If April Snow were back in school, I’d be ready to blame all this on her. I think she’d like to lure us off to the attic and then do some meanness in our room,” Mandie said. “But she isn’t here so it has to be somebody else.”


  “But who, Mandie?” Celia asked. “She is the only girl here who won’t be friendly with us.”


  “Just give me time, I’ll get it all figured out,” Mandie said, rising and stretching. “Let’s get into bed. The fire is burning low and it’s going to be awfully cold tonight.”


  They raced for the bed and jumped underneath the warm covers.


  “I hope I wake up early so I can look for Miss Prudence,” Mandie said, “And I hope she gives me permission to take leave from school.”


  “If I wake up earlier than you, I’ll give you a shake,” Celia promised.


  “I suppose Uncle Cal will be in to build the fire in the morning,” Mandie remarked. “That is, if he is still here—and he might not be, you know. There was nobody in his and Aunt Phoebe’s house when we knocked.”


  “Maybe he was just busy somewhere in the house here fixing fires or something,” Celia suggested.


  Suddenly there was another noise overhead in the attic. The girls both jumped.


  Then Mandie relaxed and said, “That’s somebody just trying to get us to leave our room again so they can come in here and do something else. So we’ll just stay in bed and disappoint them.”


  “Thank goodness, Mandie,” Celia said, with a sigh of relief. The noise stopped and the girls finally fell asleep.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  MANDIE RUNS INTO TROUBLE


  The next morning Mandie woke to the ringing of the big bell in the backyard. She sat up and quickly jumped out of bed, furious with herself for not waking earlier. Grabbing her clothes, she hurried to the warmth of the fireplace to dress.


  Celia pushed back the covers and slid out of the big bed. “Oh, Mandie,” she whined, “neither of us woke up early. I’m sorry.” Picking out her clothes, she began dressing for the day.


  “That’s all right,” Mandie replied. “I just wanted to catch Miss Prudence before breakfast if possible.”


  But when the girls joined the other students in the dining room for breakfast, they found Miss Hope at the head of the table.


  “Good morning, young ladies,” Miss Hope greeted them with a smile. “My sister has not yet returned. Therefore, I will sit with you and also the next group of girls this morning. Now, let’s return thanks.”


  As Miss Hope thanked the Lord for the meal, Mandie and Celia shut their eyes and nudged each other in perfect communication. After they sat down, Mandie whispered, “Of all things! She’s not back yet?”


  Obviously afraid to talk at the table, Celia grunted softly in return.


  When Mandie glanced across the room, her eyes met April Snow’s. So April is back at school, she thought.


  Celia nudged Mandie again. They both knew.


  I wonder if she was back last night, Mandie said to herself. She could have been the one making the noises and the one who put our coats on the chair. But she knew there was no way to find out.


  Mandie tried to smile at April, but the school troublemaker tossed her long black hair and stared back at her with a mean look on her face.


  After the students were dismissed from the table, Mandie heard Miss Hope speak to April.


  “We’re glad you could come back yesterday, dear,” the schoolmistress said. “And we’re pleased that things are better at home now, also.”


  Mandie and Celia stopped at the doorway, listening. But when April saw them, she gave a slight nod to Miss Hope, tossed her long black hair, and hurried out of the room without a word.


  Mandie motioned for Celia to follow her, and the two girls wandered into the parlor. They had a few minutes before their first class, so they stood by the fireplace and discussed what they had just heard.


  “So, more than likely, it was April who was making those noises last night,” Celia said.


  Mandie nodded, then noticed the newspaper lying on the table nearby. Picking it up, she quickly glanced over the front page. “Look,” she said. “President McKinley is still sick.”


  Celia read over Mandie’s shoulder. “It says he is improving, though,” she added.


  Mandie pointed to a line farther down. “But it also says he will not be in his office or see anyone this week.” She could hear the worry in her own voice.


  “But he’s improving, Mandie,” Celia repeated. “That’s what counts.”


  “I feel so sorry for him. He must be awfully sick,” Mandie said. “And I haven’t even remembered to pray for him to get well.”


  “We will tonight,” Celia promised.


  Mandie fussed and fumed through classes all that day, keeping an eye out for Miss Prudence. But it wasn’t until the noon meal was over, with Miss Hope again presiding, that Mandie and Celia caught sight of Miss Prudence. Every spare moment, they hung around the parlor, hoping to keep up with what was going on. Finally they spotted Miss Prudence walking down the hallway with her hat and coat on.


  Mandie was so excited she ran out into the hallway and followed Miss Prudence down to her office.


  Arriving at the doorway just as Miss Prudence was removing her hat and coat, Mandie greeted the headmistress. “Good afternoon, Miss Prudence,” she said. “Could I please talk to you for a minute, please?”


  Miss Prudence hung her wraps on the nearby coat tree, then turned to face Mandie. She looked as though she had not slept for days.


  “Amanda, I’ve just come in,” Miss Prudence said with a sigh. “Couldn’t it wait?”


  Mandie lingered in the doorway with Celia close behind. “I’m afraid that if it waits much longer, it’ll be too late,” Mandie replied.


  Miss Prudence scowled. “Come on in then,” she said.


  Mandie entered the office and stood before the desk as the headmistress sat behind it. Celia stayed outside the door, but Mandie was sure she would be listening to every word.


  Miss Prudence looked up at Mandie with irritation. “Now what is it, Amanda? Let’s hurry up.”


  “It’s like this,” Mandie began. “You have a letter from my mother. I gave it to Miss Hope last night because you weren’t here. She locked it up in the drawer there in the desk.”


  Mandie waited while Miss Prudence took a ring of keys from her purse and unlocked the drawer. “I suppose this is it,” the headmistress remarked, taking out the letter addressed to her. “Did my sister open this?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. “I told her it was school business, so she said she’d open it.”


  Miss Prudence pulled the sheet of paper out of the envelope and read it. Then looking up, she said, “So you are waiting to see my reaction to this news about a trip to Washington, is that it? Well, I can tell you right now, you will not be allowed to take that much time off from school.”


  Mandie’s heart sank. “Miss Prudence, please let me be excused,” she pleaded. “I can go there and back in a hurry. I won’t waste any time.”


  “No, Amanda. That’s final,” Miss Prudence said adamantly. “There is no need for any further discussion.” Standing, she dropped the letter back in the drawer and locked it. “Your education is more important than a visit to the President.”


  “But, Miss Prudence, this would be an education, too,” Mandie persisted. “I would make up all the work I miss, I promise. I’ll even take my school books with me and study while I’m gone. Please?”


  “Amanda, you may not be aware of it, but no student is allowed that much time away from school without failing the grade,” Miss Prudence said sternly. “Now I have work to do. You are dismissed. Get on with your schedule for the day.”


  “Yes, Miss Prudence.” Mandie barely got the words out through the tears that were choking her throat.


  As Mandie left the office, Celia rushed to her side. “Don’t give up, Mandie,” she comforted. “There must be something we can do so you can go to Washington.”


  When they reached their room and shut the door, Mandie flung herself onto the bed and cried as though her heart would break.


  Celia sat down beside her friend. “Mandie, this is not like you,” she said. “You’ve always told me that where there’s a will, there’s a way.”


  As Mandie sat up, Celia rushed to the bureau and got her a handkerchief.


  “You’re right, Celia,” Mandie agreed, wiping her swollen eyes. “There must be some way.”


  “Talk to your grandmother,” Celia suggested.


  “But Grandmother is gone for the week. She’s shopping in Raleigh, remember?” Mandie said. “She’s buying clothes for a trip we can’t even make.” The tears began to roll down her cheeks again.


  “Get word to your mother, then,” Celia offered.


  “It would take so long to get word to my mother that by the time I got an answer, it’d be too late to go to Washington,” Mandie sobbed. “I have to answer President McKinley’s invitation soon.”


  “What about Uncle Ned?” Celia asked. “When is he coming to see you? Remember, he promised your father that he would watch over you after your father died. Well, I’d say you need some watching over in this situation.”


  “I don’t really know,” Mandie said. “You know how he comes and goes. He usually says he’ll see me the next change of the moon. You know how he talks.”


  “Well, don’t give up, Mandie,” Celia begged. “We have not even begun to fight yet.”


  Mandie laughed. “I think the only one who could ever win a fight with Miss Prudence is my grandmother,” she said. “She isn’t here. And I doubt that even she could win this time. But she should be back home by Friday, so I’ll just have to wait.”


  The next day dragged by because Mandie couldn’t keep her mind on her lessons. But on Wednesday, she read in the newspaper that President McKinley was recovering rapidly. She and Celia had been praying for him. Mandie thanked the Lord for answering so quickly.


  Throughout the day Mandie did her best to avoid Miss Prudence. She got into the habit of walking through the hallway with her head down so she wouldn’t have to face the headmistress.


  So on Friday when Miss Prudence dismissed the other girls but asked Mandie to wait, Mandie was worried. Reluctantly, she walked over to the head of the table and stood before the stern-faced woman.


  After the other girls had left the room, Miss Prudence began to speak. “Your attitude, Amanda, leaves something to be desired,” she said. “What seems to be your problem?”


  “I’m sorry, Miss Prudence.” Mandie looked at the floor as she spoke. “I’m just . . . just . . . ah . . . unhappy because I won’t be able to visit the President.”


  “Amanda, we teach you young ladies to look people in the eye when you talk to them. Now I want to see you do that,” Miss Prudence ordered.


  Mandie looked up slowly.


  “You might as well forget about the trip to see that man in Washington. And if you don’t start behaving better, I’ll cancel your visits to your grandmother’s house. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Miss Prudence,” Mandie replied. “I promise I’ll do better.”


  “All right, then,” Miss Prudence said with finality. “You may go to your grandmother’s this afternoon for the weekend. And please tell Celia that she has my permission as well. Ben will come for you at four o’clock.”


  Instantly Mandie perked up. Her grandmother must be back from Raleigh. Mrs. Taft could help persuade Miss Prudence. “Thank you, ma’am. Thank you,” Mandie said excitedly. “I’ll tell Celia. Thank you so much.”


  “You may go now and get your things ready.” With that Miss Prudence dismissed her. “But don’t forget what I said,” she added.


  Mandie hurried out of the dining room to find Celia waiting for her in the parlor.


  Celia jumped up. “Well?”


  “Grandmother is back!” Mandie announced excitedly. “She’s sending Ben for us at four o’clock, and Miss Prudence said you could go, too.”


  Celia squealed with delight, and the girls headed for their room to get ready. As they gathered the things they would need and crammed them into their bags, Celia looked around the room. “I hope nobody comes in here and bothers anything while we’re gone—somebody like April Snow!”


  “That must have been her in the attic that night,” Mandie agreed. “And then when we went up there, as she knew we would, she came in here and put our coats on the chair.”


  “We haven’t heard any more noise, and nobody has bothered anything else since then,” Celia added.


  “I wish Aunt Phoebe would come back. She could watch April Snow for us while we’re gone,” Mandie said. “You know, it’s strange that no one will say anything about Aunt Phoebe. She’s been gone almost two weeks. But since Miss Hope and Miss Prudence have been staying around, maybe Aunt Phoebe is doing something for them.”


  “I don’t know,” Celia replied. “Uncle Cal won’t even talk about it.”


  “Come on. Let’s go downstairs,” Mandie urged. “We can watch for Ben better sitting in the alcove than we can up here.”


  Ben came on time, and when they arrived at Mrs. Taft’s mansion, she was waiting for them.


  “Oh, my dears,” she said, leading them into the parlor, “I’m so glad to see you both. Amanda, I have so much to show you. I just bought and bought. There were so many pretty things that I couldn’t decide what to get for you, so I just bought everything I thought you would like, and—”


  “Grandmother,” Mandie interrupted. “Miss Prudence won’t let me out of school to make the trip.”


  Mrs. Taft’s mouth opened wide, and she just stood there in shock for a few moments before lowering herself into a chair by the fire. The girls plopped down on the hearth rug, and Mandie related what had happened.


  Mrs. Taft bristled in her chair. “Just who does that woman think she is?” she said angrily. “You are going to Washington, dear. I’ll see to that.”


  “Miss Prudence seems awfully determined that I’m not going,” Mandie replied.


  “You leave that woman to me!” Mrs. Taft snapped.


  
    

  


  After dinner, when Mrs. Taft displayed the products of her shopping trip, Mandie was impressed with all the beautiful clothes, but her heart wasn’t in it. Her grandmother didn’t seem to notice her dull interest, partly because Celia kept oohing and aahing over everything.


  Finally Mandie just said, “Grandmother, I wish there were some way to settle all this with peace.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at her granddaughter, puzzled. “Why, there is, my dear. We can always transfer you to another school.”


  Mandie gasped in shock. “Another school?”


  Celia drew a sharp breath.


  “Yes, dear. Miss Prudence’s school isn’t the only one around. There are lots of other nice girls’ schools where you could go,” Mrs. Taft explained.


  “Oh, Mandie!” Celia cried, “please don’t go to another school and leave me to deal with April Snow all alone.”


  Before Mandie could reply, Mrs. Taft continued, “That’s what I plan on suggesting to your mother, dear, if we can’t get Miss Prudence to change her mind. But there is one thing for sure. You are going to Washington. I’ll get a message to your mother right away.”


  Mandie silently looked at her grandmother. Why did her happiness over the invitation have to get all fouled up?


  “It takes so long to get messages back and forth, I think I’ll have one of those telephones put in the house here, and I’ll see that Elizabeth gets one, too.” Mrs. Taft looked at her granddaughter, expecting a remark about that, but Mandie was silent. “Don’t worry, dear,” Grandmother said. “I’m sure your mother will back us up.”


  Mandie’s mind was in turmoil now. In order to go on that wonderful visit to see the President, other people were getting angry. It made her sad.


  
    

  


  Mandie and Celia returned to school after supper Sunday with Mrs. Taft’s promise to send word as soon as she heard from Mandie’s mother, Elizabeth Shaw. “Don’t worry,” she had said. “You just continue on with your studies, and I’ll make sure you get to Washington.”


  As Mandie and Celia entered the school that night, Miss Prudence was coming down the hall. But when she saw them, she quickly turned around and went back into her office.


  Mandie frowned. Is Miss Prudence trying to avoid me now? she wondered. “Well,” she said with a sigh, “I suppose we can just go on up to our room.”


  Celia nodded and the girls headed upstairs. There was no one else around. Evidently all the other girls were already in their rooms for the night. In the wintertime the weather was usually too bad for outdoor activities. Everyone had a habit of gathering in one another’s rooms throughout the school.


  Mandie and Celia spent most of their time with just each other. They were friendly with the other girls but hadn’t developed any other close friendships.


  When they reached their room, they sat on the rug by the fire to talk for awhile. Celia turned to her friend. “You look sad, Mandie,” she observed. “Are you worried that you may have to go to another school?”


  Mandie stared into the bright flames and thought for a moment. “No, Celia,” she replied. “I’m not worried about that. I think I’d give up the trip to Washington rather than have to change schools. You know how much I hate being away from my mother in this school anyway. It would be terrible if I had to go to a new school where I didn’t know anybody.”


  “You would give up the trip to Washington?” Celia asked in amazement.


  “I certainly don’t want to, but if I have to, I will,” Mandie said. “Everything has been against my going ever since I received the invitation, and I’m tired of it. There’s just been too much trouble and hard feelings.”


  “I do hope everything works out,” Celia said. “It’s such an important event in your life. Besides, I think even President McKinley will be disappointed if you don’t go.”


  Mandie laughed and stood up. “I’m sure it won’t make any difference to him. He was just being nice to me when he offered the invitation.” She stretched and yawned. “It must be about time for the bell. Let’s get ready for bed.”


  Suddenly there was a noise in the attic. The girls glanced at each other and froze.


  “Let’s ignore it,” Mandie said when the noise finally stopped. “I think somebody’s just doing it to get us out of our room.”


  “Probably,” Celia agreed.


  After they had slipped into their nightgowns and jumped into bed, Mandie blew out the light. “Let’s not forget to pray for the President,” she reminded her friend.


  “And we’ll keep praying that everything will work out for you to go to Washington,” Celia replied.


  The next morning when Mandie found the newspaper in the parlor, she was happy to read that President McKinley had recovered and was back in his office.


  But then on Wednesday morning when the girls glanced through the paper, they read that Queen Victoria had died the evening before. Her son, King Edward VII, was to take title that day.


  “How sad,” Mandie said. “Just when our President gets well, England’s queen dies.”


  “Yes,” Celia said, reading over her friend’s shoulder. “Let’s read all the details. This will probably be part of our history lesson today.”


  Later that day, when their teacher brought up the subject, Mandie and Celia were the only ones who knew anything about it. Most of the other students never bothered to read the newspaper.


  On Friday the girls again went to Mrs. Taft’s house for the weekend. And on Saturday Uncle Ned, Mandie’s old Cherokee friend, arrived. Ella, the maid, ushered him into the parlor where Mrs. Taft and the girls were sitting.


  “Come on in by the fire, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft invited.


  Mandie ran to greet him and held his old wrinkled hand, leading him over to the warm fireplace. “Oh, Uncle Ned, I’m so glad to see you,” she said. “How did you know I was here?”


  “Not come to see Papoose,” Uncle Ned replied. “Come to see grandmother of Papoose.” Pulling a large sealed envelope out of his deerskin jacket, he handed it to Mrs. Taft.


  Mandie pouted. When Uncle Ned showed up anywhere, it was usually Mandie he was coming to visit. But before she had time to think much about it, her grandmother had ripped open the large envelope and found three smaller envelopes inside.


  “Here is a letter from your mother, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said, handing her one of the envelopes. “This one is for me, and the other is addressed to Miss Prudence. Evidently your mother took care of everything.”


  Mrs. Taft and Mandie hurriedly opened their letters.


  Mandie frowned as she read hers silently. “Grandmother,” she said, holding up the single sheet of paper, “my letter only says that Mother is sending a letter to Miss Prudence asking that she reconsider her decision.”


  Mrs. Taft refolded her letter and put it back into the envelope. “I wonder exactly what she has written to Miss Prudence,” she said. “It’s sealed, but how about going right now to deliver it and find out what she has to say?”


  Mandie grinned. “I’m ready,” she agreed. “They should be all through with dinner when we get back to the school.”


  Mrs. Taft stood. “Uncle Ned, you’re spending the night, of course,” she said. “Have you had supper yet?”


  “Eat before sun disappear,” Uncle Ned told her, still warming his hands by the fire.


  “That was a long time ago,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I’ll have Ella fix you something while we’re gone. We should be back in a few minutes.” Excusing herself, she went to find the maid.


  Mandie turned to her old Indian friend. “Uncle Ned, you know what’s going on, don’t you?” she asked.


  “Me know.” The old man nodded. “Where there’s will, there’s way. Must not give up, Papoose. All things be happy again.”


  Mandie managed a weak smile. “Thank you, Uncle Ned. I hope so.”


  Celia jumped up from the footstool where she had been sitting. “I’ll get our coats and hats, Mandie.” Disappearing into the hallway, she returned a few minutes later with their wraps.


  Just then Mrs. Taft came back into the room with her hat and coat on. “Uncle Ned, go on back to the breakfast room,” she said. “I told Ella to set you a place in there. It’s smaller and will be warmer than that big, drafty dining room.”


  Uncle Ned rose. “Thank you,” he said.


  Mandie gave her Indian friend a hug. “We’ll be right back, Uncle Ned,” she told him. “Pray for everything to be all right.”


  Uncle Ned nodded. “Big God make things happy,” he replied.


  CHAPTER SIX


  GRANDMOTHER CONFRONTS MISS PRUDENCE


  When Mrs. Taft and the girls arrived at the school, they found Miss Prudence and Miss Hope sitting in the office doing paperwork.


  Mandie’s grandmother marched right in and handed the letter to the headmistress. “Here is a letter to you from Amanda’s mother,” she said, clipping her words short.


  Miss Prudence reluctantly took the letter and turned it over. “Thank you,” she replied hesitantly.


  “We’ll wait until you read it,” Mrs. Taft responded. Taking a chair nearby, she motioned for the girls to sit down, too.


  Miss Prudence looked at her silently, then ripped open the envelope. Her disciplined face showed no emotion as she read the single sheet of paper, then dropped it on the desk in front of her. She looked up. “My answer is the same,” she announced. “If Amanda takes leave to go to Washington, she will fail the grade. Even though your daughter was my student, Mrs. Taft, and I know she is an agreeable person, I will not let her plea change my decision.”


  Miss Hope moved closer and picked up the letter. After reading it, she turned to the headmistress. “But, sister, think what this trip would do for our school,” she argued. “It’s not very often a school can boast that one of its students was personally invited by the President of the United States to visit the White House.”


  Miss Prudence turned quickly. “You, sister, are forgetting something.” Her voice sounded angry. “That man in the White House is from the wrong political party.” She spat out the words.


  “I know, but we didn’t put him there,” Miss Hope protested. “We women can’t vote. The men are the ones who elected him. And now that he is there, he is President of the United States, whether we like it or not. This would be such good publicity for our school.”


  Knowing that Miss Hope was on her side, Mandie grabbed Celia’s hand hopefully, hardly daring to breathe.


  “No.” Miss Prudence remained firm. “I don’t see what kind of publicity you think we would benefit from. Most people will never know—or care, for that matter—that Amanda was invited to the White House.”


  “But we could see that the newspaper wrote about it,” Miss Hope said. “Not only that, the other girls here live in various parts of the country, and word would spread that way.”


  Miss Prudence did not answer right away. Mrs. Taft bristled in her chair and Mandie’s heart beat faster as they all waited to hear what the headmistress would say.


  During the lull in the conversation, Mandie happened to catch sight of Aunt Phoebe at the doorway. She was so excited that she jumped up and ran to hug the old woman. “Oh, Aunt Phoebe, we’re so glad you’re back!” she cried, holding on to the old black woman’s sleeve. “We’ve missed you so much.”


  “Why, I’se glad to be back, Missy,” Aunt Phoebe said tenderly. Then quickly turning to the headmistress, she said, “I’se sorry, Miz Prudence. I didn’t knows you had comp’ny in here.” She turned to go.


  Miss Prudence looked up. “What did you want, Aunt Phoebe?” she asked.


  Aunt Phoebe looked back. “I jes’ wanted to make my ’port on de latest ’velopments out at de farm,” she replied. “I comes back later.” Again she turned to leave.


  So, Mandie said to herself, this whole disappearance mystery has something to do with the farm. . . . Mandie knew Aunt Phoebe was talking about the farm where some of Uncle Cal’s relatives lived and raised food for the school. If the disappearances had something to do with the farm, that would explain why Uncle Cal and Aunt Phoebe were involved. But what could have happened? she wondered.


  Miss Prudence’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Fine, Aunt Phoebe. Please come back in a few minutes,” she said. As the old Negro woman left, Miss Prudence looked directly at Mandie’s grandmother. “I believe we have finished our conversation, Mrs. Taft. Now, if you don’t mind, my sister and I have work to do.” She stood up, indicating there was nothing more to discuss.


  Everyone else stood as well.


  Mandie’s grandmother straightened her shoulders. “Very well, then, Miss Prudence. I will take up the matter with my daughter again, and we will let you know what we decide to do. But we just may not be able to support your school any longer.”


  Miss Hope looked pleadingly at her sister, but Miss Prudence ignored her.


  “If you no longer choose to be a patron of our school, that is certainly your right,” Miss Prudence remarked haughtily. “We have a great many others. Good night.”


  Mandie gave Miss Hope a wishful glance. The headmistress’s sister was never aggressive, but when she believed in something, she was relentless. Mandie was counting on that.


  Mrs. Taft pulled her fur coat about her. “Good night, Miss Prudence,” she said, turning to leave. “Come, girls. Let’s go home.”


  Miss Prudence stepped around to the front of the desk. “Amanda and Celia, you will be expected back here tomorrow night before curfew.” She looked at them sternly as she spoke.


  “Yes, Miss Prudence,” the girls replied together.


  Miss Hope followed them out into the hallway. Bending slightly, she squeezed Mandie’s hand and whispered, “I’ll keep trying.”


  Mandie’s heart was thumping wildly. “Thank you, Miss Hope,” she said.


  As Mrs. Taft took the girls back home with her in the buggy, she fussed all the way. “I don’t know who that woman thinks she is, refusing to allow my granddaughter to take a few days off from school,” she mumbled as Ben drove the buggy through the cobblestone streets of Asheville.


  Mandie laid her hand on her grandmother’s. “I’m sorry I’ve caused so much trouble, Grandmother,” she said.


  “You didn’t cause any trouble, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied, patting Mandie’s hand. “It’s that obstinate woman who runs your school. But I promise you we’ll do something about it.”


  Hearing her grandmother say that didn’t make Mandie feel any better. She was worried.


  As soon as they arrived at Mrs. Taft’s house, Mandie motioned for Celia to come to the bathroom with her. Quietly closing the door behind them, Mandie began to whisper. “Celia, would you please do me a favor?” she asked.


  Celia looked bewildered. “What?”


  “Grandmother went into the parlor, and I think Uncle Ned is in there. I’m worried about what my grandmother might do about all this, and I want a chance to talk things over with Uncle Ned,” Mandie explained. “Would you please keep my grandmother talking or something so I can speak to Uncle Ned privately?”


  “I’ll try,” Celia promised. “Your grandmother is pretty wound up. I’m not sure she’ll pay any attention to me.”


  “Go ahead into the parlor,” Mandie urged. “Then I’ll come to the doorway and ask Uncle Ned if I could talk to him for a few minutes in the sun parlor. When I do this, you start talking to my grandmother about the trip to Washington. She has a one-track mind, and right now Washington, D.C., is all she’s thinking about. Besides, I do need to talk to Uncle Ned about the hospital we’re building for the Cherokees. Will you do it? Please?”


  “All right.” Celia opened the door. “But please don’t blame me if this doesn’t work,” she warned, heading out to the parlor.


  Mandie waited a few minutes, then went and stood at the doorway to the parlor. Uncle Ned sat by the fire while Celia carried on a rapid conversation with Mandie’s grandmother. Uncle Ned looked up.


  Mandie motioned to him. “May I talk to you a few minutes, Uncle Ned?” she asked softly. Turning, she headed down the hallway, and her Cherokee Indian friend followed.


  Inside the sun parlor, Uncle Ned looked at Mandie with concern. “What bother Papoose?” he asked.


  Mandie sat on the settee by the fire, and Uncle Ned joined her. “I just wanted to tell you I’m worried about the way my grandmother has been acting,” Mandie began.


  “Ned understand, Papoose.” The old Indian took her small white hand in his old wrinkled one. “I see worry in Papoose. I wanted talk, too.” He smiled warmly. “I know grandmother of Papoose many year. Always talk big, but big talk just big blow. Big blow soon blow away. She want big things for Papoose. Not want other people interfere.”


  “But, Uncle Ned,” Mandie replied, looking up into his piercing black eyes, “I’d rather not go to Washington at all than have everybody angry.”


  “Miss Head Lady, she big blow, too. Two big blows meet and blow go away,” the old Indian explained. “Everything be all right, Papoose. Big God look after Papoose. Trust Big God fix everything.”


  “I do trust God, Uncle Ned,” Mandie assured him. “I’ll talk to Him about Grandmother tonight when I say my prayers.”


  “That right thing,” the Indian replied. “If Big God want Papoose to go, Papoose will see President man in Big City.”


  “I hope so very much, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said. She began to relax a little. “Oh,” she said after a moment, “I almost forgot. I need to know what has been done on the hospital so I can tell President McKinley. You know, that’s the reason he invited me, because of the hospital.”


  “Hospital be ready when air get warm, trees get green,” he told her. “Much work done now. Doctor man tell men hurry.” A smile teased at Uncle Ned’s mouth.


  Mandie smiled back. “I knew Dr. Woodard would keep after everyone to finish it,” she replied. “I know I can’t do anything about the project while I’m here at school. But I will be glad when it’s finished, so all the Cherokees who get sick can go there for help. Dr. Woodard said he would spend a lot of time there himself, doctoring them.” Looking up, Mandie saw Celia at the doorway.


  Celia shrugged and made a face. “It didn’t work too good, Mandie,” she apologized. “Your grandmother sent me to tell you and Uncle Ned to come back into the parlor. She wants to know about the Cherokee hospital, too. And she wants to send a message by Uncle Ned to your mother when he goes back tomorrow.”


  Mandie sighed and followed Uncle Ned and Celia back to the parlor.


  Mrs. Taft didn’t say exactly what kind of a message she was sending back to Mandie’s mother with Uncle Ned, but Mandie could imagine what it was. She was going to suggest that Elizabeth Shaw take Mandie out of Miss Prudence’s school.


  When Mandie and Celia got ready for bed that night in Mrs. Taft’s huge guest room, they both knelt by the high bed and said their prayers. Mandie talked to God about her grandmother and Miss Prudence, and Celia pleaded that Mandie not be taken out of the Heathwoods’ School for Girls.


  The next morning, Sunday, they all got up in time to go to church. Mandie and Celia followed Mrs. Taft to their pew. Looking around, Mandie saw Miss Prudence and Miss Hope across the aisle with the other girls from school. Mandie, feeling guilty about the conflict with Miss Prudence, quickly turned her head before the headmistress could look at her.


  All during the service, Mandie was aware of Miss Prudence across the aisle, and it was hard for Mandie to keep her mind on the music and sermon. When the service was over and everyone got up to leave, Miss Prudence told the other students to wait for her in the rig, and she turned back to block Mrs. Taft’s path. Mandie’s heart thumped loudly.


  “It’s a nice day, isn’t it, Mrs. Taft?” Miss Prudence began.


  “Yes, I believe it is.” Mrs. Taft stopped in the aisle, her way blocked.


  “Mrs. Taft, I need to apologize to you,” she said, trying to keep her tone businesslike.


  Mandie couldn’t believe her ears. Miss Prudence apologizing?


  Mrs. Taft started to speak, but the headmistress held up her hand and shook her head. “No, please, let me finish. There have been some difficult developments at the school recently, and . . .”


  Mandie desperately wanted to ask what those mysterious developments were, but she didn’t dare interrupt.


  Miss Hope came up and put her hand on the headmistress’s shoulder. “My sister has been under a great deal of strain,” she explained.


  Miss Prudence continued. “I must admit I let my own political leanings keep me from making a rational decision.” She fidgeted with the white gloves she held in her hand. “But I wanted to let you know that I have thought things over and have decided that perhaps a trip to Washington, D.C., might be quite educational for Amanda.”


  Mandie’s face lit up.


  “She will be excused to make the trip to Washington—that is, if she promises to study while she is away and if she does not take any more leave time this year.”


  Mandie nodded her head vigorously, and before Mrs. Taft could open her mouth to reply, Mandie was practically jumping up and down. “Thank you, Miss Prudence. Thank you!” she cried over and over.


  Mrs. Taft smiled triumphantly. “I’m so glad,” she said. “I suppose I owe you an apology as well.” She straightened her skirt self-consciously. “Thank you for reconsidering. We’ll be planning the details of the trip then.”


  Miss Prudence looked at Mandie. “Amanda, you heard me,” she warned as she put on her gloves. “You have to promise to take your books with you and to study diligently while you are gone.”


  Mandie at once became calm. “Yes, Miss Prudence. I do indeed promise,” she replied in a proper, ladylike voice. “I’m just so happy to be able to visit the President.”


  Mrs. Taft put her hand on her granddaughter’s shoulder. “I will see that she studies,” she assured the headmistress. “Come, dears.” She motioned to Mandie and Celia. “It’s time to go home for dinner.” They all stepped out onto the front steps of the church.


  Mandie turned and looked up into the headmistress’s eyes. “Thank you again, Miss Prudence,” she said sincerely. “We’ll see you later tonight.”


  To Mandie’s astonishment, Miss Prudence actually waved a gloved hand and smiled as Mandie stepped into the rig where Ben waited for them.


  “I wish Uncle Ned hadn’t left so early this morning so I could tell him the good news,” Mandie said excitedly.


  “Uncle Ned had to visit some friends over in the mountains,” Mrs. Taft told her. “So I asked him to stop by on his way back through tomorrow morning and I’d give him a note for your mother. I’ll tell him for you since you’ll be back at school by then.”


  “Thanks, Grandmother,” Mandie answered.


  Celia, who had not said a word until now, tugged on Mandie’s coat sleeve. “May I tell everybody now, Mandie? Is it all right to tell people that you’re going to visit the President? Please?”


  Mandie paused a moment. “Well, actually, Celia,” she remarked, “I think I’d like to be the one to spread the word.” She barely noticed the hurt look Celia gave her.


  As soon as they got back to Mrs. Taft’s house, Mandie asked if she could borrow some of her grandmother’s stationery. “I want to send President McKinley my reply right away,” she said as they hung their wraps on the coat tree in the front hallway.


  “Of course, dear, but I think we should have dinner first,” Mrs. Taft replied, leading the way to the dining room.


  The servants in Mrs. Taft’s household were all expected to attend church on Sunday. Dinner was cooked the day before, then reheated and placed on the table for everyone to help themselves. The servants ate in the kitchen. After the meal was finished, the servants took away the used dishes and draped an extra white linen tablecloth over the food, saving it for supper.


  Mandie and Celia followed Mrs. Taft to the long table where the food and dishes were already laid out. Mrs. Taft took a china plate from the short stack at one end of the table and began filling her plate. “Help yourselves, girls,” she offered. “Then sit down at the other end there where we can talk.”


  The girls hungrily dug into the various bowls and platters and carried their heaping plates to the places Mrs. Taft indicated.


  After a brief prayer of thanks, Mrs. Taft began telling Mandie her ideas. “In your letter to the President, Amanda, you should inform him that your grandmother will be traveling with you, so he can make proper arrangements at the White House.”


  “Of course, Grandmother,” Mandie said between bites of juicy country ham. “I’m sure he wouldn’t expect me to come alone. I’m planning to take Snowball with me, too.”


  “Oh, Amanda. I’m not sure we can handle that cat on the trip,” Mrs. Taft replied doubtfully. “Why don’t you just leave him here?”


  “But, Grandmother,” Mandie protested, “it isn’t every day that a cat is allowed to visit the President. I’ll take care of him.”


  As Celia cut her meat, she turned to her friend. “Mandie,” she said, “when Uncle Ned comes by tomorrow on his way home, why don’t you have your grandmother ask him to make you a box with a lid to carry Snowball in.”


  Mandie frowned. “Put Snowball in a box?” she objected. “Oh, no! I could fix a shallow box for him to sleep in on the train, but I couldn’t shut him up in anything.”


  “That’s what I meant,” Celia replied. “If you have a box for him on the train, and if it has a lid, you can always keep him from running away. Without it, he could get lost for good on the train or maybe jump off during stops.”


  Mrs. Taft nodded her approval. “That’s a good idea, Celia,” she acknowledged. “Amanda, if you insist on carrying him, you’ve got to have some way to shut him up now and then so you won’t lose him when we change trains and all.”


  Mandie sighed. “The box would have to have lots of air holes in it,” she informed them, finally giving in.


  “Of course, dear,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “I’ll mention it to Uncle Ned in the morning. Now, I’m sending a message to Celia’s mother in Richmond to ask if we may stay overnight there and go on to the White House the next day. Otherwise, we will be worn out by the time we get to Washington and won’t enjoy the visit at all.”


  “Oh, yes!” Celia squealed with delight. “Then you will get to see our farm and all the horses, Mandie.”


  “That will be wonderful,” Mandie responded excitedly. “I can’t wait to get going!”


  “I’m not sure how much Mandie will be able to see, Celia,” Mrs. Taft countered. “We won’t have much time there, and it will probably be dark by the time we arrive. But we’ll see.”


  After the meal, Mandie sat at the desk in the library and wrote a letter to President McKinley while Snowball sat in her lap. The kitten tried to play with the moving pen as Mandie wrote.


  When she had finished, Mandie read the letter aloud to her grandmother and Celia for their approval. “Dear President McKinley,” she read. “Thank you for inviting me to the White House for your inauguration. My grandmother, Mrs. Norman Taft, and I (and my kitten, Snowball) will arrive in Washington on Friday, March 1, 1901, on the


  1:30 train from Richmond, as you requested. Please have someone meet us at the train depot. With love and gratitude, Amanda Elizabeth Shaw.” She looked up for their reaction.


  Mrs. Taft smiled. “I don’t think you have to tell the President of the United States to send someone to meet us, dear,” she remarked. “I’m sure he will send his carriage for us.”


  “Well, we don’t want to get lost in that big city up there,” Mandie reminded them. “Besides, we don’t want to have to sit in the depot and wait for someone to pick us up.”


  “We won’t have to worry about the President forgetting,” Mrs. Taft assured her. “But go ahead and seal it up, dear. I’ll get Ben to take it to the post office tomorrow.”


  Celia sat on the edge of her chair. “Couldn’t we take it there today?” she asked.


  “No, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. “The post office is not open on Sunday.” Then laying her hand on Mandie’s, she said, “If you want to send your mother a letter, why don’t you get that written too. Then Uncle Ned can take it to her when he comes by in the morning.”


  “I wish I could see Uncle Ned,” Mandie sighed. “But I know we have to go back to school after supper tonight.” Turning around, she began writing a quick note to her mother.


  “That’s right, dear,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “Miss Prudence said absolutely no other leave for the rest of the school year.”


  Mandie handed the note to Mrs. Taft.


  Celia’s green eyes sparkled. “I don’t think Mandie will mind,” she said knowingly.


  Mandie whirled around in the parlor. “I can’t wait to get back to school so I can tell everybody the news,” she announced. Celia tightened her lips slightly, but Mandie pretended not to notice.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  THE STRANGER ON THE TRAIN


  When the girls got back to school and Mandie looked for someone to tell, there was no one in sight. There was a lamp burning in the office but not a sound of anyone near. She sighed. “All the girls must be in their rooms,” she said as they walked toward the stairway.


  “Probably,” Celia agreed, looking around. “It’s almost bedtime.” The girls continued on up the stairs.


  When they opened the door to their room, they found Aunt Phoebe kneeling before the fireplace, stirring up the logs so that they would give out more warmth. As soon as she saw them she stood up.


  Mandie ran to her. “Aunt Phoebe!” she exclaimed. “I’m so glad to see you again. It seems like everybody around here just disappears for days at a time.”


  “It jes’ been necessary lately, Missy,” the Negro woman said, wiping her hands on her big white apron.


  Mandie hung her coat in the chifferobe, then took Celia’s and hung it up.


  Celia thanked Mandie and turned back to the old Negro woman. “Guess what, Aunt Phoebe!” she exclaimed excitedly.


  “Wait,” Mandie said, frowning at her friend. “Let me tell her.” Again Mandie ignored the hurt look in Celia’s eyes. Grabbing the old woman’s hand, she babbled on. “I’m going to Washington to see the President, and you’re the very first one here at school to know about it.”


  Aunt Phoebe straightened up and stared at the girls in surprise. “De real President?” she gasped.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. “He invited me to the White House because he heard about the hospital we’re building for the Cherokee Indians with the gold my friends and I found.”


  “Lawsy mercy, Missy!” Aunt Phoebe exclaimed. “Come heah and let me touch you. I ain’t never heerd such ’citin’ news.” She reached for Mandie and embraced her. “Goin’ to see de real President! Ain’t dat somethin’!”


  The old Negro woman sat on the rug in front of the fire with the girls as they explained about the forthcoming trip. She listened with her mouth open, and her eyes grew wide with excitement.


  When they had finished, Mandie eyed the Negro woman curiously. “Aunt Phoebe, we’ve told you all our news; now how about telling us what is going on around here with you and Miss Prudence and Miss Hope disappearing every now and then.”


  Aunt Phoebe struggled to her feet and then straightened her long dress. “I’se real sorry ’bout dat, Missy,” she apologized. “But Miz Prudence, she give strict orders dat we ain’t s’posed to discuss anythin’ wid de school’s girls. Now I’se gotta go stir up de fire in my own house. I jes’ come to shake this’n up so’s y’all git warm when you comes in from de cold tonight.” She started toward the door, then looked back.


  Mandie stood up and stared at her in dismay. “You can’t even say a single little tiny word?”


  “Now, Missy, you knows a promise be’s a promise,” Aunt Phoebe scolded. “And ’sides, it don’t rightly concern you. Now y’all keep on de lookout fo’ dat Yankee girl, April. I’ll see y’all in de mawnin’. Good night.”


  “Good night, Aunt Phoebe,” the girls chorused as the old woman left the room.


  Mandie looked at Celia and smiled. “Guess we won’t find out anything unless we do some investigating on our own,” she said.


  “Which we’d better not do,” Celia warned her. “Because if we get in trouble, you know what will happen to your Washington trip.”


  “Well, we’ll just have to keep our eyes and ears open,” Mandie told her.


  By noon the next day everyone in the school knew about Mandie’s invitation to the White House. Mandie felt disappointed that the other students didn’t seem impressed by the news. “After all,” she kept telling Celia, “it isn’t every day that a girl gets invited to meet the President of the United States.”


  The days passed slowly, but soon Mandie received a reply from her mother, cautioning her to take plenty of warm clothes, to be on her very best behavior, and to mind her grandmother.


  As Mandie read the short note, she realized with satisfaction that her mother had not even mentioned the baby brother or sister due in June. Mandie didn’t want to think about the baby. That was like a dark cloud hanging over her future happiness.


  Although she tried to get over her jealousy, the thought of sharing her mother with another child still made her angry sometimes. Then she would scold herself and try to get her mind on the Washington trip. Whenever she thought about meeting the President of the United States, all other thoughts and worries vanished.


  On Saturday, February 23, just a little more than a week before they were to leave, Mandie awoke to find Asheville in the grips of a terrible snowstorm. Before breakfast, as she and Celia sat on a settee in the parlor reading the newspaper, they discovered that there was snow from Charleston, South Carolina, all the way to Texas. LaGrange, Georgia, had ten inches already; Atlanta had five; and Birmingham, Alabama, had six inches. Asheville itself had ten inches, and the weatherman was predicting more snow for the next day.


  “Oh, Celia,” Mandie moaned, looking up from the paper. “What if it snows so much that we can’t get to Washington?”


  “But, Mandie, you’re going by train,” Celia reminded her. “I think trains can get through all kinds of weather. It never has hindered us in Richmond that I can remember. And we have lots more snow at home than Asheville has.”


  “But it could get worse.” Mandie stood and started pacing up and down the wooden parlor floor. “Remember, it snowed six feet of snow in San Francisco, California, on the fourth of January this year, and I don’t think that place ever gets much snow.”


  “Mandie, stop worrying,” Celia scolded. “I think God will see that you get there safely. He has helped you this far. I don’t think He’ll let you down now. You have to trust Him. That’s what you’ve always told me.”


  Mandie walked back to her friend and sat down again. “You’re right,” she said, taking Celia’s hand. “I think our special verse would help right now, don’t you? Because I’m afraid I won’t be able to go. Let’s say it together.”


  Celia joined her as she quoted the Bible verse: “What time I am afraid I will trust in thee.”


  Then smiling reassuringly at each other, they settled back on the settee and waited for the bell in the backyard to ring for breakfast.


  “You know, Celia, I was just thinking,” Mandie said after a few minutes. “I don’t believe we’ve heard a single noise in the attic since that night we ignored it. And nothing else has been bothered in our room.”


  “You’re right,” Celia replied. “And we haven’t seen the mouse anymore, either.”


  “I just wish we could figure out what has been going on around here with people disappearing for days at a time.” Mandie sighed. “The only one who is here every day is Millie, I suppose.”


  Celia gave her a warning look. “Like Aunt Phoebe said, that doesn’t really concern us, so I think we’d better quit worrying about it. If we start poking around and Miss Prudence finds out, we’ll both get into trouble.”


  “Just wait until I get back from Washington. Then we’ll see what we can find out,” Mandie promised.


  
    

  


  The snow stopped the next day, and it was all gone by the day of Mandie’s departure. Mandie felt silly for all her worrying, but she was so excited about leaving that all else was soon forgotten.


  Mandie rushed around “like a chicken with its head cut off,” as Aunt Phoebe said, trying to get her packing done in time. Ben was to pick her up on his way to the depot with Mrs. Taft. Celia received permission to go to the station with Aunt Phoebe to see her friend off.


  After countless goodbyes, Mandie carried Snowball in the special box Uncle Ned had made and followed her grandmother onto the waiting train. Her eyes filled with tears of joy as she hurried to her seat. Quickly setting the box down, she opened the window and waved to her friends as the cold air rushed in the window.


  Aunt Phoebe and Celia stood on the platform with Ben and waved back as the train pulled out of the station. Mandie kept waving until the train rounded a curve and she couldn’t see her friends anymore. But for a moment, she just stood there at the open window, staring out into space, hardly able to believe she was finally on her way to see the President.


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft scolded, pulling her fur cape closer about her shoulders. “We’re out of sight now, so please close that window before we freeze to death.”


  Mandie closed the window, then set Snowball’s box on her lap and let the kitten out. Setting the box on the floor by her feet, she began petting the soft white kitten in her lap.


  Mrs. Taft pulled on her fur cape again. “I don’t think the window is closed all the way, dear,” she said. “I feel a draft.”


  As Mandie stood to check the window, Snowball scuttled over into Mrs. Taft’s lap, which he had never done before, and curled up in the warm folds of her fur cape.


  Mandie struggled with the window, using all her weight to finally get it closed all the way. But before she sat down again, she noticed that a few rows back there was a strange-looking dark-haired man with a small black mustache, staring at her intently. Mandie tried to smile, but there was something about the way he looked at her—


  “Amanda, dear,” Mrs. Taft interrupted Mandie’s thoughts. “Please either take this cat or put him back in his box.”


  Mandie laughed nervously as she sat down and reached for her white kitten. “Come here, Snowball,” she said. “You’d better stay by me. I don’t want to have to put you back in the box.” Trying to dismiss the sight of the stranger, she turned to her grandmother. “I’m so excited, I’ll never be able to sit still,” she said.


  “You’re going to have to sit for a long time, dear, I’m afraid,” Mrs. Taft reminded her. “Just relax and watch the scenery go by.”


  “I’ll try, Grandmother,” Mandie promised. Curling up in her seat with Snowball in her lap, she pulled her own new fur cape about her. “This cape is so nice and warm I might just go to sleep since I had to get up before daylight this morning. I’m awfully tired from rushing


  around so much to get ready.”


  “That’s fine, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Just relax.”


  Before long, Mandie lost interest in the trees whizzing past and her eyes began to feel droopy. The next thing Mandie knew, her grandmother was gently shaking her.


  “Amanda, dear,” Grandmother said, “I just thought you’d like to see where we are.”


  Mandie blinked her eyes and tried to wake up.


  “Look, we’re about to cross the state line into Virginia,” Grandmother said. “I don’t believe you’ve ever been to Virginia, have you?”


  Mandie sat up and rubbed her eyes as Snowball clung to her lap. Glancing back, Mandie felt uneasy. The man with the small black mustache seemed to follow her every move. She shook off the feeling and tried to get her mind on something else.


  Pressing her face against the window glass, Mandie could make out a village just coming into sight. Alongside the railroad track, there was a sign that read: Welcome to the Commonwealth of Virginia.


  Mandie looked at her grandmother in amazement. “We’re actually going into Virginia!” she exclaimed. “You know, I’ve never been anywhere out of North Carolina, except to Charleston, South Carolina, to visit my friend Tommy’s family. Are we almost to Celia’s town?”


  “Not quite, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I’m sure it’ll be dark by the time we get to Richmond. But Celia’s mother wrote that someone would meet us at the depot.”


  “Then we’ll be leaving early tomorrow morning, won’t we?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, dear,” Mrs. Taft nodded. “We’ll have to get the early train to Washington.”


  “I won’t have time to see much of Celia’s farm, then, will I?”


  “Probably not,” her grandmother agreed. “But there will be other times. . . .”


  As the train chugged on, Mandie could sense the man’s eyes on her every minute. Who was he?


  The sky grew dark, and soon the conductor came through the train, yelling, “Richmond! Next stop, Richmond!”


  Mandie felt relieved. She had been aware of the numerous calls for various stops along the way all day, but now her heart beat faster. At last they could get off the train and leave the mysterious man with the mustache behind—she hoped.


  Putting Snowball back in his box, Mandie stood with her grandmother, and a redcap came to take their luggage off the train for them.


  As they started down the aisle, Mandie turned around to speak to her grandmother. The man with the mustache looked directly at her but did not move. Mandie’s heart began to thump. Why did that man keep staring at her? Suddenly she couldn’t remember what she had meant to say to her grandmother. She tried desperately to shake off the fear that hung over her.


  Stepping off the train onto the depot platform, Mandie clutched Snowball’s box tightly and looked around. “So this is Richmond!” She gasped.


  People were getting off the train. Redcaps were carrying baggage into the waiting room in the depot. But Mandie could see little else in the darkness, and the train alongside the platform blocked whatever view there was.


  “Come on, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft called.


  The redcap walked ahead of them with their luggage, down the platform toward the waiting room door.


  Suddenly a large black woman materialized out of the darkness of the platform, giving Mandie a start. The woman stepped forward to speak to Mrs. Taft. “Y’all must be de people what’s ’spected out at de Hamiltons’,” she said in a friendly voice.


  Mrs. Taft smiled. “Yes, we are,” she said. “I’m Mrs. Taft, and this is Miss Amanda.”


  Mandie took a deep breath, trying to calm herself.


  Grandmother spoke again. “Do you have a rig here to take us out to the Hamilton place?”


  “Yessum,” the Negro woman replied. “My name’s May, and me and Abner been waitin’ fo’ y’all. Abner be in de rig.”


  Mrs. Taft laid her hand on the woman’s arm. “Then stop the redcap with our luggage up there, please, and show him where your rig is,” she said.


  “Yessum.” The woman scurried ahead to catch the redcap, then motioned toward the rig waiting at the end of the platform. The redcap turned and carried the luggage over to the wagon where a small, thin Negro man sat waiting.


  Mandie and Mrs. Taft followed.


  Abner jumped down from his seat and helped the redcap store the bags in the rig.


  May looked at Mrs. Taft. “Y’all jes’ git in, Missus,” she said.


  Mandie jumped inside the closed-in rig and Snowball meowed loudly at the rough treatment. Mandie talked reassuringly to him as Mrs. Taft climbed in and sat beside her granddaughter.


  As soon as May and Abner were settled on the seat up front, Abner whipped the horses and got the rig rolling without another word.


  Mandie peered into the darkness as they rode through the streets of Richmond, but it was impossible to see much. She sighed. “Oh, I wish I could see everything,” she said impatiently. “You know this is not only the capital of Virginia, but it was also the capital of the American Confederacy from 1861 to 1865.”


  Mrs. Taft patted her hand. “Evidently you have been studying your history,” she said.


  “And Grandmother, did you know that Thomas Jefferson planned the state capitol building?” Mandie asked.


  “Why, yes, I believe I had heard about that.” Mrs. Taft sounded amused.


  “Just think,” Mandie went on. “This time tomorrow, we’ll be in the White House! It’s so exciting! I can’t wait to tell my friends Joe and Sallie all about it . . . and Celia, too, of course,” she added.


  Staring out into the darkness, her thoughts wandered to the excitement that awaited them.


  Celia’s mother, Jane Hamilton, and Celia’s Aunt Rebecca, whom Mandie had met at the school, welcomed them to their enormous white-columned mansion called Woodlands.


  Mandie looked around in awe at the immense house and all the expensive furnishings. But later when she and her grandmother said good night in the hallway upstairs, Mandie confided, “It’s all beautiful and huge and everything, but I don’t believe it measures up to your house, Grandmother.”


  Mrs. Taft spoke in soft tones. “Well, your grandfather had a little more money than the Hamiltons,” she said proudly. “And he felt the best place to spend part of it was on a home that could be passed down from one generation to another.”


  “This house is almost a museum, I think,” Mandie said in awe.


  “Well, just relax and enjoy your brief stay, dear,” her grandmother replied. “We must be getting to bed. We have to get up early to catch the train to Washington, and we want to be well rested.” She bent to kiss Mandie’s forehead. “Good night, dear,” she said.


  Mandie gave her a big hug. “Good night, Grandmother. I hope I can sleep tonight, but I don’t think I’ll really be able to relax until this trip is over and I’m back home again.”


  “Well, at least try,” Mrs. Taft urged, heading down the hallway to the room she was to occupy.


  After Mandie went to bed, she tossed and turned, excited about the next day, but also bothered about the mysterious man on the train. At least he didn’t follow us off the train, she thought. Finally she fell into a fitful sleep, dreaming about trains and mansions and men with mustaches.


  When the Hamiltons’ maid woke her before dawn the next morning, she quickly jumped out of bed, looking forward to the exciting day ahead.


  After a quick breakfast, May and Abner drove Mandie and her grandmother and Snowball to the train depot. The excited travelers were soon on their way.


  But as Mandie looked curiously around the train car, she caught her breath. There, two rows back on the other side of the train sat the man with the small black mustache. His dark eyes bore into her, and he did not smile. Mandie’s heart pounded louder and louder in her ears. What was he doing here? Was this man following them? And more importantly, why?


  Oh, how Mandie wished her grandmother had not insisted that they wear their fur capes on the train! Maybe the man intended to rob them! Mandie cringed, knowing that Grandmother had brought her expensive jewelry to wear to the Inaugural Ball.


  Mandie turned around and stared straight ahead, but her heart pounded. She couldn’t get her mind off the man with the small black mustache.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  MEET THE PRESIDENT


  As Mandie started to get off the train in the nation’s capital, she glanced back. The man with the mustache stood and buttoned his suit coat. Mandie felt hot all over and her heart beat wildly. She had decided against telling her grandmother about the man, but now she wished she had.


  Clutching Snowball’s box, she made her feet move forward. As she stood ready to step off the train, she hardly had time to look around at the elaborate train station.


  There, on the platform directly in front of Mandie, stood a tall, well-dressed man whom she recognized immediately. He had brought the President’s invitation to Mandie at her mother and Uncle John’s home in Franklin, North Carolina. She heaved a sigh of relief. No matter who that stranger on the train was, they were safe now with the President’s man in Washington, D.C. The man held out his hand and helped Mandie down the high train steps.


  Snowball meowed softly. Mandie ignored Snowball’s protest and put on her best social graces, the way Miss Prudence taught her students to do. “Thank you, Mr. . . . Mr. . . . why, I don’t believe I know your name, sir. But I know you work for President McKinley.”


  “Adam Adamson, at your service, Miss Amanda,” the man replied.


  Mandie stepped aside as the man helped Mrs. Taft down the train steps.


  Mandie’s grandmother carefully stepped onto the platform. “Thank you so much, Mr. Adamson,” she said quite properly. “It was so nice of you to come and meet us.”


  Mr. Adamson bowed slightly, tipping his hat. “I’m the President’s personal assistant, madam,” he said, “and though I am delighted to see you and Miss Amanda again, I must admit that it is simply part of my job to see that you are taken directly to the White House.”


  “You don’t know how glad I am to see you,” Mandie told him. Just then her white kitten meowed again, this time more loudly. “Snowball, please behave,” she scolded, tapping his box lightly. Then she turned her attention to Mr. Adamson again. “Is President McKinley at home?” she asked eagerly.


  “Yes, he’s at home,” Mr. Adamson replied. “However, you know his office is in the White House, so he does his work there,” he explained. “Right this way, ladies.” He led the way up some stairs and out onto the street.


  Mandie’s eyes grew wide as she saw a beautiful coach with four white horses waiting for them. A wiry Negro man on the high front seat quickly jumped down and opened the coach door. Mandie noticed the presidential seal on the door. The driver bowed slightly and smiled.


  “Here we are,” Mr. Adamson said, assisting Mrs. Taft and then Mandie into the coach. He climbed in after them, and they went on their way through the streets of Washington.


  Mandie held Snowball’s box on her lap, but she could hardly sit still. With no more thought of the stranger on the train, Mandie thrilled as Mr. Adamson pointed out various landmarks on their way.


  “That is the Capitol building,” Mr. Adamson pointed out.


  Peering through the window, Mandie recognized the huge white building with many columns and a high dome from pictures she had seen at school. “The Capitol!” she exclaimed. “It’s enormous. And it looks so tall.”


  “It is rather large,” the man agreed. “It takes a lot of people to run such a big country.”


  Mandie kept her face glued to the window as they traveled on. Soon another enormous building came into sight. “What is that great big building there?” she asked.


  “That is the State, War, and Navy building, Miss Amanda,” Mr. Adamson told her. Then he began explaining what the function of the Department of State was.


  Mandie interrupted him to show off her knowledge, and he was surprised.


  “Amanda, dear, please let Mr. Adamson continue with his explanation,” Mrs. Taft said softly.


  Mandie turned to apologize. “I’m sorry, Mr. Adamson. I’m just so excited, ‘I’m bustin’ at the seams,’ as our cook, Aunt Lou, would say.”


  “I understand,” Mr. Adamson replied. “That’s perfectly all right. Just don’t bust your seams before you get a chance to meet the President,” he added with a grin.


  They all laughed.


  In a few minutes they rode up the curved cobblestone driveway to the front of the White House. Mandie sat speechless as she gazed at the big white mansion with ten enormous columns holding up the roof to the front porch.


  She reached for Mrs. Taft’s hand and squeezed hard. “I’m afraid I’m dreaming and I’ll wake up any minute,” she said.


  Mrs. Taft smiled down at her. “I know I’m not dreaming, and I don’t believe you are either, dear,” she responded as the coach came to a halt by the front steps.


  The driver quickly opened the door of the coach, and Mr. Adamson stepped out to assist Mrs. Taft and Mandie. Snowball mewed loudly from inside his box, apparently not liking the shaking he got as his mistress left the coach. Mandie spoke comfortingly to him, then turned her attention back to their host.


  Mr. Adamson led the way up the front steps to the White House. “I have been instructed to take you directly to the President’s personal quarters where you will meet the First Lady,” he explained. “Then you will be given a room to rest in until the President finishes his day’s work and can join you for supper.”


  A uniformed butler, standing just inside the front doorway, quickly pushed the door open as they walked across the front porch.


  Suddenly Mrs. Taft stopped in her tracks. “My word!” she exclaimed. “I was so distracted, I didn’t even remember our baggage on the train! Oh, dear!”


  Mr. Adamson smiled. “Your baggage will probably be in your rooms by the time you get there,” he said. “You see, the driver had someone get it off the train while you and Miss Amanda were talking to me at the station.”


  Mrs. Taft looked embarrassed. “How could I have been so addled?”


  Mandie gripped Snowball’s box tighter. “They sure must have been fast,” she said. “But how did they know which baggage belonged to us?”


  Mr. Adamson turned to her. “You didn’t know this, but the President sent an agent to ride the train to Washington with you,” he explained, “just to make sure you arrived safely. He rode in the same car with you.”


  Mandie’s eyes grew wide. “Did this man by any chance have a small black mustache?” she asked, suddenly remembering the man who wouldn’t take his eyes off her.


  Mr. Adamson smiled. “Why, yes,” he replied. “That was our man, Tadford.”


  Instantly Mandie felt relieved and honored. The President had cared enough to send a man just to make sure that nothing happened to them on the train. She shook her head at how fast she had jumped to the wrong conclusions.


  Mr. Adamson held the door and waited for the ladies to go through the doorway. “Don’t forget,” he cautioned, “you are the guests of the President of the United States.”


  Mandie held her head high. Hardly noticing the maid who took their wraps, she gazed about in wonder at the magnificence of the White House furnishings in the entrance hall. This was the White House, and she was inside it, standing on her own two feet. And she would soon meet the President himself. It was not a dream. Her heart beat rapidly as she continued to look around, and soon she became so weak-kneed that she wasn’t sure she could take another step.


  Then her grandmother’s hand on her arm broke the spell. “Amanda, we are waiting,” Mrs. Taft said, smiling.


  “I’m sorry,” Mandie quickly replied. “I’m just scared to death.”


  “But you have nothing to be afraid of, Miss Amanda,” Mr. Adamson encouraged as he led the way down the hallway.


  “Oh, but I do!” Mandie cried, trying to keep up with his long strides. “You see, I’m always getting into trouble doing things I shouldn’t. I’m so afraid I’ll do something wrong while I’m in the White House.”


  Mr. Adamson shook his head slowly in amusement. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” he responded. “You see, the President loves young people. He had two little daughters of his own but lost both of them when they were small. Ever since then, he has been lonely for children.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Mandie murmured sadly. “I guess I never thought about whether the President had any children or not.”


  “I’m confident he will greatly enjoy your visit,” Mr. Adamson assured her.


  After getting permission to take Snowball from his box, Mandie left the box with a servant and clutched her kitten tightly as they made their way down the hallway to the President’s quarters. Mandie noticed many men and women in uniforms—maids and butlers—she couldn’t possibly guess what they each did. And the hallways seemed miles long.


  Finally Mr. Adamson came to a stop outside an ornate door. “This is the President’s parlor, where the First Lady is waiting to receive you,” he told them.


  Mrs. Taft threw back her shoulders and straightened her dress. Mandie held her breath and waited for him to open the door.


  Pushing the door inward, Mr. Adamson cleared his throat. “Mrs. Norman Taft and Miss Amanda Shaw, Mrs. McKinley,” he announced.


  Mandie gasped at the lavish room. Mr. Adamson stepped aside and allowed them to enter, then left the room, closing the door behind him.


  A beautiful woman with wavy, graying auburn hair, which she wore parted in the middle, rose from a seat near the glowing fire in the fireplace. Her lavender silk gown set off her fair skin. “Welcome, Mrs. Taft and Miss Shaw,” she said. Smiling, Mrs. McKinley continued, “The President and I are so happy you could come for a visit. Won’t you please sit down?” The President’s wife pointed them to a settee across from her, and she sat back down.


  “Thank you, Mrs. McKinley,” Mrs. Taft replied, taking a place on the settee. “It is a great honor to meet you.”


  Mandie held Snowball tightly. “Yes, thank you, Mrs. McKinley,” she said with a quaver in her voice. “I . . . I’m so excited I just can’t think of anything else to say. Please forgive me.” She hurried to sit beside her grandmother.


  “I know how you feel, dear,” the First Lady said kindly. “When I was your age, I never dreamed I would ever meet the President of the United States. And here I am married to him.” She gave a little laugh.


  Just then a trim maid in a neat uniform hurried in with a tea cart and wheeled it over to Mrs. McKinley. Taking the teapot and china from the cart, she placed it on the table between the two settees. Mandie was glad to see that there were several plates of gooey-looking sweet treats.


  Suddenly Snowball squirmed and leaped out of Mandie’s grasp onto the floor. Mandie quickly jumped up and snatched at him as he hurried to the hearth by the warm fire.


  “Snowball, come back here!” Mandie scolded, reaching for him.


  Mrs. McKinley didn’t seem disturbed at all. “Let him stay there, dear,” she said as she began pouring the tea. “Do you think he would drink some milk?”


  “Oh, sure,” Mandie said, sitting down again. “He’ll eat anything you give him.”


  Mrs. McKinley turned to the maid, who stood by the cart. “Antoinette, would you please take a saucer and pour some milk in it?” she asked. “Then just put it on the hearth there for the kitten.”


  “Yes, madam,” Antoinette replied. Mandie detected a foreign accent and decided it was French because of her name.


  Antoinette immediately made friends with Snowball and kept filling the saucer with milk as he drank it. Mandie watched out of the corner of her eye as the maid softly encouraged the cat to drink more. Mandie could only faintly hear what she was saying, but it didn’t sound like English. Amused, she wondered if Snowball could understand French.


  Before long, as they all sipped tea and nibbled on sweet cakes, Mandie’s grandmother and Mrs. McKinley were carrying on a conversation as though they were old friends. The First Lady was so warm, friendly, and down-to-earth that Mandie liked her at once.


  Mandie wasn’t sure how they got on the subject of dishes, but Mrs. McKinley was telling Mrs. Taft about the presidential china that President Harrison’s wife had started collecting. “I have made that my project, as well, to continue working on the collection,” she said. She had Antoinette show Mrs. Taft the fancy white and gold punch bowl on a pedestal that had been used during the Franklin Pierce administration.


  As they finished tea, Mrs. McKinley said, “Antoinette will show you to your rooms so you can rest and freshen up before supper. She has a daughter, Isabelle, who will be your maid while you are here.”


  “Thank you,” Mrs. Taft replied, rising from the settee. “We look forward to dining with you and the President later.”


  Mandie hurriedly snatched up Snowball. “Yes, thank you, Mrs. McKinley,” she responded. “I was really hungry and thirsty after that long train ride. And so was Snowball.”


  “I thought you might be, dear,” the First Lady replied. “Have a nice rest now, and we’ll see you at supper.”


  After following Antoinette through a maze of hallways, they finally stopped outside a room. Antoinette threw the door open. Inside, a dark-haired girl in a uniform was fluffing pillows and straightening the bedspread.


  Antoinette turned to Mrs. Taft. “Madam, your room,” she said, motioning her inside. Then quickly walking across the hallway, she opened another door and said to Mandie, “Mademoiselle, your boudoir. Isabelle will attend you also.” Before Mandie could even say thank you, Antoinette hurried off down the hallway.


  Instead of going into her own room, Mandie crossed the hall to her grandmother’s, where the door was still open. She went inside. To her amazement, her grandmother was carrying on a rapid conversation in French with the young maid Isabelle. She had no idea her grandmother could speak any language other than English.


  Suddenly Mrs. Taft turned to Mandie and said something in French.


  Mandie gasped. “Grandmother, I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”


  “Amanda, do you mean Miss Prudence has not been teaching you French?” she demanded in exasperation.


  “No, Grandmother,” Mandie replied, holding her squirming kitten tightly. “No one has even mentioned it to me.”


  “Well, there must be some misunderstanding,” Mrs. Taft said, shaking her head. “That was one reason your mother selected Miss Prudence’s school. She wanted you to learn French and music and all the social graces.”


  “I know Miss Prudence has a French class for some of the girls, but no one told me I was supposed to take it,” Mandie protested. “I’m not sure I could learn to speak another language.”


  “Oh, but you will, Amanda,” her grandmother assured her. “It is absolutely necessary. Remember, when we go to Europe, there is very little English spoken over there—except in England, of course.”


  “That’s one time you’ll just have to do all the talking,” Mandie teased. “But I didn’t even know you could speak French until just now.”


  “I’ve never had the occasion to use it around you, I suppose,” Mrs. Taft replied. “However, people say I am very good at it—speaking or reading.”


  Snowball kept squirming, trying to get down. In his furious attempt to get free, he scratched Mandie.


  “Ow!” Mandie cried. “Grandmother, would you please ask that girl if she knows how we can get a sandbox for Snowball? I think that’s what he needs right now.”


  To Mandie’s surprise, Isabelle smiled and said in English, “Come with me, Miss Amanda. We are prepared for Snowball.” Leading the way back across the hallway to Mandie’s room, she walked over to a fancy mahogany box in one corner and pointed. “Snowball’s bathroom,” she said.


  Seeing the box full of sand, Mandie let the kitten jump down into it and turned back to the girl. “Thank you, Isabelle. It was nice of you to have that ready for him.”


  “Oh, but Miss Amanda, it was not I who thought of this,” Isabelle said quickly. “It was the President himself. He said, ‘Isabelle, Miss Amanda says in her letter she is bringing Snowball, her kitten. Therefore, we must have something prepared for him, too.’ ” She gestured as she talked. “So he had the box full of sand put there, just for Snowball. He says we should not let the kitten out of the house, also. Snowball could get lost.”


  “Oh, the President must be such a nice man. I’m so eager to meet him!” Mandie exclaimed, glancing around the room full of beautiful furnishings. “And I just love this house!”


  Isabelle agreed and then left Mandie by herself to rest. It seemed she had just drifted off to sleep when Isabelle knocked on the doors to tell Mandie and her grandmother they had one hour to get dressed for dinner. Then they were to meet the President in his parlor.


  Mandie got up quickly and found that not only had her bags been taken to her room, but someone had unpacked them and put her things in the bureau and wardrobe.


  Mandie kept trying on the new dresses her grandmother had bought for her, unable to decide just what to wear. After helping Mrs. Taft, Isabelle came into Mandie’s room.


  “Which one, Isabelle?” Mandie asked.


  “The blue one, to match your eyes.” The maid pointed to the pale blue silk.


  “Thanks,” Mandie said, holding up the dress. “That’s the one I had just about decided on, anyway. Do you think it will be suitable—I mean, the way it’s made?”


  “Very appropriate.” Isabelle smiled. “High neck, long sleeves, so you don’t have to wear a shawl. It gets drafty in the dining room sometimes. Here. Let me help.”


  With Isabelle’s assistance, Mandie got the blue silk dress on over the necessary petticoats, then turned to the mirror to decide what to do with her long blonde hair.


  Isabelle pulled Mandie’s hair back, leaving a few loose ends over Mandie’s ears. “Like this,” she said. “Tie a blue ribbon right here.”


  Mandie quickly got a blue ribbon from the bureau drawer. Isabelle threaded the ribbon through Mandie’s hair and tied it in a big bow.


  “That looks nice,” Mandie said, admiring herself in the mirror. “I’ll have to get you to show me how to do that.”


  “You need some jewelry,” Isabelle decided.


  Mandie reached into her jewelry box and chose the sand dollar on a chain that Tommy had given her for Christmas.


  Isabelle approved and helped her fasten it.


  Mandie twirled around and around before the mirror. The elegant floor-length blue silk dress made Mandie feel grown up. Actually, the dress was a little too long and covered her feet, but that didn’t bother Mandie. She was happy.


  The clock on the mantel struck five.


  “It is time, Miss Amanda,” Isabelle announced. “Let’s get your grandmother and go to the parlor.”


  Mandie’s legs would hardly carry her down the hallways as she and her grandmother followed Isabelle to the President’s parlor.


  Isabelle paused at the door, tapping lightly before opening it. Then, as the young maid pushed the door open, Mandie saw a tall, portly man with brown hair and a cleft chin. He was standing before the fireplace. Her heart beat wildly. The President!


  Mandie’s heart pounded as Isabelle announced the guests. “Mrs. Norman Taft and Miss Amanda Shaw, Mr. President.” She led them through the doorway. “Is there anything else, sir?”


  The President dismissed the maid and turned to smile at Mandie. “Ah, Miss Amanda Shaw,” he said warmly. “Do come in and sit down. It is such a great pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


  Mandie couldn’t move. Mrs. Taft had to take her hand and lead her into the room. Mrs. McKinley motioned to a settee where they sat down.


  Later, Mandie could hardly remember what went on in that room. The President centered most of his attention on Mandie while his wife entertained Mrs. Taft until dinner was announced. Mandie knew that she and the President had carried on a conversation about the hospital for the Cherokees, but as she lay in the big bed in the guest room that night with Snowball curled up on the other pillow, all she could remember was her embarrassment.


  As soon as she had sat on the settee, her dress moved slightly upward and she glanced down to see that she was still wearing her bedroom slippers! Her face felt as if it were on fire, and as she tried to hold her feet backward under her dress, hoping the President wouldn’t notice, she couldn’t concentrate on a thing the man was saying. The whole time, she kept watching, hoping he wouldn’t look down at her feet.


  Even when they went into the dining room and her feet were well hidden under the table, Mandie was still so uncomfortable she could hardly eat a bite.


  She was relieved when everybody said good night and went to their rooms. Fortunately, her grandmother had never noticed the bedroom slippers. She wasn’t sure whether the President had or not.


  CHAPTER NINE


  FOOTSTEPS IN THE HALL


  As Mandie lay in bed, staring at the crackling fire in the fireplace, she relived the evening over and over again. She was so lost in thought that she didn’t hear the noise in the hallway at first. Then it seemed to grow louder, and she sat up to listen.


  It must be awfully late, she thought, but it sounded like someone shuffling down the hallway. She was sure she heard the footsteps go down the hallway and back up twice.


  Finally Mandie got up enough nerve to creep over to the door, and open it a crack. The White House was spooky after dark, with so many hallways and rooms—even though it was lit here and there.


  At first she couldn’t see anyone, but then as she started to close the door, a figure came shuffling down the hallway toward her room. Holding the door open only far enough to peek through the crack with one eye, she gasped in disbelief as the figure passed her room. It couldn’t be him! she thought, her heart pounding. He’s dead! Long years ago!


  Quickly closing the door, she caught her breath, then jerked the door open again and looked out. There was no one in sight. Glancing up and down the hallway a moment she thought, Did I just imagine that? Or am I completely losing my senses?


  Mandie closed the door and made sure it was tightly shut. Then she ran and jumped back into bed and covered up with the warm quilts. Snowball hasn’t even moved, she thought. If he didn’t hear anything, maybe my imagination is just running away with me.


  Oh, how she wished Celia were here to talk to. And oh, how she wished for daylight to come.


  Exhausted from her long journey, Mandie slept so soundly that she didn’t hear the soft knock on her door the next morning. She awakened to the gentle shaking of her shoulder.


  “Mandie,” a familiar voice whispered.


  Mandie awoke with a start. Quickly she sat up in bed to see her friend, Sallie Sweetwater, Uncle Ned’s granddaughter, smiling down at her. Mandie rubbed her eyes and blinked. “Sallie? Are you really here or am I dreaming?” she asked in confusion. “How did you get here?”


  Sallie laughed. “The President sent for me to come visit, too,” she said.


  Snowball lifted his head off the pillow where he was sleeping, then went back to sleep.


  Mandie swung her feet onto the carpet and stretched. “Oh, Sallie, this is too good to be true! Yesterday when we were driving through Washington, looking at all the sights, I wished you were here to see everything with me.” She rubbed her eyes again. Then seeing the door open a crack, she reached for her robe and slipped into it. “Are you sure I’m not dreaming?”


  Suddenly Mandie heard a voice from the hallway. “I don’t think you’re dreaming,” it said.


  Mandie caught her breath. “Joe!” she exclaimed, instantly recognizing the voice of her long-time friend, Joe Woodard. He was two years older than Mandie, and she had grown up with him in Charley Gap before moving to Franklin.


  Pulling her robe tightly about her, she ran to peek into the hallway. “Joe, I’m so glad to see you,” she said breathlessly. “You can’t imagine what happened to me last night! Just wait out there a minute until I get dressed.”


  She closed the door, then rushed about the room, finding clothes and getting dressed while she babbled with Sallie. “Nobody told me you and Joe were coming here,” she said, slipping into a new pink dress.


  Sallie perched on the arm of a chair nearby. “I did not know either until three days ago,” she replied. “Then someone brought my grandfather the message that he was to bring Joe and me to the White House.


  I could not believe it. I knew you were going because my grandfather had told me, but I did not know Joe and I were being invited, also.”


  As Mandie finished buttoning her dress, she noticed with surprise that her friend was fashionably attired in a pretty red silk dress. Sallie always wore skirts, waists, and moccasins—Indian fashion. “You look absolutely beautiful, Sallie!” Mandie exclaimed. “I’ve never seen you so dressed up.”


  Sallie stood up, straightened her full skirt and smiled. “It may be beautiful, but it is not comfortable,” she replied. “Do you know who got me all dressed up?”


  Mandie shook her head.


  “Your mother,” Sallie replied.


  “I might have known,” Mandie said, pulling on her stockings. “But how? You live so far away from my mother.”


  “The man from the President’s office found my grandfather at your house. Then your mother had my grandfather rush home to bring Joe and me there,” she explained. “You should see Joe in his fine clothes.”


  “I imagine he’s fussing about them, too,” Mandie replied. “I don’t like all this finery either, but Grandmother bought all these things for me.” She paused for a moment, thinking. “Did you bring your regular clothes with you?” she asked. “I slipped one of my school dresses into my valise without Grandmother knowing about it.”


  “I also brought comfortable clothes, so I could at least wear them on the journey home,” Sallie told her.


  “Let’s put them on,” Mandie said, quickly reaching for her buttons.


  “No, Mandie, we cannot do that right now,” Sallie told her. “Joe and I are waiting to meet the President and the First Lady. We got here early before they were up and dressed, so we will have breakfast with them and you and your grandmother.”


  Mandie sighed. “I suppose we’d better wear all these fine clothes until you and Joe meet the President,” she said. “Then when he gets busy, we’ll change first chance we get.” She quickly brushed out her long hair. “Where is your room?” she asked.


  “I am to share this one with you,” Sallie replied. “Joe is sharing a room with my grandfather, and they are next to your grandmother’s room.”


  “Uncle Ned is staying here too! Oh, that’s great, Sallie!” Mandie exclaimed. “But where is your luggage?”


  “Outside in the hallway,” Sallie answered.


  Mandie quickly tied a pink ribbon in her hair, then hurried to the door and opened it. Joe had propped his lanky frame against the opposite wall, and there he stood, waiting. As the girls stepped into the hallway, Joe picked up Sallie’s bag and set it inside Mandie’s room. Then closing the door carefully so Snowball wouldn’t get out, he rejoined the girls in the hallway.


  “Oh, Joe!” Mandie said excitedly, “I’m so glad you and Sallie were invited. And Sallie says Uncle Ned is here, too.”


  Joe smiled and nodded, running his long, bony fingers through his unruly brown hair.


  Mandie looked him over from head to toe. “You really look nice in all those Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes,” she said with a giggle.


  Joe looked a little embarrassed. “Well, your dress is even fancier than Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes.” He laughed. “But Uncle Ned just wore his deerskin jacket and pants and moccasins, like usual.”


  “I’m glad he is just his old self in the White House,” Mandie replied. “He doesn’t have to pretend to be anything else.”


  Joe looked around in the hallway. “Isn’t this exciting, being here?” he said, looking around in awe. “It’s so much larger than I ever imagined. We could get lost in it.”


  “We sure could,” Mandie agreed. She huddled closer to her friends. “Wait till you hear what happened last night,” she told them. “I was trying to go to sleep all by myself in that spooky room, and I kept hearing someone scuffing their shoes as they walked up and down the hallway.”


  Joe and Sallie looked at each other skeptically.


  Mandie continued. “I finally got up enough nerve to look out,” she said. “And do you know what I saw? I saw George Washington walking down the hall.”


  Joe howled with laughter. “What a tale! It couldn’t possibly have been George Washington,” he protested. “He’s been dead over a hundred years.”


  “I know that, but I still say I saw him. He looked just like the pictures I’ve always seen,” Mandie insisted. “Now, Joe Woodard, don’t you go spoiling things. I intend to find out exactly what was going on last night.”


  Joe looked exasperated. “Mandie, this is the White House,” he warned. “You can’t go poking around in it like you do at school or at home when you get involved in some mysterious adventure. You’ll get into trouble if you start messing in something that doesn’t concern you.”


  “Look, Joe Woodard.” Mandie faced him defiantly. “If I want to investigate, you can’t stop me.”


  Joe straightened his thin shoulders. “I know I can’t stop you,” he admitted, “but I also will not help you.”


  Mandie looked up into his brown eyes. “I won’t be needing your help, thank you.” She spoke a bit more sharply than she had intended.


  Sallie shot her a look of concern.


  Hearing someone coming down the long hallway, Mandie and her friends turned to see Antoinette approaching them. They greeted her as she got closer.


  “Good morning,” the maid replied in her French accent. “It is time for breakfast. I have come for Isabelle. Is she with Mrs. Taft?”


  Mandie walked across the hall to her grandmother’s room. “I don’t know, Antoinette. I haven’t been in there this morning,” she said, tapping lightly on the door. She pushed it open. There was Isabelle, putting the finishing touches on Mrs. Taft’s thick, faded blonde hair.


  Antoinette leaned into the room. “Isabelle, breakfast is about to be served,” she told her. “We must go now, Madam Taft.”


  Mandie’s grandmother looked up and smiled.


  Sallie looked at Joe and asked. “Do you know where my grandfather is?”


  “Oh, he left our room awhile ago,” Joe replied. “He said he was going to look around before breakfast.”


  “Please come now, so I can show you the way,” Antoinette said, leading them down the long hallway.


  A few minutes later they entered the President’s parlor. Antoinette announced each guest.


  The President, standing by the fire, turned to greet them. But Mandie’s attention quickly turned to Uncle Ned, who was gazing out the window. She whispered to Sallie, “Your grandfather has already been talking with the President.”


  “Yes,” Sallie replied softly.


  As everyone except Uncle Ned sat down, Mrs. Taft turned to Mandie. “I think it was wonderful of President McKinley to invite your friends, too,” she whispered.


  Mandie suddenly realized that her grandmother had not seemed surprised when she saw Sallie and Joe with her in the hallway. “Did you know they were coming?” she asked quietly.


  “No, but I was taking a walk when they came in,” Grandmother Taft explained in a whisper. “I’ve been awake for hours, it seems.”


  Mandie looked up as the President began to speak. “You know, if all young people were like you three, we would have no need to fear the future,” he said kindly. “I know you are part Cherokee, Miss Amanda. However, you live in the white world, and I think you must have a great deal of compassion if you were willing to use the gold you found to build a hospital for the Indians.”


  He stood and strolled over by the fireplace again. “The Lord made us all, you know,” he said. “And we should treat everyone as our brother or sister because we are all His children. But I’m afraid there are many people who put themselves first and never care about another’s misery.”


  Uncle Ned turned from the window, but just stood there listening.


  “And you, Miss Sallie,” the President continued, “you are such a shining example for your people. I sincerely hope that you will continue your education and will perhaps someday be in a position to help your fellow Cherokees.” The President walked back to the group and laid his hand on Joe’s shoulder. “Young man,” he said, “I understand your father is a wonderful doctor. I hope you follow in his footsteps.”


  Joe looked up into the President’s face. “No, sir, I don’t intend to be a doctor. I want to practice law,” he replied honestly.


  The President smiled and raised one bushy eyebrow. “An attorney, no less.” He seemed pleased.


  “Yes, sir, like you,” Joe said with a grin.


  “Then perhaps one day you will also enter politics and eventually become a resident of this house,” he responded. “I wish you well and hope I live to see it, son.”


  Mandie watched for Joe’s reaction.


  “Thank you, sir.” Joe looked at him directly. “But I’m not aiming that high. I’d like to practice law in my own part of the country—be a country lawyer, like my father is a country doctor.”


  “I think that would be very gratifying,” the President agreed. Turning to Mrs. Taft, he said, “I believe your husband was a senator, wasn’t he, Mrs. Taft?”


  “Yes, Mr. President,” she replied sadly. “In a way. You see, he was elected by the people, but he passed away before he was sworn in,” she explained. “God rest his soul.”


  Mandie was surprised. She had no idea her grandfather was a politician. All she knew was that he had been dead for years. But in spite of how long it had been, she noticed that her grandmother’s eyes still glistened with tears.


  The President looked down quickly. “Oh, dear. I’m so sorry,” he apologized. “I didn’t know all the details, I can assure you.”


  Mandie was glad when Antoinette came back into the room to announce breakfast, but Mrs. Taft looked around curiously. “Is Mrs. McKinley not joining us?” she asked.


  “No, I’m afraid she is under the weather this morning,” the President replied. “You see, she is not strong. Her health is forever giving her problems. But if you folks will just follow Antoinette, she’ll take us to the dining room.” He turned to Uncle Ned. “Let’s go get a bite to eat, Mr. Sweetwater,” he said.


  Mandie looked up. That was the first time she had ever heard the old Indian called by his last name. He was just Uncle Ned to everyone. The Indian smiled at her and followed the others into the hallway.


  The President turned to Mandie. “Then after breakfast I have a surprise for you young people,” he announced.


  CHAPTER TEN


  VOICES IN A LOCKED ROOM


  As soon as breakfast was over, Mandie found out what the President’s surprise was. He had important business to attend to, so he turned his guests over to Mr. Adamson for a sightseeing tour.


  At first Mandie didn’t think this was much of a surprise, but when the President’s coach took them to the Washington Monument, Mandie squealed with delight. “Oh, I was hoping we would get to visit this.”


  She craned her neck to look out of the carriage at the tall, white, shaft-like marble and granite structure with a pyramid-shaped top. For a moment she felt goosebumps on her arm as she thought about the man she had seen in the hall the night before. This was a monument to George Washington!


  Joe let out a low whistle. “That thing almost looks like a giant white pencil,” he said, “—if you colored the tip black.”


  Mandie ignored his attempt to be funny. “We learned about this at school. Could we go inside it?” she asked.


  Mr. Adamson helped them out of the carriage. “Of course, Miss Amanda,” he said. “In fact, there are 898 steps up to the top, and if you think you can make it, you can climb up all the way to the observation area there.” He pointed up. “The view is breathtaking!”


  They all looked up and Mandie noticed some tiny-looking windows in the pyramid part.


  Sallie grabbed Mandie’s arm. “All the way up there?” she asked.


  Mandie smiled. “Come on, Sallie. It’ll be fun. Let’s all go,” she urged.


  “I’m ready,” Joe told her.


  “Ned go with Papoose and friends,” the old Indian offered.


  Mandie’s grandmother laughed. “Not me.”


  “That’s all right, ma’am,” Mr. Adamson said. “I’ll stay here with you.”


  “Let’s go,” Mandie urged, starting to run.


  “Just a minute.” Mr. Adamson stopped her. “There’s one more thing you might want to pay attention to inside.”


  “What’s that, sir?” Joe asked.


  “Well, one way the government financed the building of this great monument to our first president was to ask people to contribute some of the stones used in the construction,” he explained. “So there are 190 carved tribute blocks along the stairway donated by various states and territories, cities and foreign countries, groups and individuals. Watch for those and see where they came from. I know there’s one from North Carolina, your home state. See if you can find it.”


  “That sounds great!” Mandie said excitedly. “Let’s go.” She turned to her grandmother. “We’ll wave to you from the top,” she teased.


  “That’s just fine,” Mrs. Taft replied, “but I don’t think we’ll be able to see you.”


  Mandie laughed and the young people were off with Uncle Ned walking briskly to keep up with them.


  Inside the monument, Mandie wished she had dressed more warmly. The interior was cold and damp, and not very well lit. She pulled her wraps around her and shivered as they started up the stairs. “Let’s count the steps on the way up and then look for the carved blocks on the way back down,” she said, beginning to count as she climbed. “One, two, three . . .”


  “Good idea,” Joe answered.


  Sallie grabbed Mandie’s hand as she climbed beside her friend.


  The young people hurried at first, then began to pant and slow down long before Mandie thought they would have to.


  When they reached step number 562, Mandie stopped to catch her breath. “I don’t know if I can make it all the way to the top,” she complained. “My legs hurt.”


  “Papoose can make it,” Uncle Ned encouraged, panting. “Ned not quit. Papoose not quit either. Just take slow. This not race.”


  Joe and Sallie nodded in agreement, and all four of them stood there for a few minutes, resting before going on again very slowly.


  Although there were several more times when Mandie thought she couldn’t make it, Uncle Ned and Joe kept urging her and Sallie on until at last Mandie counted off “894—” She was really huffing and puffing now. “—895 . . . 896 . . . 897 . . .” She placed her foot on the top step. “898!” she cried. “We did it!” Perspiring and exhausted, she hugged Sallie. “Let’s look out of the windows now,” she suggested, her excitement overcoming her fatigue.


  Other people milling around in the observation area glanced at Mandie and smiled.


  Mandie led the way to the windows and looked down. “Oh, my goodness!” she cried. “Look how far down it is from here.” She swayed slightly, feeling a little lightheaded.


  “But isn’t it beautiful?” Sallie said, apparently glad she had consented to make the climb. “What is that river down there?”


  “That’s the Potomac—if I remember correctly from my geography lessons,” Joe replied.


  “You’re right, Joe,” Mandie agreed. “I just can’t believe how small everything seems. That’s a pretty big river, and it looks like a satin hair ribbon from up here. And look! I think that’s Grandmother and Mr. Adamson down there in front, isn’t it?” She laughed. “They look like little ants on the walkway, don’t they?” She waved and called to them even though she knew they couldn’t see or hear from that far away.


  For quite awhile, Uncle Ned and the young people enjoyed the view, pointing out landmarks like the capitol building and the White House to each other. Then, having caught their breath, they finally began their descent. Now they watched for the inscribed blocks Mr. Adamson had told them about. Mandie had seen some of them on the way up, but she didn’t want to take the time to stop and read the inscription.


  They didn’t count how many they saw, but Mandie did try to memorize some of them so she could tell her grandmother and everyone else back home. They found one from the country of Greece, one from China, others from Japan, Switzerland, Turkey, and many other countries. One stone said it had been brought by an American from the historic library in Alexandria, Egypt! They even found some stones donated by Sunday schools and fire departments. Many of the stones were carved with inscriptions about the states that donated them.


  “This one is all the way from California,” Mandie told the others. “It calls itself the ‘youngest sister of the Union.’ ”


  “Look . . . this one,” Uncle Ned said, stopping to examine it more closely. “This stone has carving of whale.”


  “Let me see,” Joe urged, crowding the old Indian. “It says it is from New Bedford, and the date is 1851. I suppose it has a whale on it because New Bedford is one of those whaling ports in Massachusetts.”


  Uncle Ned nodded thoughtfully as they continued on.


  Sallie was the one who found the North Carolina stone. “It mentions the state’s Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence in May 1775,” she told them, her dark eyes sparkling. “We learned about this in history class.”


  Some time later Mandie let out a squeal. “Oh, come here!” she cried. “Look, Uncle Ned! Look, Sallie! This stone was given by the Cherokees!” She swallowed hard and felt tears coming to her eyes.


  “Ned proud, Papoose,” the old Indian replied.


  “I did not know anything about this,” Sallie said.


  “Ned remember something about stone for Father of Country, but not know this what for!” He gestured, indicating the tall monument they were in.


  “That’s really great, Mandie,” Joe said. “You three must be very proud.”


  Mandie turned and hugged her two Cherokee Indian friends together. Uncle Ned nodded and smiled.


  Sallie squeezed Mandie’s hand. “We are glad you are one of us,” she said.


  Mandie beamed. “I wonder if President McKinley made a special point of sending us here, hoping we would find this,” she commented.


  “I don’t know,” Joe answered, “but I can tell it means a lot to you, so even if the President didn’t plan it, I’m sure he would be happy to hear your reaction.”


  “Let’s hurry and find Grandmother so we can tell her,” Mandie said, starting down the stairs again. Paying little attention to the other inscribed stones, the young people and Uncle Ned made their way quickly down the remaining steps and hurried outside.


  Mr. Adamson was pleased to see Mandie so excited about the Cherokee stone, and Mrs. Taft gave her granddaughter a knowing hug. After they all climbed back into the coach, Mandie and her companions told Mrs. Taft and Mr. Adamson about some of the rest of the stones they had seen, including the one from North Carolina.


  Stopping for their noon meal at the Willard Hotel, they met several senators and cabinet officials whom Mr. Adamson knew, and Mandie swelled with pride each time she was introduced.


  Then they stopped at the Smithsonian Institution, a red sandstone building that looked like a castle with nine towers.


  Mr. Adamson helped Mandie and her grandmother out of the coach again. “Having seen your reaction to the stone donated by the Cherokees for the Washington Monument, I think there’s something about this place you might be interested in,” he said.


  “What’s that?” Mandie asked.


  “Well, this institution is here today because of an eccentric British chemist named James Smithson,” the President’s assistant explained. “In 1829 he left as his legacy to the United States of America 105 bags containing over 100,000 gold sovereigns.”


  “Bags of gold?” Mandie asked in disbelief. “Like Joe and Sallie and I found in the cave?”


  “Yes,” Mr. Adamson replied with a grin. “And like you, Miss Amanda, he wanted the gold to be used for a noble purpose. He said it was to finance the founding of an institution to increase man’s knowledge. So after the government took its time making up its mind how to do that, they built the Smithsonian Institution.”


  Mr. Adamson opened the door for them to enter the large building.


  After spending a couple of hours looking at the inventions and scientific exhibits there, they entered the President’s coach to return to the White House.


  Mr. Adamson pulled the door closed behind him and sat opposite Mandie’s grandmother. “Mrs. Taft, would you care to preside over tea in the President’s parlor this afternoon?” he asked as the Negro driver urged the horses on. “Mrs. McKinley is not well enough to leave her room.”


  Mrs. Taft blinked her eyes several times. “Me? Preside over tea in the President’s parlor?” she asked incredulously. “Why . . . yes . . . uh . . . I suppose I could.”


  Mr. Adamson smiled. “Thank you so much, ma’am,” he said. “There will only be one more guest besides you people, and that will be Senator Morton. Perhaps you’ve heard of him. He’s from Florida, and he’s a close friend of the McKinleys. He should be arriving in town before teatime, and he will also be staying at the White House. In fact, the senator will be in the room on the other side of yours, Mrs. Taft.”


  Mandie leaned forward. “Will his wife be coming with him? Does he have any children?” she asked.


  “No, Miss Amanda,” Mr. Adamson replied. “His wife died about three years ago, and they had no children. The senator is all alone now.”


  Mandie cast a quick glance at Joe. She couldn’t help but want to play matchmaker. I wonder what this man is like, she thought.


  Sallie touched Mandie’s arm and gave her a cautious, knowing smile.


  When they arrived at the White House, Uncle Ned and Mr. Adamson got out first to help the others down from the coach. Mr. Adamson closed the coach door. “There is a parlor near your rooms that you might want to use until teatime,” he suggested. “In fact, feel free to use it whenever you wish while you’re here. I’ll ask Antoinette to show you where it is.”


  After the maid had taken them to the parlor, Mrs. Taft decided to rest until time to serve tea, and Uncle Ned went outside for some fresh air. Mandie hurried to her room to get Snowball; then the young people relaxed in the parlor.


  Mandie cuddled her kitten to her and wandered around the room, examining the large urns, vases, and other furnishings. “This room sure is full of old things, isn’t it?” she commented.


  “Well, really, the whole White House is an antique,” Joe reminded her. “Remember, it was finished enough for John Adams to move in, in 1800, and that’s over a hundred years ago.”


  “Why don’t we go look around the rest of the White House?” Mandie suggested.


  “Do you think it would be all right?” Sallie asked.


  “No,” Joe said emphatically.


  “I don’t see why not,” Mandie argued. She walked to the door. “Come on, Sallie. Go with me.”


  Sallie stood up uncertainly. “Where are you going?”


  Joe got up and stood in front of the warm fire in the fireplace. “Mandie, you’d better stay here,” he warned.


  “I just want to walk down some of the hallways and look in the unoccupied rooms,” she said to Sallie, ignoring Joe’s remark. “After all, we’ve been all over Washington, D.C., but we haven’t even had a tour of the place where we’re staying yet,” she argued.


  As Sallie started toward the door, Mandie turned to Joe. “Are you coming?” she asked. “If you’re not, I’ll leave Snowball in here with you.”


  “Oh, no, you don’t,” Joe protested. He strode across the room to join the girls. “I suppose I’ll go with you, but I’m warning you, you’d better not stir up any trouble.”


  Mandie led the way, and they roamed through the hallways of the White House, smiling at everyone they met and stopping to inspect the many pieces of furniture, vases, and bric-a-brac lining the walls. There was no sound coming from any of the rooms. No one seemed to be around except for the employees who occasionally passed them in the halls.


  Then Joe found an elevator near the President’s private quarters. “This is great!” he exclaimed. “It looks like one of those that works on water pressure. I’ve read about these things in a book my father gave me.” But when he tried to operate the elevator, he couldn’t get it to move. “Must be broken,” he said, wiping his dusty hands on his pants.


  The young people headed down the hallway. Mandie especially wanted to see the other rooms named for colors that her teacher had told her about. In a short time they found the Green Room and then the Blue Room with all their magnificent furnishings of matching colors.


  Mandie’s favorite was the Blue Room, where the walls were covered with blue silk the color of a robin’s egg and patterned with leaves and little roses of a darker blue. The upholstery also had a rich-looking blue figured pattern. Above the windows, large panels of blue glass were decorated with gold scrollwork.


  Mandie stared up at the ceiling, admiring the brass and nickel-plated crystal chandelier that hung from the center of the room. Dozens of electric light bulbs sparkled through the small hanging pieces of cut glass.


  Joe said he liked the feel underfoot of the soft simple-patterned carpeting that extended from wall to wall.


  As they continued down hallways, they found a room with heavy, ornately carved double doors. They stopped to look. Mandie heard something and set Snowball down, motioning for the others to listen. But suddenly the voices rose angrily.


  “This has gone far enough,” boomed a deep voice from within the closed room. “It is time to do something!”


  “Yes, I say we approach the President about it,” a higher pitched male voice agreed.


  The three young people looked at each other in alarm.


  “Humph! What good will it do to approach the President?” mumbled a gravelly voice. “I say we get on with it and kill them all!”


  The young people gasped and reached for each other in fright. Who could be saying such things? Mandie touched her finger to her lips in warning, then quietly grasped the doorknob in front of them. With all her strength she tried to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge.


  The voices argued on.


  “Kill them all!” the first voice shouted.


  “Traitors, that’s what they are!” cried the second.


  “Worse than traitors,” grumbled the third.


  “Let’s get on with it, then,” the first voice urged. “We will meet right here at sundown. Now let’s go home!”


  The young people frantically scrambled for a hiding place. Mandie tried another door and pushed it open. Holding it for the other two to enter, she kept an eye on the hallway to see if anyone was coming.


  Sallie surveyed the room lined with shelves and shelves of books. “This must be the library,” she said. “Look at all these books!”


  Mandie pulled the door closed, leaving it open just a crack. “Shhh!” she hushed the others. “Let’s see who comes down the hallway!”


  Joe and Sallie crept over to stand behind Mandie. They all watched but no one came. Then they heard heavy footsteps retreating in the opposite direction.


  “Aw, shucks,” Mandie said. “They’ve gone the other way. It’s too late to see them.” Pushing the door open, she looked in the direction of the double doors, but the hallway turned at that point.


  The young people went back into the library and sat down in some comfortable chairs by a window.


  Sallie looked worried. “What are we going to do?” she asked. “Those men are going to kill some people.”


  Mandie shook her head slowly. “If we tell anybody, they won’t believe us,” she said.


  “Besides,” Joe added, “it’s none of our business. We shouldn’t have been eavesdropping.”


  “You are right, Joe,” Sallie agreed. “We did not have permission to wander off.”


  “But is that as important as the fact that those men are planning to kill somebody?” Mandie argued. “I wonder why they had the doors locked.”


  “To keep meddlers like us out,” Joe said tartly.


  “Evidently, they did not want anyone to hear what they were saying,” Sallie agreed.


  Suddenly Mandie looked around the room and jumped up. “Snowball!” she exclaimed. “Where is Snowball?”


  Joe glanced around in exasperation. “I knew that cat would run off somewhere,” he groaned.


  Sallie rose and looked under the chairs. “We had better look for him,” she said. “This house is so large, he could be lost for days.”


  “Come on,” Mandie said, rushing to the door.


  But as they ran out into the hallway, they almost bumped into Isabelle carrying Snowball.


  “Your kitten was lost,” the young maid said, handing Snowball to Mandie. “I came looking for you to go to tea.”


  “Thank you, Isabelle,” Mandie replied with a sigh. “I just now missed him.” She scowled at the kitten and gave him a good scolding.


  Following the maid to the President’s parlor, they found Mrs. Taft already there waiting. There was also a handsome older man with silvery gray hair sitting on the settee opposite her. He rose as they entered the room.


  Senator Morton, Mandie thought. Then she whispered quickly under her breath, “Let’s not tell anybody anything about those men.”


  Mrs. Taft introduced the gentleman to the young people, and Mandie instantly liked him. He would make a good match for her grandmother, she decided. And her grandmother needed a husband.


  As Mrs. Taft poured the tea, Mandie’s mind drifted back to the voices they had heard. At the earliest possible moment, they would have to go back to that room and see what was inside.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  MYSTERY IN THE NIGHT


  The activities of the rest of the day kept the young people busy, so they didn’t have time to go back to the room where they had heard voices. That night there was a dinner with about fifty guests in the formal dining room.


  President McKinley had seated the young people near him, and Mandie enjoyed talking with him. Mrs. McKinley still wasn’t feeling well, he had told them, but he thought she would be able to attend the ceremonies the next day if she rested now.


  Just before dinner was to be served, the President tapped on his glass for attention. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, raising his bushy eyebrows, “as you know, the occasion of this dinner is to honor these three young people for their good work.”


  Mandie, Sallie, and Joe looked at each other in dismay. They had not known this would happen. Mandie felt embarrassed, and she sensed her friends felt the same. Mandie caught sight of Uncle Ned near the far end of the table. He smiled and clasped his hands for her to see as the President continued.


  “Now I’m sure you’d all like to hear from the young people themselves exactly what happened.” President McKinley turned to Mandie. “Miss Amanda, would you please tell these people how you came to find the gold? And then maybe you can tell us what happened afterward.”


  Mandie could feel the color rushing to her cheeks as she looked up at the President. “But, President McKinley, sir,” Mandie began softly, “we just found the gold in a cave in the Nantahala Mountains.”


  The President smiled. “Please, dear, won’t you stand up so everyone can hear you?” he urged.


  Mandie slowly rose on shaky legs and looked around the table. She looked over at her grandmother sitting beside Senator Morton. She smiled to herself. President McKinley must have had the same idea for matchmaking to seat them together like that.


  As she nervously cleared her throat, she felt fifty pairs of eyes on her. And when she tried to speak, nothing came out.


  Then Joe, who was sitting next to her, gave her a nudge. “Just tell them the same way we told our parents and friends,” he whispered. “Hurry up.”


  Mandie cleared her throat again and braced her hands on the edge of the table. “Well, you see, it was like this,” she began, speaking rapidly. “We got lost in a cave, and we found this pile of gold in there. When we finally got out, we went home and told everybody about it . . . and . . . ” She faltered and glanced at Joe.


  “Tsali,” Joe whispered, trying to help her. “Tell them about him.”


  “Oh, yes, Tsali,” Mandie said. “He was the Indian warrior who put the gold in the cave. He hid there for awhile and scratched a message on the cave wall, saying that the gold was for the Cherokee people after the white people left. He gave himself up when the white men promised not to harm anyone else.”


  Mandie took a deep breath. “But they didn’t keep their promise,” she continued. “They killed him and his whole family except for one small son. When we found the gold, we tried to give it to the Cherokees, but they refused to have anything to do with it. They just told me to do something with it. So, since I knew they needed a hospital, we decided to build a hospital with it. That’s all.” She collapsed in her chair, her cheeks burning with embarrassment.


  Instantly, the room rang with applause, and after a moment, the President stood again. “Now, let’s hear from the other young lady, who is, by the way, a full-blooded Cherokee. She is also the granddaughter of my old friend, Ned Sweetwater, sitting down there.” He motioned to the old Indian. “He was the one who told me about the gold. Now, Miss Sallie Sweetwater, would you please tell us what you know about it?”


  Mandie looked at Uncle Ned in surprise. So he knows the President, she thought. I’m finding out a lot of things I didn’t know before.


  Sallie trembled nervously as she stood and spoke, but she added little to what Mandie had already said. After another round of applause President McKinley introduced Joe for his version of the story.


  To Mandie’s surprise, Joe stood up straight and tall and looked the other guests in the face as he related his story. “It was like Mandie told you,” he said. “We got lost in that cave, and it turned out to be the cave that the Indian warrior Tsali had hidden in. He had left the gold there and written a message on the wall, saying, ‘This gold left here for good of Cherokee after white man makes peace. This gold belongs to us who are hiding here to save our lives. Curse on the white man who takes it.’ Then he signed his name—Tsali.”


  Joe shoved his hands deep into his pockets. “After we got the gold out, Uncle Ned and Mandie’s Great Uncle Wirt went back to the cave to try to chisel out the message and save it for history. But the whole cave fell in, and the message was lost. They were lucky to get out alive. My father, who is a doctor, is overseeing the construction of the hospital for Mandie while she is away at school. He says it should be finished by springtime. Thank you, Mr. President, ladies and gentlemen.”


  Joe sat down amid a roar of applause. Mandie was proud of him. She had never seen him in such a situation, and she decided he would make a good courtroom lawyer.


  The dinner lasted several hours. When it was over and everyone except Senator Morton had left, Mrs. Taft ordered the young people to bed. They would need to get up early the next morning to attend church with the President. The First Lady would also go with them if she had sufficiently recovered.


  “We older people are going to have coffee in the President’s parlor, but you young ones must get to bed immediately. You want to be fresh for tomorrow,” Mrs. Taft told them. “And, Amanda, you promised Miss Prudence you would study while you were away from school, so I suggest you take about thirty minutes for that and then get into bed.”


  “Yes, Grandmother. I will,” Mandie assured her. Then turning to the senator, she said, “Good night, Senator Morton. I hope you sleep well.”


  After telling all the young people good night, the senator offered his arm to Mrs. Taft, and the adults headed for the President’s parlor.


  Isabelle appeared in the corridor, and offered to help Mandie and her friends find their rooms again. As the young people followed her, Mandie asked, “Isabelle, do you think you could get something to eat for Snowball?” she asked. “He hasn’t had any dinner, and I’d guess he’s meowing like crazy after being shut up in my room all this time.”


  “Do not worry, Miss Amanda,” Isabelle replied, continuing down the hallway. “Mr. Snowball has had a big supper. I saw to it myself. He’s probably fast asleep by now.”


  When they reached their rooms, Mandie peeked into the one she was sharing with Sallie. There, curled up in the middle of the big bed was Snowball, sound asleep. Isabelle said good night and continued down the hall.


  Mandie paused in the doorway, then turned to her friends. “Don’t you think we ought to go look in that room where those men were talking today?” she asked.


  “No,” Joe said firmly. “Your grandmother told us to go to bed, and that’s where you’d better go right now. Good night.” He strode down the hallway a short distance to the room he was occupying.


  Mandie turned to Sallie and shrugged. Then the two girls went into their room, closed the door, and began getting ready for bed.


  “Maybe we can go look tomorrow sometime,” Mandie suggested.


  “Maybe,” Sallie agreed. “But we do not want to do anything we should not.”


  Mandie felt a little frustrated, but she knew Joe and Sallie were right. “Of course, Sallie,” she said. Then taking her history book from her school bag, she sat down in one of the big comfortable chairs. “I have to do a little studying, so you go ahead to bed.”


  After saying good night, Sallie crawled under the covers and was soon sound asleep. Mandie read for awhile, but her eyes kept closing, so she finally gave up. Putting her history book back in the bag, she stood up and stretched, then carefully slid into bed to avoid waking her friend. Snowball curled up at her feet.


  It seemed as if she had been asleep only a short time when a noise awakened her. She raised up on one elbow to listen. The noise seemed to be coming from the yard outside the window. Being careful not to wake Sallie, Mandie slipped out of bed, tiptoed over to the window, and looked out into the darkness. Snowball followed her.


  A few gaslight lampposts by the driveway cast a faint light across the yard. As Snowball rubbed around her ankles, Mandie squinted into the darkness but couldn’t see a thing. She was about to go back to bed when a strange figure appeared on the lawn.


  Mandie gasped. It was George Washington again! And he was walking across the yard. Snatching a shawl from a nearby chair, she hurried out the door, banging it against the wall, and raced downstairs to get outside. Snowball ran after her. She knew the door had made a loud noise, but she hoped it hadn’t awakened anyone.


  By the time she made her way down the long hallways and reached a side door, she was panting, out of breath. Pushing the door open, she ran across the lawn toward where she had seen the strange figure. She ran and ran and looked all around but couldn’t see a single soul. George Washington had just plain disappeared.


  Hearing someone call her name, she gasped and turned to see her old friend, Uncle Ned, peeking out from behind a tree in the darkness. He started toward her. “Papoose, cold out here,” he called to her. “Go back inside.”


  Suddenly she realized just how cold she was with only her nightgown and the thin shawl she had grabbed at the last minute. She shivered. “Uncle Ned!” she cried, starting toward him.


  Then she saw her grandmother hurrying across the lawn toward them with a lantern. “Amanda, what are you doing out here at this time of night?” she called.


  Mandie knew she was in trouble now. Her grandmother would demand to know what she was doing. Oh, well, she thought, I might as well tell her. But she spoke to Uncle Ned first. “Did you see anyone come across the yard ahead of me just now, Uncle Ned?” she asked as Mrs. Taft caught up with them.


  “No, Papoose. No one here,” Uncle Ned replied. “I out for breath of air. No one come.”


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft demanded, “what are you doing out here? You’re going to catch your death of cold. Get back inside immediately.”


  “Grandmother, I thought I saw George Washington walking across the yard,” Mandie explained, realizing how foolish it must sound.


  “Oh, dear child, are you running a fever, or are you sleepwalking?” Mrs. Taft asked anxiously. “George Washington has been dead and buried many a year now, dear.”


  “I don’t think I was imagining things, Grandmother,” Mandie replied.


  Mrs. Taft held the lantern high and grabbed Mandie’s hand. “You must have been having a dream,” she said. “Let’s all get back inside at once. It’s too cold out here to be wandering around this time of night.”


  Mandie picked up Snowball and held him close.


  “Yes, time me go in, too,” Uncle Ned said, leading them back inside the White House.


  After saying good night to Uncle Ned in the hallway outside their rooms, Mandie asked her grandmother what brought her outside.


  “Why, you must have banged that door loud enough to wake the dead when you went out,” Mrs. Taft explained. “I got up to see what was going on, and there was Sallie, sound asleep—bless her heart. I’ll never know how she slept through that loud bang. But you were missing. Then I just happened to see you through the window.” She stroked Mandie’s hair. “Now get in bed, dear, and don’t you get out again tonight, do you hear?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said reluctantly. “Good night.” Going to her room, she closed the door and set Snowball down, then slipped into the warm bed.


  But she couldn’t get to sleep right away. For a long time she lay awake thinking. She didn’t believe she was just having nightmares or imagining things, but what else could it be? No one else had seen anyone who even looked like George Washington. Besides, it was true—George Washington had died a long time ago. How could he be walking around the White House?


  She sighed deeply. Since no one believed her, she decided she wouldn’t mention it to anyone again. She would just keep it to herself and stay on the lookout for him.


  
    

  


  When Mandie awoke the next morning, the first thing that came to her mind was the incident of the night before. She lay there for a moment, wondering if the whole thing had really happened. Suddenly she was determined to find out.


  Noticing that someone had already built a roaring fire in the huge fireplace, she jumped out of bed, grabbed her robe, and sat down in front of it. Sallie stirred and sat up.


  Mandie turned to look at her friend. “It must be too early to get up, Sallie,” she said. “I’m sorry if I woke you.”


  Sallie threw back the heavy covers and swung around to sit on the side of the big bed. Finding her robe, she joined Mandie in front of the fire. “It is never too early for me,” the Indian girl said as the firelight splashed on their faces. “I like to get up early. It’s so nice and quiet and clean early in the morning.”


  “I like to get up early, too,” Mandie replied, “but I thought maybe after our big day yesterday, you might want to sleep later.” Mandie kept debating whether to tell her friend about the figure she had seen the night before on the lawn. Finally she decided against it, at least for now. “Let’s get dressed and see if we can find the dining room,” she continued. “For some reason I’m starving.”


  “I am, too,” Sallie said. “I imagine my grandfather is already in the dining room.”


  “Joe, too, probably,” Mandie agreed.


  When the girls finally found their way to the dining room, both Joe and Uncle Ned were there, digging into enormous breakfasts.


  Joe glanced up. “Good morning, sleepyheads,” he greeted them.


  “Good morning,” Mandie replied. “We’re not exactly sleepyheads. No one called us for breakfast.” The girls pulled out two chairs across from Joe and Uncle Ned and sat down. “Besides, we kept late hours last night.”


  Uncle Ned smiled at Mandie. “Did Papoose find what she look for last night?” he asked.


  “No, Uncle Ned,” Mandie answered quickly. Not wanting Joe to know anything about the incident the night before, she quickly changed the subject. “We are supposed to go to church with the President today,” she said brightly. “I hope Mrs. McKinley is well enough to go.”


  “I do, too,” Sallie agreed. “She has been ill so much, I hear.”


  Joe seemed to understand what Mandie was trying to do. “What was Papoose looking for last night?” he teased.


  “Nothing, really,” Mandie answered. “Are we going back to look at that room today?” She didn’t want to say too much about this matter, either, with Uncle Ned there.


  “I don’t think we’ll have time,” Joe said. “The inauguration is tomorrow, and it seems today is crammed full of things to do.”


  “Many people coming to stay in White House,” Uncle Ned told them. “President invite whole houseful. Come today.”


  “And I suppose we won’t have much of a chance to get away if the halls are going to be running over with people,” Mandie moaned.


  Just then a maid in a starched white uniform came over to where the girls were sitting. “What would you two young ladies like for breakfast?” she asked.


  Mandie looked up at her. “Scrambled eggs and grits—do you have grits?” she asked.


  The maid smiled. “We certainly do. The President ordered them just for you people.”


  “Thanks,” Mandie said with a grin. “I’ll have scrambled eggs and grits and a piece of bacon or ham, whatever you have. And coffee to drink.”


  Sallie ordered the same, and the maid went back to the kitchen.


  Mandie stared after her. “The President certainly is a thoughtful man,” she said.


  “Yes, he thought up all kinds of things for us to do between now and when we leave on Tuesday,” Joe remarked.


  “Like what?” Mandie asked.


  “Like going to church,” Joe counted on his long, bony fingers as he named the activities, “coming back to eat, an excursion to a museum, back again for afternoon tea, a concert in the East Room, supper in the formal dining room with all those other house guests, and—”


  “How do you know all this?” Mandie asked.


  “Uncle Ned told me,” Joe answered.


  The maid brought Mandie and Sallie’s breakfast and placed it before them. After a short prayer of thanks, Mandie looked at her grits curiously. She laughed. “They certainly don’t know how to cook grits,” she said. “This looks like soup.”


  “There’re lots of things these people don’t know that we know—like the conversation we overheard,” Joe teased, “and dead people you’ve seen walking the halls of the White House.”


  “Joe Woodard,” Mandie protested. “I’ll have you know I saw George Washington again last night walking across the lawn. I didn’t just imagine it. I saw him with my own two eyes.”


  Sallie and Joe looked at each other in surprise.


  “You did?” Joe questioned.


  “Are you sure, Mandie?” Sallie asked.


  Mandie wished she hadn’t given herself away. She had not meant to tell Joe and Sallie about the figure she had seen—at least not yet, anyway.


  Uncle Ned spoke up. “Papoose see,” he said. “I on lawn, too, last night.”


  Mandie noticed that he didn’t say he saw George Washington, but he was trying to imply that he did. She smiled up at him.


  Joe leaned forward toward Mandie. “Well, what are you going to do about it?” he asked.


  Mandie looked straight into Joe’s brown eyes. “Nothing,” she said. “At least not right now.”


  “I know. There’s always later,” Joe replied, turning back to his breakfast.


  Later that morning as they all left for church, Senator Morton escorted Mrs. Taft, and Mandie quietly smiled to herself. Things were going well between them, she thought. The First Lady felt a little better, so she attended church with all of them, too.


  The President was Methodist, Mandie learned, and she admired his kindness and the way he lived. The President of the United States should set an example for the rest of the country, she thought.


  During the service at the church, the minister mentioned the forthcoming inauguration and the capable way the President had handled his first term. After the sermon, the congregation stood in respect as the President left the church building.


  When they returned for the noon meal, the White House overflowed with guests as predicted. People were rushing every which way.


  The dining room was crammed full for the meal, and the young people hurried to finish, hoping they could sneak around to the room where they had heard the angry voices. But there was no way. The President rose from the table and announced that carriages would be at the front door for sightseeing.


  Mandie went over to her grandmother. “Do we have to go on the sightseeing trip, Grandmother?” she asked. “Can’t we just stay here and relax?”


  “I’m sorry, dear, but you’ll have to go,” Mrs. Taft replied. “When you are in another person’s home, you must do whatever has been planned, especially when it is the President of the United States that you are visiting. Amanda, you have to understand what an honor this is for you to even be here. Now run along, all of you, and get your wraps quickly,” she said, turning back to Senator Morton, who was at her elbow.


  Mandie made a face as she joined her friends. “You both heard?” she asked. “We have to go.”


  “Yes,” Sallie nodded.


  “That’s all right.” Joe brightened. “Maybe we can skip teatime later.”


  Mandie smiled. “We’ll see,” she said doubtfully.


  But her grandmother required her to attend everything, and before Mandie knew it, the day was over. And they hadn’t had any time to investigate.


  Maybe tomorrow? she thought as she drifted off to sleep.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THE BIG DAY


  Inauguration Day began with a dark sky, and as Mandie got dressed in her finest blue gown, she listened to the bands outside warming up and entertaining the crowds that had already started to gather along President McKinley’s route to the Capitol. But Mandie worried about the ceremonies on the east portico of the Capitol building.


  At breakfast the young people discussed the situation. What would happen if it poured down rain—especially since the President had so recently been sick?


  Mandie served herself some coffee from the pot the maid had left on the table. “I think the President would have to change his plans at the last minute and hold the ceremonies inside somewhere,” she said.


  Joe dug into a plate heaped with bacon and eggs and pancakes. “Maybe he’ll come in for breakfast while we’re here and we can ask him,” he replied.


  “I do not believe the President would stand outside in the pouring rain to be sworn in again as President,” Sallie mused. “This is his second term, and I imagine he had lots of celebrations the first time he was inaugurated.”


  “You know these politicians like to make a big to-do about everything,” Joe said. “And I imagine President McKinley is as big a politician as any of them when it comes to putting on a big splash.”


  “I just wish he didn’t have everything planned minute to minute where we can’t have any time alone,” Mandie said between bites of hot biscuit. “Those men in that room, whoever they were, could have already gone out and done something terrible. Remember they said they were going to ‘get on with it,’ and they were talking about killing people.”


  Sallie held her cup with both hands and stared into the steamy, dark coffee. “Yes, they might have even done it already,” she said.


  “And we don’t know who they were talking about, so there’s nothing we can do about it,” Joe added.


  But even as they prepared to leave for the inauguration, Mandie still hoped they could investigate later on that day.


  About ten-thirty that morning, when the President left the White House, he took off his silk top hat and waved it at the cheering crowd in the street. Then he climbed into his coach for a quick ride to the Capitol. The streets along the route to the Capitol seemed alive with elaborate decorations of red, white, and blue.


  The inaugural ceremony greatly impressed Mandie and her friends. The President had invited them and many of his other house guests to sit with him during the proceedings on the east portico. The sky remained overcast, but there was no rain at noon when President McKinley stood to be sworn into office for the second time. Raising his right hand, he placed his left on a large Bible. Mrs. McKinley sat behind the President, smiling proudly, as Chief Justice Melville Weston Fuller administered the presidential oath. The young people listened carefully.


  “I, William McKinley, do solemnly swear,” the President repeated in all seriousness, “that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States, and will, to the best of my ability, preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.”


  The crowd cheered. Then as a light rain began to fall, the President addressed the spectators huddled under heavy black umbrellas. “My fellow citizens . . .” the President began, telling them what an honor it was to be elected a second time.


  After the speech came the inaugural parade, which the young people watched from the street among thousands of other rain-drenched spectators. Mandie and her friends enjoyed the big brass bands and ranks of men in military uniform.


  As the rain grew heavier, many people either ran for shelter or left altogether. The parade picked up speed, and the young people hurried behind the marching bands, making their way back to the White House.


  The President and Mrs. McKinley, as well as most of the other White House guests, including Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton, had already returned by the time Mandie and her friends arrived. Coming into the entrance hall, they quickly removed their wet coats and hats, smoothed back their hair, and hurried to their rooms to change.


  Mandie stood in front of the mirror, drying her hair with a towel. “Look how wet my hair is,” she moaned. “My hat didn’t do much good.”


  “My hair is very wet also,” Sallie replied. Quickly wrapping it in a towel, she changed dresses.


  “It was worth it, though,” Mandie commented. “I feel as if I’m in fairyland or something—that things just aren’t real. We’ve done and seen so much! I can’t wait to get back to school and tell Celia all about it.”


  “And I will tell my grandmother about everything,” Sallie said, buttoning another of the fancy dresses Mandie’s mother had bought for her.


  Mandie stood back and admired her Indian friend. The pale yellow dress looked pretty against her bronze skin and black hair. “You know we still haven’t had a chance to put on our old dresses,” she said. “We just keep going and going and putting on more and more fancy clothes. It’s really funny.” She burst into laughter and fell onto the bed.


  Sallie looked at her curiously. “Mandie, what is so funny?” she asked.


  But Mandie couldn’t quit laughing. The more she laughed, the funnier it became. Soon Sallie began giggling at Mandie, which made Mandie laugh all the more.


  Finally, Sallie regained control and looked at her friend with concern. “Mandie, are you all right?” she asked.


  “Sure I am,” Mandie replied through tears of laughter. “It’s just that I’m so wound up, I had to have a good laugh.”


  “That is fine, but I think we had better hurry,” Sallie warned. “Here, let’s go over by the fireplace, and I’ll help you dry your hair.”


  As the two girls stood in the warmth of the fire, Sallie reached for the towel and began briskly rubbing her friend’s long locks.


  “Thanks, Sallie,” Mandie said as the Indian girl finished. “I think it’s dry now. I can brush it back. Let me find a dress to put on.”


  Taking down a new green silk dress from the wardrobe, Mandie hurriedly put it on, and Sallie buttoned up the back.


  “I wonder where Joe is,” Mandie said. She quickly combed through her damp hair and tied it back with a wide piece of green satin ribbon.


  At that moment there was a knock on the door. “Are y’all ready yet?” Joe called from the hallway.


  Mandie opened the door. “We’re ready,” she said. “What took you so long?”


  The three young people headed toward the East Room where everyone was supposed to be.


  Joe looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “I ran to look in that room where the men were talking, and—”


  “You did?” Mandie interrupted. “How could you go without us?”


  “Since I’m not a girl, it doesn’t take me long to change clothes,” Joe teased. “But anyway, the door was still locked, and I didn’t even see anyone in the hallway down there.”


  When the young people entered the East Room, they found it full of people. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton stood near the doorway, and Mrs. Taft saw them at once. “Dears, are you all right?” she asked. “I was beginning to wonder where you’d gone. We have just been told that the fireworks for the evening have been postponed because of the rain. Instead, a dramatic group will put on a skit. This was scheduled for the ball tonight, but since there is some free time now, the group will perform before we get dressed for the ball.”


  “Grandmother, are you sure you want me to go to the Inaugural Ball?” Mandie protested. “I’ve never been to a ball before.”


  “I know, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied, “and I am giving you permission to stay just for the first part of it when the President and the First Lady lead things off.” She turned to Joe and Sallie. “Of course you two will stay with Amanda all evening, won’t you?”


  Joe and Sallie nodded.


  “Will my grandfather be there?” Sallie asked, looking around the room.


  “Yes, dear, he will,” Mrs. Taft assured her. “He’s around here somewhere right now.”


  Just then Mandie heard music, and she raised her head. In the corner of the room a small orchestra had begun playing. The loud talking across the room quieted as the stringed instruments filled the room with gentle but happy music. Then the President stepped onto a small platform, and the conductor stopped the music.


  The President looked around the room. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “please be seated. The play is about to begin. Thank you.”


  The adults took their time being seated, and the young people scrambled to find chairs near the front. Mandie spied her old Indian friend near the orchestra. “There’s Uncle Ned,” she told the others. “Let’s go find a seat by him.”


  Hurrying across the room, they managed to find enough chairs by him just before a chord sounded from the orchestra and the curtain on the improvised stage slowly opened.


  The young people watched as the actors, dressed in costumes from the Revolutionary War period began talking and moving about the stage.


  Mandie listened intently to the dialogue, then caught her breath as a new character came on stage. It was George Washington! The same George Washington figure she had seen in the hallway and on the lawn!


  She nudged Joe and leaned forward. “Look!” she whispered. “There he is. I told you I wasn’t imagining things! There’s the George Washington I saw.”


  Joe stared at the characters on stage. “Of all things!” he said.


  “That man certainly does look like the pictures I have seen of George Washington,” Sallie agreed.


  Uncle Ned nodded and turned back to watch the play.


  Mandie smiled in self-satisfaction, then watched as the first scene ended and the curtain closed. Seconds later, it reopened, showing a group of men gathered around a table.


  “This has gone far enough,” said a short, stocky man with a vaguely familiar deep bass voice. “It is time to do something.”


  “Yes,” replied a tall, slender man with a higher pitched voice. “I say we approach the President about it.”


  Mandie, Joe, and Sallie grabbed one another’s hands in excitement. These were the men they had overheard in that locked room upstairs.


  “Humph!” said a heavy man with a gravelly voice. “What good will it do to approach the President? I say we get on with it and kill them all!”


  At last Mandie understood the dialogue. The men were talking about colonists who had turned Tories, or traitors, during the American Revolution. She sighed with relief, then settled back to enjoy the rest of the performance.


  As soon as the skit was over, people began milling around again, visiting, but Mandie and her friends stayed near the stage.


  “Just think,” Mandie laughed, “we really thought those men in that room upstairs were going out to kill somebody.”


  “And you thought you had really seen George Washington,” Joe teased. “But then I suppose you really did see him—at least the one in the play.”


  “The actor did look like the pictures of George Washington,” Sallie added.


  A few minutes later Mrs. Taft found the young people and informed them that they had one hour to get dressed for dinner and the ball immediately afterward.


  “Then we’d better hurry,” Mandie said. “It’ll take awhile to put on all that finery I’m supposed to wear.”


  “Yes, at least one hour,” Sallie agreed.


  “My finery won’t take me that long,” Joe mocked in a high voice; “but I’ll wait in my room for you girls,” he told them.


  Mrs. Taft started to leave, then called back to them. “Please be ready on time,” she said. “I’m sure Isabelle will come and help you dress.”


  However, by the time Isabelle did knock on their door, the girls had already helped each other and were nearly ready.


  “So sorry,” Isabelle apologized. “It took me longer to help Mrs. Taft than I thought it would, but oh, you look so fine—like exquisite dolls. You do not need my help. I will go now,” she said, closing the door behind her.


  Mandie blushed slightly, but she had to admit she did feel pretty in her floor-length baby blue silk ball gown with little pink rosebuds cascading down the front. The neckline was lower than anything she had ever worn before, but since there was a matching silk shawl, she looped it high. Her dressy slippers matched her gown, and Sallie had threaded a matching blue ribbon through Mandie’s blonde hair.


  Sallie’s floor-length gown was baby pink silk with lots of frills and lace on it. It had a higher neckline and long sleeves. She wore matching pink slippers and pulled her long, straight black hair back with a matching piece of lace.


  The girls twirled admiringly in front of the full-length mirror.


  “I feel so grown up tonight,” Mandie said, flipping her skirt around. “I don’t feel like twelve years old anymore. I feel sixteen tonight.”


  “I feel older, also.” Sallie smiled at her reflection. “I wonder what my grandfather will say when he sees me.”


  Mandie laughed. “I wonder what he will look like in his new clothes,” she remarked.


  “Everyone will look pretty tonight,” Sallie said. She paused for a moment, thinking. “Mandie, how many people will there be at this ball?” she asked.


  “As far as I know, it’s a private ball just for the house guests and a few other close friends of the President and First Lady,” Mandie replied. “And we’re all a part of this group of important people. Aren’t we lucky?”


  “Not really,” Sallie said, straightening her long skirt for the dozenth time. “I will not be comfortable until I can remove these fine clothes.”


  A moment later Joe and Uncle Ned knocked on their door. When Mandie opened it, she noticed Senator Morton knocking on her grandmother’s door. The girls stepped out into the hallway, carefully closing the door behind them to keep Snowball in, then watched in surprise as Mrs. Taft almost floated out of her room to take Senator Morton’s arm.


  Mrs. Taft looked like a queen in all her rich splendor. She wore a floor-length dark green satin dress and adorned herself with expensive gold, diamond, and emerald jewelry.


  Senator Morton’s eyes lit up when he saw her. Compliments flowed freely between all of them as they stood in the hallway for a few minutes.


  Mandie looked up admiringly at Uncle Ned in his dark suit. She grabbed his old wrinkled hand. “You look wonderful, Uncle Ned. I didn’t realize you were so handsome,” she teased.


  Uncle Ned didn’t seem to know whether she was teasing or not.


  “My grandfather, you are handsome,” Sallie said proudly.


  Joe stepped over to Mandie’s side. “And you, young ladies, must have just stepped out of the fashion pages,” he said.


  “You, too, Joe,” Mandie replied. “You don’t look like the Joe Woodard I used to know.”


  Uncle Ned started down the hall. “Must go,” he reminded them.


  When they reached the dining room, Mandie felt self-conscious among all the rich, expensively dressed guests. Having grown up in a small cabin in the mountains, even her etiquette lessons at the Heathwoods’ school didn’t prepare her for associating with so many high-society people.


  Then President McKinley came over to them, dressed in formal attire. “My, but you all look nice,” he said. “I’m proud of you all in more ways than one.”


  “Thank you, Mr. McKinley,” Mandie replied, and the others did the same. Then as the President moved on to speak to others nearby, Mandie felt embarrassed. “I don’t think I should have called him Mr. McKinley,” she realized. “I’ve only heard him addressed as Mr. President.”


  “That’s all right. He knows we’re just country crackers,” Joe quipped.


  They all laughed, then moved on to find their places at the dinner table.


  Dinner conversation was lively, and Mandie thought she had never tasted such rich, delicious food and desserts as those set before her. She couldn’t help but think that her schoolmates back in Asheville would be jealous if they could see how royally she was being treated. Mandie definitely was feeling special.


  After dinner, everyone moved back into the East Room where the orchestra was again playing soft, wonderful music. Mandie swayed with the tempo and enjoyed the swish of her long dress around her feet. She looked up when the President again took the platform. He addressed his guests briefly, telling them how glad he was to have his special friends with him on this important night. Then after the First Lady said a few words, the ball was underway.


  Mandie still felt that Mrs. McKinley looked pale, but the First Lady seemed to be caught up in the excitement and had a bit more color in her cheeks than she had had the day before.


  As the guests twirled around them, Mandie and her friends had a great time drinking pink punch from crystal glasses and standing around, catching snatches of other people’s conversations. Sauntering over to a roped-off corner where Mrs. Taft sat talking with Senator Morton, Mandie overheard her grandmother inviting the senator to visit her in Asheville.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Taft,” the senator replied. “I don’t know exactly when, but maybe when we take our next break here in Washington, I could stop by on my way home to Florida.”


  “Oh, Senator, that would be wonderful. I look forward to showing you our town,” Mrs. Taft replied. Looking around, she noticed the young people standing nearby and blushed slightly. “Amanda, dear, I believe it is time for you and your friends to go to your rooms,” she said. “It is getting late.”


  The young people looked at each other knowingly.


  “Good night,” Mandie said. She turned to leave, then stopped and turned back. “When do we leave tomorrow, Grandmother?” she asked.


  “Immediately after breakfast, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Remember, we’re stopping to spend the night with Celia’s mother again. Good night now. Good night, Sallie and Joe. I’ll see y’all in the morning.”


  Mandie led the way as the young people headed out of the East Room. Once in the hallway, she started dancing around happily. “We’re going home tomorrow!” she said in a sing-song voice. “We’re going home.”


  Joe looked at her curiously. “I thought you wanted to come here.”


  “I did, but now I’m ready to go back to school. I can’t wait to tell all those girls about the President and everything we’ve seen in Washington, D.C. They are going to be so jealous!”


  Joe and Sallie frowned at each other.


  “Besides,” Mandie continued, “Celia and I still have another mystery to solve back at school.”


  Sallie shrugged her shoulders. “I think I have had enough mysteries,” she said. “My grandfather and I will leave tomorrow morning also. And I will be glad to get home and into some comfortable clothes.”


  “Amen!” Joe echoed.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  WHAT HAPPENED AT THE FARM?


  After saying goodbye to the President and First Lady the next morning, Mandie rode with her grandmother in the President’s coach to the train station. Because of their stopover to spend the night with Celia’s mother and another long train ride from Richmond to Asheville, it was late the next day when Ben met them at the depot and took Mandie back to the Heathwoods’ school.


  Mandie opened the front door and entered, with Ben right behind her. Ben set her luggage inside the vestibule, told her goodbye, and left to take Mrs. Taft home.


  Mandie looked around, disappointed that no one was waiting for her. Hurrying down the hallway, she found the headmistress in her office. “I’m back, Miss Prudence,” she announced excitedly. “I had such a wonderful time! The President is so nice, and the First Lady is absolutely beautiful, and—”


  “That’s enough for tonight, Amanda,” Miss Prudence interrupted. She stood and walked around to the front of her desk. “Get up to your room now and study until curfew. I’ll ask Uncle Cal to bring up your bags. Good night.” She walked out of her office and headed down the hallway.


  Mandie’s enthusiasm was deflated. Reluctantly, she turned toward the stairway. Then she remembered Celia. Celia would be eager to hear her exciting experiences. Mandie took the steps two at a time.


  Pushing open the door to their room, Mandie found Celia sprawled with a book on the rug in front of the crackling fire.


  Celia jumped up. “Mandie!” she squealed in delight, hugging her friend. “Tell, tell, tell! What happened? Did you have a good time?”


  Mandie shed her coat and hat, then sat down in front of the fire with Celia. “Oh, I had a wonderful time,” she said, her blue eyes dancing, “but I can tell you right now, I’m just plain tuckered out. I have never been so busy in my life. There was something going on every minute of every day until late at night. And guess what? The President had invited Joe and Sallie and Uncle Ned, too!”


  “Please tell me about every minute of it, please,” Celia begged.


  Mandie talked about her trip, and the sightseeing, and all the mysteries along the way until they heard the curfew bell. Then suddenly Mandie realized that Uncle Cal hadn’t brought up her bags yet. “I guess I’m going to have to go down and get my luggage myself,” she said, a little irritated.


  But just then there was a knock on the door. “Oh, maybe not.” Mandie laughed. Opening the door, she found Uncle Cal standing there with her bags.


  He grinned. “Sorry it took me so long, Missy,” he apologized, “but Miz Prudence, she say she give you a extra hour after de bell ring to git unpacked.” He placed the baggage in the corner.


  “Oh, thank you, Uncle Cal,” Mandie said excitedly. “I’ve just got to tell you about my visit with the President and—”


  Uncle Cal held up his hand. “Sorry again, Missy,” he replied, “but Miz Prudence, she done give me strict orders to git up here and right back. She need me downstairs right away.” He headed for the door. “I hears ’bout dat President man tomorrow, Missy. Good night.”


  Mandie sighed. “Good night, Uncle Cal,” she said. “I’ll see you and Aunt Phoebe tomorrow.”


  As the old Negro man closed the door behind him, Mandie turned to Celia. “That reminds me. Have things been normal since I’ve been gone? Has Aunt Phoebe been gone anymore, or Miss Hope?”


  “Everything is back to normal,” Celia assured her. “I haven’t missed anyone, anyway. So if they have been gone, I didn’t know it. I haven’t seen the mouse again, either, and April Snow has behaved, too, would you believe it?”


  “I hope it stays that way, just normal like it should be,” Mandie replied as she began unpacking.


  Celia helped her hang up clothes and put things away in drawers as they continued talking.


  “I’d still like to know what was going on with everyone disappearing for days at a time,” Mandie said. “We know it has something to do with the farm, but what? If only we could find out what Miss Hope said to Miss Prudence at the dining room table that first night she disappeared . . .”


  When the girls finally finished the unpacking, they got ready for bed, blew out the light, and slid under the covers to talk late into the night.


  At breakfast the next morning, to Mandie’s surprise, Miss Prudence welcomed Mandie back and announced that Mandie would tell everyone about her journey after supper that night. All the students were required to meet in the parlor.


  Mandie smiled a self-important smile and only barely noticed her fellow students’ looks that said, Who does she think she is?


  As the day floated by, Mandie had quite a bit of catching up to do in her class work, so she had no time to talk to anyone. When it was finally time to go to the parlor after supper, she and Celia were the last ones to arrive. They stopped in surprise in the parlor doorway.


  Besides the girls from her own school, the room was crammed with students from Mr. Chadwick’s boys’ school, who had come to hear about her visit with the President. How could Miss Prudence do this to her?


  Mandie struggled for a moment, embarrassed yet flattered that Miss Prudence thought her journey important enough to invite all these people to hear her. She smiled weakly at the headmistress and Miss Hope, who sat at a table off to the side of the room.


  Mandie was certain Tommy Patton was in the group. They had become friends on other visits between the two schools. But she was afraid to look for him. In fact, she avoided the eyes of all the listeners as she nervously took a place in the corner of the crowded room and began relating her adventure.


  “First of all,” she said, her voice quavering, “I want to thank Miss Prudence and Miss Hope for allowing me to take leave from school.” She stopped and cleared her throat. “President McKinley is a wonderful man. And his wife is so warm and friendly. As you probably know, my grandmother went with me. And the President also invited my friends, Joe Woodard and Sallie Sweetwater and Uncle Ned, my old Cherokee friend.”


  There was a snicker in the group, and Mandie caught sight of April Snow in the back row making a face.


  Miss Prudence rapped on the table and stood up. “We will have none of that now,” she said sternly. “You will maintain silence until Amanda has finished. In fact, I would suggest that you pay close attention because I might just give a test on her speech.”


  The students looked at each other and frowned.


  Oh, no, Mandie said to herself. The girls will hate me.


  Miss Prudence remained standing, keeping a watchful eye on the students. “Please continue, Amanda,” she said.


  Mandie tried to make it short. But she had to tell them about the beautiful rooms in the White House, climbing the 898 steps of the Washington Monument, and seeing all the exhibits in the Smithsonian Institution. And Miss Prudence, Miss Hope, and Mr. Chadwick kept asking questions now and then, making her go into more detail about everything she had seen and learned. The students remained quiet, but Mandie wasn’t sure they were really interested.


  Finally, when she could think of nothing else to say, she turned to the headmistress. “Thank you, Miss Prudence,” she said, sinking down into the chair behind her.


  “Thank you, Amanda,” Miss Prudence replied. “You have given an interesting account of your visit.” She turned to address all the students. “Young ladies and gentlemen, we will serve tea in the dining room now, but since there are so many of us, you may bring your refreshments back here or take them into the hallway while you visit with one another. Please follow me.”


  As the students moved through the line, they all seemed to avoid Mandie. They looked at her out of the corners of their eyes and stayed out of her path.


  But Tommy Patton and his friend Robert Rogers singled out Mandie and Celia to discuss the Washington trip and the latest happenings at the two schools. With the cold shoulder Mandie was getting from the other girls, she was glad to talk to Tommy as they waited in line. Tommy was a tall, handsome boy with dark brown eyes, and Mandie always enjoyed being with him.


  Tommy smiled down at her. “I’ve never been to Washington, D.C.,” he said. “You certainly did make the inauguration and everything sound interesting.”


  “Thank you, Tommy,” Mandie replied, accepting a cup of tea and a small cake from Aunt Phoebe. The others did likewise and the four of them wandered out into the less-crowded hallway to talk.


  “I don’t think it’s very interesting to the other girls, though,” Mandie said sadly. “Miss Prudence has seen to that with the threat of a test.”


  Robert smiled shyly at Celia and took a drink of his tea. “I don’t think she really meant it,” he said.


  “I certainly hope not,” Mandie replied.


  Tommy leaned over to Mandie and spoke softly so that no one outside their group could hear him. “Pardon me for saying so, but Miss Prudence ought to know that a test would make the other girls despise you,” he said. “They’re bound to be jealous enough already that the President invited you to the White House.”


  Mandie laughed nervously. “Well, let them be jealous,” she returned. “I was the one the President invited. After all, most of these girls have lots of money, but what have they ever done for other people? They haven’t built a hospital for the Indians or anything.”


  The boys and Celia eyed Mandie with concern. What was happening to her?


  
    

  


  In the days that followed, the other students avoided Mandie more and more because Miss Prudence did give a test on Mandie’s account of her trip to Washington. Mandie tried to pretend she didn’t notice their reactions, but no one would even talk to her. Even Celia seemed a little distant, not her usual warm, bubbly self.


  April Snow snickered every time she saw Mandie in the hallway—as long as the schoolmistresses weren’t in sight. Sometimes she would mock Mandie, saying things like, “Princess Amanda! She went to visit the President!”


  Mandie was furious, but she didn’t answer April. She simply tried to avoid her.


  One afternoon between classes Mandie overheard two other students talking.


  “I wish she had never even come to this school,” Etrulia Batson said with disgust. “She thinks she’s so important.”


  The other girl said, “I wish I could have been there in Washington just to see that little mountain girl make a fool out of herself, for all she knows about society functions,” she replied.


  Mandie turned and quietly slipped into an empty classroom. Tears welled in her eyes as she thought about what they had said. Why does everybody hate me so? she wondered. It isn’t my fault that Miss Prudence decided to give that test. She wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. I’m not going to let it bother me, she told herself. The President thinks I’m special. What difference does it make what these girls think? They’re just jealous.


  After all the catching up she had to do on her schoolwork and the way the girls were treating her, Mandie was really looking forward to Easter holidays. But a few days before they were to begin, Miss Prudence announced that the school would not close for the usual week. The girls had already missed too much school-time because of the flu epidemic during the winter, she said. They would stay at school and have Good Friday and Easter Monday observances there.


  Disappointed with Miss Prudence’s decision, Mandie found some comfort in the fact that she and Celia were at least allowed to attend church and spend the day with her grandmother on Easter Sunday. Easter came on April seventh that year, and the weather was already warm. Leaves sprouted on the trees, and flowers bloomed in gardens everywhere. A feeling of “newness” filled the air.


  After church on Easter Sunday, Mandie and Celia sat at the dinner table with Mrs. Taft and Hilda, the dark-haired, disturbed girl whom Mrs. Taft had given a home. Hilda still couldn’t talk much, and Mrs. Taft had told Mandie that the girl still ran away occasionally when she got a chance. But Hilda was excited to see Mandie. That made Mandie feel good after all the rough treatment she had gotten from the girls at school lately.


  Now, as the others ate and talked, Hilda sat quietly and listened.


  “Amanda, dear,” Mrs. Taft said as Ella, the maid, refilled her coffee cup, “we need to begin planning our trip to Europe, you know.” She smiled and turned to Celia. “And Celia, I have obtained permission from your mother for you to go, too.”


  The girls began to talk excitedly.


  “Also,” Mrs. Taft raised her voice to get their attention, “it seems that Senator Morton will be sailing on the same ship that we’ll take. Isn’t that nice?”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and giggled. Mandie had told her friend about the senator.


  “That’s great, Grandmother,” Mandie agreed. Then she realized that she had not heard a word from her mother about the proposed trip to Europe. “But did you ever ask my mother if I could go?” she asked.


  “Of course, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied, cutting a slice of ham. “Your mother and I got that settled long ago—in fact, right after we came back from Washington. I’m sorry if I didn’t remember to tell you.”


  “Thanks, Grandmother.” Mandie jumped up and ran around the table to give her a hug. “I love you. You’re a wonderful grandmother.”


  Hilda’s big brown eyes sparkled. “Love you,” she said.


  Everyone smiled at the girl’s recognition of the words.


  “Well, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said, “I don’t know what brought that on, but sit back down now, dear, and let’s get our plans made.”


  There was a lot of discussion about where to go, what to see, and what they would need to take with them. Mandie was excited that Celia would be able to go with them this time. “When are we going?” she asked.


  “I’ve thought about that,” Mrs. Taft replied. “And your mother and I agreed that we should wait until after your little sister or brother is born in June, so I have made reservations to spend the whole month of July in Europe.”


  “We have to wait that long?” Mandie said, disappointed.


  “Well, we can’t go before the baby comes, and your mother may want me around for awhile afterward, so July is about the soonest we could go.”


  Mandie grumbled to herself. That baby was causing trouble again, even before it got here. She would be glad when it finally came. Then maybe it would quit interfering with her plans.


  After the meal, Mandie went to the kitchen to feed Snowball, who had patiently waited at her feet under the table. As Mandie entered the kitchen, she saw Ben sitting at the table having his dinner.


  She flashed a quick smile. “I just want to give this cat something to eat,” she said, stooping to put some food scraps onto a plate on the floor. “You look all tired out, Ben. Where’ve you been this morning?”


  “Out to de farm,” Ben replied without thinking. Then he clasped his hand over his mouth, and his eyes grew wide.


  Mandie looked up. “The farm where they grow the vegetables for our food at school?” she asked, hoping now she might find out what had been going on out there. She tried not to sound too eager. “I remember one time Aunt Phoebe took me out there,” she said innocently. “I met Uncle Cal’s mother, Aunt Pansy—she really runs the place, doesn’t she? And her son Willie and granddaughter Soony help, too, right?”


  “Yessum, they does all right, Missy,” Ben agreed. “But I thinks I done said too much already.”


  “Oh, come on, Ben,” Mandie pleaded. “You can tell me. My curiosity is killing me.”


  “My, my, my,” Ben replied.


  Mandie could tell he was giving in.


  “I s’pose it be all over now, so it don’t matter so much nohow.” Ben wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Well, it be like dis, Missy,” he began. “Dat Willie, he be out in de field somewheres and dat Soony, she be gone somewheres else. And Miz Pansy, she be all alone in de house.”


  Mandie felt shivers up and down her spine, not knowing what to expect.


  “And you know Miz Pansy, she always be good to po’ folks to try an’ he’p ’em,” he continued. “So when dis young Negro fellow come knockin’ at de back do’ and ask fo’ food, she lets him in de kitchen and sets a plate of hot dumplin’s b’fo’ him.” Ben stopped and took a drink of coffee.


  Mandie’s heartbeat quickened. “Please hurry, Ben,” she urged. “Tell me what happened!”


  “Well, dat fellow, he be up to no good. He tie up Miz Pansy after he beat her down when she wouldn’t give in to be tied up. Den he rob de whole house,” Ben explained. “He took—”


  “Ben,” Mandie interrupted, “is Aunt Pansy all right? Why did Miss Prudence keep all this a secret?”


  “Miz Pansy, she done be recovered now,” Ben said with a mouthful of biscuit. “And dat Miz Prudence, she be a funny person. She don’t want nobody to tell ’cause it might hurt de school, she say. Ain’t dat funny?”


  “Oh, I wish Miss Prudence had let us know so we could have gone to visit Aunt Pansy,” Mandie said. “I suppose since she’s Uncle Cal’s mother, that’s why he and Aunt Phoebe were disappearing now and then. I’m going to ask if I can visit Aunt Pansy.”


  “Now don’t you be tellin’ dat Miz Prudence dat you knows ’bout dis,” Ben warned, ’cause she know den dat I told you.”


  “How would she know you told me?” Mandie asked.


  “Because I was de one what took Miz Hope and Aunt Phoebe out dere,” Ben explained.


  “Then Grandmother must have known about it,” Mandie said, confused.


  “No, all dis happen when yo’ grandmother ain’t home,” Ben replied. “And Miz Prudence, she say don’t tell nobody, so I don’t tell nobody.” He shook his head vigorously. “Till now,” he added sheepishly.


  Mandie put her hands on her hips, exasperated at Miss Prudence’s secrecy. “I’ll just ask if I can go visit Aunt Pansy,” Mandie said. “I won’t mention anything about the robbery or her being hurt.”


  Mandie didn’t mention the matter to her grandmother either, but as soon as they arrived back at the school later that day, Mandie told Celia what had happened, and they made plans to visit Aunt Pansy.


  One Saturday soon afterward, Mandie and Celia were allowed to visit the old woman when Aunt Phoebe had to go out to the farm for supplies. Aunt Pansy was delighted to see the girls, and no one mentioned the robbery. Everything seemed to be back to normal.


  
    

  


  Later that month, while Mandie and Celia sat on the window seat in their room, enjoying the warm night breeze that floated in through the open window, Mandie was brooding about the way the other girls were still treating her. Suddenly she heard a faint noise below. She leaned forward to look down into the yard. “Did you hear something?”


  “I think so,” Celia replied, glancing out into the night. “It sounded like a bird.”


  Mandie peered outside, surveying the entire lawn below. The full moon illuminated the school grounds fairly well except for the shadows from the huge magnolia trees. A figure stepped out of the shadows. Mandie caught her breath. “Look, Celia! It’s Uncle Ned!” she cried excitedly. “I’m going down there a minute.”


  “Mandie, please don’t get caught,” Celia warned. “The curfew bell hasn’t rung yet, and there may be other people around.”


  “I’ll be right back,” Mandie promised.


  Racing down the servants’ stairs and through the deserted kitchen, she ran out into the yard. “Uncle Ned!” she exclaimed, giving him a hug.


  The old Indian pointed to a bench in the shadow of the tree, and she sat down next to him. “How is school?” he asked.


  “Not wonderful,” Mandie replied. “It’s been weeks since I got back from Washington, and the other girls still won’t speak to me.” Her blue eyes quickly filled with tears. “I hear them making remarks behind my back. They say I’m stuck up since I met the President, and they say, ‘Who does she think she is?’ and things like that.”


  Uncle Ned cupped his hand under her chin and looked at her closely. “Is Papoose stuck up?” he asked.


  “Why, no,” she responded quickly. Then pausing for a moment, she added, “I don’t think I am. At least I don’t mean to be. Oh, I don’t know what’s going on.”


  “Maybe Papoose cause all this bad feeling,” the old Indian suggested. “Maybe other girls jealous because Papoose get special treatment.”


  Mandie sat there quietly for a minute, looking deep into his dark eyes. “I think they are jealous, but what can I do about it?” she asked.


  “Could be Papoose brag too much. Think self too important,” Uncle Ned suggested. “Remember how grandmother of Papoose act with school head lady about Papoose not going to Washington? Papoose not like. Grandmother of Papoose act too important.”


  “Oh, Uncle Ned, maybe I have been thinking I was pretty great after all the things that I was able to see and do in Washington,” Mandie admitted reluctantly. “But if I have been bragging, I haven’t meant to.”


  “Other girls not know this,” Uncle Ned replied. “Remember, Papoose also got special leave from school. Other girls not get these things.”


  “What should I do, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked, hanging her head.


  “Papoose must be friendly with other girls, stop talk about trip to Washington, tell girls sorry you brag,” the old Indian replied.


  Mandie looked up quickly. “But, Uncle Ned, I couldn’t apologize to them,” she protested. “They caused it all!”


  “Not matter who caused,” Uncle Ned explained. “Remember Big Book say pride go before fall. Must make girls understand you their friend.”


  “All right, Uncle Ned,” Mandie agreed. “I’ll try. I’ve really been miserable. Celia is the only friend I have left.”


  “Not true,” Uncle Ned objected. “I friend of Papoose.” He smiled.


  Mandie reached up and gave him a big hug. “Thanks, Uncle Ned. But now I’d better get back upstairs,” she said, looking around.


  “Wait, Papoose. I not finished,” said the old Indian. “I bring message from mother of Papoose. She say tell Papoose that new papoose arrive.”


  “Mother’s baby has been born?” Mandie could hardly believe her ears. “It’s not time yet.”


  “New Papoose come early, but it fine,” Uncle Ned explained.


  Mandie was surprised to find herself getting excited. “Is it a boy or girl?” she asked.


  “I not know, Papoose,” the Indian replied.


  “You mean my mother didn’t tell you?”


  “No, not tell. Mother of Papoose say she want to tell Papoose when Papoose come home from school,” he explained.


  “When was it born, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked, frustrated at not knowing whether she had a brother or a sister.


  “On full moon, Sunday the twenty-first day of April this month,” the old Indian replied. He stood up, towering over Mandie. “Must go now. Remember, be nice to other girls, like we talk, Papoose.”


  “I’ll try, Uncle Ned,” Mandie promised. “I’ll try real hard.” She stood and squeezed his hand. “And tell my mother that as far as I know right now, I’ll be out of school the last week of May.”


  “I tell mother of Papoose,” he promised. “Big God bless Papoose.” He stooped briefly and kissed Mandie on the forehead before disappearing into the shadows.


  Mandie slowly made her way back into the house and up the stairs to her room. Why didn’t her mother let her know whether the baby was a boy or girl? Now she would have to wait a whole month before she could find out.


  Although she felt a touch of anger and jealousy over the thought of sharing her mother, she also realized that she was actually excited about finally seeing the baby.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  CHANGES AT HOME


  As the noisy train chugged to a stop in Franklin, North Carolina on a warm June day in 1901, Mandie picked up her small valise and eagerly scrambled out of her seat. The train let off a big puff of steam by the depot platform, and the passengers started to get off. Mandie hurried down the aisle ahead of Dr. Woodard.


  “No need to rush,” Dr. Woodard told the blond twelve-year-old girl. “I see Abraham out there. We’ll have to wait until he gets your trunk and bags off the train.”


  Mandie stopped behind another passenger in the doorway. “I just wanted to get outside in the nice clean air after this sooty train ride,” she replied. “Besides, I’m so happy that school’s over for the summer, I can hardly wait to get home.”


  Dr. Woodard came up beside her. “I’m sure your mother and your Uncle John are looking forward to your coming home, too,” he said.


  The other passengers stepped down from the train, and Mandie quickly followed. She saw Abraham waiting at the end of the platform in her Uncle John’s rig. She waved and ran to meet him, with Dr. Woodard following.


  “Abraham!” she called out as she approached him. “I thought maybe Uncle John would meet us here at the depot.”


  “Mistuh John he be in Richmond on bidness,” Abraham replied. He took her bag and put it in the rig. “I’se got to git yo’ luggage, Missy. Be right back.”


  Dr. Woodard stopped by the rig. “Mandie, I have to get my buggy from the livery stable,” he said. “Would you please tell your mother that I’ll be along later? I have to see a patient or two, and then I’ll see y’all.”


  “Of course, Dr. Woodard.” Mandie smiled down at him. “Thank you for riding home from Asheville with me on the train.”


  “It was my pleasure, dear,” he said, turning to leave. “And I look forward to visiting at your house tonight as well.”


  Mandie told him goodbye and watched as Abraham and the railroad baggage man hefted her heavy trunk onto the back of the rig. Then after piling several other valises on, Abraham climbed up beside Mandie, and they headed for her Uncle John’s house, where she lived. Her mother, Elizabeth, had married Mandie’s uncle after Mandie’s father died.


  As they rode down the main street of Franklin, Mandie looked over at the Negro man who worked for her uncle. “Is Snowball all right, Abraham?” she asked.


  “Dat kitten he be fine and into ev’rything,” Abraham replied. “When dat Injun man brung him from yo’ grandma’s he seemed like he proud to be home. Now dat noo baby, dat’s ’nuther story. I don’t believes dat noo baby like dis world. It cry and cry and—”


  “Abraham . . .” Mandie quickly changed the subject. “Have you seen Polly Cornwallis next door? Is she home from school yet?”


  “I believe she git home yistiddy,” Abraham told her. “Anyhow she come over to see de noo baby yistiddy, and—”


  “Abraham,” Mandie interrupted impatiently, “I don’t want to talk about that new baby.”


  “But Missy, dat baby be yo’ mother’s and yo’ Uncle John’s baby,” the old man said.


  “That’s exactly why I don’t want to discuss it,” Mandie replied quickly. “Now let’s talk about something else.”


  Abraham glanced back at her in alarm. Mandie was not usually so sharp-tongued.


  Unable to think of anything to say in her misery, Mandie remained silent the rest of the way home. This new baby had already caused so much trouble and inconvenience for her, and now she was finally going to have to see it for the first time.


  The baby would probably still be small and bothersome since it was only born a few weeks before. Mandie had already made up her mind to ignore the baby. She didn’t want anything to do with it.


  After all, it was only a half sister or half brother to her, or maybe it was a cousin since her Uncle John was its father. This was all so confusing!


  What irritated her more was that her mother hadn’t even let her know whether the baby was a boy or girl. And since Mandie refused to discuss it on the train with Dr. Woodard, he hadn’t told her either—even though he had delivered the baby. So now she simply referred to the baby as “it.”


  Abraham pulled the rig to a halt in front of the white picket fence surrounding John Shaw’s huge white house. Jumping down, he unlatched and opened the gate, then returned to the rig and drove it through.


  As he stopped the vehicle again, Mandie quickly stepped down into the green grass. “Go ahead, Abraham,” she said. “I’ll latch it.”


  Abraham nodded and drove on into the backyard. Mandie fastened the gate and hurried up the walkway to the long front porch.


  As soon as she opened the screen door, she found Snowball at her feet, meowing at her. Mandie scooped him up in her arms and rubbed her face against his. The white kitten closed his eyes and purred loudly.


  Suddenly, Mandie heard the piercing wail of a baby screaming. It sounded as if it was coming from somewhere upstairs. Mandie froze. What on earth is wrong with that baby, howling like that? she thought.


  Just then Aunt Lou, the old Negro housekeeper, hurried into the hallway. When she saw Mandie standing there, she ran over and gave her a big hug. “I sho’ be glad to see you home, my chile,” the huge old woman told her. Aunt Lou patted Mandie’s blond head.


  “Oh, Aunt Lou, I’m glad to see you, too,” Mandie said as the baby’s cries grew louder. “But what is going on with all that screaming?”


  “Dat baby jes’ don’t like bein’ bawn in dis world,” the old woman replied. “It cry and it cry all de time. Yo’ po’ ma she cain’t sleep or eat or nuthin’, it cry so.”


  “Humph!” Mandie grunted, clutching Snowball tighter as she turned away. “I’m going to my room, Aunt Lou.”


  “No, no, no, my chile,” the old housekeeper scolded. “You gwine right upstairs and see yo’ ma. Let huh know you’s home.”


  “I’m tired, Aunt Lou,” Mandie protested.


  “Dat don’t make no never mind,” Aunt Lou said. “Yo’ ma she be tired, too, but she waitin’ fo’ you to come home. Now git up dem steps.” The old woman gave her a little shove.


  Mandie sighed. Not knowing what else to do, she started upstairs, petting Snowball as she went. Then she stopped. “Aunt Lou, you come with me,” she pleaded. “Please?”


  “Well, all right,” the old woman agreed, trudging up the stairs behind the girl.


  The screaming grew louder as they walked along the hallway upstairs, and Snowball climbed up on Mandie’s shoulder. Mandie halted at the open door of her mother’s sitting room.


  Elizabeth sat in a rocking chair, trying to quiet the baby’s screams. Back and forth she rocked, talking quietly into the baby’s ear.


  Aunt Lou nudged Mandie forward, but the girl wouldn’t budge. The noise was deafening. I didn’t realize that such a little thing could make such a big noise, she thought. Putting her hands over her ears, she frowned. Snowball clutched the shoulder of her dress.


  Elizabeth turned and saw Mandie standing in the doorway. She looked pale and worn out, but she smiled. “Welcome home, dear,” she said above the howling. “Put that cat down out there and come see the baby.”


  Mandie couldn’t move. “I will later when all that screaming stops,” she hollered over the noise.


  Elizabeth laughed weakly. “It may never stop,” she said.


  “Then I may never come to see it,” Mandie replied curtly.


  Aunt Lou gasped and poked Mandie from behind.


  Elizabeth looked directly at Mandie. “Oh, but you will, Amanda,” she said loudly. “You’re excused for now, but you will see the baby later.”


  Full of resentment, Mandie turned and raced back down the hallway and around the corner to her room. She pushed the door open and found her trunk and bags sitting in the middle of the floor. Closing the door, she flopped down on the blue silk bedspread with the kitten in her arms and began talking to him. She could still hear the baby screaming in the distance.


  “What are we going to do, Snowball?” she asked the kitten. “We can’t stand all that screaming and carrying on. That baby is a brat. That’s what it is—a brat!” She wiped her teary eyes.


  Snowball meowed and purred.


  Just then the door opened and Liza, the Negro maid, danced into the room.


  Mandie sat up quickly.


  Liza grinned. “I sho’ is glad to see you, Missy ’Manda,” she said. “Dat howlin’ baby’s ’bout to drive us all batty, sho’ ’nuff.”


  Mandie jumped up to embrace her friend. “I’m glad to be home, Liza. But I didn’t expect all that noise.”


  “You ain’t heerd de half of it, Missy,” Liza told her. “It go on all day and all night it do. And we’se rubbed our hands raw washin’ dem baby diapers. De clothesline it stay full of wavin’ white diapers.”


  Mandie sat in a nearby chair and looked up at the maid. “Does that baby really cry all the time?”


  Liza nodded. “Jes’ about.”


  “Is it sick or what?”


  “Dat doctuh man say he cain’t find nuthin’ wrong,” Liza replied, walking over to Mandie’s trunk. She tried to open it.


  “It’s locked,” Mandie said.


  “You got de key, Missy?” Liza asked. “Aunt Lou say I got to git dis heah trunk unpacked befo’ suppertime.”


  Mandie reached inside the small valise she had carried on the train and pulled out the key. “I’ll help so we can talk.” She opened the trunk and threw back the lid.


  Liza was not much older than Mandie and the two were good friends. The Negro girl always seemed to know everything that was going on around the Shaw house. As they shook out dresses from the trunk and hung them in the huge wardrobe, Liza brought Mandie up to date.


  “Yo’ Uncle John he done gone to Richmond on bidness, he say,” Liza told her. “I say he go to git ’way from de screamin’.”


  Mandie looked at her and laughed. “But Liza, I don’t think Uncle John would go all the way to Richmond to get away from the noise. He could just go downtown for awhile.”


  Liza put Mandie’s bonnets on the top shelf of the wardrobe. “But he cain’t stay long downtown,” she said. “Anyhow, I thinks yo’ ma, she oughtta go some place, too. Miz ’Lizbeth look plumb wore out.”


  “That’s their problem!” Mandie snapped. She leaned into the trunk to retrieve another dress. “They wanted the baby, so now they have to put up with it.”


  Liza stopped putting the clothes away, propped her hands on her hips, and frowned at Mandie. “Dat baby be yo’ kin, too,” she scolded.


  Mandie straightened up. “But I didn’t ask for a baby,” she argued. “It wasn’t my idea. They can . . . they can . . . give it away, for all I care!”


  Liza’s eyes grew wide. “Missy!”


  Mandie blew out her breath. “Well, at least I won’t have to put up with that baby for the whole month of July.”


  “And where is you gwine to be gone to?” Liza questioned.


  “Didn’t you know, Liza?” Mandie’s blue eyes sparkled with excitement. “I’m going to Europe with my grandmother and my friend back at school, Celia Hamilton.”


  “Dat’s de first I’se heerd of it,” Liza said. “Europe? Where dat be, Missy?”


  “Europe is all the way across the ocean,” Mandie explained. “We’re going to sail on one of those huge passenger ships like I saw when we were in Charleston, South Carolina, last year.”


  Liza shook her head slowly. “What fo’ you wants to be traipsin’ all over de place?” she persisted. “You goes to dat Washington town to see dat President man clear out o’ dis part o’ de country, and now you says you gwine ride out on all dat water.” Liza threw her hands up in the air. “Lawsy mercy, Missy, s’pose dat ship git a hole in it. You cain’t swim. Whatcha gwine do den?”


  “Liza, my grandmother and I have already discussed all this,” Mandie told her. “The ship will have a lot of small boats on it, and if the big ship starts to leak or sink, then they put all the little boats in the water. And all the passengers get into the boats and wait for another big ship to pick them up. That’s all there is to it,” Mandie explained. She started hanging up her dresses again.


  “Dat ain’t all dere is to it,” Liza contradicted her, watching Mandie do the work. “S’pose no big ships find out you ridin’ ’round in dem li’l boats? You cain’t stay dere forever. You gotta eat sometime.”


  “Liza, all the big ships can send messages to other boats. Our ship would let another one know that we needed help,” Mandie replied.


  Liza grunted. “Humph! Wouldn’t ketch me on dem big ships or dem li’l boats, neither. I cain’t swim.”


  “I can’t either, but I wouldn’t be afraid—I don’t think,” Mandie said.


  Liza shook out the last dress from the trunk, and the girls quickly unpacked the rest of Mandie’s bags. Then when Liza had to go downstairs to set the table for supper, Mandie decided to take a bath.


  Flipping through the dresses hanging in her wardrobe, she picked a white voile dress with tiny blue embroidered flowers and laid it out on her bed. In this unusually warm June weather, the voile dress would be cool.


  The whole time Mandie was bathing, she heard the baby screaming down the hall. Mandie dreaded having to face her mother at the supper table.


  The more she thought about it, the more she wished she didn’t have a vacation from school. She would rather be back there with Celia than have to listen to this howling all day long.


  As Mandie got dressed, she surveyed herself in the long mirror in her room. She was sure that even Miss Prudence back at school would be proud of her. Mandie had the ladylike look that the headmistress and Miss Hope had tried so hard to teach their students.


  As she stared into the mirror, Mandie realized that she was getting taller. After all, she would be thirteen years old in a few days.


  Above the sound of the baby’s crying, a quick knock on the door made Mandie jump. Liza entered the room abruptly. “Miz ’Lizbeth, she say tell you she cain’t eat supper at de table tonight ’cause de baby keep cryin’,” Liza explained.


  “You mean I have to eat supper alone?” Mandie whined.


  “Mistuh Bond, he be back. He be heah fo’ supper tonight,” Liza told her. “I got to go take a tray to yo’ ma now.” She danced out of the room.


  Mandie sighed. That baby kept on interfering with everything. Mandie plopped down in a chair and put her hands over her ears as the little one’s yelling continued. She waited until the little ceramic clock on her mantelpiece struck six. Then she went downstairs.


  Jason Bond stood waiting in the hallway for her. “Welcome home,” the old caretaker said, going ahead to push open the door to the dining room.


  Mandie smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Jason,” she returned.


  Inside the dining room, the table before them was loaded with food. Mandie noticed that a place had been set for her mother. As she and Mr. Bond sat down, Mandie looked up at Liza nearby. “Is Mother coming down, after all?” she asked.


  “No, Missy, I jes’ left dem dishes there ’cause I ain’t had time to move ’em,” the maid replied, picking up the china. “Here, I’ll jes’ put ’em on de side heah. Maybe dat doctuh man come in time to eat.”


  Mandie shook out the linen napkin by her place and laid it in her lap. “When I left Dr. Woodard at the depot, he said he’d be here later,” she told Liza, “so maybe he will arrive in time for the meal.”


  After giving thanks for their food, Mr. Bond asked about her upcoming journey overseas. Mandie noticed he carefully avoided mentioning the new baby.


  “You’re a brave little lady to get on one of those big ships and sail all the way across the ocean,” the caretaker said, helping himself to the fried chicken.


  Mandie spooned green beans onto her plate. “Have you ever been to Europe, Mr. Jason?” she asked.


  “Goodness, no,” Mr. Bond replied. “I’m satisfied staying right here where I belong. Ain’t got no hankering to cross all that water.”


  “I’m anxious to go,” Mandie said excitedly. “I think I’ll really enjoy it. You know my grandmother has been to Europe several times, and she has told me so much about everything over there that I just can’t wait to see it!” Mandie took a bite of her chicken.


  The caretaker grinned. “Well, you’re young and should enjoy it,” he said. “Me, I’m too old for that kind of a lark.”


  Mandie noticed that she could still hear the baby crying, even with the doors closed. “Mr. Jason, do you think there’s something wrong with that baby?” she ventured.


  Jason Bond swallowed a bite of food and smiled at her. “Dr. Woodard says the baby’s normal—no health problems he can see,” the man replied. “Maybe that poor child just needs to get used to us all.”


  At that moment, Liza came in from the hall, and Mandie heard another piercing wail from the baby. “Well, I sure wish it’d hurry up,” she said, drumming her fingers on the table. “That crying is one big reason why I’ll be glad to get away from here for a whole month.” She took a drink of her iced tea.


  Mr. Bond buttered a biscuit and took a bite. “Your mother is not very experienced at these things, you know,” he said. “So if I were you, I’d kinda be patient.”


  “I know she doesn’t have much experience,” Mandie said, laying down her fork. “My Grandmother told my mother I was dead and gave me to my father. Then she told him never to come back.”


  “Now, now, Missy,” the caretaker protested. “I know all about that. But it was all your grandmother’s doing. She was the one who told your father that your mother didn’t want you and never wanted to see him again.” Mr. Bond sipped his coffee. “Don’t blame your mother for that.”


  Mandie sat silently for a minute. “Well, if I had been in my mother’s place,” she said, “I would have demanded proof that my baby had died.”


  “You know your grandmother, Missy. She can be stern and bossy,” Jason Bond replied.


  Mandie sighed deeply. “Well, anyhow, I don’t think Mother loves me as much as I love her,” she said.


  Liza opened the door and entered with fresh, hot biscuits. “De doctuh man be heah,” she announced. “He be comin’ right in to eat, he say.”


  As Liza danced out of the room, Dr. Woodard came in, sat down at the table. “Sorry I’m late for supper,” he said, looking around the table. “Where’s your mother, Amanda?”


  Mandie took a deep breath. “Can’t you hear that screaming going on? She’s upstairs with that crying baby.”


  “I told her there’s no reason for her to hold the baby every minute,” Dr. Woodard said, helping himself to the beans. “Someone else ought to stay with it so she can at least come down and eat.”


  “I agree, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie said. “But my mother is so wrapped up in the baby that she can’t leave it long enough to join us for supper.”


  A look of concern flitted across the doctor’s face. “Have you seen the baby, Amanda?”


  “I’ve seen it, and all it was doing was screaming its head off while my mother held it,” Mandie answered.


  “Well, things should improve soon because there is nothing physically wrong with the baby that I can see,” the doctor said. “In fact, your mother may have spoiled that child with all that holding and


  rocking all the time.”


  “You’re probably right,” Mandie agreed.


  Liza danced into the dining room again. “Thought you might want to know, Missy. Miz ’Lizbeth done et her supper whut I took her, and she say fo’ me to come right back and stay wid dat baby so she kin come down to de parlor for a while.” Without waiting for a reply Liza slipped back into the kitchen.


  Dr. Woodard and Mandie looked at each other.


  “That’s a good sign,” the doctor said. “I’ll hurry so we can join her in the parlor.”


  Mandie dreaded facing her mother, but she knew she had to. She felt guilty about the way she had reacted to her mother’s request to come see the baby. At least her mother wouldn’t have that crying infant with her in the parlor.


  CHAPTER TWO


  CRY, CRY, CRY!


  Mandie and Dr. Woodard were already seated in the parlor when Elizabeth came downstairs. Dr. Woodard stood as she entered the room. The pretty blond woman was neatly dressed, as usual, but she looked tired and weak.


  Mandie looked at her in alarm, then ran to embrace her. “I love you, Mother,” she said.


  “And I love you, darling. Let’s sit down over here.” Elizabeth indicated a settee by the window opposite where Dr. Woodard had been sitting. “And I thank you, Dr. Woodard, for escorting Amanda home from school.”


  Dr. Woodard nodded. “I was glad to do so, Elizabeth. It was no inconvenience at all,” he said. “Now if you’ll excuse me for a few minutes, I think I’ll speak to Mr. Bond about something.”


  Elizabeth smiled. “Of course, Dr. Woodard, but do come on back,” she urged. “I’m anxious to hear about your family.”


  As the doctor left the room, Elizabeth gently pulled Mandie down beside her on the settee. “I’m glad you’re home, dear,” she said. “We’ve been waiting for you to come home and name the baby.”


  Mandie frowned, nervously twisting her hands together in her lap. “I . . . I wouldn’t know what to name a baby,” she said haltingly. “You name it.”


  “The baby is not an it, Amanda. He’s a boy. You have a little brother.”


  Well, at least that little mystery is solved, she thought. And I’m still the only daughter, anyway.


  “Your Uncle John and I thought you might like to name him,” Elizabeth went on. “And John suggested naming him James after your father, dear.”


  Mandie sprang up from the settee. “No!” she protested. “No one is to have my father’s name. He’s not my father’s son!”


  Elizabeth looked at her in alarm. “But dear, we all loved your father so much that—”


  “Nobody loved my father as much as I did,” Mandie insisted. She quickly turned away. “I need a drink of water,” she said in a shaky voice, running from the room.


  When Mandie entered the kitchen, no one was there. She reached for a glass in the cupboard and then burst into tears. Nobody understands how I feel, she thought. Nobody cares about me. All they care about is that squalling baby!


  Aunt Lou opened the door and stopped in the doorway. She walked over and put her strong arms around the girl’s shoulders. “What fo’ you be cryin’, my chile?” she asked.


  Mandie buried her face against Aunt Lou’s ample bosom and cried uncontrollably.


  Aunt Lou patted the girl’s blond head. “Now you listen to me,” she said. “You jes’ got to quit dis heah cryin’. You’re gwine ruin dem pretty blue eyes. ’Sides, cryin’ ain’t gwine change nuthin’. Dat baby done got bawn, and he be heah to stay. So you might as well git used to it. Now hush up dat cryin’, dis heah instant!”


  Mandie caught her breath and looked up into the old Negro woman’s stern face. She had never seen Aunt Lou look so cross. She tried to control the sobs as Aunt Lou lifted the skirt of her big white apron and dried the girl’s tears.


  “I be surprised at you actin’ like dis,” the housekeeper scolded. “Yo’ po’ ma ain’t none too well, and she doin’ huh best to straighten out dat cryin’ baby. You oughta be ashamed of yo’self.”


  Mandie looked up into the woman’s black face. “Is my mother sick, Aunt Lou?” she asked anxiously.


  “Not exactly whut you calls sick ’cept she done wore out wid dat baby cryin’ all day and all night,” the housekeeper explained. “She cain’t git no rest. She need yo’ help.”


  “My help?” Mandie frowned. “I don’t know anything about babies. I’ve never even been around one before.”


  “Well, you’se ’round one now, and it be time fo’ you to learn,” Aunt Lou told her. “Den when you gits grown and married, you’ll know how to tend to yo’ own babies.”


  “I may get grown. I can’t stop that,” Mandie said. “But I may never get married, not if it means having crying babies like that one.”


  Aunt Lou smiled. “We’ll see, my chile, when dat time comes. Now you wash dat face and march right back in dat parlor. Right now.” She handed Mandie a towel from a nearby rack.


  Mandie meekly turned and splattered water onto her face from the faucet in the sink. Then she dried off with the towel.


  As she left the kitchen, Aunt Lou followed her to be sure she went back into the parlor. Mandie knew the old woman was standing in the hallway where Elizabeth couldn’t see her. Aunt Lou was going to make sure that Mandie behaved.


  Dr. Woodard had also returned to the parlor, and he and Elizabeth were talking, so Mandie silently slumped into a chair nearby.


  “I was hoping you could stay until John gets back,” Elizabeth told the doctor. “He’ll be sorry he missed you.”


  “I have to leave tomorrow, unfortunately,” the doctor replied. “But I’ll be back this way soon.” Turning to look at Mandie, he added, “I’ll probably bring that son of mine with me next trip.”


  Mandie sat up. “Oh, please do, Dr. Woodard,” she said. “I have lots of things to tell Joe about what’s been going on at school and all.”


  Dr. Woodard smiled. “And I’m sure Joe will bring you up to date on happenings back at Charley Gap,” he answered.


  Elizabeth looked over at her daughter. “You and I have lots of things to talk about, too, Amanda,” she said. “I want to hear all about your visit with President McKinley as soon as we have time to talk awhile without the baby interrupting.”


  There it was again! The baby was always getting in the way. Mandie took a deep breath to control her anger. She remained silent, afraid her voice would betray her feelings.


  Dr. Woodard tried to break the tension. “Joe told us y’all had quite an adventure there in the White House.”


  Mandie brightened. “We did,” she agreed. “President and Mrs. McKinley are both such nice people. And they never did find out about the mystery we solved.”


  Suddenly Aunt Lou stepped out of the shadows in the hallway, where she’d been keeping an eye on Mandie. She cleared her throat noisily. “Miz ’Lizbeth,” she spoke up, “would you and de doctuh be carin’ fo’ some coffee maybe?”


  Elizabeth looked up, surprised. “Why, Aunt Lou, that would be wonderful. Thank you.”


  Aunt Lou grinned broadly and beckoned to Mandie. “You come he’p me, my chile. We git dis coffee fixed in no time.”


  Relieved to get out of the room, Mandie hurried after Aunt Lou. But once they were inside the kitchen, the old housekeeper scolded her again.


  “Now you listen heah, and listen good, my chile,” the big Negro woman began, bending to look directly into Mandie’s blue eyes. “You quit dat cold attitude toward yo’ ma’. And I means it.”


  Mandie was beginning to wish she had stayed in the parlor.


  “Yo’ ma loves you, and I knows you loves her, so jus’ cut out all dat silent, unfrien’ly way you be actin’. What be de mattuh wid you? Jealousy don’t never do nuthin’ but cause trouble. It have a way of eatin’ a person up inside and messin’ up his whole life. And you be headin’ down dat troublesome lane, de way you’se doin’.”


  Mandie silently stared back at the dark eyes focused on her. She clasped her hands together behind her and stood on one side of her right foot.


  “I’m tellin’ you,” Aunt Lou continued as she took the dishes down from the cupboard, “dat baby ain’t gwine go ’way.”


  “I know that,” Mandie admitted.


  Aunt Lou put the dishes on a tray and went to the big iron cookstove where the coffeepot waited, steaming hot.


  The old housekeeper filled a china pot with coffee. “Den why don’t you be actin’ like you knows it?” she growled.


  “Aunt Lou, did you want me to come with you to get the coffee just so you could fuss at me?” Mandie sulked.


  “Dat’s ’zackly right,” the old woman said, her eyes twinkling. “I been standin’ there in de hallway listenin’, and what I hears don’t set good on my old ears.” As she finished arranging some cookies on the tray, she turned to Mandie. “Just you wait till yo’ Uncle John git home. He’ll straighten you out. You’ll see.”


  Mandie followed as the old woman carried the tray out of the kitchen. “There’s nothing to straighten out, Aunt Lou,” she insisted.


  “You’ll be seein’. Dis be his brand new baby. You jes’ his niece. Remember dat,” the old woman said as they walked toward the parlor.


  Mandie tugged at the housekeeper’s sleeve. They both stopped in the hallway. “You mean, Uncle John loves the baby more than he loves me?” she asked.


  “Now, I didn’t say dat, my chile,” Aunt Lou said quickly. “What I means is dat he be proud of dat baby, and he gwine want you to be proud of it, too. You’s gwine hurt his feelin’s if you don’t watch out.”


  Aunt Lou walked on down the hall as she continued. “Dat man been good to you,” she reminded Mandie. “You come heah wid no place to call home and he give you a home. You gotta quit dis selfish way you been actin’. De good Lawd say we’s to love one ’nuther. Now git on in de parlor and behave yo’self.”


  Mandie said nothing. She was tired of everyone telling her how she was supposed to feel. She couldn’t stand that baby. Nobody was going to make her love it.


  Mandie didn’t want her mother angry with her. She just wanted some time with her without any talk about the baby. But she said nothing and silently followed Aunt Lou back into the parlor. All the while she could hear that baby’s muffled cries from upstairs.


  As Aunt Lou set the tray in front of Elizabeth, Mandie sat down beside her mother.


  Dr. Woodard whiffed the coffee aroma. “That smells like a right good pot of coffee, Aunt Lou,” he said.


  The old Negro smiled. “It be dat, it sho’ is,” she replied as she left the room.


  Mandie thought things over quickly and decided to try to smooth over the tension between her and her mother. “It does smell delicious,” she said, trying to smile, “and look at all those little cookies Aunt Lou put on the tray.”


  “Help yourself to those, dear,” Elizabeth said. “I’d rather you didn’t drink coffee at night, though.”


  “Thanks, Mother. I’ll just take a couple of these.” Mandie took a napkin off the tray and picked up two cookies. “I don’t want any coffee anyway. But I’m worried about you. Everybody says you don’t get much sleep because of the baby crying. Maybe you’d sleep better if you didn’t drink coffee at night.”


  Elizabeth smiled as she poured some of the steamy black liquid for herself and the doctor. “Amanda, dear, I appreciate your concern, but you know this good coffee sort of peps up us older folks when we’re tired.”


  Dr. Woodard tilted his head, listening. “Why, I do believe Liza has got that baby quiet,” he said. “I don’t hear him crying, do you?”


  Elizabeth sipped the coffee from her cup. “She’s probably rocking him and singing to him.” She laughed. “Liza loves to sing to that baby.” She set her cup down and turned to Mandie. “Why don’t we go see how she got him quiet,” she suggested. “You haven’t really seen him yet, dear.”


  In spite of her good intentions, Mandie put her mother off. “I will tomorrow, Mother. I promise I’ll go see him tomorrow.”


  Dr. Woodard nonchalantly sipped his coffee. “You know, he may be asleep, and you certainly don’t want to wake him,” he said.


  Elizabeth picked up her coffee cup again. “You’re right, Dr. Woodard.” She smiled at Mandie. “We’ll wait until tomorrow for your visit, dear.”


  “Thanks, Mother,” Mandie said with a sigh of relief.


  Elizabeth soon sent Mandie upstairs to go to bed. “You’ve had a long journey today,” she said. “I want you to get a good night’s rest now.”


  Mandie kissed her mother, then turned to the doctor. “Good night, Dr. Woodard,” she said. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”


  As she hurried up the steps, Snowball came running down the long hallway and followed her up to her room. He always seemed to know when it was eating or sleeping time.


  Just as Mandie got to the top of the stairs, the baby started screaming again. Snatching up Snowball, Mandie raced down the hallway to her room and slammed the door. When she walked over to sit by the window, the cries seemed to drift in from outside.


  The baby’s probably by the open window in Mother’s sitting room, she decided. It was too warm to close the window. Nervous and frustrated, Mandie walked around her room with her hands over her ears. Snowball followed his mistress from one side of the room to the other.


  Suddenly Mandie stopped and picked up her kitten. “Come on, Snowball. Let’s go outside away from that screaming.”


  She quietly crept down the hallway to the corner where it turned by the servants’ stairs. Knowing her mother would hear the screaming and come up, Mandie slipped down the steps in the corner.


  Arriving downstairs in a back hallway, Mandie softly opened the side door and hurried out into the yard. She rubbed her hand over her kitten’s soft fur. “Let’s go to the summerhouse,” Mandie whispered.


  Holding Snowball tightly, Mandie raced across the lawn in the shadow of the trees and made it to the summerhouse without anyone seeing her. She sat on one of the benches that encircled the inside of the structure and held Snowball in her lap. “You can’t get down, Snowball. You’ll run away. And if I have to go chasing after you, someone will see me in the moonlight.”


  Snowball finally quit squirming and curled up in Mandie’s lap. Mandie leaned her head back to look at the moon and stars through the latticework of the summerhouse. The moon’s full tonight, she thought.


  Mandie heard a soft, familiar birdlike whistle. She jumped up and looked around. “Uncle Ned!” she cried as he came toward her in the shadows. “How did you know I was out here?” As her old Indian friend sat down, she dropped onto the bench beside him.


  “I know Papoose come home today,” the old Indian said, smiling at her. “And I see Papoose walk here when I go to door in house.”


  “Did you talk to my mother?”


  “I see Papoose, so I not knock on door of house. I come here,” Uncle Ned explained. “Why Papoose come here in dark?”


  “That new baby just cries and cries,” Mandie complained. “Even in my room with the door shut I could still hear him screaming.”


  “New papoose stop crying soon,” Uncle Ned assured her.


  “I sure hope so,” Mandie said. Then she looked up into the old Indian’s tanned, wrinkled face. “Do you want to go inside the house, Uncle Ned? My mother and Dr. Woodard are drinking coffee in the parlor.”


  “No, Papoose,” he said. “I come see Papoose. Come see how Papoose like new papoose.”


  “You came all the way here just to ask how I like the new baby?” Mandie questioned.


  “No. I visit friends up mountain over there. This on way,” Uncle Ned said. “How Papoose like new brother?”


  “He’s not my brother,” Mandie replied quickly. “Not my whole brother, that is. He’s only my half brother.”


  Snowball jumped down to chase a lightning bug nearby.


  Mandie watched the kitten for a moment. “He’s really my cousin, too,” she said. “Oh, it’s all so confusing and aggravating. That baby interferes with everything. I can’t even stay in the house because he cries so loud. I’ll be glad to go to Europe with my grandmother in July. I wish I could stay with her all summer.”


  “Remember, Papoose, Big Book say must love brother. Papoose love mother. Papoose love Uncle John,” the old Indian tried to explain. “Papoose must love everybody.”


  “I do love them, Uncle Ned,” Mandie replied thoughtfully. “It’s just that everybody keeps fussing at me about that baby, trying to tell me how to act and everything. And I don’t like it.”


  “All know Papoose unhappy,” Uncle Ned replied. “Want to help.”


  “Well, I wish they’d just quit bossing me,” Mandie said curtly.


  “Papoose . . .” Uncle Ned sounded disappointed in her. “Please try be happy about new papoose, please?” He took her small white hand in his old wrinkled one.


  Mandie gazed up into his deep black eyes. She knew he loved her. Before her father died, he had promised to watch over her, and he had never let Mandie down. He was always there, helping her do what was right.


  She smiled. “I promise, Uncle Ned,” she said, then quickly added, “but it probably won’t do any good.”


  “Keep promise, Papoose,” he insisted.


  “All right,” she said. “I promise to keep my promise just for you, Uncle Ned.”


  The old Indian stood. “Must go now. See Papoose again soon.”


  “Good night, Uncle Ned.” Mandie picked up Snowball. “I guess I’d better go back inside the house now.”


  Uncle Ned stood watching until Mandie was safely in the house. Then as she watched through the glass in the door, she saw him wave and disappear in the shadows.


  Mandie crept up the stairs. The house was dark and quiet. Maybe the baby had gone to sleep.


  But just as she entered her room and quietly closed the door, the screaming began again. This time it was fainter, though. Her mother must have closed all the windows and doors.


  Mandie got undressed and slipped into bed with Snowball at her feet. But she lay awake long into the night as the baby cried on and on. It was too warm to put her head under the covers. She tried holding her hands over her ears, but her arms got tired.


  She fluffed up the pillow and tried to bury her ears in it, but that didn’t work, either. And every time Mandie moved, Snowball had to change his position on the bed to keep from getting squashed.


  Mandie tossed and turned all night, remembering her promise to Uncle Ned. But how could she possibly be happy with that crying baby? Something had to be done about that.


  CHAPTER THREE


  PLANS FOR MIDNIGHT


  The next morning Elizabeth gently shook her daughter awake. “You’re late for breakfast, dear,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed.


  Mandie opened her still-sleepy eyes and sat up. It seemed as though she had just dozed off. Turning to sit beside her mother, Mandie reached up and put her arms around her. “Good morning, Mother,” she said, laying her head on Elizabeth’s shoulder.


  Her mother smoothed back the long, tumbled blond hair. “Good morning, dear,” she said. “You need to hurry to get downstairs for breakfast. Dr. Woodard will be leaving after we eat, you know.”


  Mandie stood up and stretched. “I’ll be ready in a jiffy, Mother.”


  Elizabeth walked toward the door and opened it. “As soon as we finish breakfast, I’ll take you to see your new brother. He seems to be in a quieter mood this morning. So please hurry, dear,” she said, closing the door behind her.


  As Mandie reached for a dress to put on, she remembered why she was so sleepy. That baby cried all night, and now I suppose he’s taking a little nap so he can holler all day, she thought. I hope he won’t be screaming his head off when Mother takes me to see him later.


  Mandie dressed quickly and joined her mother, Dr. Woodard and Mr. Bond at the breakfast table. After the blessing was said, they began eating the huge breakfast Aunt Lou served. All the while Mandie kept her ears open, listening for the baby’s cry any minute. But he never made a sound.


  Dr. Woodard studied Mandie from across the table. “You look deep in thought, Amanda,” he said.


  Mandie took a deep breath and said the first thing that came into her mind. “I was just wishing that I could go home with you, Dr. Woodard, and visit awhile,” she said quickly.


  Dr. Woodard looked at Mandie’s mother.


  Elizabeth laid her fork down on her plate. “Why, you’ve just come home, dear. I couldn’t let you go away so soon. Maybe later, that is, if Mrs. Woodard wouldn’t mind.” She sipped her coffee.


  “Now, Elizabeth,” Dr. Woodard said quickly, “you know my wife would be tickled pink to have Amanda visit us.” Turning to Mandie, who hadn’t said a word, he added, “Maybe when you come back from your trip to Europe you could come over for a few days.”


  Mandie’s fork clattered to her plate in her excitement. “Could I, Mother? Please?” she asked.


  Elizabeth sighed. “Of course you may, dear. It’s just that I’m jealous of you and want you with me every minute possible.”


  Funny she should use that word, Mandie thought. “But you have the baby now, Mother,” she said, realizing that she was just trying to get away from him.


  Elizabeth set her coffee cup on the table. “We’ll see,” she promised.


  When they had all finished eating, Elizabeth turned to her daughter as Dr. Woodard stood up to take leave. “Now I don’t want to rush you, Amanda, but I think we ought to go see your little brother before he begins one of those crying spells.”


  “Yes, Mother,” Mandie agreed reluctantly.


  Mr. Bond had been silent throughout the meal and now he quickly left, saying that he would see to Dr. Woodard’s horse and buggy. “I thank you for everything, Elizabeth,” the doctor said. “I have to be getting on my way now.”


  Mandie stood up to walk to the door with him. “Dr. Woodard,” she said, “please tell Joe I hope he gets to come visit us before I go off to Europe in July.”


  “I certainly will, young lady,” the doctor promised.


  Elizabeth walked down the hall with them. At the door, she smiled at the old country doctor. “I hope we’ll see you again soon, Dr. Woodard,” she said, bidding him goodbye.


  Dr. Woodard waved as he hurried down the long walkway to his horse and buggy, which Mr. Bond had waiting at the hitching post.


  Elizabeth turned to Mandie. “Now, dear. Let’s go see what your little brother is doing.” She smiled and put an arm around Mandie’s shoulder as they walked up the stairs.


  When they entered Elizabeth’s sitting room, they found Liza sitting by the cradle, gently rocking it with her foot.


  As soon as Liza saw them, she stood up. “He been good, Miz ’Lizbeth,” the Negro maid told her. “He ain’t made a sound, not one.”


  Elizabeth smiled and Mandie thought she saw a look of relief in her mother’s eyes. “Thank you for staying with him, Liza,” she said. “Now you can go back downstairs and do whatever Aunt Lou has planned for you.”


  Liza flashed Mandie a quick grin, then left the room, closing the door behind her.


  Elizabeth gently led Mandie over to the cradle where the baby lay, clad only in a diaper and a thin shirt because of the warm weather.


  Mandie stood there, silently staring down at him.


  Elizabeth looked at her daughter curiously. “Well, aren’t you going to say anything?”


  Mandie studied the tiny pink wrinkled face and frowned. “He’s ugly, Mother,” she said without thinking.


  “What?” Elizabeth gasped. Then regaining her composure, she spoke gently, choosing her words carefully. “Of course, all newborn babies are wrinkled and may not look very pretty, dear, but I’m sure he’s going to grow into a good-looking boy.”


  “I hope so,” Mandie replied.


  Elizabeth bent to pick up the baby. “Why don’t you hold him, dear?” she said, holding him out to her.


  “Oh, no. I don’t want to,” Mandie protested. Then seeing the hurt look in her mother’s eyes, she explained. “I . . . I’ve never held a tiny baby before. I . . . I just wouldn’t know how to hold him. He’s too little.”


  Suddenly the baby burst into tears and screamed at the top of his lungs. Elizabeth cuddled him close and sat down in the rocking chair.


  “And now he’s crying again,” Mandie hollered above the noise.


  Mandie watched as her mother cooed to the baby and began rocking him.


  “You’ll get used to him, dear,” Elizabeth told her.


  Mandie felt as if she had to get away. “I’ll see you after a while.” She headed for the door.


  “All right, dear. Maybe he’ll hush soon,” Elizabeth said, still rocking the baby.


  Mandie hurried out of the room and raced to her bedroom. The door was open, and she found her bed made and Snowball curled up in the middle of it.


  She pounced on the bed and shook up Snowball. “Wake up, you lazy cat,” Mandie said. “I need someone to talk to.” Playfully, she ruffled his fur, and Snowball immediately started washing his fur back the way it belonged.


  Mandie ruffled his coat again, and Snowball looked up at her, confused. He meowed in a sad tone.


  Quickly smoothing his fur back into place, she picked him up and hugged him close. “I’m sorry, Snowball,” she soothed. “I guess I’m mad at the world and taking it out on you. I’m sorry. I just wish you could talk and tell me what to do.” She sighed. “You hear that screaming? That’s the new baby trying to burst his lungs, and I can’t stand it. Let’s go outside.”


  Jumping up, she quickly left the room with Snowball, hurried downstairs, and ran out into the yard. Since no one was around, she walked out to the summerhouse and sat down.


  Deep in thought, she jumped when she heard a voice behind her.


  “I heard you got home yesterday.”


  Mandie turned to see her next-door neighbor Polly Cornwallis stepping into the summerhouse. Polly was the same age as Mandie, and she had also been away at a boarding school—but not the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls in Asheville, North Carolina, which Mandie attended.


  “Hello, Polly,” Mandie said as her neighbor sat down on the bench opposite her. “You got home the day before I did, didn’t you?” Mandie let Snowball down, and he promptly ran away across the lawn.


  Polly nodded. “How do you like the new baby?”


  “How would you like a new baby, Polly, especially one that hollers all the time?” Mandie complained.


  “That is a problem,” Polly agreed, her black eyes searching Mandie’s face. “Is that why you’re out here?”


  “Of course,” Mandie replied. “It’s impossible to even think in that house anymore. I couldn’t sleep last night.”


  “Is he sick or something?” Polly asked.


  “Or something is right,” Mandie said with disgust. “My mother has spoiled him rotten. She holds him and rocks him all the time.”


  “I do believe I see a spark of jealousy,” Polly teased.


  Mandie made a face at her friend. “I’m not jealous of him,” she insisted. “He’s so little and ugly. How could I be?”


  “Well, now you’re not your mother’s only child anymore,” Polly reminded her.


  Mandie sat up straight. “I am not my mother’s child,” she protested. “I am almost thirteen years old, and that’s not a child anymore.”


  Polly shrugged. “I still consider myself my mother’s child, and I’ll soon be thirteen, too,” she argued. “Even when I get grown, I’ll still be my mother’s child.”


  “Well, go ahead,” Mandie said, a little irritated. “Just don’t include me in that child business.”


  Polly tossed her long dark hair as she leaned forward. “I suppose you have a boyfriend back at school, then, if you’re so grown up.”


  “A boyfriend? You know we’re too young to even talk about such things,” Mandie said.


  “I don’t think I’m too young. After all, some girls get married at sixteen,” Polly reminded her. “When is Joe coming to see you?”


  Suddenly Mandie understood what Polly was getting at. Polly was always trying to get Joe to pay attention to her when he came to visit Mandie.


  “Whenever he gets ready!” Mandie snapped.


  “You know he’s going to be fifteen this year on November first,” Polly reminded her.


  Mandie stood up to shake the wrinkles out of her long skirt. “And what do you mean by that?” she asked, leaning on the rail at the steps.


  Polly joined her. “I mean . . . that he is definitely old enough to be interested in girls,” she replied.


  “What does that have to do with the baby?” Mandie asked crossly. “I believe we were discussing the baby, not boyfriends.”


  “I believe we were discussing both,” Polly answered. “But if you’d rather talk about the baby, what are you going to do about him?”


  “What do you mean by that?” Mandie asked.


  Polly shrugged. “You said you couldn’t even think or sleep or anything because of him, so what’s going to happen?” she asked.


  “Sooner or later he is going to hush . . .” Mandie said hopefully, “and grow up and quit being a screaming little baby!”


  “Don’t forget,” Polly said, “you’ll be long gone from home before he gets grown. You’re twelve years older than he is.”


  Mandie sighed and looked at her neighbor with disgust. “Can’t we talk about something besides that baby?”


  Polly didn’t say anything for a minute. Then finally she said, “I hear you’re going to Europe with your grandmother next month.”


  “That’s right.” Mandie brightened. “And we’re going to be gone a whole month.”


  “I sure wish I could go,” Polly murmured, staring out into space. “Mother says I won’t be going for another year or two. She wants me to be old enough to attend some of the social functions over there.”


  “My friend Celia Hamilton from school is going with us, too,” Mandie told her. “You know Celia, don’t you? She came here for part of the Christmas holidays, remember?”


  “Lucky, lucky, lucky.” Polly sighed. “I wonder if my mother will let me take a friend with me when we finally get around to making the trip. Maybe I could even take you.”


  “I’d like to, but I don’t imagine my mother would let me make another trip like that so soon,” Mandie replied.


  Polly walked down a step. “I’ve got to go now. My mother is taking me to visit some friends this afternoon, and I have to get ready.”


  “But it’s not even noon yet,” Mandie reminded her.


  “Oh, but these friends have a good-looking son two years older than I am, and I have to decide what to wear,” Polly replied. She started down the pathway, then turned back. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  Mandie said goodbye and started back to the house. She had just realized that she couldn’t hear the baby hollering. But halfway down the walkway, the screams started up again. Mandie stomped her foot, then turned back to the summerhouse and plopped down on a bench.


  “I can’t stand it anymore,” she said out loud, covering her ears with her hands. “I can’t stand all that noise.” But where could she go to get away from it?


  Suddenly a plan began to form in her head. I’ll just go live with my father’s people, she thought. Her father’s mother had been full-blooded Cherokee, and Mandie had lots of Cherokee kinspeople back at Bird-town and Deep Creek. She was sure they would let her stay with them.


  Her mother could just keep that howling baby. She didn’t want anything to do with him. All she wanted was peace and quiet. She was used to everything being quiet and orderly at school. She just couldn’t stand all this racket.


  Besides, her mother wouldn’t even miss her. Elizabeth was so wrapped up with that baby that she didn’t have any time to spend with Mandie anyway. It would be easy to slip out of the house tonight after everyone was in bed.


  Mandie bit her lip, remembering her promise to Uncle Ned. Big tears rolled down her cheeks. She just couldn’t keep her promise. She had tried, but it was impossible to be happy with that screaming baby. She decided not to even let Uncle Ned know where she was going until she got to her great-uncle’s house in Bird-town. Uncle Ned lived at Deep Creek, not far from Bird-town.


  When she had first come to her Uncle John’s house after her father died, Uncle Ned, Morning Star, and several Indian braves escorted her on the long journey through the mountains and woods by foot.


  That was a year ago, she thought. But I’m sure I could find the way back to Uncle Wirt’s house. It wasn’t far from the house where she had lived at Charley Gap with her father and stepmother. After all, Mandie herself was one-fourth Cherokee and she had inherited some of the Indians’ skill with direction.


  At noon Mandie was still sitting in the summerhouse, thinking and making plans when Liza came to find her. “What you be doin’ out heah all by yo’self, Missy?” Liza asked, stepping inside.


  “You know why I’m out here,” Mandie replied. “Sit down.”


  Liza shook her head. “Cain’t. I come to git you fo’ dinnuh,” Liza told her. “Yeh, I knows why you be heah instead of in de house. But dat racket gwine stop fo’ dinnuh ’cause Miz ’Lizbeth want me to watch dat baby whilst she eats huh dinnuh. I knows how to git dat baby to hush,” she said proudly. “All’s I has to do is sing real sweet to him and rock him, and he shets up right now.”


  “Well, thank goodness somebody knows how to hush him.” Mandie got up and followed Liza across the lawn to the house. “But, Liza, doesn’t that just spoil him that much more?”


  “Who care, long as he stop dat howlin’ for a little while?” Liza said as she danced on down the lane to the house.


  “I wish Mother would let you take care of him all the time then,” Mandie suggested.


  Liza stopped and turned to face her friend. “Lawsy mercy, Missy. I don’t be awantin’ to put up wid dat baby all de time. Not me. I likes my job de way it be.”


  “And I like my house the way it was before that baby came,” Mandie said, walking on.


  Liza caught Mandie’s hand, stopping her in the middle of the path. “But dat baby be yo’ bruthuh, and you has to put up wid it.”


  Mandie looked up at the taller girl and shook her head. “No, I don’t have to put up with it,” she said. “And I’m not going to.”


  Liza looked puzzled. “And how’re you gwine git out of it?”


  Mandie smiled. “I think I’ve worked out a solution,” she said.


  Liza eyed her suspiciously. “Like whut? I s’pose you’s gwine move up to de third floor o’ dis big ol’ house.”


  “I don’t think that’d do any good,” Mandie argued. “I’d still probably be able to hear him hollering.”


  Liza shook her head. “I don’t think so, Missy. But den all dem spooks live up in de attic, and since you’d have a room all by yo’self, dey’d prob’ly come down and git you.”


  “Liza!” Mandie scolded. “You know there’s no such thing as spooks.”


  “Jes’ you waits till you sees one, den you knows dey’s sech a thing as spooks. Jes’ you waits.” Liza walked on toward the house.


  Mandie followed. “Well, I’m not moving to the third floor anyway,” she said.


  Liza whirled around. “Missy, whut you be plannin’? You sho’ bettuh not be plannin’ trouble. Yo’ ma ain’t in no mood fo’ dat.”


  “I’m not planning trouble, Liza. It’s a secret. I can’t tell you right now.”


  Liza put her hands on her hips. “Why cain’t you tell me right now?” she demanded. “Heah I always looks aftuh you, and now you gits a secret and won’t tell me.”


  “Maybe later, Liza,” Mandie said. “I don’t have it all worked out yet.”


  “Later, humph!” Liza grumbled, continuing on to the house with Mandie following.


  After the meal, Elizabeth said she was going to the sunroom to write a few letters as long as the baby was still quiet. Mandie was so tired from her lack of sleep the night before that she decided to go to her room for a nap.


  As Mandie approached the sitting room adjoining her mother’s bedroom, she walked on tiptoe so she wouldn’t wake the baby, unleashing those unbearable screams again. Peeking into the room, she didn’t see anyone, so she quietly stepped inside and just stared at the cradle by the window. Why did this have to happen to me? she thought. Everything was just fine until he came along.


  Something drew her toward the cradle, and she walked ever so quietly, hoping not to step on any squeaky floor boards. Soon Mandie towered over the cradle, glaring down at the baby. Her heart beat faster. She clenched her fists. Why did he have to ruin everything? she wondered. Then her thoughts became whispered threats. “You stupid, stupid baby! I wish you’d never been born!”


  “Amanda!” came a hoarse whisper from the doorway. “What are you saying?”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  RUNAWAY!


  Mandie whirled to see her mother marching toward her. Anger reddened Elizabeth’s face as she grabbed Mandie’s arm and silently led her out into the hall.


  Mandie trembled. She had never seen her mother really angry before. What was Elizabeth going to do?


  Her mother closed the door, and the click of the latch woke the baby, setting off another round of ear-splitting screams. For the moment, Elizabeth ignored the baby’s cries and concentrated on her daughter.


  “Amanda Elizabeth Shaw, what on earth has gotten into you?” she demanded, raising her voice to be heard over the baby’s hollering.


  Without waiting for an answer Elizabeth raged on. “What a hateful thing to say! I thought we had this jealousy problem all straightened out at Christmastime when I told you I was going to have the baby. But this has gotten way out of hand! What’s the matter with you? Why can’t you accept that baby and love him as your Uncle John and I do?”


  Mandie swallowed hard, and her head felt warm. By now she barely heard anything Elizabeth was saying. All she wanted to do was to get away from her mother. She thought that she couldn’t help how she felt about the baby. But if she talked back, things would only get worse. She didn’t know what to do.


  “Amanda, I’m speaking to you,” her mother persisted.


  As the baby continued screaming, Liza raced up the stairs, shot a knowing glance at Mandie, and slipped into the sitting room.


  Finally Mandie spoke, fighting back tears. “I’m sorry, Mother, but I can’t stand that crying anymore. . . . That baby cries all day, and he screams all night. Nobody can get any sleep. I’m so tired I can hardly keep my head up.”


  As Mandie talked, behind the sitting room door the baby quieted. Soon Mandie could hear Liza singing softly while the cradle squeaked back and forth.


  “I know it’s not easy, Amanda. It’s not easy on any of us. But you’ll get used to it,” Elizabeth said, her tone softening.


  Mandie shook her head. “I’m not so sure, Mother,” she protested. “Why can’t you get some help? You and Uncle John have lots of money. Why don’t you hire somebody to come and stay here and look after the baby so you can get some rest? Then we could have some time together. And if the baby would stop all that crying, he could rest, too.”


  “But don’t you understand?” Elizabeth sighed. “I want to take care of him myself. I was never able to hold you and rock you and love you when you were born. So I want to enjoy every minute of having him.”


  Mandie’s anger surged through her again. No, her mother had never cared for her when she was a baby. She never even tried to find out for sure if Mandie had died at birth.


  Drawing a deep breath, Mandie attempted to keep her voice steady. “I . . . just . . . thought . . . that would be a good solution to the problem,” she said weakly.


  “I wish you wouldn’t refer to the baby as a problem,” her mother reprimanded. “He’s no problem. He’s a joy to have. He’ll get over these crying spells soon. And then you and I will have a lot of time together.”


  Mandie looked down. “It’ll never be the same,” she mumbled.


  “Amanda, that’s enough now,” Elizabeth scolded. “Why can’t you accept that this new baby is a part of our family just as much as you are, and we will all love him?”


  Tears filled Mandie’s eyes. “I can’t!” she cried. “I just can’t!” She ran off down the hall to her room, closed the door and locked it, leaning against it from the inside.


  As her mother’s footsteps approached, big teardrops rolled off Mandie’s cheeks onto her dress.


  “Open your door, Amanda,” her mother said.


  Mandie just stood there crying. Again her mother asked her to open the door, but the girl couldn’t move.


  “Very well, then, you might as well stay in your room for the rest of the day,” her mother said firmly. “And I’ll tell you something else. Unless your behavior improves, you are not going to Europe with your grandmother!”


  Mandie threw herself on her bed and sobbed for what seemed like hours. Mother really doesn’t care about me, she thought. All she cares about is that screaming baby.


  Now Mandie knew she had to go to Bird-town. And it had to be tonight!


  She decided she would wait until midnight to leave. That way all the servants would be asleep. And if her mother was still awake, she would be busy with the baby.


  Besides, the full moon would have risen high over the trees by then, and it would be easier to find her way through the dense forests she had to travel through.


  Her stomach quivered at the thought of the long, dark paths on the way to Uncle Wirt’s house at Bird-town. But then it would be worth the lonely journey to get away from her angry mother and the crying baby. Elizabeth probably wouldn’t even miss her.


  Mandie walked over and looked out the open window. Snowball, who had been sleeping by the hearth, jumped up and perched on the windowsill beside her.


  Mandie reached out and patted his head. “Snowball, you’d better sleep while you can because we have a long walk tonight,” she said.


  Snowball answered with a meow.


  Mandie made a mental list of what she would need to take with her, then flopped down on her bed again for a nap of her own.


  When the little ceramic clock on the mantelpiece chimed nine o’clock, Mandie woke and lay on her bed for a few minutes, thinking through her plan to run away. Snowball, who was asleep at her feet, stretched and washed his paws.


  Mandie sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Guess I’d better be getting our things together, Snowball,” she said with a yawn.


  Rummaging through her dresser drawers, she found the flour sack that she had carried her clothes in when she arrived at Uncle John’s house the year before. She shook it out. “Now I hope I can find all my old clothes,” she said to herself.


  She searched through the wardrobe and then the huge drawer at the bottom of it. There she found what she had been looking for—the old navy blue dress she had worn, her old shoes, the only other dress she had owned, and other odds and ends. Beneath the clothes, she found her old school books from Charley Gap.


  Sitting down on the floor, she flipped through her books and memories flooded over her. When her father died, she had to live with the Brysons and look after their baby. That child was older than her little brother and was easy to handle. But the Brysons were mean to her and wouldn’t let her go to church or to school.


  Mandie had learned that she had an uncle, whom she had never known anything about, and she ran away to find him. That was when she brought her meager belongings in the flour sack to Uncle John’s house. Her uncle showered her with beautiful clothes and pretty things. But now she would leave all that here. She was going to live with her Cherokee kinspeople, and they didn’t possess such finery.


  Mandie’s conscience tugged at her as she thought of turning her back on Uncle John when he had been so kind to her. But she brushed the thought away.


  She pulled out the navy blue dress and held it up to herself. “I wonder if I can get this on,” she said as Snowball watched.


  Quickly unbuttoning the dress she was wearing, she slipped it off and tried on the old navy blue dress. It was a tight fit, and it was a little short, but she could still wear it. She remembered that the dress had been a little too big the year before when she came there.


  Mandie never did care for fine clothes, expensive possessions, and money, so those things weren’t hard to leave. It was just Uncle John and her mother—why couldn’t her mother understand?—and Aunt Lou and Liza and the others. . . .


  The only piece of jewelry she would take was a gold locket her uncle had given her. And she was only taking that because it had her father’s picture in it. Taking the necklace out of her jewelry box, she fastened it around her neck, then dropped it out of sight inside the bodice of her dress.


  She sat down on the floor and tried on her old cotton stockings. They were still usable, but her old shoes wouldn’t even fit on her feet.


  “Guess I’ll have to wear the ones I had on,” Mandie mumbled to herself. “I have too far to go to try walking barefooted.” She examined her sensible but expensive leather shoes and put them back on.


  As she stood up again, she felt something heavy in the big pocket of her dress. Sticking her hand inside, she brought out the worn New Testament her father had given her before she was even old enough to read.


  She knew what was written inside, but she opened it anyway and traced her father’s big, scrawling handwriting with her finger. “For my darling daughter, Amanda Elizabeth Shaw,” she read. “With all my love forever, Jim Shaw.” Tears rushed into her blue eyes, and she closed the book tight, hugging it to her.


  “With all my love, forever,” Mandie repeated to herself. “Oh, Daddy, I know you loved me with all your heart. If only Mother did.”


  Suddenly the screams of the baby filled the air. Evidently her mother had opened the windows again. Mandie dropped everything and ran to close all the windows in her room to cut down on the noise. Snowball followed her around.


  As she closed the last window, she noticed the big full moon rising through the trees in the distance. “Snowball, the moon is coming up,” she told her kitten.


  She stopped to think for a moment and then said aloud, “Guess I’d better leave some kind of note so Mother won’t worry.” Walking over to the little desk in her room, she picked up her school notebook and pulled out a sheet of paper. After some thinking, she wrote, “Gone to live with my Cherokee kinspeople.”


  Holding up the note to look at it, she said, “I think that’s enough. I don’t even need to sign it. Mother will know who wrote it.”


  She carefully laid the sheet of paper in the middle of her bed on the blue silk bedspread. It would be in plain view when someone opened the door to her room.


  Mandie stooped and picked up the flour sack. After stuffing into it the few belongings she was taking, she put the rest of her things away in the drawer. Then she went back to sit by the closed window. As she looked out into the darkness, she noticed that the baby’s crying had stopped.


  She thought through her plan. Everything was packed. All she had to do was take her flour sack and Snowball and slip out of the house at midnight. Mandie wouldn’t let herself think about how her mother would feel when she found her gone. She focused on her Cherokee kinspeople. She was positive they would welcome her.


  Maybe someday she would come back to her mother—after that baby had grown up enough to stop all that crying. Then her mother would have time for her again.


  As Mandie sat there thinking, her eyes began to moisten. She realized that her running away would mean no trip to Europe. She and her grandmother and Celia had been planning this trip for quite some time. Somehow she hoped they would understand.


  I should at least write them a letter, telling them I can’t go, she thought. Crossing the room, she picked up her notebook, then stopped, setting it down again. Snowball rubbed around her ankles, looking up at her. Mandie picked him up. “I can’t write them any letters,” she said aloud. “How would I mail them?”


  Sighing heavily, she returned to the window and petted her kitten in her lap. “Mother will tell them, I’m sure,” she said sadly. “After all, she said if my behavior didn’t improve, I couldn’t go to Europe anyway.”


  As Mandie stared out into the darkness, she began to feel hungry. When her mother had confined her to her room, that meant missing supper as well. Lifting her kitten’s head, she looked right into his face. “Snowball,” she said, “there is one important thing I forgot all about—food! We’ve got to have some food. It’s a long way to Bird-town, and we’ll sure get hungry. What will I do?”


  She thought a moment, then said, “I know. When we leave, we’ll just go through the kitchen and see what we can find to take with us. That way I won’t have to go downstairs twice and run the risk of someone seeing me in this old dress.”


  As Mandie leaned back and waited, her thoughts churned with questions. What if someone caught her before she even left? What if something happened to her when she was out in the woods all alone? What if her mother sent word to the Cherokees and made her come back?


  Mandie wouldn’t let herself think about those things.


  When the little clock on the mantelpiece struck the midnight hour, Mandie rose and took one good look around the beautiful room she was leaving behind. Then picking up her flour sack and her kitten, she quietly opened the door to the hallway.


  There was no sign of a light in any of the rooms, but the full moon shone through the windows in the hallway and on the landing. There was no one in sight.


  Mandie held Snowball up to her face and spoke softly into his ear. “We have to be very quiet, Snowball,” she whispered.


  Snowball rubbed his ear against her face.


  Mandie knew where all the creaks in the staircase were, so she slowly, carefully made her way down without a sound. Then she hurried into the kitchen. It was even brighter in there because there were more windows to let in the moonlight.


  Setting Snowball down on the floor, she put her flour sack on the table and looked through the pie safe. Aunt Lou always put the leftovers in there.


  Carefully opening the door, Mandie examined the contents of its shelves. There was one whole pie, probably apple, but that would be too messy to take with her. She also found a large bowl of biscuits and cornbread left from supper. And there was a lot of cheese. Without taking time to look through the other food, she decided on the cheese and the bread.


  “What am I going to put it in?” she whispered to herself as she looked around the room.


  She spotted Aunt Lou’s big white apron hanging on a hook on the back of the door. Quickly taking it down, she spread it out on the table and stacked the bread and cheese in the middle of it. Then she rolled it up and stuck it into her flour sack with her clothes.


  Suddenly, Mandie panicked. She couldn’t see her kitten anywhere. “Snowball,” she called in a whisper, “where are you? Come here.” She stooped to look for him.


  Just then the kitten darted across the room from the direction of the big fireplace.


  Mandie quickly scooped him up, grabbed her flour sack and hurried to the back door. Never stopping for a moment, Mandie ran for the trees at the far side of the yard. Then she made her way on down to the road, staying in the shadows.


  Grasping the flour sack with one hand and Snowball with the other, she hurried through the woods. The kitten clung to her dress in fright.


  At the edge of town Mandie had to stop to catch her breath. Even though Uncle John’s house had disappeared from view long ago, she looked back in the direction she had come. Standing under a huge tree out of the moonlight, she thought about what might happen when someone found her note.


  Liza was the one who usually came to wake her for breakfast. Mandie could imagine her running and screaming to Elizabeth with the news.


  On the other hand, maybe her mother would come into Mandie’s room first. Elizabeth would probably rush to Mr. Bond and demand that he and Abraham get out and find her at once. Mr. Bond probably wouldn’t be shocked because he knew that she had run away before to come to her uncle’s house.


  And when Aunt Lou heard about it, she would probably fuss and fume and say she wished she could get her hands on “her chile.”


  Mandie knew these were all probablies. She couldn’t know what would happen back at Uncle John’s house. But she knew one thing for sure. She was going all the way to Bird-town. She was not going to go back.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  SCARY NIGHT!


  Mandie walked for hours before she stopped to rest again. When she came upon a clearing in the middle of the thick woods, she found a big old log that made a comfortable seat in the bright moonlight.


  Of course Snowball wanted down the minute Mandie stopped, but she was afraid to release him. He might run away.


  “You can’t get down, Snowball,” Mandie told him.


  Still the white kitten squirmed and squirmed, trying to get loose. Figuring he would sit still to eat, she opened her flour sack, unrolled Aunt Lou’s apron, and broke off a hunk of cheese. Laying the cheese on the log beside her, she set the kitten next to it. Snowball sniffed the cheese and immediately began eating.


  As she started to roll the apron back up, she noticed that it had unusually long apron strings because Aunt Lou was so large. Suddenly she had an idea. “Forgive me, Aunt Lou,” she said into the air, quickly ripping the strings from the apron. “I’ll get you another one someday, somehow. I promise.”


  Then knotting the strings together, Mandie fashioned a kind of harness and leash and slipped it around her kitten’s neck. Snowball didn’t fight it because he was too busy eating.


  “Hurry up, Snowball,” she urged. “You should have had that little old piece of cheese eaten by now.”


  As Mandie nibbled on some cheese and bread that she had kept out for herself, she jumped at every little sound in the woods.


  “I know what I’m doing is not exactly right,” she told Snowball. It was the first time she even admitted it to herself. “But what is the right thing to do in a situation like this? My mother is so wrapped up in that baby she doesn’t have time for me anymore. After she gets over the shock of finding me gone, I’m sure she won’t mind too much.”


  She ran her hand over Snowball’s back. “Besides,” she continued, “I just can’t stand that screaming day and night. There must be something wrong with that baby to make him yell like that. I don’t know how my mother stands it.”


  Suddenly a slight sound caught Mandie’s ear. She thought she heard a twig snap and some leaves rustle. She quickly glanced around the clearing. Grabbing her kitten and her flour sack, she held her breath and waited for another noise, hoping it wouldn’t come.


  So softly that no one could have heard her, Mandie tried to comfort herself with her favorite Bible verse. “What time I am afraid I will put my trust in thee,” she whispered. Then she drew a deep breath.


  Somehow Snowball managed to pull free from her hand and jump down. Immediately he started wriggling to get free from the harness. Mandie held tight to the other end of the leash.


  She reached down and picked up her white kitten. “Come on, Snowball. We’ve got to get a move on,” she whispered.


  As soon as the kitten finished eating, Mandie untied the harness and stuck it in her pocket. “We need to be a long, long way from home by sunup. Hold on to my shoulder and we’ll get going.”


  Looking around, Mandie decided they were far enough away now to leave the woods and follow the banks of the Little Tennessee River. This would take her directly through Charley Gap, where she had lived with her father. Besides, she would feel safer out of the woods, so she could see any possible danger.


  Tired, and still hungry, Mandie traipsed along the river for miles and miles. Then, although the log cabin her father had built was not exactly on her route to Bird-town, Mandie veered away from the river and headed toward the farm.


  Determinedly, she forced her weary feet to carry her on. Once in a while she put the harness back on Snowball to let him walk, but each time, he wiggled and thrashed around so badly that she gave up trying to keep him on a leash.


  At daybreak, she stood on top of a mountain and stopped to watch the sun come up far, far away. This was her favorite time of day, the time when everything was rested—except her now—and a whole new day lay before her.


  In the yellow-orange colors of the dawn, Mandie thrilled at the beauty of nature. The birds chattered to each other, and in the distance Mandie could hear a cow mooing. The dew covered the leaves and the underbrush, and her dress became damp as she pushed her way through the thickets.


  As she trudged on, the sun rose high in the sky and the air became warmer. Finally, as she reached the top of a familiar mountain, she peered down to see the small log cabin that was her former home.


  Mandie’s heart beat faster. She started down the mountain, cuddling her kitten close. “Now you be quiet, Snowball,” she cautioned softly. “We don’t want anyone to see us. We’re only going to walk by and look.”


  Snowball meowed in response.


  As Mandie crept nearer the log cabin, floods of memories blurred her eyes with tears. She wiped them away quickly and looked around. A flock of chickens chased around the yard, and cows mooed in the pasture, but there was no one in sight.


  Stopping behind the huge chestnut tree that stood at the edge of the yard, Mandie whispered to Snowball. “This used to be our home,” she said. “You probably can’t remember it because you were just a tiny kitten when we left.”


  Her voice broke and she looked toward the sky. Oh, dear God, she cried in her heart, if only we could live here again! If only I could see my daddy again and talk to him one more time!


  She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I thank you for all the fine clothes, the beautiful home back in Franklin, and all that good food. But I would trade it all for this one simple log cabin, dear Lord, if I could just be with my daddy again.”


  A noise nearby interrupted Mandie’s prayer. Quickly regaining her composure, she slipped back among the trees. It might just be an animal, she thought, but she couldn’t take any chances. She waited silently for a few minutes but didn’t hear anything else.


  Stepping out of a clump of bushes for one last look at the log cabin, she took a deep breath. Then she turned toward the mountain to go to the cemetery where her father was buried.


  As the path grew steep, Mandie stopped for a moment. Setting down the flour sack and her kitten, she tucked the hem of her long skirt into the waistband to get it out of her way. Climbing over the rough rocks and boulders ahead of her would be hard enough without tripping on her skirt.


  Nearing the summit of the mountain, she found clusters of bright Indian Paintbrush blooming along the way. Halting once more, she gathered a handful of the blooms, tucked them in the fold of her upturned skirt, and went on.


  At the top, she was completely exhausted. It took every ounce of her strength to stumble over to her father’s grave. Fresh flowers in a jar full of water stood by the head marker.


  Mandie looked around her. There were no weeds over the grave, and the grass had been trimmed. She smiled through the tears that started to come. “Joe has kept his promise to look after it for me,” she said, adding the Indian Paintbrush to the jar of fresh flowers.


  As memories of her father filled her mind, Mandie fell to the ground weeping, heedless of the kitten who had finally won his freedom. “Oh, Daddy, I loved you so much!” she cried, burying her face in her arms. “So much!” She sobbed uncontrollably as Snowball rubbed against her shoulder.


  Totally exhausted from the long night’s journey and overcome with grief, Mandie lay there on the grass and cried herself to sleep.


  The next thing Mandie knew, Snowball was pushing against her arm. She woke with a start and rolled over, shading her eyes from the glare of the sun. “Oh, Snowball.” She grabbed for her kitten and propped herself up on one elbow. “How long have I been asleep?”


  Snowball stretched and meowed.


  Mandie glanced up. Judging from the sun’s position in the sky, she guessed it had not been long. Jumping to her feet, she untucked the hem of her skirt and shook it out. “Snowball, we need to get going. Come here.”


  The kitten led her in a chase around the cemetery, then stopped next to the flour sack just long enough for his mistress to grab him. “Snowball!” Mandie scolded. “We don’t have time to play around. We’ve still got a long journey ahead of us. Now you behave.”


  Snowball meowed in reply and clung to the shoulder of Mandie’s dress as she snatched up the flour sack and hurried down the mountain. The path that would take them back to the river and on to Bird-town led through the woods. Before they had gone very far, Mandie’s stomach growled loudly. She suddenly realized that she hadn’t eaten anything since that bite of cheese and bread during the night.


  Finding a place where the bushes and underbrush weren’t quite so thick, she sat down on the ground and took out their food. As soon as Snowball smelled it, he began meowing and rubbing against her hands.


  “Wait, Snowball,” she scolded. “I know you’re hungry. I’m hurrying, but I can’t get you anything to eat if you keep getting in my way.” Breaking off a small hunk of cheese, she set it on the ground for him. “Now behave yourself and don’t run off while I eat,” she said.


  Snowball looked up at his mistress and meowed, then began eating his food.


  Keeping an eye out for danger, Mandie ate quickly. As she finished her food, she looked over at her kitten, who was licking his paws. “Let’s go, Snowball,” she said. “We have to find some water.” Picking up her flour sack, she reached for him, but he darted off and disappeared into the woods.


  “Snowball, come back here!” Mandie yelled, racing after him. “Here, kitty, kitty. Snowball, where are you?” she called as she searched the bushes. There was not a sound in reply.


  Once again tears filled her blue eyes. “Snowball, where are you? Please don’t be lost!” she cried.


  Suddenly, she heard Snowball’s angry growl close by. Mandie crept forward, trying to locate him without being seen. She didn’t want him running off again.


  Then she heard another growl, louder this time. She looked off to the right and saw Snowball with his fur standing up, his back arched.


  Mandie eased forward, then froze. Directly in front of Snowball a huge snake stood coiled, ready to strike. Mandie recognized the brown and gold markings of a deadly timber rattler. Her heart pounded. What should she do? The snake could strike at any minute.


  If she yelled at Snowball to run, the startled snake would surely strike. Mandie was afraid to move an inch. Feeling drained of all her strength, she could hardly breathe.


  Snowball growled again and swiped his paw in the air. The snake hissed and moved its head.


  Mandie had to do something. That snake was going to kill her kitten. Racing forward, she snatched up Snowball by the scruff of his neck and flew down the path as fast as her feet could carry her.


  She heard the snake moving behind her but didn’t dare look back. “Please help us, dear God,” she prayed. Out of breath, she could say no more, but she kept running for a long time.


  Finally, as they came to the river, she got a catch in her side and stumbled to a halt. She fell to the ground just inches from the water. Snowball meowed and reached over and brushed his head against his mistress’s face.


  Unable to say anything, Mandie just smiled. She was sure that her kitten was thanking her for saving him from the deadly snake. After washing her face in the shallow water of the riverbank, Mandie let Snowball drink. Then she picked up her flour sack, and they continued on their way.


  “Thank you, dear God. Thank you,” she murmured as she followed the riverbank.


  Before long she came to more woods that grew thick right down to the river’s edge. There was no way to avoid them and not much of a path going through. Mandie struggled to push heavy limbs out of her way, and briars kept snagging her long, full skirt.


  “There must have been a better way to go, but I just don’t know where,” Mandie said. Clutching Snowball, she hurried on. “I sure hope there’s not much more of this.” It was hard to believe it could be so dark in the woods when the sun shone so brightly overhead.


  Snowball didn’t try to get down, but he meowed every time they ran into a limb. There were so many branches running every which way, it was impossible to dodge them all. Mandie tried to shield her face, but she kept getting scratched.


  All at once her head snapped back. She was stuck! Glancing back over her shoulder, she saw that her long blond braid had gotten tangled in a prickly branch. Afraid to let Snowball down, she dropped her flour sack and tried to free herself with one hand.


  Suddenly, she noticed small animals scattering and birds taking flight as if startled. Then she had the strange feeling she was being watched. Turning her head in the other direction, she gasped.


  Two young Indian men stood, partially hidden in the brush, watching her.


  Mandie’s heart skipped a beat, and she clutched Snowball tightly. “Are y’all Cherokees?” she asked hopefully.


  The two Indians looked at each other and mumbled something that didn’t sound like the Cherokee language. Then they started toward her, their faces serious.


  Mandie bit her lip and frantically tried to free herself from the prickly branch.


  The Indians tramped through the brush and stood in front of her, their dark eyes boring into hers.


  Mandie’s heart thumped loudly. What do they want? she wondered.


  The Indians looked at each other and mumbled something again. Then the shorter of the two grabbed Mandie’s flour sack and rummaged through it. Turning to the other man, he shrugged.


  Mandie trembled in suspense. These Indians obviously weren’t Cherokees. But were they friendly or hostile? If only they spoke English . . . So far they hadn’t tried to harm her, but could they be trusted?


  Snowball dug his claws into the shoulder of Mandie’s dress.


  Mandie struggled again, trying to free her long blond braid from the branch.


  Suddenly the two Indians started toward her. Mandie froze. The taller Indian extended both hands, pointing to Mandie’s neck. Her heart beat wildly. She cringed.


  Then the Indian reached behind her and began to loosen her blond braid from the prickly branch that held her in its grasp. With the Indian’s face only inches from her own, she hardly dared to breathe. But in seconds he had freed her, and she collapsed on the ground with relief.


  The Indians helped her up, their eyes filled with concern.


  Somehow Mandie managed a weak smile. “Th-thank you,” she stammered. “Thank you very much.” She still felt faint.


  The Indians patted her gently on the back and mumbled something in their language.


  “Snowball, I think we’d better get going again,” Mandie said, grabbing her flour sack.


  Grateful, but still not sure of the Indians, she waved to them as she headed off. “Goodbye,” she called over her shoulder.


  She didn’t want to look back, but she could feel their eyes on her, watching until she came to a curve in the path. When she was sure she was out of their sight, she finally started to relax. “Whew!” She let out her breath noisily. “That was a close call,” she said to her pet. “You didn’t like them, either, did you, Snowball?”


  The white kitten looked up at her and meowed.


  CHAPTER SIX


  DANGERS!


  Mandie trudged on, and some time later her weary, blistered feet brought her to the Tomahawk Trail where it crossed the Little Tennessee River. Following that trail, she came to the Tuckasegee River.


  Mandie surveyed the shallow part of the river where she would cross on a foot bridge. “Snowball, let’s get into the water and cool off,” she suggested.


  As Mandie hurried down the bank, Snowball jumped out of her arms and ran ahead of her. Sitting down on the bank, Mandie took off her shoes and watched Snowball dip his paw in the flowing water as he drank. Then he shook his head to get the water off his whiskers.


  Mandie tucked up her long skirt and waded out into the cool river. “Oh, Snowball, this feels so good,” she called back to him at the edge. “Come on, get in the water.”


  As she waded back toward the bank, she reached out for him. Snowball tried to escape her grasp, but the pebbles he was sitting on scattered under his weight, and he tumbled into the water.


  Tired and full of tension, Mandie started to giggle, then burst into gales of silly laughter as she watched. She knew he could swim, so she wasn’t worried about that. The kitten managed to right himself in the water and tried paddling back toward the riverbank. But the current was too strong for him.


  When Mandie finally reached him, she patted his wet head. “Come on, Snowball. Let’s have some fun.” She tried to coax him to follow her, but he kept treading water and violently shaking his head to clear his ears.


  He looked up at his mistress with sad eyes. “Meow!” he whimpered.


  “All right, you silly kitten.” Mandie finally gave in. “Come here. I’ll hold you.”


  As though he could understand what she was saying, Snowball immediately paddled his way toward his mistress. Mandie snatched him up and shook him gently to get rid of some of the water. His fur stuck to him, and he wiggled his ears, trying to get the water out of them.


  “Oh, Snowball, you look pitiful,” Mandie said. Holding his drenched little body close, she rubbed her face against the wet fur. “I’m sorry you fell in, Snowball,” she told him. “I’ll get you dried off.”


  Stepping out onto the sand of the riverbank, she hurried to get Aunt Lou’s apron out of her flour sack. After putting the remaining food back in the sack, she sat down in the dirt and used the apron as a towel to dry her kitten. Snowball didn’t protest.


  “All right, that’s the best I can do,” she said after a few minutes. “You finish.” She released the kitten, saying, “Now I have to dry my feet.”


  While Snowball licked his paws, Mandie rubbed her own feet with the wet apron and tugged her stockings and shoes back on.


  Suddenly Mandie heard the sound of horses and a wagon in the distance. She looked up. Downriver, she saw a rig crossing the bridge. It was headed in the direction of Bird-town. Mandie jumped up. Sure that it was a Cherokee wagon, she started waving Aunt Lou’s white apron and yelling.


  She squinted and shaded her eyes from the sun. She couldn’t tell who was driving. The wagon was too far away. But to her surprise, after it reached the other side of the river, it turned and came toward her.


  Snatching up Snowball and the flour sack, Mandie raced across the foot bridge toward the wagon. She reached the other side just in time to see who was driving.


  “Tsa’ni!” she cried, recognizing her troublesome cousin.


  The Indian boy was Uncle Wirt Pindar’s grandson. He lived in Deep Creek, near Uncle Ned.


  Tsa’ni hated white people and had a way of making life miserable for Mandie. But she was desperate for a ride. Tired and hungry, she didn’t know how she would ever make it the rest of the way before dark.


  Her Cherokee cousin stopped the wagon beside her. Eyeing her curiously, he smirked. “What are you doing out here all alone?” he asked. “You and that white cat?”


  He scowled at her tucked-up skirt.


  Embarrassed that her legs were showing, Mandie dropped the hem of her skirt and straightened the folds. “Tsa’ni, I am on the way to Uncle Wirt’s house,” she explained. “Would you please give me a ride the rest of the way?”


  “I am not going to Bird-town,” Tsa’ni said curtly. “I am going home to Deep Creek. Why do you want to see my grandfather? Why do you not stay at home with that white woman who is your mother?”


  Mandie didn’t want to start an argument. “I just want to visit your grandfather for awhile,” she said. “School is out for the summer, and my mother is home with her new baby. Please, Tsa’ni, couldn’t you go around by Uncle Wirt’s and drop me off there?”


  “How did you get this far?” Tsa’ni sneered. “By yourself?”


  “Well, yes. I’m alone,” she admitted reluctantly, knowing her cousin would be suspicious of that.


  “Oh, so your mother does not know you are here,” he said. “Go back to your white people. That is where you belong.” Whipping the horses, he sped off down the road.


  As Mandie stared after him, her eyes filled with tears. Why was Tsa’ni always so mean to her? After all, he was blood kin—actually her second cousin.


  Mandie hugged Snowball and flopped down on the sand. She sighed deeply. “Well, Snowball, we can’t afford to waste time just sitting here,” she said. “Let’s eat a bite while we’re stopped. Then we’ve got to keep going.”


  Snowball washed himself while Mandie opened the flour sack and took out the remaining bread and cheese. Saving a little bit for later and sharing some with Snowball, she ate hurriedly, then walked on again. They still had a long way to go before they reached Uncle Wirt’s house.


  Refreshed from wading in the river, Mandie started out quickly, but soon weariness set in again. As the day wore on, her weary steps grew slower and slower. She had to stop and rest more often.


  In open areas, the sun was scorching hot. Mandie found herself hurrying through the clearings and taking her time through the cool, dark woods.


  Then as she came over the crest of a steep, wooded mountain, she stopped, paralyzed with fear. There, right in front of her, stood a huge bear.


  “Oh, no!” Mandie gasped. Her heart beat wildly.


  Snowball dug his claws into her shoulder.


  Startled, the bear reared and stood on his hind feet. Mandie held her breath. Those beady little eyes threatened.


  Hardly able to form the words, Mandie once again repeated her silent prayer, “What time I am afraid I will put my trust in thee.”


  Snowball arched his back and hissed.


  The huge bear growled and started toward them.


  He’s about to attack! Mandie panicked. I’ve got to distract him somehow! she thought. Then she remembered the bread and cheese. Fumbling desperately with the flour sack, she found the remaining food and tossed it as hard as she could, just off the path by the bear.


  Watching it land, the huge animal ambled over to investigate.


  Mandie raced past him, clutching Snowball tightly as she hurried down the mountainside. In fear and exhaustion, she stumbled along. Her feet slid on rocks, her hair caught in branches and limbs, and briars snagged her clothes. But she couldn’t stop. She had to get as far away from that bear as possible.


  Snowball protested loudly at the jarring ride and dug his claws into her again.


  As Mandie neared the bottom of the mountain, her feet slipped on a moss-covered rock, and she slid the rest of the way, scraping her legs and elbows. Snowball jumped free. And Mandie, skidding and tumbling the last few feet, tried to brace herself, but she landed squarely in front of a wagon traveling on the road below.


  “Whoa!” the driver shouted.


  The two horses reared up as the driver brought the wagon to a sudden stop a few inches from where Mandie lay.


  Mandie couldn’t move. The driver jumped down from the wagon and ran to her side. She couldn’t say anything.


  The man bent over her with concern. “Are you all right, young lady?” he asked, breathing hard. “Are you hurt badly?”


  Mandie detected a strange accent. She tried to smile as the man offered to help her up. Still clutching her flour sack, she got weakly to her feet.


  “I . . . I’m all right,” she finally managed to say, breathing a silent word of thanks to God. Mandie studied the man curiously. He looked young but was dressed in a well-worn black suit and hat. Out here in the country, not many men wore suits except to church, and this wasn’t Sunday.


  The man brushed some leaves and grass from Mandie’s back as Snowball rubbed around her ankles. “Do you live around here? Could I give you a ride home, perhaps?” he offered.


  “No,” Mandie answered hesitantly. “You see I’m on my way to my great-uncle’s house at Bird-town.”


  The stranger’s bright blue eyes stared at her. He seemed to be trying to figure out what was going on. Curly red hair showed beneath his black hat. “That is quite a ways from here,” he said. “However, I’m going in that direction. Could I give you a ride?”


  “But I don’t know you,” Mandie said slowly. She stared at the man, whose blue eyes and red hair reminded her of her beloved father.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, young lady,” the man apologized. “I should introduce myself. I’m Riley O’Neal from Boston, and I have come south to minister to the heathen Indians, and—”


  Mandie put her hands on her hips. “The Indians are not heathens,” she protested. “I happen to be one-fourth Cherokee myself.” She drew herself up tall.


  “Oh, dear. I didn’t mean to offend you,” Riley O’Neal replied. “I have never been south before, but our church in Boston is under the impression that there are quite a few Indians here who know nothing about Christianity. I have been sent as a missionary to set up a school for them.”


  Mandie looked at him suspiciously. “I don’t think they need your school,” she said. “They already have their own churches and Sunday schools.”


  “But we are planning to set up what you might call a ‘reading, writing, and arithmetic school,’ ” he explained. “And we can teach them about God at the same time.”


  “The ones who want to can go to the white schools,” Mandie argued. “Most of them aren’t interested in that kind of education. They have their own language and customs.”


  “But as I understand it, they have to travel quite a distance to the ‘white schools,’ as you call them. We would like to build a school right in the Cherokee village.”


  Mandie wasn’t sure what to say about that.


  The man went on. “It’s getting late,” he said. “Why don’t you get in the wagon, and I’ll take you to your uncle’s house. Then I can tell you all about our schools on the way.”


  Mandie hesitated. How could she be sure this man really was a missionary? She had always been taught that it could be dangerous to go off with strangers. Silently she asked God to make the decision for her. Should she trudge on by foot or should she accept the ride? She was terribly worn out and she ached from her fall.


  The man saw her hesitation. “Just a minute,” he said. Hurrying back to the wagon, he reached inside a valise and pulled out a sheaf of papers to show her.


  “This is my identification,” he said, showing her several certificates and official-looking documents with his name on them. “I’m glad to see that you have good sense about becoming involved with strangers.”


  As he unfolded one large paper and held it out, he said, “This is my commission from my church to start the school. Here are my name and address.” Mandie noticed the paper read Reverend Riley O’Neal. He looked young to be a preacher. Then rummaging through the untidy stack of papers, he produced a picture. “And see? This is a tintype of myself and the members of my church back in Boston.”


  Mandie nodded. “Thank you,” she said. “I believe you are who you say you are.” Then with a little laugh, she added, “In fact, you’d better be because all the Cherokees in these mountains would come to my rescue if anything happened to me.”


  The missionary folded the papers. “Yes, they are your relatives, aren’t they?” he replied with a smile.


  “I’m sorry for my harsh words before,” Mandie apologized. “Please forgive me. I guess I’m not very grateful for a ride, am I? I’m just awfully tired and hungry. So is Snowball.” She picked up her pet and stroked his fur.


  The missionary looked down at the white kitten. “Oh, I was so worried about you that I didn’t even notice your cat,” he said with a little laugh. “Well, let’s get the two of you to your uncle’s house, then.”


  Mandie followed the man to the wagon, and he helped her up on the seat.


  Jumping up beside her, the missionary returned the papers to the valise and urged the horses on. He glanced at her dirty, torn dress and the tangled blond hair escaping from its long braid. “You must have come a long way then,” he said.


  “I have,” she agreed. But she hoped he wouldn’t pursue the matter. He was asking dangerous questions, and she didn’t want him to know the truth about her journey.


  “Where do you live, Miss . . . ah . . . I don’t believe you told me your name,” he said with a smile.


  “Amanda Shaw,” she replied, suddenly wishing she had made up a name. “I’m going to live with my Uncle Wirt.”


  “Is he Cherokee?” the missionary asked.


  “Oh, yes. Uncle Wirt is a full-blooded Cherokee,” Mandie answered proudly. “You see, my grandmother was his sister.” Mandie tried to change the subject. “Tell me about the school you plan to begin,” she said, rubbing Snowball’s fur. “Will it be on the Cherokee reservation?”


  “That depends on a lot of things,” the missionary replied. “I understand there are many Cherokees who don’t live on the reservation.”


  “Yes, lots of them live at Deep Creek. That’s where my father’s friend, Uncle Ned, lives,” Mandie explained.


  The wagon suddenly lurched on the rough road. “Does your father live there also?” the man asked.


  “My father is . . . is not living anymore,” Mandie said, unable to bring herself to say the word dead.


  “The Lord rest his soul,” the missionary said. “I’m sorry. I seem to be saying all the wrong things.” After a few moments he continued. “I suppose you know all the Cherokee Indians in these mountains, am I correct?”


  “Goodness no!” she exclaimed. “There are hundreds of Cherokees, probably thousands. Besides, I only found out last year that I’m part Cherokee. And my mother sent me off to Asheville to a girls’ school right after that, so I haven’t had much time to meet all my Indian relatives.” Again, she wished she wouldn’t talk so much. She was giving away too much personal information.


  “So your mother is still living, then, is that right?”


  “Well, yes, she’s living, but I’m going to live with my great-uncle, at least for the summer.” She fidgeted with the flour sack by her side.


  Riley O’Neal looked at her again. “Uh-huh,” he said.


  The way he said it, Mandie was sure he had figured out that she was running away from home. Oh, so what? she finally decided. There’s nothing he can do about it.


  The young missionary cleared his throat. “I’m glad you’ll be living with the Indians,” he told her with a smile. “You seem to be well educated. Perhaps you could help me get the school started.”


  Mandie frowned. “I don’t know about that. I’m already having a hospital built for them—actually there are workmen doing the construction. I’m just furnishing the gold to pay for it.”


  The man looked at her in disbelief.


  “You see, my friends and I found a pile of gold in an old cave a while back,” she explained. “And that’s the gold that’s paying for the hospital.”


  “You found real gold in a cave?”


  Mandie explained how they had discovered the gold and her idea about building a hospital when the Cherokees refused to claim the gold.


  “That is a wonderful thing to be doing for the Indians,” the missionary said. “The Lord will bless you for that.”


  As they talked on, Mandie finally caught sight of a cluster of Cherokee log cabins down the road. “Look!” She pointed. “We’re not far from Uncle Wirt’s house now.”


  Then all of a sudden she began to worry. How was she going to explain why she was here?


  Riley O’Neal looked around at the neat cornfields and the rows of log cabins. “So this is Bird-town,” he said, driving slowly on.


  “Yes. My Uncle Wirt lives on down a ways,” Mandie replied. “I’ll show you.”


  As dusk settled over the little village, the aroma of food cooking filled the air. Mandie’s stomach growled, and Snowball sat up in her lap and sniffed. Several Indians were walking around in their yard and along the road. Mandie guessed that they had probably already eaten their evening meal.


  “Here.” She pointed quickly to the largest house in the center of the community. “Uncle Wirt lives here. He—” She stopped short as she noticed Tsa’ni jump into a wagon by Uncle Wirt’s front door. She scowled. How could he have been so mean as to lie about where he was going?


  The missionary pulled his wagon into the yard just as Tsa’ni drove by on Mandie’s side. Her cousin eyed her companion curiously.


  “You told me you weren’t coming to Bird-town,” Mandie yelled at him.


  “I changed my mind,” the Indian boy replied. Whipping the horses, he raced off down the road.


  “He lied,” Mandie mumbled to herself.


  The missionary pulled the horses to a stop near the big cabin. “He told a lie? Is that what you said?”


  “Yes,” Mandie said angrily, preparing to jump down from the wagon. Then she turned around and quickly explained what had happened at the Tuskasegee River.


  “Your cousin is one of those people we’d like to help with our ministry,” Riley O’Neal replied. He jumped down from the wagon and walked around to help Mandie.


  But Mandie was too quick for him. She had already stepped down. No matter how much the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls tried to teach her about being ladylike, she was used to doing things for herself.


  “Thank you, Mr. O’Neal, for giving me a ride,” she said, smiling up into the missionary’s pleasant face. Mandie expected him to get back into the wagon and drive off, but he just stood there. Suddenly she realized that he intended to go in and meet her relatives. She fidgeted with her flour sack nervously.


  Mandie knew her Uncle Wirt and his family were members of a Christian church, and she was not sure as to how they might react to this young fellow coming in and trying to start something new. Besides, she didn’t really want him around when she told her relatives why she had come. It was going to be hard enough as it was.


  Riley O’Neal patiently waited for Mandie to turn toward the house.


  “I have to warn you,” Mandie began as they started to the door. “I’m not sure what my Cherokee kinspeople will think of you.”


  The missionary smiled. “We’re all children of God, aren’t we now?”


  Mandie smiled up at him. “Of course we are.” Looking ahead, she saw Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia standing in the doorway waiting for them. “Come on. I’ll introduce you,” she said.


  As she neared the doorway, she saw the curious, worried expressions on their faces. Oh, things are going to be complicated, she thought.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  CHEROKEE KINSPEOPLE


  As Mandie and Riley O’Neal approached Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia in the doorway, neither of the old people said a word.They just glanced from Mandie to the missionary and back again.


  “Uncle Wirt, Aunt Saphronia, this is Mr. O’Neal,” Mandie began. “He gave me a ride to your house.”


  The missionary extended his hand, but Uncle Wirt did not take it. He just stared at the young man.


  “He’s a missionary, Mr. Wirt,” Mandie explained. “He tells stories from the Big Book like the minister in your church does. Brother O’Neal is one of God’s preachers.”


  Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia exchanged glances, then looked the missionary over.


  “Where from?” Uncle Wirt asked.


  “Way up north in Boston,” Riley O’Neal answered. “A long, long way from here.”


  “Why you come see Cherokees?” the old Indian asked.


  Mandie quickly spoke for the missionary. “He wants to build a school for the Cherokee people, Uncle Wirt,” she explained.


  “School? Cherokees go to school,” Uncle Wirt argued.


  “We understand there are a lot of Cherokees who don’t attend school because it’s too far away,” Riley O’Neal said. “We want to help them learn to read and write and do arithmetic—and also learn God’s Word.”


  “Cherokees not have books to read,” the old Indian replied. “Not need learn write. No pen. No paper. No money to count.”


  “But we plan to make things better for your people,” the missionary argued. “We will give you books and pens and paper and also Bibles.” He smiled broadly. “And with an education and religion the Cherokees will become richer, better people.”


  Mandie held her breath. Uncle Wirt would take that as an insult. She knew he considered the Cherokees the best people in the world.


  Uncle Wirt stood silent for a moment. Then he stepped aside and motioned to the missionary. “Come. My house welcome preacher. We talk.”


  “Thank you, sir,” the missionary replied, as he stepped inside the big log cabin. “I’m honored.” He took off his black hat and held it in his hand.


  Snowball jumped down, and Mandie turned to embrace her great-aunt, a tiny woman with a million wrinkles. Snowball raced over to the pan of scraps on the hearth that the elderly couple put out for their own cats. The white kitten ate hungrily.


  Aunt Saphronia silently smiled at Mandie and took her by the hand to the long table where the two men already sat across from each other. The pleasant aroma from good Cherokee cooking lingered in the air. Mandie and her great-aunt seated themselves at the other end of the table and listened.


  “Your school good for all Cherokees?” Uncle Wirt asked.


  “I promise you, sir, we will have the best-qualified teachers and the most modern books,” he told the Indian proudly, “and we’ll prepare the Cherokees to make a better living. They will learn the ways of the white man and find out how to do business with him.”


  “White man not want to do business with Cherokee,” the old Indian protested. “White man not always right.”


  “You’re correct, sir,” the missionary continued. “The white man is not always right. For instance, the white man took the Indians’ land and moved them out. That was not morally right. That’s why the Cherokees must learn the white man’s ways, so they can protect themselves against any future happenings like this.”


  “Cherokees learn too late. Nothing left,” Uncle Wirt said sadly. “Nothing left for white man to take.”


  Riley O’Neal smiled sympathetically. “If the Cherokees learn things the white man knows, then the Cherokees will be able to get work and make money and live better,” he said. “And if they learn to read, they can read God’s Word for themselves. With the Lord’s help anything is possible.”


  Mandie smiled at the missionary’s optimistic spirit.


  “Where make school?” Uncle Wirt asked, pushing back his long silver-streaked black hair.


  Mandie leaned forward, listening eagerly. She knew a good place.


  “Wherever the most convenient place would be for the Cherokees,” Riley O’Neal replied. “Since I’m not yet familiar with your area, maybe you could choose the place.”


  Mandie leaned forward. “What about building it near the hospital, Uncle Wirt?” she asked excitedly. “That area has already been cleared to make a road to it.”


  “Maybe,” Uncle Wirt said thoughtfully. “We have powwow. Cherokee talk. Maybe school. Maybe not school.” He rose.


  “Thank you, sir,” the missionary said, also standing. Once again he extended his hand, and this time Uncle Wirt shook it heartily.


  Aunt Saphronia came over to stand beside her husband. “Eat,” she offered.


  Uncle Wirt turned to the missionary and nodded. “Put horse in barn. Eat,” he said. “Come.”


  “Why, thank you,” the missionary replied in surprise.


  As the men left the cabin, Mandie followed her great-aunt to the cupboard. The old woman started taking down dishes.


  Mandie glanced at the big, covered iron kettles hanging in the fireplace. “Have y’all had your supper, Aunt Saphronia?” she asked. “Something sure smells good.”


  The old woman shook her head. “We eat when you eat.”


  Mandie smiled, grateful that neither of her relatives had asked her about her unexpected visit. She went back to the bucket of water by the back door and dipped some into a washbin to wash her dirty, scraped-up hands before eating.


  There was only friendly conversation during the meal. Uncle Wirt and the missionary did most of the talking. And Mandie was pleased to see the young man trying to learn as much as he could about the Cherokee people and their customs.


  Exhausted and starving, Mandie hurriedly ate the tasty stew set before her, then had a second helping. But she was so tired, she couldn’t hold her head up.


  She looked over at Snowball, asleep on the hearth by the fire. The Cherokees kept fires going in their huge fireplaces all year-round because they cooked their meals in kettles that hung over the flames. Some foods took days to cook over a low fire.


  When the meal was over, the missionary stood up and thanked the Indian couple for their hospitality. “The food was delicious,” he said sincerely. “But it’s getting late, and I must be finding a place to stay.”


  The others also stood.


  Uncle Wirt placed his hand on the missionary’s shoulder. “Stay here,” he offered. “Bed up ladder.” He pointed to a ladder nearby that disappeared into a loft above.


  The missionary hesitated. “Only if you allow me to pay you,” he said.


  Anger clouded Uncle Wirt’s old, wrinkled face.


  Mandie could see that this was just the first of the clashes between Cherokee ways and white men’s ways. She quickly spoke up. “Please understand. My Uncle Wirt is offering you hospitality. Since he has welcomed you to his house, he would be highly insulted if you insisted on paying for it.”


  Uncle Wirt smiled at Mandie. “Papoose learning ways of our people,” he said.


  The young man quickly apologized. “I . . . I’m . . . so sorry,” he stammered. “It’s just that . . . I’m on an allowance from my church, and I . . . I thought perhaps . . . perhaps you could use a little extra money.”


  “Not need money!” Uncle Wirt replied emphatically. “Money not buy food and bed in my house.”


  “I apologize. Please forgive me,” the young missionary said, thrusting his hands deep into his pockets. “I gratefully accept your offer.”


  Uncle Wirt nodded his approval. “Two rooms up ladder,” he told him. “One for you. One for Papoose.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Riley O’Neal said. “Now, would you please excuse me for a little while? I’d like to take a short walk to commune with my Savior.”


  The old Indian smiled. “Go. I talk to Papoose.”


  As the missionary went outside, Uncle Wirt turned to Mandie and indicated the cleared-off end of the long table. “Sit,” he ordered.


  Sensing the sternness in the old man’s voice, she quickly obeyed.


  Uncle Wirt looked over at Aunt Saphronia, who was scuttling about, trying to clean up the supper dishes. “Come,” he called.


  The little old woman instantly put down the dishes and hurried to her husband’s side. Together they sat down across the table from Mandie.


  Mandie knew what that meant. They weren’t joining forces with her until they found out exactly what was going on and why she had suddenly shown up at their house. But she was surprised when Uncle Wirt spoke.


  “Tsa’ni say he see Papoose near river. No one with her,” he began in a firm voice.


  “Tsa’ni? I might have known,” Mandie groaned. “I tried to get him to give me a ride here to your house, but he said he wasn’t coming this way. Then when I got here, I saw him drive off in a wagon.”


  Aunt Saphronia said nothing but fixed a solemn, steady gaze on Mandie.


  “Why Papoose alone?” the old man asked.


  Mandie didn’t really know where to begin. “Well . . .” she stalled, “you see . . . my mother has a new baby, and he cries and screams night and day, hardly ever stopping. I just can’t stand the racket.” Once Mandie started talking, the words tumbled out in a steady stream.


  “Not only that,” she continued, “my mother doesn’t have any time for me anymore. That baby takes up every minute. Sometimes she doesn’t even leave him so she can eat. And when I got home from school the other day, I found that Uncle John had gone to Richmond on business and left my mother to tend to that crying baby.” Stopping to take a breath, she watched for the old Indians’ reactions.


  “Humph!” Uncle Wirt grunted loudly. “Papoose ask Mother to come here?”


  “N-no, but I left her a note,” Mandie said, lowering her eyes. “She’ll know where I am when she finds the note. She’s probably found it by now.”


  “Humph!” the old Indian said again. “Papoose know must ask Mother. Papoose must go home. Ask Mother.”


  “Uncle Wirt, please let me stay,” Mandie begged. “You are my kinspeople.”


  Uncle Wirt shook his head. “Go home when sun come up,” he insisted. “No more talk.”


  Mandie looked pleadingly at Aunt Saphronia, but the old woman just shook her head.


  Uncle Wirt stood up. “Must send word. Cherokee powwow. Council house. School.”


  He quickly left the cabin, leaving Mandie and Aunt Saphronia sitting there. Mandie knew it was useless to argue anymore tonight, but tomorrow morning she would try again.


  “Wash,” Aunt Saphronia told her as she rose and pointed to the washbasin on the shelf by the back door. “Sleep.”


  Both words sounded good to Mandie. “I know. I’m absolutely filthy,” she agreed. Walking across the room to the front door, she picked up her flour sack, which she had dropped when she came into the cabin. “I’ll take water in the back room and clean up,” she said.


  “Yes.” Aunt Saphronia nodded. She continued cleaning up the remains of their supper.


  Mandie glanced over at the fireplace. Snowball still lay curled up there, snoozing away.


  Uncle Wirt’s house was larger than the other cabins at Bird-town. Behind the main room, there was a small room Uncle Wirt and his wife used for a bedroom. Most of the Cherokee cabins had only one large room that was curtained off for privacy at bedtime.


  Mandie took a pan of clean water, a washcloth, soap, and towel, together with her flour sack, into the back bedroom to wash up and change into the only other dress she had with her. She had had only two dresses when she left Charley Gap to go live at Uncle John’s house, and that was all she brought back here with her. She didn’t want any of the fine clothes Uncle John had given her.


  After bathing and dressing, Mandie brushed out her tangled hair. As she was plaiting it again into one long braid down her back, she heard voices in the main room.


  What if her mother had found the note and sent someone here to look for her? What should she do? Give in? What would her mother do if she didn’t?


  Carrying the pan of water, she opened the door and went into the main room. Tsa’ni sat near the hearth, talking to his grandmother. Mandie angrily threw the water out the back door, then returned to confront her cousin.


  Refreshed after washing and changing clothes, Mandie felt up to a serious conversation with Tsa’ni. Quietly walking across the room, she sat down on a small stool near him. He looked over at her with a sulky expression as his grandmother returned to the kitchen to wash the dishes.


  “Tsa’ni, why did you tell me a lie?” she asked. “You said you weren’t going to your grandfather’s house. Yet when I finally got here, you were just about to take off in your wagon.”


  “I told you. I changed my mind,” the Indian boy replied. “Besides, I do not have to give you a ride if I do not want to.”


  Mandie heard Aunt Saphronia gasp at his smart remark.


  Tsa’ni stood up and stepped outside. Mandie followed. It was already dark, but the full moon shone brightly.


  “No, you don’t have to give me a ride, but you could at least tell the truth,” Mandie said. “I’m not your enemy, Tsa’ni. I want to be your friend. We are cousins, in case you’ve forgotten.”


  Tsa’ni walked over to a long fallen log and sat down. Mandie joined him, sitting on the other end.


  The Indian boy pulled a piece of wood and a knife out of his pocket. “I do not claim to be cousins with a white girl,” he said, beginning to whittle.


  “You know I am one-fourth Cherokee,” Mandie reminded him. “Your grandfather accepts me as his niece. Why can’t you forget this hatred you have against white people? We are all what God made us, and there’s nothing and nobody who can change that.”


  Tsa’ni whittled away on his wood. “Oh, but you are talking about your God,” Tsa’ni returned sharply, without looking up.


  Mandie wanted to ask what he meant by that, but just then Riley O’Neal wandered into the yard from the road. Instantly, Tsa’ni took off running without saying a word.


  The missionary watched him go, then shrugged. “I trust you have recuperated from your journey now, Amanda,” he said as they walked back to the house.


  “Yes, thanks. I feel much better,” she replied. “After all, I was pretty dirty.” She laughed and smoothed the folds of her long skirt. “Did you go far on your walk?”


  “I just went into the woods a little ways,” he told her. “The woods have always fascinated me. All of God’s little creatures hide in there, and you never know what you might find.”


  Hearing the sound of horses and a wagon, Mandie glanced behind them. “Here comes Uncle Wirt,” she said. Mandie and the missionary walked toward the barn where the old Indian took the wagon. As Uncle Wirt pulled in, they stepped inside the barn and the young missionary reached into his own rig for his valise.


  As Uncle Wirt unharnessed the horses, he said, “Cherokee Powwow when sun at top of sky tomorrow.”


  Riley O’Neal looked puzzled.


  “At noon tomorrow,” Mandie explained. Then she turned to her uncle. “May I go, too, Uncle Wirt? Please?”


  The old Indian shook his head. “Must go home when sun up,” he replied, starting toward the house.


  Mandie tried to catch up to his long strides. “Oh, Uncle Wirt, please let me go to the council house,” she begged. “Besides, if all the Cherokees are at the powwow, who will take me home?”


  “Humph!” was all the old Indian would say as he continued on to the house.


  Mandie and Riley O’Neal followed him into the cabin.


  Inside, Aunt Saphronia was sitting at the table, knitting some indigo blue yarn that lay on the table.


  Mandie passed by her without saying anything. “Uncle Wirt, please let me go to the powwow tomorrow,” she pleaded. “Please.”


  The old Indian turned. “Bed,” he said sharply. “Time Papoose go to bed.” He pointed to the ladder leading to the loft where she would sleep.


  Knowing there was no point in arguing anymore that night, Mandie sighed, picked up her sleeping kitten, and headed up the ladder. “Good night everybody,” she said sullenly. All she could do was try again in the morning.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  “I CAN’T GO HOME!”


  For a long time Mandie lay awake on the cornshuck mattress in her loft sleeping quarters. Although she was worn out from her long journey, she was too wound up to sleep.


  As the cool night air blew through the window and Snowball prowled around the tiny room, Mandie thought about home. In her mind she could hear the baby screaming. She could see her tired mother trying to hush him. Dr. Woodard had said her mother didn’t have to tend the baby every minute, but she insisted on taking care of him all the time.


  I hope Mother’s sorry about neglecting me to spend so much time with that baby, she thought. Mandie loved her mother so much that she didn’t want to share her with anyone else. But, she thought, evidently Mother doesn’t love me enough to spend time with me.


  Mandie wiped away a tear and rolled over on the corn-shuck mattress. Somehow she would have to convince Uncle Wirt to let her stay. Otherwise, she would have to find somewhere else to go. I’m not going back home, she cried to herself. I’m not going where I’m not wanted.


  When Mandie finally drifted off to sleep, she was so upset and exhausted that she tossed and turned for a long time with horrible nightmares. Tsa’ni was chasing her down the mountain, and her mother was calling to her from somewhere in the woods.


  Mandie rolled over onto the kitten, and he squirmed and meowed loudly in protest. Startled, Mandie woke and found the bright sunlight already streaming into the loft from the window.


  “Oh, Snowball, it must be past breakfast time!” she cried, jumping up to look out the window. There was no one in sight. She swiftly pulled on her dress. Smelling the aroma of coffee, she grabbed the kitten and opened the door to her room. “Come on, let’s go downstairs,” she said.


  Rushing down the ladder, she found Aunt Saphronia alone in the big room, still preparing the morning meal. Relieved that she hadn’t missed breakfast, Mandie put Snowball down and offered to help.


  The old woman smiled and shook her head. “No, no. Dishes on table. Food in pan. Men outside. Soon eat.”


  Mandie looked out through the open front door. Uncle Wirt and Riley O’Neal were standing near the road, talking.


  As Mandie watched, another wagon came up the road and turned into the driveway. Uncle Ned! She shrank back inside the doorway. He would tell her mother she was here. That’s silly, Mandie told herself. Mother knows where I am. When I left the note that I was going to visit my Cherokee kinspeople, she knew that meant Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia.


  But Mandie knew Uncle Ned wouldn’t be happy with her for running away from home. She had promised to try to be happy with the baby. Now all she could do was wait for her old Indian friend to come in.


  Suddenly she realized Uncle Ned wasn’t alone. His granddaughter Sallie was with him.


  Sallie jumped down from the wagon and straightened her full red skirt and white waist.


  Mandie rushed out to meet her. “Sallie!” she cried, embracing her friend. “I’m so glad to see you.”


  Sallie smiled and returned the welcome. “I am glad to see you, too, Mandie.” The shell necklace around her neck jingled.


  Mandie noticed Uncle Ned talking to the other men. “Did my mother send your grandfather to find me?” she asked.


  “I am afraid she did,” Sallie told her. “Mandie, your mother is worried for you.”


  Mandie sighed and plopped down on the fallen log nearby.


  Sallie sat down beside her. “Dr. Woodard is also looking for you,” Sallie continued. “The hospital is ready. And he wants you to be there for the opening.”


  Mandie brightened. “It is? At last!” she exclaimed. “Oh, Sallie, that’s wonderful!” She clasped her hands in delight.


  “You should not be so happy when your mother is so worried,” Sallie rebuked her gently.


  Mandie calmed down and looked at her Indian friend. “I’m just happy about the hospital finally being finished,” she explained. “I am sorry my mother is worried, but I left her a note.”


  “But, Mandie, that was a dangerous journey for you to make alone,” Sallie scolded, shaking her finger at her friend. “Terrible things could have happened to you.”


  “But they didn’t.” Mandie refused to think about the close calls she had encountered.


  “Your mother did not know that. Oh, Mandie, I am afraid you have been so foolish,” Sallie accused. As she shook her head, her long black braids swished in the air.


  “But, Sallie, I couldn’t stand that baby crying all the time,” Mandie told her, her eyes misting. “And my mother didn’t have any time for me. I figured she wouldn’t even miss me.”


  “Mandie!” Sallie gasped. “You know better than that! Your mother loves you so much. You are lucky to have her. I wish my mother were still living.”


  Mandie reached for Sallie’s hand and held it tightly. “I know,” she said on the verge of tears. “I love my mother, and I guess I know she loves me, but it just doesn’t seem like it right now. She spends all her time with that noisy baby. Maybe I’ll go back home when he’s grown up and stops all that howling.”


  Mandie looked up to see Uncle Ned standing over her. The old Indian gave Sallie a little nudge so he could sit next to Mandie on the log. Sallie got up and went inside the house, where the men had just gone.


  As Uncle Ned put his arm around Mandie’s shoulder, she tried to speak, but nothing came out.


  Uncle Ned looked directly at Mandie with sadness in his dark eyes. “Papoose bad,” he told her bluntly. “Must go home to Mother.”


  Mandie tried to shrink back from him, but he held her firmly.


  “I don’t want to go home, Uncle Ned,” she finally managed. “I want to stay here.” Again she poured out her hurts and frustrations.


  “Mother of Papoose send love, say please come home,” the old Indian told her, watching her face closely.


  Mandie looked up at him sadly. “Uncle Ned, I love you. I always will, but I can’t go home.”


  Uncle Ned tried to convince her, but Mandie wouldn’t give in. Finally the old Indian rose stiffly. “Then I go back. Tell mother of Papoose,” he said.


  Mandie’s heart melted a little. “And would you tell her I’m just fine?” she asked.


  The old Indian said nothing but held out his hand to her, and the two of them went inside for breakfast.


  The subject of her returning home did not come up at the breakfast table. Mandie was surprised that Uncle Wirt didn’t mention it. He was the one who had insisted she had to go home.


  Mandie remained unusually quiet during the meal, and Sallie didn’t say much either. The two girls listened quietly to the others’ conversation, most of which centered around the forthcoming council meeting to make a decision about the missionary’s school.


  When breakfast was over, the men went outside and the girls helped Aunt Saphronia clean up the table. By the time Mandie and Sallie were free to go outside, the men had disappeared.


  The girls sat on the fallen log talking for a while, and Mandie told her friend that she was not going to let Uncle Ned take her home.


  Sallie shook her head. “Your uncle may say you have to go,” she reminded her.


  “I don’t think he will,” Mandie said. “He told me last night that I had to go this morning, and he hasn’t even mentioned it. I believe he changed his mind.”


  “I would not be so sure about that,” Sallie warned.


  Just then a wagon pulled off the road into Uncle Wirt’s driveway. The girls stood and shaded their eyes from the sun to see who it was.


  “Dimar!” they exclaimed together, hurrying to meet him.


  Their friend Dimar Walkingstick lived in the mountains. He was the one who had found the girls and Joe Woodard when they got lost one time. Today Dimar’s mother, Jerusha, rode with him in the wagon.


  Dimar was helping his mother down when he caught sight of Mandie and Sallie. His face lit up and he turned to greet them.


  “Mandie! Sallie!” Dimar cried. “I am so glad you are here.”


  Mandie smiled at the handsome boy. “I’m glad to see you again, Dimar,” she said. Then she turned to his mother and greeted her with an embrace.


  After exchanging greetings with the girls, Jerusha smiled. “Nice day. See friends,” she said. “Vote.”


  “Vote?” Mandie questioned. “Oh, I understand. Y’all came for the council meeting to vote on Mr. O’Neal’s school.”


  They all walked toward the house.


  “He looks young to be a preacher,” Sallie remarked.


  Mandie smiled again. “Yes, he does,” she admitted, “but I don’t suppose there’s any age limit to be one.”


  As they entered the big log cabin, Jerusha exchanged greetings with Aunt Saphronia.


  “Saphronia!” Jerusha exclaimed, sitting on the nearest bench. “This strange man stay with you?”


  “Yes. Nice man,” the old Indian woman replied as she sat down beside her guest. “Make good school.”


  The young people went outside again to talk. It had been quite a while since Dimar had seen Mandie, and now she noticed he couldn’t take his eyes off her. He listened closely while she related the events of her journey to Uncle Wirt’s house.


  Although he didn’t say anything, Mandie knew he disapproved of her running away from home. It seemed everybody thought she had done the wrong thing.


  Soon another wagon pulled into the yard. This time it was Uncle Wirt’s son, Jessan, and his wife, Meli—Tsa’ni’s parents. And Mandie was delighted to see that they had also brought Morning Star, who was Uncle Ned’s wife and Sallie’s grandmother.


  Mandie ran out to meet Morning Star. A big grin spread over the old woman’s face when she saw Mandie, and she held the girl so close, Mandie could hardly breathe.


  “Papoose!” Morning Star exclaimed. “Not lost!”


  “No, I’m not lost,” Mandie replied. The woman knew Uncle Ned had come ahead to look for her.


  “Vote,” Morning Star said as they walked toward the house.


  “Yes, I know. You are here to vote,” Mandie said. “Mr. O’Neal is a nice man, Morning Star. He could probably do a lot of good for the Cherokee people if y’all will let him build a school for you.”


  Sallie nodded. “Yes, my grandmother. He is a nice man,” she agreed.


  At that moment the missionary, Uncle Wirt, and Uncle Ned came in from walking in the fields behind the house. All the Indians stopped to stare at the red-haired newcomer in his black suit and hat.


  There were greetings all around, and everyone entered the house. The missionary smiled and repeated each name as he was introduced. The Cherokees didn’t return the smile, Mandie noticed. They were a shy people.


  As the adults visited among themselves, Mandie and her friends gathered in a corner of the big room to talk about what they had been doing since they last saw each other.


  When Mandie glanced over at Uncle Ned, she saw him talking to Uncle Wirt and looking at her every now and then. She knew they must be discussing her. She hoped Uncle Wirt had decided to let her stay at his house.


  After a few minutes Riley O’Neal came over to speak to the young people. Mandie introduced everyone, and it wasn’t long before they were all talking as if they were old friends.


  When Mr. O’Neal mentioned the possible new school, Dimar looked at him uncertainly. “We have a good school in the next town, sir,” he told the missionary.


  “Yes, we do,” Sallie agreed.


  “But with the money my church has allotted, we could give you a much better school—right here,” the missionary told them.


  “And I think we could make it attractive enough so that all the young Cherokees would like to attend it. In fact, we can even teach the older people who have never gone to school,” he said.


  “Could you teach my grandmother to speak English?” Sallie asked.


  “And my mother?” Dimar added. “Neither of them knows more than a few words of English.”


  The missionary smiled. “We could certainly try very hard,” he promised. “We would need to hire one of your people who speaks both languages, first. Of course, we would pay them a salary, and we would pay other people to take care of the school, and to build it right in the first place,” he said. “And when the students finish with this school, we will pay for their higher education at another school.”


  Sallie and Dimar looked at each other in disbelief. “You would?” they both asked together.


  Mandie knew both her friends were anxious to get all the education they could.


  “What would the students have to do to get higher education?” Sallie asked.


  “As soon as they finished certain books and could pass certain examinations, we would transfer them to one of our many schools around the country,” the young man explained.


  “Around the country?” Mandie questioned. “You have schools in other places?”


  “Oh, yes, we have schools all over the United States,” the missionary replied.


  “I would have to leave home, then, if I wanted to get a higher education?” Sallie asked.


  Riley O’Neal smiled. “Yes,” he said, “but you would be given a choice about where you wanted to go.”


  Dimar leaned forward. “Would it depend on what we planned to learn?” he asked.


  “That’s right,” the missionary agreed. “If you wanted to be a doctor, say, you’d go to a different school than that of a person who wanted to be a lawyer or teacher or nurse or preacher.”


  Dimar nodded thoughtfully. “It sounds as though you have come to give us a great opportunity,” he said.


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed.


  As the time for the council meeting approached, the adults started gathering in the doorway, calling to each other about who would ride in which wagon.


  Mandie laughed. “I think we’d better join the crowd or we may get left behind,” she said.


  Snowball had been running around everywhere all morning, and now he came up to his mistress as though he knew she was going somewhere.


  “Snowball!” Sallie exclaimed, stooping to pick him up. “Where have you been?”


  Mandie eyed her kitten with a grin. “I know where he’s been. Wherever he can find food,” she said, laughing.


  Dimar reached out to rub the kitten’s head. “Are you taking him with us to the council house?” he asked.


  Mandie thought for a moment. “Do you think it’d be all right?”


  “I think so,” Sallie said. “If you leave him here, he may get lost.”


  “I’m not sure he’ll behave during the meeting,” Mandie said.


  “We will help you watch him,” Dimar promised.


  A few minutes later the young people piled into Dimar’s wagon and asked the missionary to join them. Riley O’Neal climbed onto the seat next to Dimar, and the girls and the kitten rode in the back. Dimar’s mother went with Uncle Ned and Morning Star.


  The young people asked around, but no one had seen Tsa’ni. His parents were there, but he had not shown up. Yet just as Dimar pulled his wagon onto the road, Tsa’ni came running up behind them and jumped onto the back of the wagon, uninvited.


  Looking around, he quickly moved away from Sallie, who was holding the white kitten. “That white cat!” he said with disgust. “Mandie, do you have to take it every place you go?”


  “Yes, Tsa’ni,” Mandie replied. “He does belong to me, you know.”


  “Are you going to let him vote, too?” Tsa’ni retorted.


  The missionary turned around to look at the troublesome boy. “I heard them call you Tsa’ni,” he said. “You must be Mr. Pindar’s grandson.”


  “Yes, I am,” Tsa’ni replied. “And you must be that new preacher that everyone is talking about.”


  “I am Riley O’Neal,” the missionary introduced himself.


  “I know your name,” Tsa’ni said.


  The other young people rode on in embarrassed silence. Mandie hoped the missionary didn’t judge all Cherokees by Tsa’ni’s rude behavior.


  “I am glad to meet you, Tsa’ni,” Riley O’Neal said with a smile.


  Tsa’ni didn’t seem to know how to respond to the missionary’s kindness.


  But Mandie knew Tsa’ni could make trouble at the council meeting. They might have a rough time at the powwow if her cousin decided to vote against the missionary’s school, because he would be allowed to tell why he was against it. Oh, why can’t he accept white people? she wondered.


  Mandie quickly closed her eyes and said a silent prayer.


  CHAPTER NINE


  POWWOW!


  Several hundred Cherokees were milling around the council house, laughing and talking when they arrived. The young Indian girls, who looked as if they were wearing their best dresses, shyly chatted with the young Indian men.


  Mandie had been there before, but she gazed excitedly at the seven-sided, dome-roofed structure, where so many important issues were settled.


  As Dimar slowed the horses to look for a place to park the wagon, Tsa’ni suddenly jumped down without a single word and disappeared into the crowd.


  “Well!” Mandie exclaimed.


  Dimar pulled off to one side of the road under some trees. “I hope he does not cause trouble at the voting,” he remarked.


  “He’d better not!” Mandie declared.


  Riley O’Neal turned to look at Mandie. “What seems to be his problem?”


  Mandie laughed. “Oh, he has lots of problems,” she said, “the main one being that he hates white people. Even though I am one-fourth Cherokee and I am also his cousin, he considers me some kind of foreigner.”


  “Maybe we can help him if we can get our school started here,” the missionary told her.


  “We wish you would,” Sallie sighed.


  Dimar set the brake on the wagon. “Even his grandfather cannot control him,” he said.


  They all got down from the wagon and walked toward the council house, where Uncle Wirt was waiting in the doorway. Mandie stroked her white kitten as they approached the old Indian.


  Uncle Wirt greeted the missionary with a firm handshake. “You say about school. You leave. We vote.”


  Riley O’Neal looked a little puzzled. “You want me to tell the people about the school, right?” he asked.


  Uncle Wirt nodded.


  “And then I am supposed to go outside while you vote, right?”


  “Yes,” the old Indian confirmed. “Come.” He led the way into the council house, where almost all the benches were full. Stout log poles held up the dome-shaped thatched roof, and the symbols of the various clans adorned the posts. The place of the sacred fire lay directly ahead as they entered. Behind the fire sat six men with stacks of papers and books.


  Uncle Wirt turned to the young people and motioned to a bench nearby. “Sit,” he said. Then gesturing to the missionary, he said, “Come.”


  Mandie sat between Sallie and Dimar and watched Uncle Wirt lead the young man to the front row, where they both sat down.


  Mandie looked around for Uncle Ned and the others who left from Uncle Wirt’s house. She spotted Aunt Saphronia sitting way over to her left, but she didn’t see Uncle Ned or Tsa’ni. It was Tsa’ni who worried her.


  “Where are Uncle Ned and Tsa’ni?” she whispered to her friends.


  Sallie and Dimar looked around and shook their heads.


  As the drums sounded from one corner of the council house, the man in the center of the group by the fire stood and spoke a few words in Cherokee. Mandie couldn’t understand him. She looked at Dimar.


  “He is asking your Uncle Wirt to introduce the missionary,” Dimar told her in a whisper.


  The man sat down and Uncle Wirt stood to face the crowd. Speaking a few words in Cherokee, he motioned to the missionary and said, “Tell. Go.” He motioned to the platform in front of them.


  Riley O’Neal got up, smiled at Uncle Wirt, and stepped up on the platform.


  He told the people about his church in Boston, about their desire to build a school for the Cherokee people, and about the money they were prepared to give toward the project. The Indians stared at him in silence.


  Mandie knew some of the Indians could understand him as he spoke in English, but many could not. She wondered why no one was translating as he spoke.


  “Of course, it is up to you people to vote on this offer,” he said with a smile. “And we hope you will accept our assistance. I thank you very much. God bless you all.”


  Even though many of the Indians didn’t understand what he said, they politely applauded as he stepped down and walked to the side door of the council house.


  Uncle Wirt stood and looked down at a man sitting on one of the front benches. He motioned for him to come forward. To Mandie’s amazement, the man was her Uncle John! And as he got up, Mandie saw Uncle Ned beside him. How did Uncle John get here, and when? she wondered.


  Uncle Wirt said something to Uncle John in Cherokee. Then Uncle John mounted the platform and began talking in the Cherokee language. Mandie glanced over at the side door. Riley O’Neal still stood there, watching.


  “What is he saying?” Mandie whispered nervously to Dimar.


  “He is roughly translating what the missionary just said and telling them the school would be a great opportunity for our people,” Dimar whispered in reply.


  Mandie’s heart beat faster. She would soon have to face her uncle. In fact, she decided, he probably made the trip here just to take her home. She usually got her way with Uncle John, but she doubted if she would this time.


  When her uncle finished speaking, he sat down and the people clapped and stomped their feet. Snowball clung to his mistress in fear of the noise.


  The man in the center stood up once more and quieted the people. “Vote,” he said.


  The missionary started to leave, but just then there was a commotion at the back of the council house. Everyone turned to see Tsa’ni stomping up the aisle to the front.


  “There will be no vote until I have had my say!” the angry Indian boy shouted.


  Uncle John stood and took him by the arm. “Tsa’ni, you may have your say, but at least be civilized about this,” he said sternly.


  Mandie’s heart pounded. Somehow she had known this was going to happen.


  “Civilized?” Tsa’ni mocked. He looked out at the roomful of Cherokees. “Did you hear that? The white people do not consider the Cherokees civilized. That is what that white preacher man is here for. He wants to civilize us.”


  Riley O’Neal rushed back to the platform, shaking his head. “No, Tsa’ni, that’s not true,” he said gently. “We want to teach the Cherokee people, train them for jobs so they can make a better living. Wouldn’t you like for your people to advance in this world? With an education, they can. That’s what we’re here to do.”


  “You are only here to put our people down and teach that white men’s ways are better than ours,” Tsa’ni argued hotly.


  A buzz of whispers swept through the crowd as those who understood the dispute in English translated for those nearby.


  The missionary’s face tensed, but his voice remained calm. “That is not our intent,” he replied. “We only want to help.” He turned to the rest of the Cherokees. “We hope you will give us that opportunity.” He hurried out the side door.


  Tsa’ni looked flustered. “We do not need your help!” he cried. “We are a proud people, are we not? Let the Cherokees decide,” he said confidently. “I vote no!”


  A hush fell over the room for a moment.


  “Vote,” the man in the center called out again.


  Mandie’s stomach felt like it was tied in knots. Would her Cherokee kinspeople be swayed by Tsa’ni’s angry appeal?


  The audience got up and started filing by the front platform. The six men there gave out pieces of paper. The Cherokees scribbled on them and handed them back to the last man in the row.


  Dimar stood. “Come on, Mandie,” he said. “We will vote. All you have to do is write yes or no on the piece of paper.”


  Mandie and Sallie followed him in line. Mandie took her piece of paper and handed Snowball to Sallie while she quickly wrote the word yes. Then she gave the paper to the man in charge.


  Taking Snowball back, Mandie waited for Sallie. The people milled around in the council house and some went outside after they voted. Mandie avoided looking in Uncle John’s direction.


  Dimar stood at the open doorway. “Let us wait outside,” he suggested. “When they count the votes, they will let us know. I see the missionary out there.”


  The girls worked their way through the crowd and followed Dimar out the doorway. Riley O’Neal was sitting on a tree stump nearby in the shade. He held his black hat in his hands, and the wind blew through his curly red hair.


  Dimar sat down on the ground beside him, and the girls joined him. “They will be counting the votes, and they will let us know the result soon,” Dimar told the missionary.


  Riley O’Neal fidgeted with his hat in his hands.


  He looks nervous, Mandie thought.


  “Do you think they understood that we only want good for them?” the missionary asked Dimar.


  “Not many of the Cherokees speak English,” Dimar said, “but Mandie’s uncle translated your speech very well. He is a very educated man.”


  “Is he also Cherokee?” Riley O’Neal twirled his hat.


  Mandie spoke up. “He is one-half Cherokee,” she said proudly. “You see, he is my father’s brother, and their mother was Uncle Wirt’s sister. After my father died, Uncle John married my mother.” Her voice quavered slightly.


  “Then he does not live here with the Cherokees?” the missionary asked.


  “Oh, no. We live in Franklin,” Mandie told him.


  Suddenly the drums inside the council house sounded, and the beating grew louder and louder to an almost deafening roar.


  Dimar motioned to the others, including Riley O’Neal, to return to the council house with him. Uncle Wirt met the missionary at the door and escorted him to the front, where the two of them sat with Uncle John and Uncle Ned. This time the young people sat on a bench at the back. The building filled quickly with Cherokees, and the drums stopped.


  The man in the center stood.


  Mandie held her breath as the man said something quickly in Cherokee. Then in English he said, “Vote, yes. We take school.”


  Mandie clapped and hugged her friends as the crowd again applauded and stomped their feet. With all the noise, Snowball huddled in a frightened little ball on Mandie’s lap. She rubbed his head to comfort him.


  Uncle Wirt motioned for the missionary to take the platform. Riley O’Neal stood and held up his hand for silence.


  The crowd immediately hushed.


  With a big smile, the missionary nodded gratefully. “Thank you all. Thank you. We will begin to make plans immediately.” Then he said something quietly to Uncle John on the front row.


  John Shaw stood and looked around the council house. He said something in Cherokee, then changed to English. “May we have a word of prayer, please?” he asked.


  There was complete silence as the crowd waited.


  The missionary began a prayer in English, and after each sentence Uncle John translated it into Cherokee. The young man concluded with, “May the Lord bless you and keep you. Amen.” The crowd stood and began talking excitedly with one another.


  Mandie took a deep breath as she and her friends rose from their places. She saw Uncle John headed her way.


  “I will take Snowball with me,” Sallie said, taking the kitten from Mandie.


  Dimar and Sallie disappeared into the crowd.


  As soon as Uncle John reached Mandie, he put his arm around her shoulders and led her to a quiet spot outside. He looked deep into her blue eyes. “Amanda,” he said with firm gentleness, “why did you run away?”


  Tears sprang into her eyes, and Mandie looked down. “I . . . I just want to stay with my Cherokee kinspeople, Uncle John,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady.


  “But you cannot stay here, Amanda,” he told her. “Your mother is worried and upset about what you have done. Don’t you love her?”


  Mandie looked up at him quickly. “Of course, Uncle John. Next to my father I love my mother most,” she answered. “But she doesn’t love me anymore.”


  “Amanda, you know that is not true,” Uncle John protested. “She loves you with all her heart.”


  “But she has to spend all her time tending to that new baby,” Mandie began. “I—”


  Uncle John beamed. “You can’t imagine how proud I am of that little fellow.”


  Mandie knew she was treading on delicate ground. “But he yells all the time, all day and all night,” she said bitterly.


  “I know, but he will soon outgrow that,” her uncle replied. Then with a smile he added jokingly, “Maybe he doesn’t like the family he was born into.”


  Mandie hadn’t thought about that. Maybe the baby didn’t want her for a sister. It could work both ways. But then that was a silly idea, she thought. How could a newborn baby decide anything like that?


  Uncle John’s face sobered. “Let’s go, Amanda,” he said, taking her hand.


  “Oh, please let me stay at Uncle Wirt’s house,” Mandie begged. “I don’t want to go home. Besides, Sallie said the hospital is ready to be opened, and I have to be here for that. Please?” She looked up pleadingly into her uncle’s face. He looked so much like her father even though he was fifteen years older.


  “Yes, I know the hospital is finished,” he said. “Dr. Woodard came by and told your mother while I was in Richmond. I got home late yesterday, and when I found out you had run away, I came on over to Bird-town. Your mother told me she had sent Uncle Ned, but I felt it was my place to come for you.”


  He looked at her and shook his head. “Amanda, it was so foolish of you to run away all alone like that through the mountains and woods and deserted roads. You could have been killed! It was just a blessing that the missionary came by and found you, rather than someone with bad intentions.”


  “I’m sorry that I caused you and Mother to worry about me,” Mandie said. “But now that you know I’m all right, can’t I stay?” she begged.


  Uncle John hesitated a moment. “I am not excusing your running away, Amanda, but I know how important it is for you to be here for the hospital opening. I’ve decided to let you stay until then, but you will come home immediately after that,” he said firmly.


  Mandie buried her head in her uncle’s chest and fought back tears. She couldn’t promise him she would go home. I can’t! she thought. I have to find some way to stay here.


  Uncle John patted her back and Mandie looked up. “Now that we have all that settled,” he said, “let’s see where our friends are.” He led Mandie through the crowd.


  I’m glad he thinks it’s settled, Mandie thought. But I am not going home ever again!


  She winced at a stab of guilt, but she was determined to stay.


  Uncle John led her over to Dimar’s wagon. There they found Uncle Wirt, the missionary, Dimar, and Sallie trying to stay cool in the shade. The day had warmed up quickly.


  As they approached, Mandie spoke to Uncle Wirt. “Uncle John has given me permission to stay at your house until the hospital opens,” she said. “That is, if you don’t mind having me.”


  Uncle Wirt reached out and put his arm around her. “Love Papoose. Now things right, you stay.”


  The old Indian didn’t know much English and had trouble expressing himself sometimes, but Mandie appreciated his effort. She squeezed his big brown hand. “I love you, too, Uncle Wirt,” she said. She took Snowball from Sallie and cuddled him.


  Sallie and Dimar both smiled at her as other friends and relatives crowded around the missionary to talk. Everyone seemed curious about this stranger with curly red hair who had promised to build them a school, give them free books, and teach them free of charge.


  Neither Mandie nor her friends had seen Tsa’ni anywhere until it was time to go back to Uncle Wirt’s. Mandie was sure that he wasn’t taking his defeat well.


  But just as Dimar pulled his wagon away from the council-house grounds, Mandie’s troublesome cousin hopped on and sat silently on the edge, away from everyone else. Then as they neared Uncle Wirt’s driveway, he hopped off again and ran off down the road.


  “Well! There he goes again!” Mandie exclaimed. She released Snowball, and he ran off to the Pindars’ backyard.


  Stopping in front of Uncle Wirt’s house, Dimar turned to the missionary. “I wish Tsa’ni would behave better,” he said.


  The red-haired young man helped the girls out of the wagon. “We are used to dealing with boys like him,” he assured him. “Maybe we can help Tsa’ni.”


  “I hope so,” Sallie replied.


  At that moment someone yanked Mandie’s long blond braid from behind. Mandie whirled to see her friend Joe Woodard grinning broadly.


  “Joe!” she gasped. “When did you get here?”


  “My father and I have been waiting in the house for you,” the lanky boy explained.


  Mandie looked around the yard. “But where is your buggy?” she asked.


  “Behind the house,” Joe said with a laugh.


  “You hid it so you could surprise us!” Mandie laughed.


  After the young people had all exchanged greetings, they walked over to the fallen log to sit down. As more adults drove up in their wagons, the missionary joined them inside.


  Mandie looked over at her lifelong friend from Charley Gap, still not believing he had come. “How long are you going to stay, Joe?” she asked excitedly.


  “Until they open the hospital,” he replied, brushing his brown hair out of his eyes. “That’s why my father is here.” Then with a sly look, he asked, “How long are you staying?”


  Obviously Joe knew she had run away from home. “Uncle John just told me I could stay until the hospital opens,” she replied, trying to hide her embarrassment.


  Before long Aunt Saphronia came to the doorway and called to them. “Come. Eat. Now,” she said.


  When it came to eating, Joe never had to be called twice. He jumped up and led the way.


  At the dinner table, Uncle John sat next to Mandie, and in the course of the meal, he talked to her about his plans. “Dr. Woodard says the opening of the hospital is set for tomorrow, but I won’t be able to stay for it. I must get home to your mother and the baby. I’ve been gone far too much already,” he said. “So I will be leaving right after this meal. You may stay for the opening, but come home immediately afterward,” he said again. “Uncle Ned has promised to bring you home. He had plans to travel in our direction anyway.”


  Mandie looked up at him, but said nothing. She was determined that she was not going home right after the ceremony, but she wasn’t about to tell him that.


  After dinner, as Uncle John was about to leave, he called to her from his rig. “By the way,” he said, “I just remembered. Your mother sent you some clothes. I gave them to Aunt Saphronia. Have a good time. I’ll be expecting you to leave as soon as the opening ceremony is over.”


  Mandie waved goodbye as he drove out the driveway onto the road and disappeared around the curve.


  Then she turned to her friends. “Well, at least I’ll have some clean clothes to wear to the hospital opening tomorrow,” she said as they walked back into the cabin. “Did you bring extra clothes, Sallie?”


  “Yes, I always bring spare clothes because I never know where I will be going when I leave with my grandfather,” the Indian girl answered.


  Joe and Dimar waited outside in the yard for them.


  Inside, Aunt Saphronia picked up a valise and handed it to Mandie. “Clothes,” she said.


  “Thank you,” Mandie replied. Taking the valise, she turned to Sallie. “Come on. Let’s take this upstairs and see what my mother sent.”


  Up in Mandie’s small loft room, she unpacked the neatly folded clothes. Then as she looked through them, she found a letter addressed to her.


  Turning the envelope over in her hand, she frowned. “This is a letter from my grandmother. I wonder why she is writing to me. Uncle John didn’t say anything about it.”


  Sallie smiled and sat down on the corn-shuck mattress.


  Mandie quickly put the clothes back into the valise and sat beside her friend to open the letter.


  What would her grandmother have to say?


  CHAPTER TEN


  SURPRISE FOR THE HOSPITAL OPENING


  Mandie ripped open the envelope and pulled out the letter. It was only one page, but it was important. She read it silently.


  Dear Amanda,


  There is so little time before we are to leave for Europe in July, and I am concerned about what I am hearing from your mother. Elizabeth has told me that if you don’t mend your ways, she will not allow you to make the trip. I must remind you that if you have to stay home, you will disappoint your friend Celia Hamilton. And I’m afraid it would cost me a lot of money, time, and trouble to cancel everything. Please think this over, Amanda. Remember, your actions affect more people than yourself.


  


  Lovingly,


  Grandmother


  Sallie sat quietly while Mandie read, then Mandie quickly folded the sheet of paper and inserted it in the envelope.


  “Is it bad news, Mandie?” Sallie asked.


  “N-no, not exactly,” Mandie said. She got up and walked over to the window to look out.


  She couldn’t go to Europe unless she went home, and she didn’t want to go home. She hated to ruin the trip for her friend and her grandmother, but what could she do? If she were going to live with the Cherokees and claim them for her kinspeople, she couldn’t go running off to Europe. She felt caught in the middle.


  As she stared out the window, she saw Joe and Dimar kicking some rocks in the driveway. “Come on, Sallie,” she said, brushing her troubles aside. “The boys look bored down there waiting for us.”


  Scurrying down the ladder, the girls hurried out to the yard where their friends were discussing Tsa’ni.


  Sallie sat down on a nearby tree stump. “He is a strange boy,” she admitted. “But I have been thinking about the way he acts. I believe he is lonely and does not know how to make friends.”


  Joe and Dimar chuckled.


  “I’ll say he doesn’t know how to make friends,” Joe said. “And I don’t think he’s interested in learning.”


  Dimar nodded. “He may be lonely, but he also has a mean streak in him.”


  “I’ve tried lots of times to be friends with him,” Mandie agreed, “but he just keeps being mean.”


  “Maybe he has not been taught how to love,” Sallie suggested. “Loving is sharing, giving, and doing good things for other people. But Tsa’ni has not learned that yet.”


  “Maybe Mr. O’Neal can help him,” Mandie suggested.


  “I hope so—” Dimar agreed.


  “Speaking of the missionary,” Joe cut in, “he told me he would be going back to Boston after the hospital opening so he can make plans for the school here.”


  “When is he coming back?” Mandie asked. “I’d like to help with the school if there is anything I can do.”


  “I would, too,” Sallie said.


  “So would I,” Dimar added. “I think it will be a good thing for our people.”


  “I suppose I’ll have to help, too,” Joe said, laughing. “I have no idea how, but there must be something all of us can do.”


  “Let’s go on back to the house, find Mr. O’Neal, and tell him we all want to help,” Mandie suggested, getting up and brushing off her skirt.


  When they checked inside, Aunt Saphronia told them that some of the men were visiting out back. The young people found the missionary, Dr. Woodard, Uncle Ned, and Uncle Wirt sitting under the huge chestnut tree behind the cabin. As the young people approached, the men were discussing the hospital.


  Mandie and her friends waited politely for a break in the conversation.


  “Yes,” Riley O’Neal was saying, “I thought that I wanted to be a doctor before I decided to become a missionary. I had a little medical training, so if there’s anything I can do . . .”


  The men looked up at the young people.


  Mandie took a deep breath. “Mr. O’Neal, we’ve come to offer our help on the school,” she told him. “All of us.”


  The missionary smiled. “Thank you all. I can use all the help I can get. When I return from Boston, we’ll have a meeting and assign duties, and so forth. God bless you.”


  Dr. Woodard cleared his throat. “I believe we need to have a meeting right now concerning the hospital opening,” the doctor told them.


  The young people sat down on the grass and listened.


  Dr. Woodard took charge. “This will be a great surprise for you, Amanda, but a messenger brought word a little while ago that the President of the United States is sending his personal assistant, Mr. Adam Adamson, for the ceremony, and—”


  Mandie jumped up and down. “President McKinley is sending Mr. Adamson?” she cried. “Oh, how wonderful! Y’all remember him, Sallie, Joe?”


  The two nodded.


  “Dimar, wait till you meet this man!” Mandie cried. “He is so nice!”


  Dimar turned to Sallie. “I remember you told me about him, Sallie, after you got back from Washington,” he said. “It will be a great honor to meet the President’s personal assistant.”


  Dr. Woodard spoke again. “Mr. Adamson will arrive early in the morning,” he continued. “Uncle Ned has arranged for some young Cherokee men to meet him at the train. All of us will have to be ready to go to the hospital when he gets here.”


  Mandie was so excited she didn’t hear all the plans. She was remembering her recent journey to the White House to visit President McKinley. That had been the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her.


  The day passed, full of talk about plans for the forthcoming ceremony. Since Mandie was in charge of the gold that built the hospital, she would be one of the people on the platform with Dr. Woodard and Mr. Adamson. And since Joe and Sallie helped find the gold, they would be there, too.


  The next morning they were all up by the time the roosters crowed, and Dimar appeared on the doorstep a few minutes later. He and his mother had spent the night with her sister, who lived nearby.


  Mandie was so excited she could hardly eat a bite of breakfast. But even excitement couldn’t ruin Joe’s appetite. He heaped his plate three times with grits, sausage, eggs, pancakes, syrup, gravy, and hot biscuits, along with some fresh sliced tomatoes.


  When Mandie saw all that he was eating, she gasped. “Joe Woodard, you’re going to pop!” she exclaimed.


  “I never gain an ounce, so I don’t think I’ll expand enough to pop,” Joe replied, shifting his long lanky frame.


  Sallie smiled. “Just wait until you are grown. Then all this food will make you widen.”


  At the sound of horses and wagons in the yard, everyone stopped eating to listen. They looked out the open doorway. Mandie spotted her friend, Adam Adamson, with the two Indian braves Uncle Ned had sent to bring him.


  “Our company has arrived!” she exclaimed excitedly, excusing herself from the table.


  Most of them were finished eating anyway, so they all crowded into the doorway to welcome the man from the President’s house.


  As the man alighted from the wagon, Uncle Ned, who had also met the man in Washington, stepped down the front steps to shake his hand. “Welcome, Mr. Adam,” he said.


  “Thank you, Mr. Sweetwater. I am very honored to be here,” Mr. Adamson replied.


  Mandie got a glimpse of him through the crowd and noticed that he was not wearing the formal clothes she had always seen on him. He wore what looked like a homemade shirt and cotton breeches held up by a pair of bright red suspenders.


  Mandie guessed that he had dressed that way in order to be accepted by the Cherokees. What a smart politician, she thought.


  Uncle Ned led the President’s assistant to Uncle Wirt nearby. “Mr. Adam, this Mr. Pindar,” he said.


  Uncle Wirt shook hands with Mr. Adamson. “Come. My house. Coffee,” he said.


  The curious crowd stared as the three men passed through into the house. At the doorway inside, Mr. Adamson spotted Mandie, Sallie, and Joe. “Amanda,” he said, putting his arm around her. “The President sends all of you young people his best wishes for a successful hospital operation.”


  Mandie, eager to introduce Dimar, spoke up. “Mr. Adamson, this is one of our very best friends, Dimar Walkingstick,” she said.


  Dimar stepped forward and shook hands with the President’s assistant. “I am very honored to meet you, sir,” he said.


  “Any friend of these young people is a friend of mine,” Mr. Adamson said with a smile.


  As they walked farther into the room, Mandie introduced Mr. Adamson to the missionary. “Mr. O’Neal has come all the way from Boston to set up a school for the Cherokee people,” she said proudly.


  The men exchanged greetings.


  As Uncle Ned steered Mr. Adamson toward the table, Aunt Saphronia brought a pot of hot coffee and set it on a plate on the table. She already had clean cups waiting.


  When Mr. Adamson saw the tiny woman, he greeted her warmly. “Evidently you are the lady of the house, so you must be Mrs. Pindar,” he said. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you.”


  Aunt Saphronia understood more English than she could speak. A look of frustration crossed her face; then she said something rapidly in Cherokee and turned to Sallie to translate.


  “She welcomes you to her house,” Sallie told Mr. Adamson. “She is honored to have an emissary of the President of the United States visit the Eastern Band of Cherokees and drink her coffee.”


  Mr. Adamson took the old woman’s hand and kissed it gallantly. “The pleasure is all mine, Mrs. Pindar.”


  Evidently Aunt Saphronia had never seen a woman’s hand kissed before. Quickly withdrawing, she looked at her hand and then at Mr. Adamson. Then she smiled and said, “Sit.”


  As the men sat down at the table for coffee, Mandie looked at her simple blue calico dress and at Sallie’s skirt and waist and Joe’s everyday clothes. Mr. Adamson is seeing us as we really are now, she thought. In Washington we had to dress up in all that finery and act like rich people. Today we can be ourselves.


  By the time they had all finished their coffee, the group had grown so large it covered the entire yard outside. The Cherokees had all come to look at the man from the President’s house. Even though Uncle Ned told them to go ahead to the hospital, no one left. So when everyone was ready to go, almost all the Cherokees who lived in that area were lined up down the road.


  The hospital had been built between Bird-town, where Uncle Wirt lived, and Deep Creek, where Uncle Ned lived. The caravan had to go to the Tuckasegee River and follow the road along the river for a while before cutting away into the woods.


  Mandie and her friends rode in Uncle Ned’s wagon, and Dimar’s mother drove theirs. Mandie held Snowball on her lap and eagerly watched the road for her first glimpse of the hospital. The last time she saw the structure, someone had been tearing down the walls. It seemed the hospital would never be completed. The culprits had been caught, however, and now the building was finished. Mandie couldn’t wait to see it.


  Mr. Adamson sat on the seat with Uncle Ned, and they all discussed their Washington visit. Dimar listened with great interest.


  “The President says that you all must visit him again soon,” Mr. Adamson told them. “And perhaps you could come next time, Dimar.”


  Dimar glowed with happiness. “Thank you, Mr. Adamson. I would be honored to visit with the President.”


  Suddenly a flash of white through the trees caught Mandie’s eye. “Here it is!” she cried excitedly. She bent forward, admiring the white frame structure with a small porch and two simple columns adorning the front. “Oh, Uncle Ned, it’s beautiful!” she exclaimed.


  The old Indian looked back at Mandie and then ahead to the hospital. “Yes. Good,” he agreed.


  After he pulled his wagon into the shade under the trees, the young people scrambled to the ground.


  Mandie led the way, clutching her kitten. “Let’s explore the inside of the hospital,” she suggested. Then she saw the blue ribbon tied across the entrance.


  “Oh, Mandie,” Joe said, “you know my father arranged all this. The ribbon has to be cut before the doors are opened.”


  Mandie was disappointed. “I should have remembered,” she said. “I knew it was going to be a formal ceremony with all the trappings, but I thought if we slipped up here ahead of time, we could go inside to look.”


  Sallie put her hand on Mandie’s shoulder. “But that would spoil the surprise,” she said.


  “The surprise?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, the Cherokee people are all going to be surprised at how efficient and beautiful it is inside,” Sallie replied. “You see, only a few of us worked on the furnishings. The others have no idea what is in there.”


  “Well, I don’t either,” Mandie said. “What is inside?”


  Joe laughed. “Wait and see,” he told her.


  Mandie stroked her kitten and stared at the hospital for a moment. There were rooms jutting out of either side of the porch to protect the front door from the weather. Several chairs sat on the porch, and in the center a huge basket full of brightly colored flowers rested on a small table.


  As the time for the ceremony approached, hundreds and hundreds of Cherokees piled out of wagons parked in a jumbled confusion beyond the hospital, out of sight. Everyone hurried toward the hospital, looking for a good place to view the proceedings. Benches had been provided for the old people, but the others had to stand.


  Dr. Woodard took charge and directed certain people to the chairs on the porch. “Amanda, in the center chair, please,” he called to her. “Joe, you sit on one side of her and Sallie on the other. Uncle Ned, Uncle Wirt, and Aunt Saphronia, sit here please.” He indicated the chairs on the other side of the porch. “Mr. Adamson, would you please sit by the table there?”


  Those he called hurriedly took their places. The young people scanned the crowd, whispering to each other as they spotted various people they knew.


  Dr. Woodard tapped on the table to hush the noisy crowd milling around the building. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began.


  There was complete silence as the crowd waited to see what was going to happen next.


  “We would like to ask Uncle Ned Sweetwater to open our ceremony with a prayer,” the doctor continued. “He has been instrumental in achieving this miracle we are looking at today. Without him this hospital would not have been. And we would ask that his granddaughter, Sallie Sweetwater, translate the prayer into English for us.”


  Dr. Woodard paused for a moment and cleared his throat. “And since I don’t know the Indian language, I have also asked her to translate the rest of the ceremony into Cherokee for her people.”


  The doctor stepped aside and motioned for Uncle Ned to take his place in the center for the prayer. Sallie stood by his side as the old Indian lifted his black eyes toward the sky and began to pray in a loud voice. Since the Cherokee language is spoken in a very fast fashion, Sallie had to speed up her English translation to keep up with him.


  There was a great response from the crowd. Some echoed Uncle Ned’s words and others called out praises to God, but it all ended with a loud amen.


  After Uncle Ned was seated, Dr. Woodard stepped back to the center of the porch. “And now, the President of the United States, William McKinley, has sent us a message, and his personal assistant, Mr. Adam Adamson, will deliver that message to us at this time. Mr. Adamson?”


  As Sallie translated for Dr. Woodard, the man from the White House rose and began his speech. “President McKinley sends his love, first of all,” he said.


  The crowd burst into applause at the familiar English word love, even before Sallie translated it.


  Mr. Adamson waited for the noise to subside, then continued. “The President regrets that he cannot be here for this occasion, but he has sent his message by me.” He took a deep breath and smiled to the large crowd. “This is a great day for the Cherokee people. You now have your own hospital. And you also have one of the best doctors in this part of the country running it—the Cherokees’ friend, Dr. Woodard.”


  Again the crowd applauded enthusiastically.


  Mandie stroked her kitten in her lap. She was glad everyone was so excited. But, she thought, if they keep interrupting like this, we’ll never get finished and get inside.


  Mr. Adamson didn’t talk much longer, and when he finished, the Cherokees applauded and stomped their feet.


  Then it was Mandie’s turn to speak. Even though she knew most of the people and a lot of them were her distant relatives, her palms were sweaty. She handed Snowball to Joe, who took the kitten reluctantly.


  Mandie’s voice trembled a bit at first, and she fidgeted with her locket. “I love you, my Cherokee people,” she began, trying to brush away any thoughts of home, Europe, or the baby.


  Again the Cherokees responded to the word love, and she had a hard time quieting them. “I thank you for your confidence and trust in me when you gave me the gold that belonged to you.”


  Her voice grew stronger as she got caught up in what she was saying. “We have tried to spend it on the Cherokee people by building this beautiful hospital for our people. Dr. Woodard will be here at certain times of the month, and he is training some of our people to operate the hospital. Now you won’t have to go all the way into town when you get sick or hurt.”


  She continued by thanking the people who actually built the structure. Then she insisted that Joe and Sallie be recognized for their part in finding the gold. Finally, she praised Dr. Woodard for his untiring supervision in building the hospital and in furnishing the interior with all the necessary equipment and furniture.


  When she sat down, the applause was deafening, and some of the Cherokees stepped forward to give her a hug. Mandie took Snowball from Joe, feeling a little embarrassed at all the attention.


  Dr. Woodard finally hushed the crowd by announcing that the ribbon cutting would now take place. After that the doors would be opened and the crowd could go inside to inspect the interior. The Cherokees listened intently as Sallie translated the proceedings.


  “Of course the ribbon should be cut by the person who began this venture, Amanda Shaw,” the doctor said. He turned and held out a large pair of scissors to her.


  As she rose, Mandie’s heart pounded. “Thank you, Dr. Woodard,” she said, “but I cannot do that because the ribbon should be cut by one of the people who now owns it. And I know of no one better qualified


  than dear Uncle Ned Sweetwater.”


  She motioned to him, but he shook his head.


  Mandie continued in a firm, low voice. “You are always taking care of me, Uncle Ned,” she said, looking into his caring, dark eyes. “Now it’s your turn to be honored. This hospital will not be opened until you cut the ribbon.” She smiled at him.


  Dr. Woodard offered the old man the scissors.


  Uncle Ned smiled at Mandie and took them. Standing, he walked over to the bright blue ribbon across the doorway. Then turning to the people, he said something loudly in Cherokee.


  Sallie translated into English. “We dedicate this hospital in the name of our great God and ask His blessings on it and on all who require its services.” He closed the scissors on the ribbon.


  As the bright blue ribbon fell into two pieces, Dr. Woodard flung open the front door and called to the already advancing crowd. “Please be careful of the furnishings and the floor,” he cried. “So many people at once could possibly do damage. It is your hospital now. It’s up to you to take care of it.”


  Mandie, Sallie, and Joe waited for Dimar to make his way through the crowd, and then they entered the hospital together.


  Inside, Mandie gasped at the frilly yellow curtains and matching bedspreads on the six single beds in the spacious room. “Oh, Sallie, I see what you mean about a surprise!” she exclaimed. “You made these spreads and curtains, didn’t you?”


  Sallie nodded. “With the help of my grandmother and your Aunt Saphronia,” she replied.


  As the young people wandered around the hospital, the crowd gradually returned to their wagons and left. The young Indian men who had brought Adamson from the depot took him back, after goodbyes and promises from the young people to come visit the White House again.


  Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia took Uncle Ned, Morning Star, and Dimar’s mother, Jerusha, home with them after announcing that dinner would soon be on the table. Dr. Woodard and Riley O’Neal promised to see that Mandie, Joe, Dimar, and Sallie left with them shortly.


  The doctor showed them details around the hospital that had been impossible to do with all the Cherokees milling around. He opened a cabinet in the small room reserved for an office and said, “This is where all the medical supplies are kept. I believe we have a good stock to start off with.”


  The others surveyed the rows of bottles, stacks of bandages, medical instruments and miscellaneous items on the shelves.


  As Mandie opened her mouth to ask a question, there was a loud noise outside as someone rushed up on horseback. Everyone turned toward the window in the room, which was on the front side of the hospital.


  Rushing up to the glass pane to look outside, Mandie exclaimed, “It’s Mr. Jason! And he has a young Indian man with him!”


  “Mr. Bond!” Dr. Woodard puzzled. “Why, I wonder what he’s doing all the way over here.”


  “Something must be terribly wrong!” Mandie cried and started for the door.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  TROUBLE!


  Flinging the front door open, Jason Bond rushed into the front hallway. Everyone crowded into the doorway of the office.


  “Dr. Woodard, Miz ’Lizbeth sent me for you. She said to please come at once,” Jason Bond hurriedly explained his mission.


  Mandie quickly asked, “Where is Uncle John? Didn’t he come home?”


  “Missy, when I met him on my way to get the doctor he was hurrying on home,” Mr. Bond explained, quickly. “Dr. Woodard, we can’t waste any time.”


  “What’s wrong, Mr. Bond?” the old doctor asked, as he grabbed his medical bag from a nearby table.


  “The baby—something terrible is wrong with him. He can’t breathe,” Jason Bond explained.


  “Help me unhitch my horse from the buggy. I can make better time on horseback,” the doctor told Mr. Bond.


  Mandie’s heart pounded. She felt it must somehow be her fault. She had acted so horribly about the baby. In her mind she saw herself leaning over the cradle, saying, “You stupid baby! I wish you’d never been born!”


  As the others rushed outside to help with the horse Mandie panicked. Overcome with guilt, she slipped away unnoticed and hurried out the back door of the hospital. Snowball had been wandering around inside, but Mandie didn’t even think about him now. Hot tears blurred her vision, but she just kept running. She didn’t even know where she was going. She just knew she had to get out of there.


  She couldn’t go home. The baby was probably dying, and it was all her fault. Her mother and Uncle John would hate her, she thought. Mandie couldn’t go back to Uncle Wirt’s house. He would make her go home. She would just have to find somewhere else to go. Nobody would want her now.


  Heading for the woods, she ran and ran, stumbling over rocks that her tear-filled eyes couldn’t see. Finally, when she could run no more, she fell exhausted on the ground and just lay there, sobbing.


  A little while later, she felt something rub against her leg. She sat up quickly and looked around.


  Her white kitten was batting something around with his paws. “Snowball!” she cried. She didn’t pay any attention to what he was doing. He was always playing with a small rock or stick or acorn. Picking him up, she cuddled him against her chin. “Oh, Snowball, I’m so glad you found me. I couldn’t go off without you. But we’ve got to get out of here.”


  As she stood, she shivered. The air felt chilly. She glanced up at the dark clouds rolling in. She didn’t want to think about what that meant. “We’ve just got to get out of here,” she repeated.


  Holding Snowball tightly, she began running again. The more she thought about her predicament, the more worried she became. Tears filled her eyes. What was she going to do? Where was she going? She didn’t know.


  Light raindrops began to fall, and that only made Mandie cry all the harder. Pushing her way through thick bushes, she ran on blindly. The rain became heavier, drenching her clothes and making it more difficult to run. As she jumped over a huge fallen log, she stopped short and looked down.


  A bear trap! She cringed. I almost stepped right in it! Her heart beat wildly as she remembered her close call with the bear on her way to Uncle Wirt’s. This time she had no food to distract an attack. What would she do if she came upon another one?


  As tears mingled with rain on her cold, wet face, she sat down on the log and cried out toward heaven. “Oh, dear God, I’ve been so awful.


  Grandmother is right. I’ve only been thinking of myself. Please help me know what to do.” She stood and stroked her sopping wet kitten to comfort herself as much as her pet, and hurried on.


  Suddenly a bolt of lightning struck a tree just off to the right. Mandie jumped. “Oh, dear God, please help!” she cried again. “Maybe I should go back. I’m scared to, but I don’t know what else to do.”


  She glanced around her. All at once she realized that she didn’t have any idea where she might be. Was she closer to the hospital or to Uncle Wirt’s? Deafening thunder rumbled overhead. Mandie jumped, then looked up. The sky seemed almost black. She couldn’t tell which direction to take for either place.


  The cold rain poured down, and another flash of lightning struck nearby. Mandie sobbed uncontrollably and started running again. “Oh, Snowball, what are we going to do?” she cried. Rough branches caught her sopping clothes and tore at her skin as her feet slipped and slid in the mud beneath her. Snowball dug his claws into her shoulder in fright.


  Then it happened! Her feet slipped and slid as she ran into a fallen log.


  “Oh! Owww! Ohhh, no!” Mandie cried, falling to the ground in tremendous pain. She dropped Snowball, and he scampered away into the bushes. “No, Snowball!” she yelled. “Don’t run away and leave me, here!” She looked down at her throbbing right leg. It was bleeding. “I’m hurt, Snowball. Really hurt!” she shouted. “Ohhh, please don’t leave me here all alone!”


  But Snowball was nowhere to be seen, and all Mandie could hear was the rumbling of thunder overhead and the steady drumming of the pouring rain. She tried to stand and instantly fell down again. “Oh, my leg is broken!” she cried.


  Mandie groaned and tears streamed down her face as she writhed in agony. But any little movement made it far worse. Mandie grabbed the back of her neck and bit her lip, trying to brace herself against the pain.


  Suddenly she realized her locket was gone! She had worn it to the hospital ceremony and now it was gone! It must have come off somewhere as she ran through the woods. Mandie wept all the louder, realizing the only picture she had of her dear father was lost with that locket forever.


  Then she remembered how Snowball had been batting something around when he found her lying on the ground. “Oh, no!” she cried. “My locket probably came off when I fell there. I’ll never be able to find that spot again!”


  Mandie cried and cried as the pain in her leg only grew worse. The lightning flashed all around her, the thunder roared, and the rain poured harder and harder.


  All of a sudden she heard noises in the bushes. Bear! she thought instantly, And I can’t walk! I don’t have any way to escape! She closed her eyes in terror.


  “Papoose! Papoose!” someone called through the bushes.


  Mandie recognized the voice. “Uncle Ned!” she called back with relief. “Uncle Ned, I’m over here. I’m hurt! Please help me!” she cried, trying to raise herself up.


  The bushes in front of her parted, and out stepped the old Indian, drenched and worried-looking. Snowball bounded alongside him.


  “Oh, Uncle Ned, I’m so glad to see you!” Mandie cried, wincing with pain. “How did you find me?”


  “Doctor son come to house of Wirt. Say he not find Papoose,” the old man explained, stooping to look at Mandie’s leg. “I follow white kitten.”


  “It hurts so bad,” she whispered. “Where’s everybody else?”


  “Doctor go see new papoose,” Uncle Ned replied, frowning as he looked at the bleeding leg. “Others wait at hospital.”


  “Uncle Ned, I’m so sorry I’ve caused so much trouble,” Mandie cried, trying not to pull away from the gentle hands on her leg that caused her so much pain. “Oh-h-h-h!”


  The old Indian grunted, stood up and quickly removed his deerskin jacket. He took off his shirt and put the jacket back on. He ripped the shirt into strips and tied them around Mandie’s injured leg while she gritted her teeth in pain.


  “Me go hospital,” he told her, bending to pick her up. Then he remembered something and put his hand in his jacket pocket and withdrew Mandie’s locket and gave it to her. “Papoose belong this.”


  “My locket!” Mandie gasped as she took it and held it tightly. “You found it! Thank you, Uncle Ned.”


  “Now we go hospital,” Uncle Ned said, bending again and carefully picking Mandie up in his strong arms.


  The old Indian began the long trek to the hospital, letting Snowball tag along behind. With his mistress hurt, the kitten probably wouldn’t run off again.


  As Uncle Ned trudged through the bushes carrying the injured girl, Mandie was in too much pain to try to talk, and she noticed that the old Indian was unusually silent.


  Then he asked, “Why Papoose run away from hospital?” He looked down at her closely.


  “I just don’t know, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said, sobbing. “I was scared. It was my fault the baby got sick.”


  Uncle Ned frowned and asked, “What Papoose mean?”


  “I said something awful to the baby because I was so mad at the way he was screaming all the time,” she admitted sheepishly.


  Uncle Ned looked sharply at her. “Talk not make new papoose sick,” he told her as he carefully stepped over a log in his path.


  “But I have been mean about the baby, Uncle Ned. I realize that now,” she said, catching her breath in pain as her leg touched a big bush on the way. “I am really and truly sorry, Uncle Ned, for being mean to you, and to Mother, and to Uncle John, and most of all to the baby.”


  “Papoose always remember. Love. Think,” the old man admonished her. As they reached the edge of the woods, the old man stopped and added, “Papoose must ask Big God forgive.”


  With one arm tightly around the old Indian’s neck, she put her other hand over his wrinkled one holding her and squeezed it tightly. Mandie looked toward the cloudy sky that was now clearing in places and asked, “Dear God, will you please forgive me? I’m sorry I’ve been so mean. And, dear Lord, please don’t let my little brother die. Please make him well. Please. Thank you.”


  Uncle Ned added to her prayer, “Yes, Big God, please make new papoose well. And please make Papoose’s leg well. Thank you.”


  Mandie squeezed his hand again as he started on and said, “Uncle Ned, please forgive me.”


  “Big God forgive, I forgive,” he told her.


  Mandie smiled through her pain. Uncle Ned meant an awful lot to her.


  After what seemed like hours, Uncle Ned carried Mandie out of the woods and stepped onto the lawn of the new Cherokee hospital. The rain had stopped and Riley O’Neal and Mandie’s other friends hurried


  out to meet them.


  “Mandie, are you all right?” everyone asked at once.


  Riley O’Neal glanced at the makeshift bandages on Mandie’s leg and then looked at her with concern.


  Joe looked worried. “Too bad my father has left,” he said. “What are we going to do now?”


  Riley O’Neal took charge. “Well, it looks to me as though Miss Amanda Shaw, the originator of this whole hospital project, is going to be its first patient. Let’s get her inside.”


  Dimar and Joe looked at him and then at each other.


  “Well, come on, boys. Let’s help Uncle Ned get her inside,” the missionary said, holding open the front door. “I can take care of this. I have had a little medical training.”


  Sallie hovered near as Uncle Ned brought Mandie through the doorway. She ran ahead and pulled down the frilly yellow bedspread on one of the beds. The old Indian laid Mandie on the clean, white sheets.


  Mandie groaned with pain from the slight jolt. “I’m sorry, everybody,” she said weakly.


  “Do not worry, Mandie,” Sally assured her, picking up Snowball. “We all love you and we will make sure this missionary takes good care of you.”


  Mandie faintly smiled, looking up at the missionary. “I guess if Dr. Woodard can’t be here, you’ll have to fix me up,” she said, still clutching her locket.


  Riley O’Neal bent over to examine her leg and winked at her as he smiled.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THE BABY’S NAME IS . . .


  With Uncle Ned overseeing and Joe, Dimar, and Sallie to find the supplies he needed, it didn’t take Riley O’Neal long to clean the wound. After a thorough examination he announced with a sigh of relief, “No bones broken, but it’s an awfully bad sprained ankle.”


  He wrapped it as Mandie breathed deeply and said, “Oh, thank you, God.”


  “With some blankets in the wagon, you’Il be all right to go on back to your uncle’s house,” the missionary told her. “We’Il step outside and let you rest a few minutes first.”


  Mandie felt relieved. Now, more than anything else, she wanted to go home. She was still a little worried about what her mother would say when she returned, but she couldn’t think about that now.


  After the others went outside, Mandie closed her eyes and tried to get her mind off the pain in her leg. She had just relaxed when she heard someone at the side door.


  As Mandie lay there quietly staring up at the ceiling, her own words came back to haunt her. Why can’t you accept . . . ? Why can’t you accept . . . ?


  She again saw herself towering over the cradle, telling her little brother she wished he had never been born. Why can’t I accept . . . ? she wondered.


  She closed her eyes, holding back the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. She couldn’t let Sallie see her crying. Lifting her thoughts to heaven, she prayed silently, “Please forgive me, dear God, and help me to accept my baby brother.”


  The next thing Mandie knew, Sallie was shaking her gently. “Mandie, everyone is ready to go now. Do you think you will be all right to travel?”


  Mandie slowly pulled herself up. “I hope so,” she said. “I can’t wait to get home.”


  Sallie smiled and said, “Oh, I am so happy to hear you say that.”


  A few minutes later Uncle Ned came into the hospital and carried Mandie out to the wagon. Everybody got in and they returned to Uncle Wirt’s house after Uncle Ned hitched the horse he had ridden to Dr. Woodard’s buggy so he could bring it along, too.


  Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia were concerned about Mandie’s injury and insisted she should go to bed immediately after having supper. Mandie pushed herself up on her good leg, hiding the dizziness that momentarily came over her, and said, “Look, I’m fine.”


  After a lot of arguing Mandie finally convinced everyone she was able to travel all the way home.


  It was almost midnight when Uncle Ned and Sallie put their things and Mandie’s valise in their wagon as they prepared to leave.


  “Aren’t you coming, Joe?” Mandie asked as Uncle Ned lifted her into his wagon.


  Joe grinned and said, “Well, yes, but I’m driving my father’s buggy with the horse your uncle loaned us.”


  “Don’t be too poky,” Mandie teased.


  Joe grinned again as he went to the waiting buggy.


  Mandie smiled at her friends in the yard. “I wish you could all come home with me.”


  Riley O’Neal patted the side of the wagon. “I’ll stay here and look after the hospital until Dr. Woodard gets back,” he said. “Then I’ll go home to Boston for a while and make plans for the school.”


  Dimar standing nearby asked, “Will you be gone long?”


  “Only long enough to finalize the church’s plans,” the missionary said.


  Sallie hugged her grandmother, Morning Star, and handed Mandie her kitten and climbed into the wagon.


  “Sallie, I’m so glad you’re coming with us,” Mandie said, and waving to Morning Star, she called, “I will see you again soon, Morning Star. Love.” She blew a kiss to the old woman.


  Morning Star grinned and waved.


  After everyone said goodbye, Uncle Ned eased the wagon out onto the bumpy country road.


  Mandie winced with each jolt. This isn’t going to be an easy trip, she thought.


  The journey was long and slow because Uncle Ned tried to miss all the bumps and holes in the rough dirt road. Mandie was thankful for his kindness, but she wished she could just get home and get it over with.


  Joe drove the buggy and stayed right behind them.


  They finally arrived at Mandie’s house after dinner the following day. Because the big wagon couldn’t go through a lot of shortcuts that pedestrians or horseback riders could, the way was a lot longer than the one Mandie had traveled. But since she had been on foot when she left home that night, it had taken her longer.


  Uncle Ned pulled the wagon inside the gate and got out to help Mandie into the house. Joe and Sallie followed. Snowball bounced across the yard with them. Joe opened the front door and Uncle Ned took Mandie into the nearby parlor and put her down on the settee.


  Elizabeth, who was sitting by the baby’s cradle, jumped up. Uncle John was standing at the window and he turned to greet the new arrivals.


  “Uncle Ned, what’s wrong with Amanda?” Elizabeth exclaimed, hurrying to look at Mandie’s bandaged leg. “What happened?” Mandie saw deep love and concern in her mother’s eyes.


  Elizabeth and John stood there listening intently as Mandie explained. “I’m sorry, Mother,” Mandie whispered hoarsely, the tears starting to come again. She pushed back the stray locks of blond hair escaping from her long plait. “I’ve been so cruel to you and Uncle John. Please forgive me.”


  Uncle John bent over her to say, “The most important thing for you to realize right now, Amanda, is that your mother and I love you so much. The new baby doesn’t change our love for you. We may not be pleased with some of the things you do, but we’ll never quit loving you.”


  Elizabeth knelt beside her daughter and gave her a hug. “Of course, Amanda. We forgive you. I guess we have all been through a lot of adjustments with this new baby. But no matter what, I don’t ever want you to doubt our love for you.”


  Just then the baby woke up, and Mandie could see him in his cradle, kicking and cooing.


  “How’s my . . . little . . . brother?” She managed to say the words.


  Dr. Woodard entered the parlor in time to hear her question. He cleared his throat and sat down by his son near the hearth. “I think that little boy is going to be fine now, Amanda,” he said. “I gave him some medicine and he seems much better.”


  Elizabeth walked over to the cradle and picked up the baby. “Would you like to hold him?” she asked Mandie.


  Not quite sure, Mandie sat up and held out her arms hesitantly.


  Her mother placed the baby in Mandie’s arms, and right away he started howling.


  “Stop that crying this minute, Samuel Hezekiah Shaw,” she said as she gently swung him back and forth.


  The baby instantly hushed and gazed up at Mandie. His big sister smiled down at him in surprise.


  Elizabeth looked startled at Mandie’s outburst. “I know we said that you could name the baby,” she said, “but . . .”


  Mandie hurried to explain. “I think we should name him for Aunt Ruby’s friend, Samuel Hezekiah Plumbley,” she said. She was referring to the Negro doctor who had become a friend of the family.


  Uncle John nodded his approval. “That’s sweet of you, Amanda. My little sister would appreciate that, I know, if she could have lived to see our baby.”


  Elizabeth smiled down at them. “We’ll have to write to Dr. Plumbley and tell him there are now two Hezekiahs,” she said with a laugh.


  The baby waved his arms in the air and managed to get his fingers caught in his big sister’s hair.


  Mandie gently untangled the baby’s hand and smiled down at him. He doesn’t look quite as ugly as he did before, she thought. “I think I’m going to love you, Samuel,” she told him.


  At that moment Mandie looked up to see her grandmother, Mrs. Taft, coming into the parlor.


  “Well, I’m glad you’ve decided to come home,” her grandmother said with a twinkle in her eye. “I was about to cancel our trip to Europe.” Then noticing the bandage on Mandie’s leg, she asked what happened.


  Uncle John took over the explanations and assured Mrs. Taft that Mandie would be fine long before their scheduled sailing date.


  Mandie handed little Samuel back to her mother, who returned him to his cradle.


  “Then you will let me go with Grandmother to Europe?” Mandie asked. “I was afraid—”


  “Yes, Amanda,” her mother answered. “I believe you have learned your lesson, and I trust there won’t be any more of this running away.”


  Mandie shook her head silently.


  “You have our permission to go, then,” Elizabeth said. “Unless something drastic happens to change my mother’s plans, you and Celia will be sailing with her next month.”


  Mandie held her arms up, and Elizabeth bent to give her a hug.


  “Oh, Mother,” Mandie said, “how could I ever doubt that you love me?”


  Elizabeth stood up and wiped a tear from her blue eyes.


  Mandie was so glad to be home again. She hurt inside to think of what she had done to her mother by running away. If only there were some way to make up for what she had done . . .


  Uncle John put his arm around his wife and looked down at Mandie. “Amanda, I’d say you need a sponge bath and a change of clothes,” he said with a little grin. “Then you can come back and make plans with your grandmother for the trip. I’ll get Aunt Lou to help you get cleaned up.”


  Before he got the words out of his mouth, Aunt Lou walked into the room. “My chile!” she exclaimed, looking at the big bandage on Mandie’s leg.


  Uncle John picked up Mandie and explained what happened as he carried her to the bathroom. Aunt Lou brought in a big chair, and Uncle John set her down on it gently. Then Aunt Lou declared the bathroom off limits to everyone but her and “her chile” until she took care of Mandie.


  Even though her leg still throbbed with pain, Mandie felt much better after she got cleaned up, put on fresh clothes, and brushed and braided her hair.


  When Uncle John carried her back to the sofa in the parlor, Snowball instantly appeared and jumped up on his mistress’s lap. Mandie cuddled the kitten, and he settled down, purring.


  Mandie looked up at her grandmother, who sat talking with Elizabeth on the settee across the room. Uncle John joined Dr. Woodard and Joe, who now stood looking out the window.


  “Grandmother, could we take Snowball with us to Europe?” Mandie asked.


  “Amanda!” her mother shrieked.


  “I’m sure Snowball would like to go,” Mandie insisted. “And he never gets into any trouble.”


  Joe laughed out loud. “Oh, is that right?” he asked.


  “That’s right,” Mandie said with a slight pout. “Sometimes he’s even smart enough to help when things go wrong. Remember the time he untied the rope when we were kidnapped? And today he led Uncle Ned right to me in the woods.”


  Joe just shook his head.


  Grandmother Taft came over and sat in a chair next to Mandie. “Amanda,” she said, patting her granddaughter’s hand, “I know how much you love that cat, but I don’t see how we could possibly take him on a ship with us. I don’t think they would allow it.”


  “If they do allow it, will you let me take him?” Mandie asked quickly.


  “And what would you do with him while we are out sightseeing or dining out, or going to the opera, and all the other things we’ll be doing?” her grandmother asked.


  “Going to the opera?” Mandie questioned. “Are we? I’ve never been to an opera.”


  “I know, dear. That’s why we’re going.” Mrs. Taft patted her faded blond hair into place. “And bless his heart, Senator Morton has promised to escort us.”


  Just then Mandie caught a glimpse of movement in the hallway. The figure was too small to be Aunt Lou. Then she realized she hadn’t seen any of the other servants since they arrived. Where is everyone? she wondered.


  Elizabeth also seemed to have seen something in the hall. “Amanda, are you hungry, dear?” she asked.


  “I’m starved to death!” Mandie exclaimed.


  Joe jumped up. “Come to think of it, other than what your aunt gave us to eat along the way, we haven’t had anything to eat since last night,” he said. “I’m ready.”


  Uncle John rose quickly. “Let’s all go into the dining room and get something to eat,” he suggested, scooping up Mandie into his arms.


  They all headed for the dining room, and when Elizabeth slid open the sliding doors, Mandie gasped in astonishment. Inside the dining room, a loud chorus of “Happy Birthday” greeted her. Uncle John stood in the doorway for a moment, then carried her inside.


  Mandie couldn’t believe her eyes. The room was brightly decorated, and in the center of the long dining room table stood a huge birthday cake decorated in blue.


  Uncle John set her down on a chair with a footstool at one end of the table so she could prop up her injured leg. Mandie looked around, trying to take in the whole scene at once.


  Everyone was there, it seemed. Standing behind the table at the far side, she saw Uncle Ned, Sallie, Joe, Dr. and Mrs. Woodard, Morning Star, Dimar, Hilda, Polly Cornwallis and her mother, and Mandie’s dear friend, Celia Hamilton.


  Close by, Aunt Lou came forward in her best white apron and gave Mandie a big hug. “Happy Birthday, my chile!” she cried.


  Liza danced around Mandie. “Happy Birthday, Amanda Shaw,” she said. “You is thirteen year old today!”


  It hit Mandie by surprise. Today was Thursday, June 6th. Yes, it was her birthday, and she had not even remembered. Now she knew why her mother and Uncle John had insisted on her coming home. Mandie’s blue eyes filled with tears, and she turned to bury her face in the skirt of Aunt Lou’s big white apron.


  The old Negro woman used the apron to wipe away the girl’s tears. “Now you jes’ stop dat cryin’, my chile,” she said. “It be yo’ birthday, and we be havin’ a lil’ party fo’ you.”


  “Oh, thank you, Aunt Lou. Thank you, everybody,” Mandie said in a quavery voice. “This is the first birthday party I ever had.”


  Everyone surrounded her, and she tried to talk to all of them at once to find out how they all got there.


  “It was not easy,” Dimar told her. “As soon as you all left, Morning Star and I left in my wagon, and we came as fast as we could.” He bent down and whispered, “Morning Star knows some shortcuts, as you call them.”


  Mandie grinned up at Uncle Ned, and he smiled and nodded, patting her on the back.


  “Oh,” Dimar added, “your Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia said to tell you they were sorry they could not come. They asked me to tell you happy birthday.”


  “Your grandmother brought me, of course,” Celia said. “My mother and I traveled to her house by train.”


  Mandie was so happy, she felt as though she were floating on clouds. She was actually thirteen years old today. So many of her friends were there. And she was going to Europe next month.


  Elizabeth tapped a goblet lightly with a fork. “Would everyone please be seated so we can eat supper and then enjoy that beautiful cake?” she said with a little laugh.


  As everyone found a place, Uncle Ned smiled down at Mandie. “Papoose come home. Good. Birthday,” he said.


  Mandie looked up at him and took his old wrinkled hand in hers. “Oh, Uncle Ned, I’ve been so blessed. I don’t deserve all this.”


  “Papoose make many friends,” the old Indian said. “Friends love Papoose. Be thankful.”


  “I am,” Mandie replied simply.


  Celia leaned toward her and said, “I’m so sorry you’re hurt, but everyone says you should be fine in plenty of time for our trip. Oh, Mandie, we’re really going to Europe!” she cried.


  “Yes, at last,” Mandie said excitedly. “Oh, and something else,” she added. “You’ve just got to go to Bird-town with me when we come back. The Cherokees are going to build a school with help from a church in Boston.”


  “Boston?” Celia questioned. “That’s up north.”


  “Right, but they’re sending money and a man from their church to build a school, and I want to help,” Mandie told her friend.


  “Then we’ll just have to go when we get back from Europe,” Celia said.


  “With my mother’s permission, of course,” Mandie added. “And if everything works out all right between now and then.” Mandie could never be sure.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE SEND-OFF


  Mandie’s blue eyes grew wide with excitement as the buggy came to a halt in front of a huge mansion in downtown Charleston, South Carolina. Sitting behind the driver with her friends Joe and Celia, Mandie’s heart beat faster as the driver hopped down and swung open the heavy gate in the surrounding high brick wall.


  Mandie turned and grinned at her mother, grandmother, and Uncle John in the seat behind her. “Here we are!” she announced, stroking her white kitten, Snowball, in her lap.


  Mandie had visited Tommy Patton before with her mother and stepfather, Uncle John, but this would be a much shorter stay. The next day Mandie would set sail for Europe with Celia, Grandmother Taft, and Grandmother’s friend Senator Morton!


  The driver jumped back into the buggy and drove down the narrow driveway toward the impressive three-story brick house surrounded by beautiful trees, shrubbery, and flowers in bloom everywhere.


  Joe half stood and stared at the mansion. “You mean those Pattons actually live here in this huge building?”


  Celia fanned herself in the July heat. “It’s beautiful!” she exclaimed.


  “This is the Pattons’ town house,” Mandie explained, smoothing the thick blonde braid that hung down her back.


  As the vehicle came to a stop, a uniformed servant walked from the house to help with the baggage.


  Mandie and her friends jumped down onto the stone walkway. “They also have a house at the beach and that huge plantation, Mossy Manor, where we visited last year,” she continued, tightening her grip on her squirming kitten.


  After John Shaw helped his wife and mother-in-law from the buggy, he turned to the young people. “I’m sure you will all enjoy our visit here,” he said.


  Elizabeth laid her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. “Now I want all three of you to conduct yourselves in an exemplary manner while we are guests of the Pattons,” she reminded them.


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three chimed.


  Grandmother Taft patted her faded blonde hair into place. “And remember,” she added, “Senator Morton should be here already, so I know y’all will want to be well behaved.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three said again.


  As they headed up the front steps, Joe nudged Mandie. “Thank goodness we only have to spend one night in this big old mansion,” he said.


  Mandie frowned at him and was about to say something when Tizzy, the Pattons’ downstairs maid, greeted them at the front door. Tizzy’s eleven-year-old daughter, Cheechee, instantly appeared beside her, grabbed Snowball from Mandie, and ran off, promising to feed him. Mandie smiled, remembering how much Cheechee had enjoyed playing with the kitten on their other visit. With Cheechee in charge of Snowball, Mandie knew she probably wouldn’t see much of her kitten until they sailed.


  Tizzy ushered them into the hallway. “De Pattons, dey all be home any minute now,” she said. “Y’all come on in. Dat Mistuh Senator Morton he be waitin’ fo’ y’all in de drawin’ room.”


  Mandie watched Joe’s reaction as he gazed around the marble-floored entry hall. A marble staircase rose out of sight into the stories above. Gold and silver sparkled everywhere. Velvet and silk draped the windows and upholstered the chairs. Old portraits lined the wallpapered walls.


  “Oh, Mandie,” Celia cried, “everything is so pretty!”


  “Uh-huh,” Joe said, running his long fingers through his unruly brown hair.


  Mandie’s blue eyes twinkled with excitement. “Come on,” she urged her friends. “Wait till you see the rest!” She led the way, following the adults to the huge, ornate door of the drawing room.


  Just inside the doorway Joe and Celia again stopped to stare. The room looked as though it belonged in a palace. The heavy expensive furniture was upholstered in a peach-and-gray silk brocade, and the draperies were a darker shade of gray with golden tassels. The young people’s heels sank into the thick carpet, which covered most of the parquet floor. Joe and Celia stood silent in wonder.


  Across the room Senator Morton sat near an open French door beside the huge gray stone fireplace that covered almost the entire wall.


  Mrs. Taft led the visitors into the drawing room, and as soon as the senator saw her, he stood and grinned broadly.


  “Senator Morton.” Mrs. Taft crossed the room quickly and greeted him with obvious delight. “It’s so nice to see you again.”


  Mandie nudged Celia. “Grandmother’s in a hurry to see the senator,” she whispered. The two girls stifled a giggle.


  The older gentleman bowed slightly. “My pleasure, dear lady,” he said. “I look forward to your company on board ship.” Then he turned to say hello to Mandie and Joe, whom he had met at President McKinley’s inauguration earlier that year. “Miss Amanda, and Joe, so nice to see you again. Joe, are you sailing with us, too?”


  Joe shook the senator’s hand. “No, sir, I’m afraid not,” he replied.


  After Mandie introduced Celia, and Mrs. Taft made the other introductions, they all found places to sit.


  Tizzy stood at the doorway, waiting for a break in the conversation. “Excuse me, ma’am,” she said, walking over to Elizabeth. “Miz Patton, she say fo’ me to serve tea when you gits heah and dat she oughta be heah shortly thereafter.”


  “Thanks, Tizzy, that would be nice,” Elizabeth told her.


  Tizzy hurried off and the guests began discussing the forthcoming voyage to Europe. Mandie, Celia, and Mrs. Taft had been planning this trip for quite some time, and coincidentally Senator Morton was planning a similar trip.


  “I’m so excited, I won’t be able to sleep tonight,” Mandie said. “It’s going to be a wonderful adventure.”


  “I’ll say it will,” Joe said sarcastically. “Knowing you, you’ll probably get lost over there with all those foreigners and never find your way home again.”


  “Oh, Joe!” Mandie exclaimed. “How can we get lost when we have Grandmother and Senator Morton with us? They’ve both been to Europe several times. Between them I’m sure they know everything we need to know over there.”


  “Well, don’t go poking your nose into things,” Joe warned. “Remember, I won’t be there to get you out of trouble.”


  “I don’t need you to get me out of trouble,” Mandie said. She caught her mother’s eye and knew the adults were listening to her conversation. She lowered her voice. “My mother thinks I’m old enough now to take care of myself. Grandmother will be with me, so Mother agreed it wasn’t necessary for Uncle Ned to go.”


  Just as she said his name, she looked up and saw her old Indian friend standing in the doorway. She gasped. “Uncle Ned! I didn’t know you were coming!” Running to him, she took him by the hand and led him into the room.


  The adults exchanged greetings.


  In spite of her joy at seeing her old friend, Mandie looked at Elizabeth, confused. “Mother, you said Uncle Ned wasn’t going with us.”


  “No, he is not going with you, dear,” Elizabeth explained. “But he will be here to see you off tomorrow.”


  Mandie smiled at her dear friend who was always watching over her—ever since her father died. “I’m glad you came, Uncle Ned, so you can see the huge boat we’re going on.”


  The old Indian patted her head. “Biggest, finest boat in Charleston Harbor.”


  Sitting near Mandie, Uncle Ned began visiting with everyone. Soon the Pattons arrived home, and the parlor was full of people and happy conversation.


  Mandie’s friend Tommy Patton rushed over to greet her. She had met Tommy when the girls’ boarding school she went to in Asheville, North Carolina, got together with the boys’ school he attended.


  “Mandie, I know you and Celia must both be really excited,” he said, sitting on a stool near them. His sister Josephine stood by silently, watching and listening.


  Tommy turned to Joe. “I’m sorry you don’t get to go,” he said. “Maybe you could spend a few days with us here, and we could show you the beach.”


  Joe frowned. “No, I’ll be going back on the train with Mr. and Mrs. Shaw, thank you,” he said coldly.


  Tommy seemed puzzled at Joe’s unfriendliness. “Then maybe you could come visit some other time when the Shaws come,” he offered.


  Tizzy brought in a fancy tea cart, and Mrs. Patton began serving tea and tiny iced cookies to her guests.


  Mandie felt the awkwardness between the two boys. She had first met Tommy Patton at a tea at her school. Then they had discovered that their parents were old friends, and the Shaws spent a vacation with the Pattons the year before, in 1900.


  Mandie knew Joe was jealous of Tommy, but she didn’t understand it. Tommy wasn’t any better looking than Joe. He was just a lot taller, more polite, and wore nicer clothes.


  Joe was her lifelong friend from back in Charley Gap, where she had lived with her father until he died. Tall and thin, with intelligent brown eyes, he was overly protective of her. Although she was only thirteen and he wouldn’t be fifteen until November, he took it for granted that Mandie would marry him when they grew up. Mandie felt she was too young to be tied down with a promise of anything so far in the future.


  Without enthusiasm Joe thanked Tommy for his invitation to visit again.


  Mandie looked up to see Josephine, Tommy’s sister, staring down at her through her wire-rimmed eyeglasses. Skinny and almost as tall as her brother, Josephine had long brown hair. She brushed it behind her ears and dropped onto a chair near the settee where the young people were sitting. “Where is that new baby brother of yours I heard about, Mandie?” she asked.


  “At home,” Mandie replied. “The trip all the way from Franklin, North Carolina is too long for a little baby.”


  “What about your friend Hilda who lives with your grandmother?” Josephine persisted. “Didn’t you want her along?”


  Mandie struggled to control her impatience. “Grandmother left her with her next-door neighbor until we get back from Europe,” she explained. “And before you inquire about everyone else, I’ll run over the list. Celia’s mother had business to attend to and could not make the trip from Richmond. Joe’s parents, Dr. and Mrs. Woodard, couldn’t come because the doctor had calls to make. I think that covers everyone, don’t you?”


  Josephine didn’t answer for a moment, then leaned forward and glanced toward the adults across the room. “Is that senator sweet on your grandmother?” she asked.


  Mandie could feel her face turning red from anger, but before she could answer, Tommy lashed out at his sister.


  “Josephine! Please remember your manners,” he said firmly.


  Celia held her hand over her smile, and Joe turned his head, obviously trying to hide his grin.


  Josephine sighed loudly, jumped up, and hurried out of the room with a limp—left over from an old foot injury.


  Mandie tried to break the tension. “Tommy, could we show Celia and Joe the widow’s walk?”


  “I was just going to suggest that,” Tommy answered.


  “Oh yes!” Celia cried, smoothing her long auburn curls. “Mandie told me about it after her last visit.”


  Tommy turned to Joe. “Want to go?”


  “Sure. Why not?” Joe stood up.


  Tommy led the way to the third floor, and there he opened the door to a small room. Inside, a narrow spiral staircase led to the roof.


  Celia looked up the steps. “Scary!” she exclaimed.


  “Just don’t look down from up there,” Mandie cautioned.


  Tommy stood to one side. “You girls go first, and Joe and I will be right behind you in case you slip or anything,” he said.


  With the boys following, the girls cautiously made their way up the narrow steps, never daring to look down. They stopped at a small landing at the top, and Tommy reached past them to take a key from a nail on the wall. With this he opened a small door in front of them. As the door swung open, Celia gasped.


  Mandie grabbed her friend’s hand. “I know it’s frightening,” Mandie told her. “It looks like there’s nothing but sky out there.”


  “Come on,” Tommy urged.


  They all stepped through the doorway onto a narrow walkway that ran around the edge of the roof.


  Mandie gripped Celia’s hand tightly. “Remember I told you that back in the old days the wives would have come up here to watch for their husbands’ ships to come in?”


  Celia nodded, but her fear showed plainly on her face. “That must have been hard not knowing when . . . or if . . . their husbands would come home,” she said.


  Tommy pointed out to the harbor. “Look over that way,” he said. “See all the ships?”


  Between the Pattons’ house and the harbor were dozens of beautiful homes, and palm trees lined the avenues. But gazing out beyond at the harbor, the young people talked excitedly about the many ships crowding around the docks.


  “Is the ship y’all are sailing on down there?” Joe asked.


  Mandie turned to Tommy. “We’re going on the Queen Victoria,” she said. “Do you see it?”


  “I don’t see a Union Jack flying on any ship down there,” Tommy replied, “but then I believe I heard my father say it wouldn’t dock here until late tonight.”


  “Union Jack?” Celia looked puzzled.


  “It’s a British ship, so it’ll have the British flag on it,” Tommy explained.


  “Of course.” Celia nodded. “Dumb of me. I knew that, but you know this will be the first time in my life I’ve ever actually traveled on a ship.”


  Tommy smiled broadly. “Not dumb, just inexperienced, right, Joe?”


  Joe shrugged. “I fall into that inexperienced category,” he said. “I’ve never even been near a ship before. It must be great to be rich enough to travel all over the world.”


  Before anyone could answer, there was a sudden rustle behind them. They all whirled around to find Tommy’s sister standing there.


  “Celia,” Josephine said, walking toward them, “did Tommy tell you about Melissa Patton? She was killed up here, you know.”


  Celia gasped and Mandie shot Josephine an angry look.


  Tommy scowled at his sister. “Josephine, don’t start that again,” he scolded.


  “But that’s part of the history of this house,” Josephine said, leaning over the railing. “Melissa Patton fell or was pushed over right here, and she splattered all over the flower garden below.”


  “Ugh!” Celia shuddered.


  Tommy lifted his hand as though he were going to strike his sister, but she was too quick for him. She ducked through the doorway and disappeared down the stairwell.


  Mandie turned to Celia. “She likes to tell people that the ghost of Melissa Patton walks around up here when there’s a full moon, too,” Mandie said with a laugh. “Josephine lives in a dream world, Celia. You can’t believe much of anything she says.”


  Joe frowned at Tommy. “Is that really so? Was it one of your ancestors who was killed up here?”


  “It’s an old, old tale,” Tommy explained. “The rumor is that she either committed suicide by jumping off the roof here or else she was pushed. Anyhow, no one ever knew whether it was just a ghost story or whether it really happened.”


  Mandie changed the subject. “Tommy, let’s go down and look at the flowers in your yard,” she suggested.


  Tommy agreed and the young people followed as he led them downstairs and out through the beautiful flower gardens. Then he gave them a tour of the mansion. By that time dinner was ready in the huge, elegant dining room.


  At the incredibly long table—Mandie thought a hundred people could be seated there—Mrs. Patton seated Mandie next to Tommy, with Joe across from them between Uncle Ned and Celia. Mandie could tell by the look on Joe’s face that he was jealous. He obviously didn’t like Mrs. Patton’s arrangement, assuring that her son had Mandie’s attention.


  Everyone was grouped around one end of the huge table so that they could converse easily during dinner. Of course the forthcoming journey to Europe was the main topic of conversation as they began their meal.


  “Amanda,” Elizabeth caught her daughter’s attention. “You need to get to bed early tonight so you’ll be fresh tomorrow,” she said, touching her napkin to her lips.


  “Yes, Mother,” Mandie replied. “But I know I won’t sleep a wink all night.”


  Mrs. Taft leaned forward and looked down the table at her granddaughter. “Even if you can’t, you will be able to take a nap anytime you want after we sail tomorrow,” she said.


  Mandie set down her fork. “I’m so excited I can hardly eat.”


  Uncle John laughed. “I’m sure you’ll eat if you get hungry enough.”


  Celia, who had been practically gobbling down her food, looked up. “I don’t understand why Mandie can’t eat. All this excitement makes me so hungry I could just about eat everything. I hope they have lots of good food on the ship.”


  “You can be sure they will,” Mrs. Taft told her. “We’ll all probably gain ten pounds, don’t you think, Senator?”


  “I certainly hope not.” Senator Morton laughed.


  Mandie could hardly keep from laughing herself. Senator Morton was so thin he could stand to gain ten pounds. “I just wish all of you could go with us,” she said, looking around the table.


  Tommy set down his water glass. “We’re all going on board, you know.”


  Celia’s eyes grew wide. “You are?”


  “Yes, to wish you all a bon voyage,” Tommy explained. “That’s the custom when someone is going on such a long journey. It’s like a party.”


  Mandie frowned. “What if the ship starts sailing before you all get off?”


  “The captain always warns everyone,” Tommy assured her.


  At last Joe broke his long silence. “It would be funny if everyone got stuck on the ship and had to go to Europe, wouldn’t it?”


  Tommy shrugged. “Not really.”


  Mandie shuddered at the thought. She didn’t want Uncle Ned and her mother and Uncle John on board to “watch over her.” She didn’t need their supervision. Grandmother would look after her and Celia. Yet she secretly hoped her grandmother would be preoccupied with Senator Morton so that she and Celia could do things on their own.


  That night when they went to bed, Mandie and Celia were given separate rooms. But since there was a door between their rooms, Celia soon came to climb into Mandie’s bed, and they talked into the wee hours of the morning with Snowball sound asleep at their feet. Neither of the girls was sleepy, but they did doze a little before the Pattons’ maid woke them for an early breakfast.


  The girls jumped out of bed and danced about the room. A startled Snowball sat up in the middle of the covers and stared at them.


  “It’s today! It’s today! We’re leaving today!” Mandie exclaimed, running to the open window. “And the sun is shining. This is going to be the best day of my life.” She stopped suddenly and added, “Almost.”


  The girls settled down and sat on the bed.


  “Right.” Celia nodded. “I know the best day was when you found your real mother.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. “That was the most wonderful day I’ve ever experienced.”


  “Mandie, do you think we’ll get just a little homesick, being gone so long from home?” Celia wondered.


  Mandie instantly perked up. “Oh no, Celia.” She laughed. “We won’t get homesick. We’ll be too busy sightseeing. Besides, we stay away from home longer than two months when we’re at school in Asheville.”


  “That’s true. But I’m glad we’ll at least have your grandmother with us,” Celia replied. “You know we’re going to be in the middle of no one but foreigners.”


  “That’s just the fun of it!” Mandie reminded her. She jumped up and reached for the dress she had worn the night before. “Let’s get ready and hurry downstairs to eat. I can’t wait to get going.”


  Celia looked puzzled as Mandie pulled the dress over her head. “Are you wearing that again?” she asked.


  Mandie nodded. “Remember Mother said we weren’t to unpack anything from our bags except what we wear to board the ship,” she reminded her friend. “I’m certainly not wearing my traveling suit to breakfast. Besides, all our trunks are already down at the dock, waiting to be loaded onto the ship.”


  “That’s right, I forgot.” Celia gave in, slipping into her own dress from the previous night. “We’ll have to come back up here and change into our traveling suits just before we leave.”


  Helping each other to dress quickly and fix their hair, they hurried downstairs to find everyone else already in the breakfast room. The girls seated themselves at the only two remaining places—next to Josephine. Mandie rolled her eyes and Celia nodded. Two maids came and began serving them a delicious-smelling breakfast of sausage, eggs, and grits.


  Everyone talked excitedly about the journey except Joe, who sat between Tommy and Uncle Ned across the table from the girls. Mandie tried to get his attention, but he stared down at his plate with a glum expression and picked at his food.


  “We must hurry, Amanda,” Elizabeth prompted her daughter. “The ship docked late last night, and we can go aboard within the next hour.”


  Mandie took a quick sip of her coffee. “What time does it sail, Mother?” she asked excitedly.


  “Probably around noontime.” Elizabeth sounded uncertain. She looked to John Shaw for confirmation.


  “That’s right,” Uncle John agreed. “It’s scheduled to leave at noon. We’ll go aboard with you all and stay until the visitors have to leave.”


  Uncle Ned leaned across the table and patted Mandie’s hand. “Papoose, me not go ship. Papoose and me have powwow. Then say goodbye.”


  Mandie’s shoulders drooped. “Oh, Uncle Ned, I thought you came here to see us off,” she said.


  “Eat. Then we talk,” the old Indian replied. Cutting a sausage with his knife, he took a bite.


  Mandie and Celia exchanged glances, then began eating hurriedly.


  Josephine leaned across Celia to talk to Mandie in a hushed tone. “Are y’all so poor you have to wear the same dresses you had on last night?”


  Tommy bristled. Before Mandie or Celia could answer, he leaned forward and spoke quietly to his sister. “If you say another word, I’ll speak loud enough so that Mother will know what is going on.”


  Josephine straightened up and began eating her eggs.


  Mandie couldn’t let Josephine’s remark pass without comment. “We have to hurry through breakfast, Tommy,” she said loudly enough for all to hear, “because Celia and I have to go back upstairs and put on our traveling suits. Oh, wait till you see them, Tommy. Mine is a beautiful blue and Celia’s is green. We have trunks just running over with new clothes.”


  She took a deep breath before continuing. “Grandmother took us to Raleigh to shop before we left. She said we wouldn’t have time to buy anything here in Charleston, and I guess she was right.” She smiled at Tommy.


  Tommy smiled back, obviously understanding why Mandie had to get out all this information.


  When they had all finished eating, Uncle Ned left the table, and Mandie followed him out onto the wide veranda. They both sat down.


  “Uncle Ned, I wish you could go to the ship with us,” Mandie said sadly.


  “Business important. Not go to ship.” The old Indian leaned forward and looked into her blue eyes. “Papoose must promise be good. Old Ned not there to watch.” He smiled and his weathered face folded into a thousand wrinkles.


  “I promise to be good, Uncle Ned,” Mandie replied. “But you know I am thirteen years old now, and Mother has even given Celia and me permission to pin our hair up, so you see, we’ve grown into young ladies.” She reached for his old wrinkled hand and squeezed it tightly. “But I do love you, Uncle Ned, and of course I’ll miss you, too.”


  “Remember, obey grandmother. Mother not there, so grandmother boss,” he reminded her. “Remember, thank Big God every day. Think first everything. No secret adventures. No slipping off from grandmother. Behave like young ladies.” His eyes twinkled.


  Mandie gazed into his loving face. “I promise, Uncle Ned,” she agreed. “I promise to behave. You know I really am going to miss you.”


  The old Indian stood up. “I go now.” Starting for the steps down to the yard, he stopped and turned back. “Papoose behave like Jim Shaw would want.” With a smile he hurried down the walkway into the street.


  Mandie sat there quietly for a minute, thinking about their brief, strange conversation. He didn’t say he would see her again, and that was always the last thing he said when they parted. And he mentioned her dear father. Before Jim Shaw died, Uncle Ned promised him that he would watch over Mandie. He had been there for Mandie ever since, rescuing her from one mess after another.


  Now she was going all the way across the ocean without Uncle Ned. She had told him she was old enough to take care of herself, but she shivered a little at the idea of being so far from his protection. Shaking the thought from her mind, she hurried inside to find Celia so they could get dressed and go down to the ship.


  Uncle Ned would be back home in North Carolina when she got there.


  CHAPTER TWO


  ANCHORS AWEIGH!


  The Pattons had to harness their small rig as well as the larger one in order to hold all the people and baggage. The six adults rode in the small rig while the young people piled into the other one amid all the baggage. Mandie had to hold Snowball tightly because he squirmed fiercely to get down.


  As the buggies started off, Mandie rode silently, wishing Uncle Ned could have come to see them off.


  But Josephine talked constantly all the way to the wharf. “If you watch long enough, you can see ships from every nation in the world dock here,” she said. “And someday when I am older, I want to ride on every one of them. I want to go to Holland and see the people wearing wooden shoes, and to Italy to see all the famous fountains, and to Greece to see the Acropolis, and to Africa to see all the wild animals.”


  The others ignored her, almost dozing in the warm sun.


  Josephine pushed her glasses up on her nose. “And then I’d just love to go to wherever it is those women do that bellydancing.”


  Suddenly she had everyone’s attention.


  “Josephine!” Tommy scolded. “How vulgar!”


  “But there really are women who dance with their bellies somehow,” she insisted. “I’ve read about it but I just can’t remember where—”


  “Well, when you learn how they do it,” Joe interrupted, “you’ll just have to show us how it’s done,” he said with a grin.


  “Joe!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Sure, Joe. I’ll be glad to.” Josephine glanced at Mandie to watch her reaction.


  Mandie tightened her lips and said nothing.


  Celia leaned forward. “Mandie, do you suppose there are any of these dancers where we’re going in Europe?” she asked.


  “You know as well as I do that Grandmother would never permit us to see such a thing,” Mandie answered. “But I doubt that the people of Europe do it anyway.”


  A short time later, the driver of the small rig stopped ahead of them on the road leading to the dock. As soon as their rig stopped, the young people jumped down, and Snowball almost struggled free.


  “Look!” Mandie exclaimed. “There’s the Queen Victoria! Isn’t it beautiful?”


  Celia stared at the huge ship. “Tommy, I do see the Union Jack flying up there,” she said.


  The others just stood there for a moment, watching as the ship’s gangplank was lowered and people walked up and down, to and from the ship. There were several other large ships at dock, but the Queen Victoria was the most luxurious.


  The adults looked back, waiting for the young people to join them. “Amanda,” Elizabeth called.


  “Oh yes, Mother.” Mandie felt the spell of excitement broken. “We’re coming.” Securing Snowball tightly, she rushed ahead with her friends and quickly caught up with the adults.


  A man in uniform at the foot of the gangplank checked everyone through, and they all walked up the steep incline toward the ship’s deck.


  Celia grabbed Mandie’s hand. “This is really high and scary,” she said.


  Mandie stopped for a moment with her friend. “I’m sorry, Celia,” she replied. “I know you are afraid of heights.”


  Joe came up behind Celia and took her arm. “I’ll hold on to you,” he offered. The three walked up the gangplank together.


  As they reached the rail at the top, another uniformed man directed them to the proper deck. The girls oohed and aahed as they followed through the elegant interior of the ship.


  Senator Morton took charge and found the reserved cabins. Ahead of them, he stopped in front of a door and pushed it open. “I believe you have number 12A, Mrs. Taft. This is it.” He turned to Mandie. “And you young ladies have the adjoining cabin, which is number 14A.”


  He walked into the room ahead of them and tried to open the connecting door. “It’s locked,” he said. “We’ll have to get someone to open it. Now my cabin is number 13A, which is right across the hall from these two.”


  The girls and Joe wandered around Mrs. Taft’s room, looking at all the beautiful furnishings—all velvet and silk. None of the three had ever been on a ship before. Leaving Josephine with the adults to talk, they took Tommy with them to explore Mandie and Celia’s cabin.


  Mandie shoved Snowball inside a tiny closet and shut the door so she wouldn’t have to worry about her kitten running off. “Sorry, Snowball,” she said. “I’ll let you out when we’re done exploring.”


  “Look!” Celia cried. “Two beds—one stacked on top of the other.”


  Tommy smiled. “They call them bunks on a ship,” he said.


  “Mandie,” Celia began slowly, “would you by any chance prefer the top one?”


  Mandie laughed. “Of course, Celia. I don’t mind, but don’t blame me if I fall out during the night and wake you up!”


  Tommy stepped forward. “See the rails up there?” Pulling a sliding board out from the foot and head of the bed, he fastened them for Mandie. “Now, that will hold you in.”


  “Great!” Mandie exclaimed. “Thanks, Tommy.” As she gazed around the room, she spotted the porthole in the wall and walked over to look out. “Celia, we’re on the outside of the ship,” she said. “You can see right out onto the deck. Look here!”


  Celia joined her and peered through the round window.


  Tommy turned to Joe. “Too bad we can’t go, too, to watch out for these girls,” he said with a smile.


  Joe shuffled his feet. “Nah. I don’t really want to go,” he said. “Later maybe, when I’m older. I’d like to see the world, but not now.”


  “Maybe when I’m older I’ll go again,” Tommy replied.


  Josephine popped her head in the doorway. “I’ve been on a ship before, but I was too small to really remember anything much,” she said, coming into the room. “So I can’t wait to travel.”


  At that moment the connecting door swung open, and a man in a red-and-gold uniform stood there. Behind him the young people could see into Mrs. Taft’s cabin, which was full of people now.


  “Must be friends who came to say goodbye,” Tommy said.


  Josephine craned her neck to see what was going on. “Hey, I see food in there.” Pushing her way through the crowd, she disappeared into the other room.


  “There’s food all right,” Tommy affirmed. “See those carts covered with white tablecloths? Let’s get something.”


  Mandie and Celia sipped on lemonade and awkwardly stood listening to the adults’ conversation. Tommy, Joe, and Josephine were not so shy, and helped themselves to the delicacies.


  Mandie nudged Celia. “That man holding the newspapers and talking to Senator Morton—I think I’ve seen him before. . . .”


  Celia followed her gaze and nodded. “Are you sure? Do you remember exactly where you saw him? I really don’t think he looks very familiar to me.”


  The girls watched as the man handed the stack of newspapers to the senator. “I brought you all the latest newspapers,” the man said. “I thought maybe you’d like to read them sometime during your journey.”


  Senator Morton laid the papers on a nearby table. “How thoughtful of you. Thank you.”


  “His voice sounds familiar, too,” Mandie said. “Oh, I remember now. I saw him at President McKinley’s inauguration in Washington. He sat next to Senator Morton at the President’s dinner that night. I suppose he’s just a friend of the senator.”


  Celia looked around the crowded cabin. “All these people . . .” she said. “It’s a good thing that man unlocked the door between the two rooms.”


  Mandie nodded and suddenly realized that Joe was standing beside her.


  “Excuse me, could I talk to you a minute, Mandie?”


  “Sure.” Mandie didn’t move.


  “Not in all this crowd,” he said.


  Mandie looked at him in surprise.


  “Let’s walk out into the hallway for a minute,” Joe suggested. After excusing themselves, Mandie followed as Joe led her through the clusters of people and out of the cabin.


  When they reached a cross hall on the other side of Mrs. Taft’s cabin, Joe leaned against the safety rail on the wall and cleared his throat a bit nervously. “Mandie, I just wanted—” He paused and ran his long, thin fingers through his hair, making it more unruly than ever. “I just—” He stopped.


  Mandie looked at him curiously. It wasn’t like Joe to be at a loss for words. “I’m listening,” she assured him.


  Joe reached out, put his hands on Mandie’s shoulders, and spoke quickly, as if to get it over with. “Mandie, I just wanted to say that I’m going to miss you, and I’ll be wishing the days away until you come back.” He blushed slightly.


  Mandie smiled. “That’s the sweetest thing you ever said to me, Joe,” she said. “I really appreciate it. And I’m going to miss you, too.”


  “I wish you didn’t have to be away so long,” Joe said. “I’ll be so worried about you, being on this great ship out in the ocean in the middle of nowhere, and in strange countries where you don’t know anyone.”


  Mandie looked into his sad brown eyes. “But Grandmother knows people in Europe,” she reminded him. “She’s been there lots of times, and she knows her way around. So don’t worry about us. We’ll be all right.”


  “I’d feel a lot better about your safety if Uncle Ned were going with you,” Joe insisted.


  Mandie pulled herself up as tall as she could manage. “Joe Woodard, I’ll have you know that I don’t need anyone hovering over me. Remember I was thirteen last month, and my mother agreed that I didn’t need Uncle Ned along.”


  “She agreed after several arguments,” Joe reminded her. Then softening his voice, he said, “Let’s not quarrel, Mandie. It’s not worth it. Please?”


  Mandie smiled and her blue eyes brightened. “I’m sorry, Joe. I don’t want to quarrel either.” She paused for a moment and then said, “Joe, will you wave to me from the wharf when the boat pulls out? I’ll be at the railing.”


  “Of course, Mandie.” Grinning, he reached for her hand and squeezed it. “I was already planning on it.”


  As soon as the captain called for all visitors to leave the ship, Mandie and Celia hurried to get a place at the railing to wave goodbye to everyone.


  Celia gazed out over the mass of people on shore. “This ship is so big, and we’re so far up in the air, I can’t tell who anyone is down there.”


  The ship lurched, blew off steam, and sounded its horn.


  “Oh, that gives me goosebumps.” Mandie laughed. She clung to the rail, squinting to see Joe on the dock.


  Suddenly a huge white flag rose out of the crowd. Mandie caught her breath. “Look, Celia!” she exclaimed. “That flag says, ‘Hurry Back, Mandie.’ ” She shaded her eyes for a better view. “And that’s Joe holding it.” She waved her handkerchief and quickly threw a kiss.


  Celia looked at her and grinned.


  “I wonder where he had that flag,” Mandie said. “Maybe he hid it in the other buggy.” She pondered the question as the huge ship slowly pulled farther and farther away from shore.


  The girls waved until the people on shore were mere specks, then they started back to their cabin to get settled. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were standing right behind them.


  “Grandmother, I wondered where you were,” Mandie mumbled, realizing that her grandmother had seen the flag. For some reason she wished others hadn’t seen it.


  “I’ve been right here all along,” Mrs. Taft said, smiling. “And so has the senator. But now we’re going to stroll around the deck. Don’t get lost now, you two. And remember, we will be at the first seating for dinner tonight. So be ready at precisely seven o’clock.” She started to leave, then turned back. “And girls, do dress formally. We’re sitting with the captain!”


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie answered, smiling at her friend. This was going to be such an exciting trip. “Come on, Celia. Let’s get out of some of these hot clothes and shed our bonnets. I think we should do some exploring.”


  “Are you remembering Snowball? He must be suffocating by now, shut up in that closet,” Celia commented.


  “Oh, my, yes! Celia, thanks,” Mandie said as they hurried toward their cabin. “I clear forgot.”


  When Mandie opened the closet door to free her kitten, she was surprised to find him curled up, sound asleep.


  “Come on, Snowball, you can come out now,” Mandie whispered. “You can stay in our room while we walk around outside. I’ll take you out for some fresh air later.”


  “We’d better latch the door to your grandmother’s room, so she won’t open it and let him out,” Celia cautioned.


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. She quickly closed the connecting door and latched it.


  Snowball stretched and then explored the room, sniffing at everything. The girls shed the jackets to their traveling suits and removed their bonnets.


  “Whew!” Mandie exclaimed, smoothing back her blonde hair, which was pinned up on top of her head. “What a relief to get those things off.”


  Celia stood in front of the long mirror on the door and adjusted the bow on her lacy blouse. “I agree,” she replied. She straightened her ankle-length skirt.


  Suddenly the ship gave a lurch again, throwing the girls off their feet. A knock sounded at their door.


  Mandie gasped. “What’s going on?” Regaining her balance, she went to answer the door.


  A good-looking young man in a red-and-white uniform smiled at her through the doorway. “Hello, miss, I am just checking to be sure everything is all right.” He had curly black hair, blue eyes, and perfect white teeth.


  His British accent was so thick Mandie could hardly understand him. “My name is Charles,” he said. “I will be your steward for this journey.”


  Mandie tried to close the door a little as she reached with her foot and pushed Snowball behind her. “Oh, everything is fine,” Mandie told him. Celia looked out over her shoulder.


  “If there is anything you need, I’ll be glad to get it for you,” Charles told her.


  “Nothing right now, thank you,” Mandie replied.


  “At any rate, I shall be stationed at the end of this corridor.” He gestured down the hall. He gave a nod and turned crisply to continue down the hallway.


  Mandie closed the door quickly and turned to Celia. “Did you see him? Wasn’t he good looking?”


  “Yes! I noticed too,” Celia agreed. “Do you think we’ll be needing anything soon we could ask him for?”


  Mandie smiled. “I don’t understand exactly what his job is, or what he can get for us, but I think we ought to find out.”


  “Me too.” Celia grinned.


  “Come on, let’s look this ship over,” Mandie said. She pushed her kitten away from the door before opening it. “Sorry, Snowball, but you’ll have plenty of room to roam around in here while we’re out.”


  The girls slipped out onto the windy deck and headed in the opposite direction from which they’d come on board. As the ship rocked with the big waves, they made a game of catching hold of the railing to regain their balance.


  “I didn’t realize a ship as big as this one would rock like this,” Mandie said, clutching the rail.


  “I’ve heard about it,” Celia commented as they walked on. “In fact, a lot of people get seasick.”


  “Seasick?”


  “Yes, you know, you get dizzy and can’t keep your food. . . .”


  Mandie moaned. “Oh, how awful! I hope that doesn’t happen to us.”


  “They say that if you don’t get sick within the first day or two, you’ll be all right for the rest of the journey,” Celia explained.


  As they continued on around the deck, they passed several gentlemen in red-and-white uniforms. Rows of deck chairs lined the open spaces. They even noticed a drinking fountain in a small recess of the ship. The lifeboats lining the railing of the deck made Mandie feel safe.


  The ship lurched again, and the girls headed for the rail. But the wind was strong, and the girls had to hold on to each other to make it to the railing. As Celia peered out over the ocean, she quickly backed off.


  “Oh, dear. I can’t look down there,” she protested. Turning back, she headed for a chair. “Let’s sit down a minute. It’s too windy to walk anyway.”


  Mandie agreed, and indicated two vacant deck chairs away from the railing.


  As the wind whipped around them, Mandie reached up and felt for the tortoise-shell combs she had used to pin up her long, blonde hair. “Oh, I think my hair is falling down,” she cried. She tried to anchor the combs again.


  “Mine, too,” Celia said, shielding the auburn curls on top of her head from the wind.


  “Celia, look around,” Mandie whispered. “Everyone else is wearing a bonnet. I guess we’ll have to wear ours if we want to keep our hair from blowing around.”


  They watched as other young girls and older ladies walked past them. Not a single one was without a bonnet, and most of them were wearing jackets too.


  “Oh, well,” Celia sighed. “We’re out here now. We can put ours on next time.”


  Mandie gazed out at the endless ocean and the distant horizon. “Look, Celia,” she said. “There’s nothing but water. Not a speck of land in sight. Makes you feel weird, doesn’t it?”


  Celia nodded solemnly. “Like being in another world.”


  Mandie glanced around, then quickly looked back at Celia. “Don’t look to our right, but we’re being stared at.”


  Celia turned her head only slightly. “By whom?” she asked.


  “A little old lady. I’ve never seen her before,” Mandie replied under her breath.


  Celia stood. “Let’s stroll again so I can see her. We should get our bonnets too, don’t you think?”


  “Fine, but go to your right, and we’ll pass directly in front of her,” Mandie instructed. “She’s sitting in a chair up against the wall about fifteen feet away.” As the girls walked past, Mandie tried to avoid the woman’s gaze.


  Although she was dressed in expensive clothes, nothing seemed to fit the woman quite right. She wore a fashionable bonnet, but wisps of untidy gray hair stuck out in various places. The sunlight reflected off the many diamonds adorning her skinny fingers, and an enormous brooch decorated the neck of her black dress.


  Her black eyes riveted on the girls as they walked by, and even when Celia glanced her way, she didn’t move her head.


  “Did you see her?” Mandie whispered after they’d passed the woman.


  “Uh-huh,” Celia replied. She glanced backward a second. “And she’s still staring at us.”


  “Well, she ought to know us the next time she sees us,” Mandie said with a grin.


  “It’s kinda scary,” Celia replied.


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE STRANGE WOMAN


  When the girls finally got back to their cabin, they opened the door to find a large cut-glass bowl full of fruit on the little table in the corner.


  “Look! Somebody’s brought us some fruit,” Celia said.


  Mandie looked around the room suspiciously. “And hung up our clothes in the closet,” she added.


  Snowball rubbed around his mistress’s legs and purred.


  “I wonder who it was,” Mandie puzzled. “It was probably the senator who brought the fruit, don’t you think? And Grandmother must have found a maid to unpack.”


  “Maybe, but the fruit sure looks tempting.” Celia picked up a bright red apple, then put it back. “It must be getting near suppertime.”


  “My stomach would agree with that,” Mandie sighed. “Let’s just stay here and rest until it’s time for supper, all right?”


  Celia lay down on the lower bunk. “Remember your grandmother said we have to get dressed up,” she reminded her. “By the way, I really appreciate your taking the upper berth, Mandie.”


  Mandie climbed the ladder and asked Celia to hand Snowball up to her. While Mandie stretched out on the bed, the kitten meowed and pranced around, uneasy with the height.


  “Snowball,” Mandie fussed, “don’t tell me you’re afraid of sleeping up here.” She caught him and cuddled him close. “I won’t let you fall off.”


  All the excitement and fresh air had tired the girls, and they’d almost dozed off when they heard someone at their door.


  Mandie raised up on one elbow to see the door open slowly. A face peeked through the opening, and Mandie quickly climbed down the ladder. “What is it?” she demanded, crossing quickly to the door as someone closed it. Then with a jerk it came open again. She almost fell back, but Celia was right behind her and caught her. Both girls stared.


  There in the doorway was the strange woman who had been watching them on the deck. Obviously flustered at being caught, she stammered, “I . . . I must have the wrong cabin.” Turning quickly, she hurried down the corridor and the girls saw her disappear around the corner as they looked after her.


  Mandie and Celia stood watching a moment, but she didn’t come back, so they closed the door and sat down on the small settee in their cabin.


  Mandie frowned. “I really wonder who that woman is,” she said thoughtfully.


  “Why would she be snooping on us?” Celia asked. “Maybe we should tell your grandmother about her.”


  “Oh no, Celia. We can’t do that,” Mandie objected. “Why, Grandmother wouldn’t let us out of her sight if she knew someone was following us around. Let’s just start watching her.”


  “How are we going to do that?” Celia wondered aloud. “We don’t even know what cabin is hers.”


  “Hey!” Mandie jumped up. “Maybe that Charles fellow would know who she is. He’d at least know which is her cabin. Let’s go find him. He said he’s stationed at the end of this corridor. Come on.”


  Celia followed her friend out the door and down the hallway. At the end of the corridor they found a small recessed area with a tiny counter and a stool, but no one was there. A bell with a sign:


  RING FOR SERVICE


  sat on the counter, but there was no one in sight.


  “Well!” Mandie sighed in disappointment.


  Celia looked around. “He told us he’d be here if we needed anything.”


  “Maybe he had to go on an errand,” Mandie replied. “I’m sure he must be busy serving other guests. Let’s go down this other hallway and look for him.” She started toward the cross hall.


  Celia caught her sleeve. “Mandie, isn’t it about time to get dressed for dinner? It’s going to take me forever to get ready because I’m not used to wearing my hair up like this.”


  “I guess you’re right,” Mandie agreed. “We sure don’t want to be late for dinner. There’s no telling what Grandmother would do if we were late at the captain’s table.” They turned and headed back to their cabin.


  They looked through the expensive dresses hanging in their closet. Celia’s mother had bought her daughter a whole new wardrobe for the journey, and Mandie’s grandmother had almost done the same, even though she had bought Mandie a number of new dresses for their trip to Washington, D.C. earlier in the year.


  Mandie shook her head. “I’m going to feel awfully silly in one of these fancy long gowns,” she complained. “I don’t understand why we have to get so dressed up and be so uncomfortable when all we’re going to do is eat supper.”


  “But Mandie, that’s the custom,” Celia explained. “I know that much from my mother. She says when you’re traveling a long distance onboard ship you are expected to wear formal clothing for dinner every night. And it is dinner in the evening, not supper, as we call it.”


  She finally selected a yellow satin dress and carefully removed it from the hanger. “I don’t like these fancy things any more than you do, but we have to follow custom if we’re going to take this journey.”


  “Maybe you and I should just start another custom while we’re on this ship,” Mandie said with a grin.


  Celia looked shocked. “No, Mandie, no!” she protested. “We can’t upset your grandmother. She’d tell our mothers for sure, and that would be the end of our adventures.”


  Mandie sighed heavily and took down the first dress her hand touched. “Well, maybe they’ll make it all worthwhile and have something good to eat.” She unbuttoned the bodice of her traveling suit and let it drop to the floor.


  Celia smiled at the thought. “Maybe we’ll see that good-looking Charles at dinner.”


  “There’s a good possibility,” Mandie smiled. “And you know that strange woman has to eat sometime—maybe she’ll be at the first seating tonight, too,” she said. “Then we can ask around to see if anyone knows who she is.” Standing before the long mirror on the door, Mandie straightened the long skirt of her baby blue dress.


  Celia turned her back to Mandie and asked her to finish buttoning her dress. “I don’t know why they make dresses with so many buttons in the back where you can’t reach them,” she fussed.


  “Oh, but they’re pearl buttons, Celia,” Mandie said, fastening them one by one. “They really make the dress look elegant, and you look especially pretty in yellow with your auburn curls. There,” she said, fastening the last one. “Now what are we going to do with our hair?”


  Celia thought a moment. “How about threading my pearl necklace through my hair instead of wearing it around my neck? It would look special, wouldn’t it?”


  “Yes. And I’ll just use a few of these rhinestone combs in mine,” Mandie decided. She tentatively placed one in her hair and then added three more to secure her blonde tresses.


  The girls were ready, but they’d heard nothing from Mrs. Taft’s room.


  “Maybe we should see if Grandmother is getting ready,” Mandie suggested, knocking on the connecting door.


  There was no answer, so she unlatched it and opened it carefully. No one was in the room.


  Mandie turned to Celia. “Didn’t she say we were to be ready for dinner at seven o’clock?” She flipped open the pendant watch hanging around her neck. “It’s fifteen minutes to seven right now.”


  Just at that moment, Mrs. Taft’s hallway door opened and she came hurrying into her room. “Oh, dear, oh dear,” she muttered. “I can’t be late.” Then she noticed the girls, and stopped suddenly, putting a hand to her face. “My, but you both look like princesses!”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Taft,” Celia replied.


  “Now you girls can wait for me in your cabin. I’ll be ready in just a few minutes.”


  “Of course, Grandmother,” Mandie said, leaving the room with Celia. She closed the door and twirled around in her long blue gown. “Well, I wonder what held her up till the last minute?”


  “Senator Morton?” Celia said with a grin. She mimicked Mandie’s elegant twirling movements.


  Mandie stopped suddenly and stared at her friend. “You’re right. I think my grandmother is what you would call ‘smitten’ with the gentleman,” she said. “But I’m glad, because I really like the senator.”


  “I like him, too, Mandie,” her friend replied. “Do you think he might ask your grandmother to marry him?”


  “Marry him? Well, I don’t know about that.” Mandie thoughtfully patted her hairdo. She smiled. “But, that’s not such a bad idea, Celia, because then I’d have a grandpa, wouldn’t I?”


  “A step-grandfather, Mandie. Not a real one,” Celia corrected. “There’s a difference.”


  “Since my two real grandfathers died before I was ever born, I think it would be nice to have the senator for my very own grandpa,” Mandie decided.


  Celia frowned. “Do you suppose he has any children or grandchildren of his own?” she asked. “Because if he has, they might not want to share him with you.”


  “Oh, Celia, that’s silly,” Mandie teased. “What difference could it make to them if I claimed him, too? I do know my grandmother must like him an awful lot, because they were together everywhere in Washington, D.C., remember?”


  “That’s right.”


  “And he must like my grandmother,” Mandie continued. “In fact, I think he came on this journey just because of her.” She looked around the room. “I wish Grandmother would hurry. I’m tired of standing, and if I sit, I’ll wrinkle my dress before dinner.”


  “Lean against the wall like this,” Celia demonstrated.


  But within seconds Mrs. Taft opened the door between the rooms. “Be sure you close the door now, dears, so Snowball can’t come into my room. He might decide to sleep on my clothes there.” She indicated a pile of dresses on hangers lying across the bed. “I don’t have time to hang them up,” she added, a little embarrassed.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and grinned as they closed the connecting door.


  As they followed Mrs. Taft out of their room, Mandie whispered, “I guess she couldn’t make up her mind what to wear.”


  Celia nodded.


  Senator Morton was waiting for them in the corridor, and taking Mrs. Taft’s arm, he led the way to dinner.


  At the doorway of the dining room, the girls stopped and stared. The room was huge. There must have been hundreds of tables covered with white linen tablecloths and set with fine silver, delicate china, and sparkling crystal. Waiters in formal attire stood ready, and the smell of food made Mandie ravenous.


  In the center of the room on a raised platform a uniformed orchestra was softly playing a waltz.


  A man with a dark complexion, who was dressed in evening clothes, stood at the entrance taking names and telling other employees where to seat the guests. But when he came to them, he spoke to the senator briefly, then escorted them personally to the captain’s table.


  Captain Montrose stood, greeting the dozen people who would dine with him that evening around a large round table. He was a tall, slender man with gray hair and a huge mustache, and he spoke with a heavy British accent.


  While Mandie and Celia were seated to the captain’s left, Mrs. Taft and the senator sat on his right.


  The girls groaned and whispered to each other when no one was looking, “Why do we have to sit right under his nose?” Mandie said between clenched teeth.


  “And right in front of your grandmother and the senator,” Celia muttered.


  As the table filled, the girls found themselves the only young people there. Most of the other guests were even older than Mrs. Taft.


  After everyone was seated, Captain Montrose turned to Mandie. “I’m very happy to welcome friends of President McKinley to my ship and my table,” he said. “I’ve heard about your visit to the White House, Miss Amanda.”


  “You have?” Mandie questioned, folding and unfolding her hands under the table.


  “Yes, you see it was in all the British newspapers—the story of how you have helped the Cherokee Indians,” the captain explained. “I wish I could have met your other friends, too.”


  “Thank you, Captain Montrose,” Mandie said. “But we didn’t do anything special. You see, the gold belonged to the Cherokees in the first place. We just used it to build them a hospital.”


  “But without your leadership and knowledge the poor Indians would likely not have accomplished with it what you did,” the captain added.


  Mandie bristled. Poor Indians!


  Celia touched Mandie’s arm in a cautioning gesture.


  Just then, from across the table, a man with wire-rimmed glasses spoke. “And have you heard anything from the President since your visit?” he asked.


  Mandie recognized him as the man who had given Senator Morton the newspapers. Before the ship sailed, she had thought he was a visitor, not a passenger.


  “No sir,” Mandie replied. “Except for a note right after I got home. President McKinley is such a busy person. And his wife is so sickly, he has to take care of her, too.”


  “Do you expect to visit him again someday?” the man asked.


  “Mister . . . uh . . . I don’t believe I got your name, sir,” Mandie stammered.


  “I am sorry, Miss Shaw,” the man apologized. “I thought perhaps you caught it when the captain introduced all of us. My name is Janus Holtzclaw. I believe we were both at the President’s inaugural dinner in Washington.”


  “Oh yes, Mr. Holtzclaw.” Mandie nodded. “President McKinley invited us to visit him again sometime, but there is nothing definite about that. Why do you ask all these questions?”


  Mrs. Taft gasped, and others around the table cleared their throats.


  Mandie didn’t care what other people thought. She was determined to get to the bottom of this mystery. Why was this man so interested in her?


  “I apologize again, my dear,” Mr. Holtzclaw said, grinning. “I happen to own a newspaper, and I have a bad habit of asking too many questions, I suppose.” He adjusted his wire-rimmed spectacles.


  “I suppose I do, too, sir, and I apologize if I sounded rude,” Mandie replied. She looked down at her plate, hoping to end the conversation. At least now she knew why the man gave the senator all those newspapers. He was in the business.


  The captain picked up the conversation again. “We will be having a play in the music room after this meal is finished,” he said. “If anyone would care to attend, I would be happy to escort you to the room.”


  Mandie shivered at the overly courteous way the captain spoke. There was something about that man. . . .


  Immediately everyone at the table agreed to go to the play except Mandie and Celia. Mandie glanced at her grandmother for instructions, and Mrs. Taft told the girls they should come along with the senator and her to the play.


  As everyone left the table, Mandie and her friend trailed along behind. Mandie turned to Celia and whispered, “I didn’t see Charles anywhere.” She looked around to be sure no one else could hear. “And I didn’t see that strange woman, either.”


  “Charles probably eats with the help,” Celia reminded her. “And maybe that woman eats at the second sitting.”


  “Let’s go see if she’s anywhere near our room,” Mandie urged. Before Celia could reply, Mandie tapped Mrs. Taft on the shoulder, and she turned around. “Grandmother, Celia and I need to stop in our room for a second, we’ll catch up.”


  “Well, all right,” Mrs. Taft replied. “But make it fast, and be sure you find us. We’ll save two seats next to us for the play.”


  The girls agreed and hurried down a cross hallway. As soon as they were out of sight of the adults, they lifted their long skirts and raced along the corridor to their room. There was no one in sight anywhere. Now and then they could hear someone talking in a cabin, but the corridor was deserted.


  As they reached their door, Mandie sighed and opened it. “We didn’t find her,” she said, grabbing her kitten before he could get out. “Oh, Celia. I forgot about Snowball. He’s got to have some supper.”


  “If we could find that Charles, maybe he would get some food for him,” Celia suggested.


  “But I’m not sure what he would think about Snowball,” Mandie protested.


  “Didn’t your grandmother get permission for you to bring the kitten?” Celia asked.


  Mandie rubbed Snowball’s head. “I don’t know,” she replied. “I guess I assumed she did, but I’m afraid to take any chances.”


  Snowball looked as if he wanted her to pick him up, but she shook her head. “No, Snowball, you might snag your claws on all this lace and finery.”


  Suddenly Celia gasped, and Mandie looked up. “Mandie, look! All the fruit is gone! Every single piece.” Mandie ran over to the table and picked up the empty bowl. “Well!


  I wonder who took it? And why!”


  Just then there was a loud rap at the door, and when Mandie went to answer it, she was glad to see the steward’s smiling face. He held a lovely vase of beautifully arranged fresh flowers.


  “Excuse me, ladies,” he said in his crisp British accent. “These were to be in your room before we sailed, but there was a mix-up of some sort. They’re compliments of the captain.”


  Mandie hesitated a moment, then took the vase and set it down on


  the dressing table. Charles talked with them for a few minutes, then started to leave. “Wait,” Mandie said. “I wonder if you would do me a big favor.” “Certainly, miss. Anything you desire,” Charles said, half bowing. “You see, I need some food—” Mandie stopped, not knowing how


  to explain the situation. “For your kitten,” Charles said with a smile. “I was just going to


  get him something after I delivered the flowers.” Mandie looked at him in surprise. “You knew about Snowball?” “Of course, miss.” He smiled. “You see, when I brought the bowl


  of fruit for you, I noticed him then. Poor kitten was lonely, being shut up in here.” Charles stooped down and rubbed Snowball’s soft fur as the kitten purred and rubbed against his legs.


  “You don’t mind if I keep him on the ship?” Mandie asked. “No, I love animals, and so does the captain,” Charles told her. “Now I’ll get him supper if you’ll excuse me.” “Wait.” Celia stopped him. “You say you brought the bowl of fruit


  to us. But it’s all disappeared.” She pointed. Charles stared at the empty bowl. “You ate it that fast?” “We haven’t touched it,” Mandie said. “Why did you bring us so


  much fruit anyway?”


  “That, too, is compliments of the captain,” Charles explained. “I also left one in your grandmother’s cabin next door, and the senator’s across the way.” He shielded his mouth as though divulging some great secret. “Confidentially, though, you two are the only ones to whom he sent flowers.”


  He grinned, then grew serious again. “I just cannot imagine who took all that fruit.” He reached over and took the bowl. “Never mind,” he said. “I’ll just get you another one.”


  “Thanks so much,” Mandie said as he started out the door. “Celia and I have to catch up with my grandmother now and see that play in the music room. Thanks.”


  Celia grabbed Mandie’s arm. “Mandie!” she cried. “How do we find the music room? We don’t even know where it is.” She looked at Charles helplessly.


  Before Mandie could reply, Charles offered to show them where it was. Shutting Snowball in their room, the girls followed the handsome steward down the corridor.


  Mandie squeezed Celia’s hand and whispered, “You said that on purpose, didn’t you?”


  Celia nodded and smiled as they caught up with the man.


  “Do you have a crush on him?” Mandie teased after Charles left them at the music room. The play had not yet begun.


  Celia raised her eyebrows, grinned, and silently led the way to the seats Mrs. Taft was holding for them.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  SNOWBALL ESCAPES


  The sun shone brightly the next morning, and the ship’s chaplain planned a Sunday church service in the open air on the main deck. Mrs. Taft insisted that the girls attend with her and the senator.


  As the girls got ready, Mandie had a hard time waking up. “It doesn’t seem like a vacation to me,” she grumbled. “Having to get up so early is not fun after we had to stay up so late last night. That play was really silly, wasn’t it?”


  Celia let out a long sigh. “Cheer up, Mandie,” she said, putting the finishing touches on her hair. “When we grow up, we can do whatever we please, and that includes sleeping late on vacation.”


  The connecting door opened and Mrs. Taft looked in. “Are you ready, girls?” she asked.


  “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison. Picking up their bonnets, they quickly tied them on.


  The deck chairs had all been placed in a large semi-circle, and the chaplain stood with his back to the rail. All of the crew that could be spared stood at attention in their bright uniforms around the rail.


  Senator Morton led the way for Mrs. Taft and the girls, and they sat near the edge of the chairs toward the front. The breeze wasn’t as strong as it had been, and the ship seemed to float instead of bounce along as it had before.


  The girls looked around, and Mandie whispered to Celia, “Not everyone is here. Some people got to sleep late.”


  “Maybe they’re not Christians like us,” Celia replied softly. “We’re used to going to church on Sunday.”


  Mrs. Taft leaned forward and reached across the senator. “Girls!” she whispered, shaking her head.


  Mandie and Celia straightened up immediately and listened as the chaplain delivered his sermon. As he talked about Jesus walking on the water, Mandie found that hard to believe after being on the ocean like this. Then she shook her head, irritated with her thoughts, and reminded herself that anything is possible with the Lord. After all, she thought, He made the oceans and rivers and seas.


  Mandie let her gaze wander over the crowd in search of the strange woman as she listened to the chaplain. She was nowhere to be seen. But Charles stood in the middle of the lineup of the ship’s crew, and Mandie noticed Celia glancing his way now and then.


  After the closing “amen” of the service, Mrs. Taft rose quickly. “We’ll go inside now, girls, and have some breakfast,” she instructed. “After that you may bring your Bibles and books out here on the deck to read awhile if you like.” She and the senator headed for the dining room. “I will be going to a meeting with other North Carolinians who are on board. We’re making plans for our time in Europe. Come along, girls.”


  The girls followed. “Yes ma’am,” they replied.


  As they entered the dining room, the aroma made Mandie glad they weren’t sleeping through breakfast. As she and Celia moved through the buffet line, they filled their plates with sausage, bacon, eggs, hot biscuits, honey, jam, and “chips,” which they learned was the British name for fried potatoes.


  With plates piled high, the girls walked over to the small table where the senator and Mrs. Taft were already seated. “The only thing missing is grits,” Mandie told her friend.


  Celia giggled. “The British probably don’t even know what they are,” she said.


  When they had finished their breakfast, Mrs. Taft and the senator excused themselves. “We’re going to the tea room now for our meeting,” Mrs. Taft told them. “Just be sure you two don’t do anything you shouldn’t.”


  “Of course not, Grandmother,” Mandie assured her.


  When the senator and Mrs. Taft had left the room, the girls eagerly finished their food. “Let’s hurry. I want to look around for that strange woman again,” Mandie told her friend.


  “Don’t you think we’d better go back to our cabin and get our books and Bibles first?” Celia replied. “Remember what your grandmother said about reading.”


  “We’ll get around to that,” Mandie said. “I’d like to change my bonnet first. This one is too big and heavy.”


  “And we can look for that woman on our way to our room,” Celia added.


  As the girls headed in the direction of their cabin, they decided that most of the passengers must be lounging on the decks or in their rooms because there were very few people in the corridors. The girls watched for the strange woman, but she didn’t cross their path.


  Celia opened the door to their cabin and went in. Mandie followed, leaving the door slightly ajar as she hurried to find a more comfortable bonnet in her hat box.


  Celia almost tripped over a bowl on the floor next to the little table. A few tiny pieces of egg and bacon remained. “Looks like Charles has given Snowball his breakfast,” she said.


  Mandie glanced down at the bowl as she tied on another bonnet. “He did say he would look after his food. Let’s go.”


  “Are we taking our Bibles and books now?” Celia asked.


  Mandie started for the door. “Oh no! I left the door open!” she cried. “Where is Snowball? Here, kitty, kitty.” She stooped to look under the few pieces of furniture he might have crawled under. “Celia! He’s got out.”


  Celia ran to the door and looked down the corridor. “Mandie!” she exclaimed. “I see him way down yonder. Come on, hurry!”


  The girls lifted their long skirts and raced down the corridor. Snowball stopped, looked back once, and quickly disappeared around a corner.


  The girls ignored the people who stopped and stared as they raced after Snowball.


  Mandie turned the corner. “He went this way,” she called to Celia. Her friend followed. But when they got around the corner, Snowball was nowhere in sight.


  Suddenly Celia pointed. “Look, Mandie!” she cried. “He’s sitting on top of that laundry cart.”


  The girls hurried toward him. Snowball quickly jumped down and again disappeared around another corner. Every time the girls caught a glimpse of the white kitten, he immediately disappeared. They followed him down stairs and through opened doors, but he always managed to stay out of their reach.


  Finally, after going down several flights of stairs, the girls came to an open door at the foot of the steps. They stopped to stare at what seemed like hundreds of people sitting around on a deck, talking loudly. Their clothes were ragged and threadbare. Dozens of children played in the crowded quarters, and a few people were eating from bags they held in their laps.


  Mandie looked at Celia in confusion. “Who are these people?” she whispered loudly. “I haven’t seen anyone like this anywhere we’ve been on this ship.”


  “I don’t know,” Celia answered in the same tone.


  The people turned to stare at the two girls, and conversation instantly stopped. It was as though they were waiting to see what Mandie and Celia were up to.


  Suddenly Mandie spotted Snowball. A little girl in an ill-fitting dress was holding him tightly and rubbing his head.


  “Snowball!” Mandie cried. She sprang forward to take the kitten from the little girl.


  “No, no!” the child cried. She jumped up and ran.


  Mandie and Celia tried to follow through the crowd, but the people wouldn’t move to let them through.


  “That’s my kitten that little girl has got!” Mandie shouted as she slipped between two husky men. Celia followed.


  Still holding Snowball tightly, the child ran to a tall, thin woman and took refuge in her long, full skirt.


  Mandie was almost out of breath as she came face to face with the woman. “Ma’am, that’s my cat the little girl has,” she said boldly.


  The woman, who looked almost as young as Mandie, bent down to speak to the child. “Violet, give the lady her kitten,” she said firmly.


  “Mine!” The child refused. “I found it.”


  The tall woman pushed back her bonnet, revealing blonde hair. She bent down beside the child and put her arms around her. “Now listen, Violet. It’s the lady’s kitten, not yours,” she reprimanded. “Now give


  it to her at once.”


  The child twisted free and ran through the crowd.


  The young woman stood. “I’m sorry,” she said to Mandie. “Ever since our mother died, she tries to claim everything that comes across her path. I’ll get the kitten for you.”


  Mandie’s heart went out to the young woman. “Your mother died?”


  “Yes, last week,” she replied sadly. “My father thought it would be best if Violet and I went to stay with my mother’s sister in England for a while. You see, my mother was English.”


  Mandie detected a slight British accent. “I’m sorry, Miss—”


  “My name is Lily Masterson. Violet and I are sisters,” the young woman explained. “She’s only six years old. I was ten when she was born, and our mother had been sickly a lot, so I’ve always looked out for Violet.”


  Celia looked around the deck. “Where did all these people come from?” she asked.


  Lily laughed. “Evidently, you belong in the first-class section,” she replied. “This is what they call the steerage section. You see, if you don’t have much money, you can ride here for a small fee. Only thing, there aren’t any real rooms, and you have to sleep wherever you can find a place and eat whatever you can find. But sooner or later you’ll get where you’re going—same as all those first-class ladies and gentlemen.”


  Mandie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Lily, my name is Amanda Shaw,” she said. “And this is my friend, Celia Hamilton. This is the first time either one of us has ever been on a ship. I thought everyone had accommodations like ours. I didn’t even know there was such a place as this steerage section.”


  She rubbed her brow thoughtfully. “Maybe you and your little sister could come up to our room and sleep. We only have two single bunks, but we could make pallets on the floor,” she offered. “That would be better than this.”


  “Oh no, no,” Lily protested. “There are regulations on this ship. People in this section are strictly forbidden to go up to your section.”


  Celia looked worried. “Do you not have a dining room to eat in?” she asked.


  “For goodness sakes, no,” Lily replied. “You bring your food with you when you get on the ship.”


  “My goodness!” Mandie said in amazement. “I don’t see how it could last all the way to England. Doesn’t it spoil?”


  The young woman smiled. “No, you have to bring things that won’t spoil—like dried beef, hard bread, cheese and things like that,” she explained. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll be all right. And once we get to England, our aunt has a nice house in the country and she has written and asked us to come.”


  Violet peeked out from behind her sister’s skirt. She was still holding onto Snowball. Lily quickly bent down, grabbed the kitten, and handed it to Mandie before the child knew what was happening.


  “Mine!” Violet screamed, pulling at her sister’s skirts.


  Lily swung her sister up into her thin arms and hugged her tight. “Violet, that is that lady’s kitten, not yours,” she said firmly. “Maybe Aunt Emma will have a kitten and you can play with it.”


  The child leaned back to look into her sister’s face. “Do you think she might?”


  “I can’t promise, but if she doesn’t, maybe she’ll allow us to get one for you,” Lily tried to comfort her.


  Violet pouted. “But she might not have one, and she might not get one for me,” she said, glancing in Mandie’s direction.


  Mandie stepped forward and patted the child’s blonde head. “I tell you what,” she said. “If your sister will come to the hotel where we’re going to be staying in London, I’ll get you a kitten all your very own.”


  “We couldn’t do that,” Lily protested. “We’re to stay overnight at a boardinghouse my aunt recommended in London and then we’ll get the train the next morning. You see, the train goes right by my aunt’s house in the country. My aunt knows the engineer, so he has promised to stop and let us off.”


  Celia’s eyes grew wide. “That’s great to have the train stop right at your door,” she said.


  Snowball was squirming to get down, and Mandie held him tighter. “You could still come by where we’re staying,” she offered.


  “But where would you get a kitten in a country like that that you don’t know anything about?” Lily asked.


  “Oh, but my grandmother knows people all over Europe. I’m sure she could find a kitten for Violet,” Mandie assured her.


  Lily hugged her sister. “I think it would be better if you asked your grandmother about this first,” she insisted.


  “All right. I will then,” Mandie promised. She started to leave, then turned back. “I’ll come back soon and let you know what she says. Bye bye, Violet.” She waved.


  The child merely looked at her without a word. Lily set her sister down and waved to the girls as they headed for the stairs.


  “I don’t think I remember how far up we are,” Celia said. “Do you?”


  “You know, I don’t either,” Mandie admitted as they started up, “but we’ll find our way somehow.” She scolded Snowball for squirming to get down. “And we’re lost all because of you, Snowball.”


  Looking up, she stopped suddenly on the stairs. “Celia, I believe I saw that strange woman up there on the landing. Come on! Let’s hurry.”


  They lifted their cumbersome skirts and hurried upward. At the landing they stopped to look around. There was no one in sight. Mandie turned to the right.


  “Mandie, don’t go wandering off,” Celia warned. “I know for a fact that we came straight down at least three or four flights of stairs.” She waited for her friend to return.


  “You’re right, Celia,” Mandie agreed. She came back and started up the staircase again. “I guess we’d better try to find our way back instead of looking for that woman.”


  The girls took the stairs all the way up until they came to a set of heavy double doors. They stopped to rest.


  “I think we came through these doors,” Mandie said thoughtfully. Pushing one open, she peered around it, then quickly dashed through with Celia right behind her. “Come on. This is the way, and I just saw that woman again.”


  They barged ahead through doors, up more stairs, and down corridors until they finally came to their section of the ship. But the strange woman had disappeared.


  Mandie stopped to catch her breath. “Whew! That was a long trip!”


  “It wasn’t so bad going down, but having to come back up all those steps is too much,” Celia agreed.


  Mandie looked at the cabin numbers on the doors. “Now according to the numbers, we’re on the right track,” she said. “Hooray, we’re right down this hallway!”


  “And there comes your grandmother,” Celia told her.


  The girls hurried to meet Mrs. Taft at her door. Then going inside with her, they excitedly told her what they had discovered.


  “Amanda, please pause to get your breath,” Mrs. Taft scolded. “I can’t understand a word you’re saying.” The older woman sat down.


  Mandie and Celia sat on the bed, and Mandie let Snowball down as she explained where they had been. While she talked, Mrs. Taft listened with a surprised look on her face.


  “So, you see Grandmother, you can find a kitten in London for the little girl, can’t you?” Mandie asked. “Please?”


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft began, “you and Celia should never have intruded on those people down there. They are not allowed up here in our section, and you should respect their privacy too.”


  The girls looked at each other in stunned silence.


  “But, Grandmother, Lily was friendly with us,” Mandie protested. “Besides, how could I have found Snowball if I didn’t just keep following after him?”


  “One of the stewards would have found him for you,” Mrs. Taft replied. “You should be more careful and not let Snowball out of your room.” She stood and took off her bonnet. “Now, I’m going to rest a few minutes. It will soon be time for the noon meal.”


  The girls stood and headed for their room.


  “Grandmother, would you just give me permission to see those girls when we get to London so I can give Violet a kitten?” Mandie asked eagerly.


  “Amanda, you know that’s impossible,” Mrs. Taft replied. “We’re going to be staying at the Majestic Hotel, and who knows where they’ll be staying?”


  “Would you just give me permission to tell Lily where we’re staying, so that if she can find it, she can come by?” Mandie persisted.


  “Come by for what? We can’t just sail into London and find a kitten just like that!” Grandmother snapped her fingers.


  “If they came by, I could give them enough money to buy a kitten for Violet. Please?” Mandie pleaded.


  “Amanda, you’ve got too soft a heart,” Mrs. Taft told her. She paused. “I suppose I can give you permission for that much,” she conceded. “But let me caution you. Don’t go back down there to the steerage section. You send a note by the steward. Do you understand?”


  Mandie impulsively hugged her grandmother. “Oh, thank you. Thank you, Grandmother.”


  Mrs. Taft hugged her granddaughter back. “Now leave me alone, girls,” she said. “I need to rest before we eat.”


  Mandie snatched up Snowball, and the girls went through the connecting door to their own room. As they sat down together on Celia’s bunk, Mandie put Snowball down, and he played on the bed behind them. Mandie glanced over at the fruit bowl on the little table.


  “Look, the bowl is full of fruit again!” she exclaimed. “Why don’t we get the steward to take it to Lily and Violet with the note when we send it. I feel so sorry for those people having to travel like that.”


  “All right,” Celia agreed. “That would be nice. Do you suppose we could find Charles and ask him to do all this for us?”


  Mandie jumped up. “Let’s see if he’s at the end of the hallway.” She caught hold of her kitten. “And, Mister Snowball, you don’t get to go this time. You stay here.” She set him down on the floor.


  Carefully closing the door behind them, the girls went looking for Charles. To their surprise, they actually found him sitting on the stool at the little counter, doing some kind of paperwork. He looked up with a smile and greeted them.


  Mandie leaned on the counter. “Charles, could we ask you to do us a favor, please?” she asked.


  He stood up. “Why yes, ma’am. Anything you ask.”


  “You see, there’s a place on this ship called the steerage section,” Mandie began.


  “Yes, I know, and you young ladies shouldn’t ever go down there,” the steward warned. “There are some unsavory characters on that deck.”


  “That’s why we want you to go for us,” Mandie continued.


  Charles looked shocked. “You want me to go to the steerage section? For what, miss?”


  “There’s a tall girl down there named Lily Masterson,” Mandie explained. “She’s about sixteen years old, and she has a little sister named Violet—”


  “She’s about six,” Celia added.


  “Right,” Mandie said. “And I would like for you to take a note to them for me.”


  “Do you know these people, miss?” Charles asked.


  “Yes we do,” Mandie replied. “Would you do it for me?”


  The steward hesitated. “If you say so, miss,” he finally agreed. “But, mind you, I’m not positive I can find them. There must be hundreds of passengers down there.”


  “I’m sure you can find them,” Mandie assured him. “Just ask someone where the girls are that had visitors from the first-class section this morning.”


  “You . . . went down there?” Charles was overwhelmed. “To the steerage?”


  “Not on purpose,” Celia quickly explained. “Snowball got lost, and when we chased him we ended up down there.”


  “And this little girl, Violet Masterson, had caught Snowball,” Mandie added.


  Charles shook his head. “Do you have the note ready?” he asked.


  “If you’ll just come to our room in a minute or two, I’ll have it ready then,” she assured him.


  “Right-o,” Charles replied, stacking his papers.


  Back in their cabin, Mandie quickly found some stationery, wrote a brief note giving the name of their hotel in London, sealed it in an envelope, and wrote Lily’s name on the outside.


  When the steward knocked on the door a minute later, the girls asked him to also take their bowl of fruit to the Mastersons, but he protested.


  “But we may never even eat it,” Mandie argued. “We get so much to eat in the dining room.”


  “And those people don’t have enough food,” Celia added.


  “All right,” Charles gave in. “But I won’t take your fruit. I know where the fruit is kept, and I’ll just get some for them.”


  “We won’t tell anyone. Thanks a lot,” Mandie said.


  “It doesn’t matter whether you tell anyone or not,” Charles explained. “The fruit will be included in the price of your cabins. You may have as much as you wish, and I guess it doesn’t matter if you wish to give some away.”


  “Great!” Mandie exclaimed. “Then will you take some down there to the girls every day?”


  The steward hesitated.


  “Please?” Celia begged.


  Charles looked into her big brown eyes and smiled. “Anything you wish, miss. Now let me be off.”


  Mandie handed him the note. “Just in case you don’t find the girls, would you please let me know?” she asked.


  “Sure, miss. That I will do,” he promised. “Cheerio!”


  The girls frowned, puzzled.


  “Cheerio?” Mandie questioned.


  “Oh, sorry about that,” he apologized. “You’re Americans. Cheerio means goodbye in my country,” he said on his way out.


  The girls stood at the doorway and waved. “Cheerio!” they called as he vanished around a corner.


  Just as Mandie was about to close the door, she spotted the strange woman going into a cabin down the corridor. She gasped. “There she is, Celia!” she whispered loudly.


  Celia looked out. “Where?”


  Snowball rubbed around Mandie’s ankles, and she scooped him up. “She went into a room down there.” She pointed.


  “Now we know where she’s staying, anyway,” Celia said as Mandie closed the door.


  “And we can watch out for her better because we know she’s staying in this corridor,” Mandie agreed.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  STORM ON THE OCEAN


  In the middle of the night, a loud crack of thunder woke Mandie. She sat up in bed, her heart pounding. Outside the open porthole, lightning flashed again and again.


  Mandie jumped down from her bunk, and Snowball followed. Mandie’s legs felt rubbery as the ship lurched first to one side and then to the other. The ship’s foghorn blew several times.


  She bent down over the lower bunk. “Celia,” she said, shaking her friend. “Wake up. There’s a bad storm.”


  At that moment, the wind blew a chair across the cabin floor, and Mandie ran to shut the porthole. But the force of the wind was too strong.


  “Celia!” she cried. “Come help me!”


  Bleary-eyed, Celia stumbled over and helped Mandie get it closed. Then she slid down to the floor and sat there.


  Mandie flipped the lamp switch, but the light didn’t come on. “Oh, these newfangled lights!” she fussed. “No electricity! If this were a kerosene lamp, I could light it.”


  The connecting door opened, and Mrs. Taft stood there holding a lighted oil lamp. She surveyed the room as the lamp cast weird shadows. “Amanda, Celia, are y’all all right?” she asked.


  “Yes, Grandmother. We just got the porthole shut,” Mandie replied. “Where did you get that lamp? All we have is this silly one that doesn’t use kerosene.”


  “This was in my cabin,” Mrs. Taft told her. “Don’t you girls want to come in with me until the storm is over?”


  “I’m all right,” Mandie said. She glanced over at her friend, who was still sitting on the floor. “What about you, Celia?”


  A loud crack of thunder sent Celia scrambling to Mandie’s side. “I’ll be all right,” she said shakily. Turning to Mrs. Taft, she asked, “Do you think this ship is safe in such a bad storm?”


  Mrs. Taft hesitated a moment before answering. “Why, Celia, I’m sure this ship has been through dozens of storms.”


  The ship swayed and Celia grabbed Mandie’s hand. “But we’re way out here in the middle of the ocean, and it’s too far to swim to shore.”


  “Celia, we don’t know how to swim anyway,” Mandie said. “Grandmother, don’t worry about us. We’ll be all right. I’ll sleep with Celia. I don’t want to get thrown out of the top bunk when the ship sways.”


  “Well. . . . If y’all are sure you will be all right, I guess I will go back to bed,” Mrs. Taft said, turning to leave. “I would leave this lamp, but I don’t think we ought to leave it burning while we are asleep. It could fall off the table in all this pitching of the ship and set the place on fire. But if you need me, don’t bother to knock, just come on in.” She paused in the doorway. “Good night, girls.”


  “Good night, Mrs. Taft,” Celia said. The ship lurched again, and she gripped Mandie’s hand tighter.


  Mrs. Taft almost lost her footing.


  “Good night, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “Come on, Celia, let’s get back in bed while we can see where we’re going.”


  Her grandmother held the light high for them to see until they both got into Celia’s bunk and pulled the sheet up over their heads. Then she went back to her room and closed the door.


  “Celia,” Mandie said in a quivering voice, “we ought to say our verse, don’t you think?”


  “You’re right,” Celia agreed. “Let’s say it together.”


  Holding each other’s hand, the girls quoted their favorite Bible verse, the one that always gave them confidence to get through problems.


  “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee,’ ” they said in unison.


  Mandie relaxed a little. “Now I feel better,” she said. “God will take care of us.”


  “I know,” Celia said. “He always takes care of us.”


  Feeling the warmth of God’s care and the rocking of the ship, the girls soon drifted back to sleep.


  When daylight came, they awakened to a hot, stuffy room with the porthole still closed. But when they looked out, they saw that it was still raining hard. The wind was blowing, but the thunder and lightning were gone.


  “Celia,” Mandie suggested, “do you think we could slip out on the deck for a little fresh air? It’s hot in here, and if we open that porthole, everything will get blown around.”


  Celia hesitated a moment, then said, “Why not? We can just stay five minutes maybe and then come back.”


  Mandie walked over to the dressing table drawer and took out her watch. “My goodness,” she said. “It’s only five minutes till six. I don’t understand how we woke up so early after being up last night during that storm.”


  “The alarm clocks in our heads probably thought we were back home and had to get up for school.” Celia laughed. “I sure hope we don’t have any more storms like that one last night.”


  At that moment the ship lurched a little but nothing like it had the night before. Celia grabbed the post to her bunk bed.


  Mandie laughed. “This ship is going to do that as long as the wind blows,” she said. “Let’s get dressed and go out before Grandmother wakes up.”


  As the ship continued to tilt from side to side, the girls managed to get dressed. Mandie carried Snowball with her and Celia led the way out into the corridor. They had to hold onto the handrail along the wall as they headed out to the deck.


  When they pushed through the outside door, the wind blew their capes and their skirts. In an effort to hold her clothes down, Mandie released her kitten, but he seemed too frightened of the wind and rain to run off. He stayed close around her ankles.


  Rain pelted their faces, and the wind was so strong that they could hardly walk. They hadn’t gone more than a few feet when Celia stopped her friend. “Mandie, don’t you think we ought to go back inside? This is terrible,” she yelled above the roar of the wind and the waves beating against the ship.


  Mandie shook her head. “Not yet,” she yelled back, reaching up to hold the hood on her cape over her head.


  Celia tried to keep her head covered. “We should have worn bonnets,” she hollered.


  They stayed near the wall of the ship to shield themselves from the full force of the wind and rain, and slowly made their way down the deck. Finally Mandie paused to get her breath. Celia stopped by her side. The girls looked out over the lifeboats at the crashing waves below and shuddered.


  Suddenly Mandie saw something move. She gasped. There was something or someone under the tarpaulin of one of the lifeboats.


  “Celia, look at that lifeboat!” She pointed. “I think I saw something move in it.”


  Celia frowned. “I don’t see anything, Mandie,” she said. “It was probably the wind.”


  “The wind may have moved the tarpaulin, but I’m pretty sure I saw something under it,” Mandie replied. “Come on. Let’s go see.” She led the way across the deck.


  As the girls moved away from the protection of the cabin walls, the rain poured down on them. Without bonnets and with little protection from their capes, the girls were quickly drenched, but Mandie was determined to investigate.


  Finally making it over to the lifeboat, Mandie grabbed the rail. “Celia!” she exclaimed. “There’s somebody in that boat!”


  Celia shrank back. “Mandie, let’s go back inside.”


  But Mandie stepped over to the lifeboat and hung on. “Hey, you, inside that lifeboat,” she yelled. “Come on out. We saw you.”


  At that moment the wind blew the tarpaulin back, uncovering a boy huddled in the bottom of the lifeboat. The girls stared at him in surprise. He was probably a little older than they were, dark, with black eyes and olive skin. As he stood up, they could tell he was stocky and a little taller than they were. For a moment he just stood there in the pouring rain, staring at them.


  “What are you doing in that boat?” Mandie yelled above the roar of the wind.


  The boy smiled but didn’t reply. He just stood there, holding on to the ropes that were used to lower the lifeboat in case of emergency.


  “Who are you?” Mandie hollered. “It’s dangerous to be in a lifeboat in all this wind and rain. Don’t you know that?”


  Suddenly the boy yelled a torrent of foreign words, then just stood there smiling again.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other in confusion.


  “What language is that, Mandie?” Celia asked.


  “I don’t know, but it isn’t English,” Mandie replied. She turned back to the boy. “Can you speak English?”


  The boy shook his head and shrugged.


  “I don’t think he understood you,” Celia remarked.


  Again he spoke rapidly in a string of foreign words. Then he put his finger against his lips and crouched down in the boat.


  “He wants us to understand that he’s hiding!” Mandie exclaimed.


  The boy stood up again and held his hand up to his opened mouth. Then he rubbed his belly.


  “And he’s hungry,” Celia added.


  “I wonder why he’s—” Mandie stopped. Her eyes grew wide. “Oh no. He’s a stowaway!”


  Celia grabbed Mandie’s arm. “Let’s go,” she urged.


  Mandie shook her head. “He must be hiding from everyone because he isn’t supposed to be on this ship.” She yelled to the boy. “If you’ll tell us why you’re hiding, we’ll get you something to eat.”


  The boy shook his head as though he didn’t understand a word she said. Then he spoke again.


  “Mandie!” Celia exclaimed. “I believe he’s speaking French. They talk through their noses like that.”


  “I think you’re right,” Mandie said. “It does sound like that. I just wish I understood it.” She paused. “Grandmother speaks French.”


  “Mandie, we can’t let your grandmother know we’ve been out here,” Celia reminded her.


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. “What should we do? Should we bring him some food, or should we tell the captain about him?”


  Celia shook her head. “Don’t ask me for advice. Either way we’ll get into trouble,” she said. “We’d have to steal food from the dining room for him. And if we tell the captain everyone will know we were out here.”


  “But Celia, he must be hungry,” Mandie protested. “I couldn’t eat, knowing he’s out here in that lifeboat starving to death.” Mandie turned back to the boy and hollered, “We’ll get you something to eat as soon as we can. It may be awhile, but we’ll be back.”


  The boy smiled and disappeared again under the tarpaulin.


  Suddenly aware of how drenched they were, Mandie picked up Snowball and started to run. “Let’s hurry!” she called to Celia.


  When they finally reached their cabin, they quickly pulled off their wet clothes and put on dry ones. Then they tried to dry their hair with towels.


  “I’ll never get all this hair put back up,” Mandie complained. “I’m just going to braid it and leave it down.” She began brushing out the tangles in her long damp hair.


  “I guess I’ll leave mine down, too, and tie it back with a ribbon,” Celia decided. She rummaged in her trunk for a ribbon to match the dress she had put on.


  Mandie looked down at her kitten, who was washing himself on the rug. She laughed. “At least Snowball is almost dry,” she said.


  Celia combed through her curly auburn hair. “Where are you going to get food to take to that boy, Mandie?” she asked.


  Mandie began braiding her hair. “I’ll have to figure out a way,” she replied. “You know, Celia, I wonder why he’s hiding on this ship, anyway. And if he’s a foreigner, why is he sailing away from the United States? I wonder where he got on the ship?”


  Celia tied the ribbon in her hair. “Well, I’d like to know who he is,” she said. “He’s got to have a name.”


  “Do you suppose he’s going to London like we are?” Mandie asked.


  “I’m not sure this ship is going anyplace else,” Celia replied.


  At that moment, Mrs. Taft came through the connecting door. “Good morning, girls,” she said cheerily.


  “Good morning,” the girls replied.


  “I hope y’all were able to go back to sleep after that storm last night,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “We slept in Celia’s bunk,” Mandie told her.


  “I don’t believe we’ll be able to go out on the deck today with all this rain and wind. Maybe we can find something to do after breakfast anyway,” Mrs. Taft said. “I believe they are going to have a storyteller in the main salon after lunch, and there’s music in the music room this


  morning.”


  The girls exchanged glances but said nothing.


  “Shall we go to the dining room?” Mrs. Taft asked. She led the way out of the room.


  As Mandie had hoped, Senator Morton was waiting for them in the corridor. With him around to entertain her grandmother it would be easier for Mandie and Celia to try to get some food to the stowaway somehow.


  But Mrs. Taft and the senator stayed right with them the whole morning. After breakfast they walked down to the music room. A well-known opera singer gave a lengthy concert for the passengers, and then a group of actors put on an operetta.


  Just when Mandie thought they might be able to get away from the adults, a tall woman stopped to talk to Mrs. Taft. “You all simply must come to the morning room,” the woman said excitedly. “There’s a magician performing there, and I understand he is really good.”


  “Thank you for telling us, Geneva,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I am sure that will be a treat for the girls. We’ll see you there.”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and rolled their eyes.


  By the time the magician had finished his show, it was noon. The girls hadn’t had much of a chance to talk all morning, and they couldn’t discuss the boy in the lifeboat for fear the adults would hear them.


  As they were finishing their noon meal, Mrs. Taft reminded them that the storyteller would be in the salon soon.


  “Grandmother, would you mind if we went back to our room and rested awhile instead of going to hear the storyteller?” Mandie asked.


  “I suppose this has been a busy day for y’all after that awful storm last night,” Mrs. Taft said with a smile. “You’re probably both tired.”


  Senator Morton suggested, “If the girls don’t want to listen to the storyteller, then you and I could go to the lecture they’re giving on France.”


  “Yes, we could,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “You know, girls, that we will be visiting France on this trip, too. But since the lecture will be in French, I imagine it would be useless for you, since you don’t know the language yet.” She raised her eyebrows. “Which reminds me, Amanda, that’s one thing we need to see about. You will need some French lessons.”


  Mandie’s blue eyes twinkled as she thought of the boy outside. “I’d love to learn the language, Grandmother.”


  “So would I,” Celia added.


  Mrs. Taft excused the girls from the table. “We will see y’all at dinner tonight then,” she said.


  Mandie and Celia hurried back to their cabin as they discussed the boy in the lifeboat.


  “Have you figured out how we’re going to get some food for him?” Celia asked.


  As they turned a corner in the corridor they spotted Charles walking ahead of them.


  “Yes, I do know how!” Mandie said. “Let’s catch up with Charles.”


  Celia looked puzzled but followed her friend.


  “Charles!” Mandie called as they neared the door of their cabin.


  The handsome steward turned around. “Yes, miss? What may I do for you?”


  “Uh . . . as a matter of fact, I’m hungry,” Mandie replied quickly. “Could you get some food brought to our room?”


  Charles looked surprised. “Did you miss the noon meal in the dining room?”


  “Oh no,” Mandie said, frantically trying to think of an excuse. “But somehow I just didn’t get enough to eat. We were awake last night during the storm, and I guess it made us extra hungry. I could eat some more of that roast beef and those delicious salad greens,” she said, “ . . . and oh, another piece of that scrumptious coconut cake. And maybe a glass of milk to wash it down, if you don’t mind.”


  Charles just stood there staring for a moment, then finally found his voice. “Yes, miss, of course,” he said, “I’ll get it for you right away.” He started down the corridor, then turned back to Celia. “And did you want some food, too, miss?”


  Celia smiled. “Oh no, thank you. I’m full.”


  Inside their cabin, Celia closed the door and looked at her friend. “Mandie, he’s going to think there’s something wrong with you, eating all that food when we’ve just come from the dining room!”


  “So what? I had to think of something fast,” Mandie said, flopping onto the settee. “And I needed to ask for a lot of food, because I don’t know when I’ll have a chance to get any more for that boy.”


  Charles soon returned with everything she had ordered and more—all neatly arranged in a straw picnic basket.


  Mandie took the basket from him at the door, and smiled sweetly. “I really appreciate this, Charles.”


  Celia picked up Snowball so he wouldn’t escape and stood behind Mandie at the door. “Did you find those people down in the steerage section and give them the note?” she asked the steward.


  “Oh yes, miss,” he replied. “The young woman seemed very grateful. But she did not send a reply.”


  “Thanks for everything, Charles,” Mandie said, closing the door.


  Even though the rain had almost stopped, the sky was still cloudy and the air was cool, so the girls bundled up for their jaunt on the deck. They tied scarves on their heads and put on their long, heavy cloaks. Mandie carried the basket under her cloak, but there was no one around when they reached the deck.


  The boy must have been watching for them, because as they approached the lifeboat, he pushed back the tarpaulin and climbed down.


  “Food,” Mandie whispered loudly, pointing at the basket.


  He smiled, accepted the food with a slight bow, then said something they couldn’t understand. Before the girls could say anything more he had climbed into the lifeboat, waved, and disappeared under the tarpaulin.


  Celia pulled her cloak tighter as the wind whipped around them. “That was quick,” she said.


  “Too quick,” Mandie agreed. “I wanted to listen to him speak a little more to see if I could understand anything he was saying.”


  The girls turned to go back inside.


  “No matter how long he talked Mandie, we couldn’t have understood a word in that foreign language,” Celia reminded her.


  “The more I think about it, I’m certain he’s speaking French,” Mandie said. “I heard Grandmother speaking it to the French maids at the White House.”


  Mandie quickly opened the door to the corridor, and the girls almost collided with the strange woman. They stood gaping as the woman rushed past them and disappeared outside on the deck.


  “Let’s follow her!” Mandie suggested.


  “No, Mandie,” Celia protested. “We aren’t supposed to be outside, remember? We told your grandmother we would be in our room resting.”


  “I guess you’re right,” Mandie said, in disappointment. “We’d better get back to our cabin. But sooner or later I’m going to find out who that woman is and why she always seems to be spying on us.”


  “What makes you think she was spying on us just now?” Celia asked, as they hurred down the corridor.


  “Well, she must have been standing right inside the door looking out when we came in,” Mandie replied. “We almost knocked her over! Just give me time. I’ll get to the bottom of it.”


  CHAPTER SIX


  THE NEWSPAPER STORY


  During the next several days the girls had Charles bring food to their cabin once a day. He occasionally remarked about how surprised he was that two young girls could eat so much. But as soon as he left each time, Mandie began planning how to get the food to the boy in the lifeboat without being seen.


  Then one day they were almost caught. It was in the middle of the afternoon. Mrs. Taft and the senator had gone to a lecture. Clouds covered the sky and strong winds rocked the ship.


  Mandie checked the basket of food Charles had just brought. “Don’t you think we could just run out there and back without being seen right now?” she asked Celia.


  Celia sat on the settee, playing with Snowball. “I wouldn’t be able to say, Mandie,” she replied. “This whole episode has me worried. We could really get into trouble with your grandmother, and also with the captain.”


  Mandie sat down beside her and put the basket on the floor. “Celia, I don’t think Charles would go tell the captain about the food, would he?” she said thoughtfully. “Besides, I think Charles actually believes we eat the food.”


  “You’re forgetting something, Mandie,” Celia reminded her. “Do you remember hearing Charles say we could have all the fruit we want because it is all charged to this cabin? So someone is keeping a record of everything for each cabin.”


  Mandie gasped and said, “Oh, my goodness, I had forgotten he said that. Maybe I could let Charles in on our secret so he wouldn’t tell about the food.”


  “But he owes his loyalty to the captain, not to us. Therefore, he’d probably go straight to Captain Montrose,” Celia replied, as Snowball jumped down to the floor.


  Mandie sighed and exclaimed, “Oh, well, I’ll just keep on giving that boy food until someone does catch up with me. I can’t let him starve to death.”


  But that very day something happened. The girls had looked outside through the glass in the door as they always did before going out on the deck, but they had not seen anyone. Mandie, who always carried the basket under her heavy cloak, pushed open the door and led the way toward the lifeboat. About halfway there the handle on the basket suddenly came off and the basket crashed to the floor, scattering food everywhere.


  Mandie quickly stooped down to pick it all up with Celia’s help.


  “Oh, Celia, I’ve got to get this cleaned up,” Mandie exclaimed.


  As she reached for a boiled egg that had survived the splatter, a dark skirt moved in front of her. She looked up to see the strange woman walking past them. But she suddenly stopped to view the mess.


  “I . . . I . . . just spilled my lunch,” Mandie mumbled, hurriedly picking up the last of the mess.


  The woman didn’t say a word but walked on down the deck.


  Celia remarked, “She’s headed toward the front of the ship.”


  “You mean the bow, Celia,” Mandie reminded her. “Remember our lessons about ship language? Now we’re going to the stern, which is the rear, to go back inside.” She glanced around quickly to be sure she had gotten everything.


  “Are we not taking the food on to that boy?” Celia asked.


  Mandie paused. “Well, I didn’t know whether he’d want it after it’s been on the floor. But this is all we can get for him today, so I guess I’ll just go on and give it to him.”


  “Some of it was wrapped and wasn’t damaged,” Celia said. “He can give the squashed stuff to the fish.”


  As they returned in the direction of the lifeboat, Mandie kept a watch out again for the strange woman in black. “I just can’t figure out what that woman is up to,” she said. “She’s always hurrying here and there. She did see all that food, and she may just tell my grandmother, if she knows who she is.”


  “And if she does that, you can guess what will happen next.” Celia looked worried.


  Mandie shrugged.


  When they reached the lifeboat, the boy came out from under the tarpaulin as usual, and climbed down to take the basket from the girls.


  Mandie turned to Celia. “I wish I knew how to speak his language so I could tell him what happened to the food,” she said. Looking at the boy, she raised the cloth a bit and pointed to the basket handle. “Sorry, but I dropped it. See, the handle fell off,” she tried to explain with motions.


  The boy just smiled, took the food, and jumped back into the lifeboat as he always did. He pulled the tarpaulin over and was out of sight.


  The girls hurried back toward their room. “He could surely see the condition the food was in, but I suppose he was hungry enough to eat it anyway.” Mandie made a face.


  Once inside the cabin they spotted a handwritten note propped on the dressing table and rushed over to see what it said.


  Mandie began to read, “Amanda and Celia, Mrs. Taft and I were given some delicious sweets at a meeting we attended this afternoon. I saved mine for you girls. You may go into my room and get it. I didn’t think it was safe from Snowball in your cabin.”


  “Senator Morton thought of us. How nice!” She smiled.


  “Let’s get it now,” Celia suggested. “I feel like something sweet.”


  They knocked on the senator’s door to be sure he wasn’t in his room, then slowly opened it and peeked inside.


  “That must be it on the dressing table.” Mandie pointed, crossing the room. A dainty little handmade paper basket was filled with bonbons. “Here, Celia, have some. I’ll eat mine later.”


  As she turned around, her eye caught sight of the newspapers on the table nearby. “These must be the papers Mr. Holtzclaw gave the senator before we sailed,” she said. She eagerly paged through them, fascinated as she was with news accounts.


  Suddenly a headline caught Mandie’s attention. She held it up to get a closer look, and gasped. “Celia, look at this!” she cried, pointing to a photo of a young boy. “Who is that?” Her hands were shaking.


  Celia put down the candy. “Oh no!” she exclaimed, hovering over Mandie’s shoulder to read the article.


  “The stowaway is Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the third. His father is one of the richest men in America!” Mandie could hardly get the words out. She was out of breath.


  “And look there,” Celia pointed. “It says he is believed to have been kidnapped, and his father is offering a huge reward.”


  “He’s an only son and heir,” Mandie read on. “His mother died when he was two months old.”


  Celia grabbed Mandie by the shoulder and turned her around. “Do you know what else this means?” she asked.


  Mandie read her mind. “He speaks English!” she almost shouted. “What a conniving—Wait till I see him again. Will I have some things to say!”


  Celia shook her head in disgust. “We ought to just turn him in and collect that reward.”


  “What a good idea!” Mandie said. Carelessly folding the newspaper, she tucked it under her arm. “Come on, let’s show him this paper right now. We can return it later.”


  “Let’s shed these cloaks first, Mandie. I’m terribly hot,” Celia said, slipping out of hers.


  “Bring the candy,” Mandie reminded her. “We can leave it in our room.”


  Hurrying back into their cabin, the girls hung up their cloaks and put the candy on the dressing table. Just then Mrs. Taft opened the connecting door. Something had obviously upset her.


  “Amanda, what were you and Celia doing out on the deck with a basketful of food?” She looked very distraught.


  Mandie blushed, and stammered, “You see . . . we, uh—Grandmother, it was a picnic basket—”


  “A picnic basket!” she exclaimed. “Where on earth did you get a picnic basket? Surely you weren’t planning to have a picnic on the deck!”


  “Well, yes, and uh—The handle broke, and the food spilled everywhere,” Mandie explained.


  “It won’t happen again, Mrs. Taft,” Celia added, trying to help Mandie.


  “It certainly will not happen again!” Mrs. Taft almost shouted.


  Celia cringed. She had never seen Mrs. Taft so angry.


  The woman folded her arms and shook her head. “Such disgraceful conduct for two young ladies. And especially from such good families!”


  “I’m really sorry, Grandmother,” Mandie apologized.


  “Where did you get the food?” she questioned further. “You ate your noon meal in the dining room. Do you mean to tell me you were going to eat again before dinner?”


  The girls both looked down at the floor, afraid to tell Mrs. Taft the truth.


  Snowball rubbed around Mandie’s ankles and she picked him up. “I know we ate, but—”


  Before she could explain, Mrs. Taft interrupted, “If I hear of any more such conduct unbecoming to young ladies, we will get the next ship home as soon as we reach London. If you cannot conduct yourselves in a proper manner, you will have to return to your school and learn some things about deportment.”


  “Yes, ma’am. I’m terribly sorry,” Mandie replied meekly. She smoothed Snowball’s fur and cuddled him close.


  Not able to look into the woman’s face, Celia spoke up, “Mrs. Taft, I—I owe you an apology, too. My mother did put me in your care, and I am truly sorry I have disappointed you.”


  Mrs. Taft sighed deeply and turned to leave. “Both of you will stay here in your room until dinner. I will come for you when it’s time.” She entered her cabin and closed the connecting door.


  The girls both plopped down on the settee, and looked at each other wide-eyed.


  “Whew! Was Grandmother upset! I’m sorry, Celia. I should have told her the whole thing was all my fault so she wouldn’t blame you, too,” Mandie said.


  “It wasn’t all your fault!” Celia countered. “I’ve been right with you in everything. And I didn’t have to be.”


  “But I started it,” Mandie insisted. “And to think we’ve been fooled by that lying Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the third. I can’t wait to get my hands on him.”


  “Right,” Celia agreed. “He’s going to be sorry.”


  Mandie retrieved the newspaper from the dressing table. Spreading it on the floor, she sat down on the rug to look at it again. Celia joined her.


  Mandie slapped her hand down on the newspaper photo and shook her head. “I can hardly stand to look at that boy’s face,” she said.


  “What are you going to do now?” Celia asked.


  “I’m still going to confront him with this newspaper just as soon as I get the chance,” Mandie said with determination.


  “Have you guessed how your grandmother found out about the food basket?” Celia asked.


  Mandie gasped. “That strange woman must have told her,” she said. “You know, I didn’t even think about how she’d found out. I was so shocked I couldn’t think about it.”


  “It must have been that woman all right,” Celia agreed. “I don’t remember seeing anyone else around.”


  Mandie pounded her fist on the floor. “I want to know who that woman is!”


  Celia shrugged. “Well, I don’t know how we’re going to find out.”


  “I wonder how she knew who my grandmother was,” Mandie pondered. “I think I’ll just ask Grandmother if she knows her.”


  Snowball walked across the newspaper and curled up by Celia. She smiled and petted the kitten. “Don’t you think we ought to let things calm down and not bring up the subject again for a while?”


  “I’d rather get it all straightened out once and for all,” Mandie said. “I’ll just ask Grandmother as soon as I get a chance.”


  The girls spent the rest of the afternoon doing nothing in particular, so they were glad when it was time to start getting dressed for dinner. Mandie chose one of her prettiest dresses—a blue silk, gathered at the waist, with a deep flounce around the hem. Since they were in no hurry, she took the time to pile her hair high on her head, leaving some long curls around her face.


  Before the mirror, Celia put her hands on her hips. “You look simply gorgeous, Mandie!” she said with a hint of envy. “My naturally curly hair is naturally unmanageable in damp weather.” She tried to tie it up with a pink ribbon to match her dress, but it simply would not stay in place.


  “Let me fix it for you,” Mandie offered. Picking up Celia’s brush, she went to work on the thick auburn curls. By the time she had finished, she felt a professional hairdresser couldn’t have done better.


  Celia smiled at her reflection in the mirror. “Oh, Mandie, thank you!” she exclaimed. “I think perhaps I look gorgeous, too,” she giggled.


  Mandie laughed, too. “With all these gorgeous clothes we got for this journey we shouldn’t have any trouble looking gorgeous all the time!”


  Just then the connecting door opened, and Mrs. Taft came into the room. “I see you girls are ready,” she said simply. It was difficult for Mandie to tell whether or not her grandmother was still angry. Mrs. Taft looked lovely herself, adorned in ruffles and lace from head to toe. “I believe the senator is waiting,” she told them. “Let’s be on our way.”


  When they met Senator Morton in the corridor, he smiled broadly and exclaimed, “My! Three beautiful women to escort in one night! What have I done to deserve this?” He winked at the girls, and Mandie guessed that he knew of the incident with the food basket and was trying to cheer them.


  Seated at the captain’s table again for dinner, Mandie began to feel uneasy about the direction in which the conversation was shifting.


  After complimenting the girls on their appearance, Captain Montrose added, “I do hope the food on this ship is not too rich. I’d hate to see such beautiful ladies become plump.”


  Celia squeezed Mandie’s hand under the table. Did the captain know that Charles had been bringing food to their room? What caused him to make such a remark?


  Mrs. Taft laughed heartily. She leaned over to Mandie and Celia. “You see, dears, I told the captain just this afternoon that I do believe I am gaining a little weight from all the good food on his ship.”


  Everyone laughed, and Mandie felt relieved.


  After dinner, Mrs. Taft suggested that she and the senator and the girls all go for a promenade on the deck to aid digestion and burn up some of the extra calories.


  By then it was dark, and as they strolled around the deck, Senator Morton and Mandie’s grandmother stopped by the railing to gaze at the stars and the calm ocean below.


  Suddenly Mandie realized how very close they were to the lifeboat where Jonathan was hiding. She was afraid to speak, knowing how easily a person’s voice carried in the stillness of the night. Jonathan might think she and Celia had come to see him, and climb out of the boat.


  Senator Morton spoke first. “There’s going to be an old-fashioned gospel singing in the music room in a few minutes. Would you young ladies like to join us?”


  “Oh yes, thank you.” Mandie was relieved. “We’d love to go, wouldn’t we, Celia?”


  Celia looked puzzled but nodded.


  The gospel singing turned out to be one of the most interesting events the girls had attended on the ship. Mandie loved to sing. She’d always said the best part of church was to lift your voice in praise to your Maker.


  Mrs. Taft leaned forward and whispered to the girls, “This reminds me of the Quaker meetings I attended when I was young. Only we sang anything we wanted to—everyone all at once! It’s all so invigorating and inspiring!”


  “I love it, too,” Mandie agreed.


  “I didn’t do too well,” Celia said when they’d finished. “I kept hearing the words from the other side.” She laughed and they all laughed with her.


  No further mention was made of the food, and after the gospel singing Mandie felt the tension had been broken. But as her grandmother said good night in the hall, Mandie asked if she could talk to her alone. “I just want to ask you a question,” she said. Celia went on to their room.


  “Of course, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied as the senator bade them good night. “Come on in.”


  Inside, Mandie didn’t sit down, but got right to the point. “Grandmother, who is the woman who told you about the picnic basket?” she asked.


  Mrs. Taft looked puzzled. “I don’t know who told me about it. I found a note stuck in my door. Here, I’ll show it to you,” she said. Walking over to the dressing table, she opened the drawer, took out a small piece of paper, and handed it to Mandie.


  Mandie scanned the note quickly.


  It read:


  Mrs. Taft,


  I’m sure you will want to know that your granddaughter and her friend spilled a whole basket of food all over the deck today. Very unladylike, don’t you agree?


  


  A concerned friend.


  Mandie took a deep breath and handed the paper back to her grandmother.


  Mrs. Taft placed it back in the drawer. “That’s all I know, dear,” she said.


  Mandie sighed. “I know it must have been that strange woman who follows Celia and me around all the time,” she said in exasperation. “We see her on the deck and in the halls, but we have never seen her in the dining room or at any of the events we’ve attended.”


  Mrs. Taft’s brow wrinkled in concern. “A strange woman follows you around?” she said in disbelief. “Why, Amanda? What does she look like? Do I know her?”


  “I don’t know. She has a cabin right down this corridor somewhere,” Mandie tried to explain. “I’m not sure exactly which one, but one night we saw her enter one of them. We were too far away to tell which.”


  “What does she look like?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “She’s not very tall,” Mandie replied. “Stoop-shouldered and thin. She has gray hair and black eyes and a real sharp chin. Her clothes look expensive, but she always wears black. And, oh, she has some flashy diamonds on her fingers, and she usually wears a huge brooch at her neck.”


  Mrs. Taft listened carefully, still puzzled. “How old would you say she is?”


  “A lot older than you, Grandmother,” Mandie said.


  “Does she sound southern?”


  “We’ve never even heard her speak, but to look at her, I’d say she’s definitely not a southerner.”


  “How can you tell without hearing her accent?”


  “She doesn’t look like anyone I’ve ever known,” Mandie explained.


  “I’m sorry, dear, but I just don’t know who this woman could be,” Mrs. Taft said. “Let’s sleep on it and maybe in the morning my memory will be better.”


  Mandie turned to go, then suddenly threw her arms around her grandmother. “Good night,” she said softly. “I love you. A whole lot.” Then she kissed her on the cheek.


  Mrs. Taft held her granddaughter tightly. “I love you, too, Amanda. More than I could ever say. Even when you exasperate me, I still love you. You know that, don’t you, dear?”


  “Oh yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “I’m sorry I always seem to get into such strange predicaments.”


  Grandmother gave her a kiss on the cheek and they said good night again.


  When Mandie closed the connecting door, she saw that Celia was already in her bunk. As she readied herself for bed, she told her about the conversation with her grandmother. “Guess what, Celia?” she said. “That strange woman did not tell my grandmother about the food basket. She left a note in her door. At least, I assume the woman wrote it, but Grandmother doesn’t think she knows her.”


  Celia sat up in her bed. “That is strange,” she said, wrinkling her nose.


  Dressed in her nightgown, Mandie stood in front of the mirror and began taking her hair down. “I’ve been thinking about that boy—Jonathan,” she said. “Why don’t we get up early and go out there and confront him before anyone else is up?”


  “All right,” Celia agreed.


  “Maybe that strange woman won’t be up yet either,” Mandie said. Turning off the light, she put Snowball up on the top bunk and climbed up herself. Snowball walked around stretching his legs, finally curling up at her feet.


  The girls lay awake for some time discussing what they would say to Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the third, in the morning.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  REWARD MONEY?


  Mandie awoke as soon as the first rays of sun crept over the waters of the Atlantic Ocean. Climbing down from the upper bunk, Snowball tumbled behind her and fell onto Celia’s bunk.


  Celia gasped with fright, and Snowball leaped to the floor.


  “Sh-h-h!” Mandie whispered to Celia. “It was just the cat! We don’t want to wake Grandmother.”


  “You’re right,” Celia whispered back.


  The girls dressed quickly, and Mandie eased the door open to see if anyone was in the passageway. “Come on,” she said softly, “It’s clear. Be sure Snowball doesn’t get out.”


  Celia followed her into the hallway, giving Snowball a nudge, and closing the door behind her.


  Once on the deck, they found a crewman working on something near the door, but the girls ignored him and went on their way.


  Jonathan did not step out as they approached his lifeboat, like he usually did.


  “He’s probably still asleep,” Mandie told Celia. She softly called, “Hey, are you in the boat?”


  The boy threw back the tarpaulin in one stroke and rubbed his eyes. Yawning, he climbed out, and jumped down in front of them.


  Mandie began to feel her anger rise. She hardly knew where to begin, so she said his name. “Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the third! You must think we are a couple of pretty simple girls to have fallen for your act—pretending you didn’t understand English.”


  The boy’s face turned red. “I am truly sorry,” he said. “I—I was afraid when you found me. I couldn’t think what to say, so it seemed the easiest to just pretend not to understand what you were saying.” He shrugged sheepishly. “I am very fluent in French, so I just spoke it instead. How did you ever find out who I am?”


  Mandie reached inside her cloak and pulled out the newspaper with his picture in it.


  Jonathan’s mouth dropped open. He tried to grab the paper, but Mandie didn’t trust him. She secured it firmly, afraid he would destroy it or refuse to give it back.


  “You can’t have this paper, because it doesn’t even belong to me,” she told him. He silently read the article while she held the paper.


  When he looked up he asked, “Where did you get this newspaper?”


  “The owner of the newspaper firm brought it on board before we left Charleston,” Celia told him.


  Mandie quickly folded the paper and set her gaze on the boy. “Well, what do you have to say for yourself?”


  Jonathan shifted from one foot to the other. “I really don’t know what to say,” he answered. “If I told you the truth, you would never believe me.”


  Mandie frowned. “Try us!”


  Jonathan walked in a circle, rubbing his chin. Then he looked straight at the girls. “All right, believe it or not, I am trying to get to Paris,” he began. “I have an aunt and uncle there who are newspaper people, and I want to live with them.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell your father that?” Mandie asked. “He must be worried to death, thinking you’ve been kidnapped.”


  “I didn’t tell him for the simple reason that he would not have allowed me to go.” Jonathan swallowed hard. “He keeps sending me off to expensive private boarding schools, and I’m tired of it. I want to live like a normal boy and have normal, everyday friends.”


  He shifted his weight again. “The boys at school are snobs. All they think about is who has the richest father, and who spends the most money on clothes. None of them will have to work for a living, so they don’t even try to learn anything. School’s a joke for them,” he said solemnly.


  “Why couldn’t you stay at home and go to a school near where you live?” Celia asked.


  “Because my father is hardly ever at home,” Jonathan explained with a sigh. “He goes all over the world on business, and he thinks if he sticks me in these private schools he won’t have to worry about me.”


  “What about your mother?” Mandie asked.


  Jonathan’s face clouded. “I don’t have a mother,” he said. “She died when I was a baby. Didn’t you read that in the paper?”


  “Yes. I’m sorry, I forgot,” Mandie apologized. “And I’m sorry your mother died. But Jonathan, you’re all your father has, and you ought to think about how he must feel, not knowing whether or not he’ll ever see you again. I know from sad experience that it doesn’t pay to run away from home. I’ve done that myself. Why wouldn’t your father let you visit your aunt and uncle?”


  “I just know he wouldn’t,” Jonathan said firmly. “My aunt and uncle both work, and I’d be home alone when I’m not in school, except for the housekeeper. My aunt is my mother’s sister, and I have never even met her and her husband. But she has always written to me saying that they would like to have me come and visit them. So that’s why I am going to Paris.”


  “I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Mandie told him. “My grandmother knows about the extra food we have been getting for you. She doesn’t know what we have been doing with it, but she knows we had it out here on the deck. We won’t be able to bring you any more. And I think we have to tell the captain about you.”


  “Oh no, please—please,” Jonathan begged. “Don’t tell the captain I’m here. He would lock me up somewhere on ship and put me off at the next port. From there, the police would take charge. Please don’t put me through that.”


  “But it would be for your own good,” Mandie said. “The police would send you back to your father, and he would be relieved to have you home, I’m sure.”


  “He must love you,” Celia reminded him. “Look at the big reward he’s offering.”


  Jonathan had an idea. “I’ll tell you what! If you girls keep quiet, I’ll see that you get that reward,” he promised. “And when I get to Paris, I’ll have my aunt let my father know where I am. Please?”


  “But we don’t even need the money,” Mandie protested.


  Jonathan’s eyes widened. “You mean you would refuse all that cash? Just think what you could do with it.”


  “Money isn’t everything, you know, Jonathan,” Mandie replied. “You’re just like the other boys at your school. Money, money, money—that’s all some people think about.” She shook her head. “Celia and I have already deceived my grandmother about the reason for the extra food, and I don’t want to add any more problems.”


  “But you don’t have to do anything,” Jonathan assured her. “What I want is for you to do nothing. Just pretend you never saw me. Will you?”


  “How are you going to get anything to eat if we don’t bring it?” Mandie asked.


  “Look here, Miss—What is your name, anyway?” Jonathan asked.


  “Amanda Elizabeth Shaw, Mandie for short, and I’m from Franklin, North Carolina,” Mandie introduced herself. “And this is my friend, Celia Hamilton, from Richmond, Virginia. We’re traveling with my grandmother, Mrs. Norman Taft.”


  The boy’s dark eyes grew wide in shock. “Mrs. Norman Taft?” he repeated.


  Mandie frowned. “Yes, why? Do you know her?”


  A curious look came over Jonathan’s face. He cleared his throat, then hesitated a moment as though carefully considering his reply. “Mrs. Norman Taft is your grandmother?”


  “I said yes,” Mandie answered impatiently. “And I asked if you know her.”


  “No, I don’t know her,” Jonathan replied. “But I know who she is. Are you aware that Mrs. Norman Taft owns the ship we’re sailing on?”


  Mandie and Celia stared at each other a moment in silence.


  “My grandmother owns this ship?” Mandie repeated slowly, incredulously.


  “You must be mistaken,” Celia added.


  “I’m sorry, but I’m not mistaken,” he insisted. “My father tried to buy the ship line from her this past winter, and she wouldn’t sell. The company is British based, but she owns it—lock, stock, and barrel.”


  “Ship line? I thought you said she owned this ship.” Mandie was confused.


  “She owns the ship and the whole shipping company,” Jonathan explained.


  Mandie looked at Celia. Celia shrugged. “Well, you know your grandfather was very wealthy, Mandie. And I suppose he left everything to your grandmother.”


  “But why wouldn’t she tell me she owned the ship?”


  “You explained before,” Jonathan volunteered. “Money isn’t everything. She probably wants to be treated like everybody else.”


  “Just wait till I see my grandmother!”


  “Calm down, Mandie!” Celia fussed. “We can’t let her know that we know. She would want to know how we found out!”


  “Oh, you’re right,” Mandie moaned. She thought for a moment. “To get back to your problem, Jonathan, we can’t keep bringing food to you. If we got caught, well . . . You just don’t know my grandmother. She said if we got into trouble again, we’d get the next ship home as soon as we arrive in London!”


  “Look,” Jonathan said. “I know if you’re Mrs. Norman Taft’s granddaughter, you really don’t need the reward money, but isn’t there something special you could do with that much money all your own?” He watched closely for Mandie’s reaction.


  Mandie thought about it. “No,” she said slowly. “I couldn’t deceive my grandmother again.”


  “I’m not asking you to deceive her,” he said again. “Just forget about me. I can take care of myself.”


  Celia nudged Mandie. “Say, what about the Cherokee school? We could use the money for that. Of course, that is if we don’t have to do anything dishonest to get it.”


  “Cherokee school?” Jonathan perked up. “You mean Indians? A school for Indians?”


  “Yes,” Celia said proudly. “Mandie is one-fourth Cherokee, and we’re going to help build a school for them. She has already built a hospital for them.”


  Jonathan smiled at Mandie. “What a great thing to do with the money! In fact, if you’ll agree not to turn me in, I’ll add a few thousand dollars of my own money to it for the Indians.”


  “Two against one,” Mandie grumbled. “All right. I won’t tell anyone about you, but you’ll have to fend for yourself from now on.”


  “Thank you, thank you,” Jonathan said, smiling at Mandie. “I’ll take care of myself. Don’t worry. And I’ll make arrangements for the money when we get off the ship. Where will you be staying?”


  “The Majestic Hotel in London, but I don’t know where else,” Mandie replied. “We’re also going to Paris.”


  “Now that everything is settled, we’d better get back to our cabin before we get in trouble,” Celia reminded her.


  “Right. Goodbye, Jonathan,” Mandie said, and quickly walked with Celia toward the door to the corridor.


  
    

  


  The next day, when they’d returned from breakfast, Mandie noticed that the bonbons the senator had given them were missing.


  Mandie looked at the table where they had been. “Did you eat all the candy?” she asked Celia.


  Celia looked around. “No, I haven’t even touched it since we put it there.”


  “I wonder what happened to it then?”


  “Maybe Charles ate it,” Celia said with a giggle.


  “Oh, no, not proper Charles,” Mandie reasoned. “He’s not the kind to go around eating girl’s candy.”


  “Maybe that strange woman came in here and took it,” Celia suggested.


  “I doubt it,” Mandie said. “It’s just a puzzle.” She sighed. “Oh, well, it doesn’t really matter to me.”


  “Or me,” Celia added.


  But when the girls returned to their room after the noon meal, they found all the fruit missing.


  “Hey!” Mandie cried. “Now all the fruit is gone.”


  Celia let out a big sigh. “I just don’t understand what’s going on, Mandie,” she said.


  Mandie shook her head slowly. “I did tell Charles to take our fruit to those people in the steerage section, but he said he’d get some from storage for them, not take it from our room. Remember? You don’t


  think he decided to take ours today, do you?”


  “We could ask him,” Celia replied.


  But when they asked Charles about it later that day, he said he didn’t have any idea what had happened to the fruit in their room. He was taking fruit from storage each day for Lily and Violet. Apologizing for the incident, he offered to get Mandie and Celia more fruit for their room.


  “Thanks, Charles,” Mandie said. “And if you ever happen to see anyone going into our room, would you please let us know right away?”


  “Of course, miss,” he promised. “But I’m not always around here because I take care of other passengers around the corner.”


  When the girls returned to their cabin to dress for the evening meal, they found their fruit bowl was full again. Just as Mandie was about to close the door, she spotted the strange woman hurrying down the corridor. “There’s that woman!” she cried. “Let’s see where she goes.”


  Before Celia could protest, Mandie was out the door and racing down the passageway. The woman turned the corner and disappeared, and Celia soon caught up with Mandie.


  She was examining a piece of paper she had just picked up from the floor. “What is this?” she wondered aloud. “It says, ‘Majestic Hotel,’ that’s all.”


  “Did that woman drop it?” Celia asked.


  “I’m not sure, but I think she did,” Mandie said. “She must have seen me following her because she turned around the next corner down there, and I think she went into a cabin.”


  “We’d better get dressed, Mandie,” Celia reminded her, “or we’ll be late for dinner.”


  “You’re right.” Mandie followed Celia back to their room. “You know, this paper looks dirty,” she said as they stopped outside their cabin.


  “Yeah. Like it’s been walked on a few times,” Celia guessed.


  “Well, I didn’t step on it, and I didn’t see anyone else in the hallway,” Mandie said.


  Inside their room, Snowball came up to meet them. Mandie picked him up and dropped the piece of paper in their dressing table drawer. “All right, Snowball,” she said. “I’ll pet you now, but after I get into that fancy gown I won’t be able to hold you.”


  Celia glanced through the dresses hanging in her closet. “It’s the same old story,” she said. “What shall I wear to dinner?”


  “I’m getting tired of all this dressing up, too,” Mandie agreed. “And all the food—I think we eat too much, especially when I think that Jonathan is probably not getting anything since we stopped taking food to him.”


  “I don’t think he’ll starve to death,” Celia said with a twinkle in her big brown eyes. “He’s too smart for that. He’ll find something to eat somewhere.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  UNWANTED VISITOR


  After breakfast the next morning, Mandie and Celia went for a stroll on the deck to talk.


  “You know, Celia,” Mandie said, “this has been a mysterious voyage—finding a stowaway on board, a strange woman following us around, discovering the steerage section, not to mention the disappearing candy and fruit.”


  They paused a moment near the opened porthole of their cabin. “And don’t forget that piece of paper with the words ‘Majestic Hotel’ written on it,” Celia reminded her. “I sure hope everything gets solved so we can enjoy our stay in Europe.”


  “I wonder what London will be like,” Mandie said, straightening her bonnet. Mrs. Taft had insisted that the girls wear their bonnets on deck. “And Paris. Do you think we might eventually meet Jonathan’s aunt and uncle? Wouldn’t that be fun?”


  Celia frowned. “I don’t know how, without your grandmother knowing everything.”


  “Still, I wonder what will happen to Jonathan when he gets off the boat in London,” Mandie said. “Do you think he’ll be able to contact his relatives in Paris before his father finds out where he is?”


  “Maybe,” Celia replied. “But his father will probably make him come home even if he does get to Paris. He said his father would never have allowed him to go there in the first place. I really don’t know why he’s so determined to go.”


  “Celia, I think—” Suddenly Mandie screamed, “Look out! There’s Snowball.”


  Celia whirled around just in time to see the white kitten sailing out of the opened porthole. He landed hard on the deck and took off running.


  Mandie chased him down the deck and finally caught him near the lifeboat where they had found Jonathan. Cuddling her kitten close, she shook her finger at him. “Oh, you naughty kitten,” she scolded.


  Snowball meowed pitifully.


  “Mandie,” Celia said with a worried tone in her voice, “this is the lifeboat that Jonathan stays in. And look! That man coming toward us is inspecting all the lifeboats.”


  Mandie looked up. The crewman was working only a few lifeboats away, straightening tarpaulins and tying them down.


  “Let’s wait here a minute,” Mandie whispered. “The man is sure to find Jonathan, and even if he’s not there, his valise is in the boat.”


  Celia nodded.


  The girls moved back against the wall of the ship and watched. When the crewman approached the lifeboat Jonathan had been using, he lifted the tarpaulin and shook it out. The girls held their breath. But in a few seconds the crewman had finished tying down the tarpaulin and moved on to the next lifeboat.


  “Whew!” Mandie exclaimed. “I was sure he was going to find Jonathan, but evidently he didn’t even find his valise. I wonder where that boy has moved to?”


  “You got me!” Celia replied.


  “Well, let’s get this runaway kitten back in our room,” Mandie said, leading the way.


  When they returned to their cabin and opened the door, they both stood there in disbelief. Jonathan was sitting at the small table, hastily devouring a pile of food on a large plate. He hopped to his feet as soon as he saw them.


  Mandie’s temper flared. “Jonathan Guyer, what are you doing in our room?” she demanded.


  Celia closed the door and Mandie let Snowball down.


  Jonathan shrugged. “Since you couldn’t bring me any more food, I just asked the steward to take some to your room, and this is what he brought,” he said matter-of-factly.


  “How did you know which room was ours?” Mandie asked with a sharp tone in her voice.


  “I didn’t, but I remembered you had a cat; and fortunately, when I was sneaking around the corridors, I heard it meow,” Jonathan answered.


  Mandie placed her hands firmly on her hips. “You know better than to go around doing things like that,” she reprimanded. “You’re going to get us in more hot water than we’re already in.”


  “I’m sorry,” Jonathan said flippantly. “I didn’t think it would cause any trouble.”


  Mandie could feel her face getting redder. “Cause any trouble? Do you know what would happen if my grandmother found out about it?” she demanded.


  “Besides, Jonathan, boys don’t go into girls’ rooms,” Celia reminded him.


  “That’s right!” Mandie agreed. “You get out of our cabin right now, and don’t ever come in here again!”


  “All right. But I was so hungry. . . .” Jonathan said sadly.


  Mandie could feel her heart go out to him, but she knew she had to be firm. “I’m sorry you were hungry, but you agreed that you wouldn’t ask us to do anything else to help you.”


  “Yes, I know. But do you know what it feels like to go a whole day without any food, especially when you can smell the delicious aroma coming from the galley and the dining room?” He shrugged again. “I guess you get it anyway you can.” He thought for a minute then said, “I’ve never had to worry about food in my whole life, but now I understand how the poor feel when they don’t have enough to eat.”


  “Don’t confuse things, Jonathan,” Mandie said. “It’s one thing to be poor and unable to buy enough food, it’s another to deliberately get yourself into the mess you’ve created.”


  “All right,” the boy conceded. “I am sorry. I apologize, and I won’t do it again.”


  Celia looked at Jonathan suspiciously. “Are you the one who took our bonbons and fruit yesterday?”


  “I’m the one. I apologize for that too,” he admitted. “Let me finish what’s here and I’ll leave.”


  He started to sit down again, but Mandie stopped him. “Don’t sit again! You are not making yourself at home in our room. Hurry and finish, please.”


  Jonathan laughed. “Yes, ma’am!” he said. Picking up the plate, he pushed the rest of the food into his mouth.


  Mandie noticed for the first time how bad the boy’s clothes looked. “You look like you haven’t changed clothes in a week!”


  “And how do you think I would do that?” he replied. “I have no room or bath. But I promise you, as soon as we dock in London, I’ll make haste to the nearest hotel to take a bath and change my clothes.” He smiled smugly.


  Mandie walked over to the door and opened it, gesturing for him to leave. “We’ll see you in London,” she said.


  Jonathan walked past them and out into the corridor without another word.


  Mandie was startled to see the strange woman in black standing in front of a door across the hall. She scurried away before Mandie could say anything.


  “Oh no!” Mandie sighed. “If she saw Jonathan leave our room she will send another note to my grandmother!”


  Celia closed the door. “I wish there was some way we could find out why she’s so nosy.”


  Mandie dropped onto the little settee. “I do too, but she always disappears so quickly.” She moved her feet and kicked something sticking out from under the settee.


  Bending over to investigate, Mandie pulled out Jonathan’s valise. “That ungrateful pest!” she cried, examining the expensive leather bag. “He’s left his valise in our room! Why on earth would he do that?”


  Celia leaned over Mandie’s shoulder and looked at the bag. “That boy is unbelievable,” she said. “I suppose he knew the man inspecting the lifeboats would have found it if he left it out there.”


  “No doubt,” Mandie replied. “But that doesn’t give him the right to stash it in our room!” She set the bag on the floor and kicked it with her shoe. “I’ve a good mind to just take it and throw it in some other lifeboat.”


  “That would be awfully mean,” Celia said. “Jonathan might never find it again. I’d hate for him to lose all his things.”


  “All right.” Mandie gave in. “But where can we hide it?” She looked around the tiny room. “There’s not much room in here for anything as it is.”


  “How about just leaving it under the settee?” Celia suggested.


  Mandie shook her head. “It’s too easily seen under there.” She kept looking around the room.


  “How about in the clothes closet?”


  “It might fit in there,” Mandie said. Opening the sliding door to the small compartment, she lifted the valise to see if it would fit, but it wouldn’t. “Too tight.”


  Celia looked around the room, worried. “I can’t think of another place,” she said.


  “I know, Celia. There’s a little cabinet under your bed.” Taking the valise with her, she hurried over to the bunk and opened the sliding doors under Celia’s bed. The space was empty. “It just happens we never thought to put anything in here,” she said. “And it fits, see?” She put the bag inside.


  Celia watched as Mandie slid the doors shut again. Satisfied that they had hidden the valise securely, they sat down again on the settee.


  Mandie picked up Snowball and began stroking his silky fur. “I really do feel bad about Jonathan not getting much to eat,” she said sadly.


  “So do I,” Celia admitted.


  “Do you think we ought to try to take food to him again like we were doing before?” Mandie asked.


  “I’m not sure, Mandie. What if we get caught?”


  “We only have a few more days until we reach England,” Mandie reminded her friend. “We wouldn’t have to do it much longer.”


  “I’ll go along with whatever you decide,” Celia told her. “I’m really and truly sorry for Jonathan.”


  “All right, then, let’s do it,” Mandie decided. “Let’s give him time to get settled back in the lifeboat, and then we can go talk to him.”


  “We’d better be sure that crewman has finished inspecting the boats,” Celia cautioned.


  “Oh yes. We’ll go after lunch while most people are napping or spending time in their cabins,” Mandie said.


  That afternoon the girls took a stroll on the deck, looking for an opportunity to see Jonathan when no one was around. Walking up and down in the area of his lifeboat, they passed it several times, to see if he was there without drawing attention to themselves.


  The sun beat down on them. “Oh, I wish these people would all go inside,” she complained.


  “It’s so hot, I don’t understand why they’re all out here,” Celia said.


  As time passed, the girls grew tired from pacing the deck, but after a while the crowd thinned, and finally they were alone.


  “Quick! Before someone else comes out. . . .” Mandie cautioned, hurrying to the lifeboat. Celia was right on her heels.


  But just then a door burst open, and the little girl from the steerage section came running out onto the deck. The girls stopped in surprise.


  The little girl darted toward the railing, and Mandie and Celia sped after her.


  “Violet!” Mandie called. “Don’t go near that rail. You could fall overboard!”


  The child turned and looked at the girls and then took off again, ignoring their warnings.


  Slowed by their long skirts, the girls chased her in circles. Then Violet headed straight to the railing next to the lifeboat Jonathan had been hiding in. She jumped up on the lower rung of the railing and looked back to see if the girls were following.


  “Violet, get down! You’ll fall into the water!” Mandie cried. When the little girl didn’t move, Mandie ran toward her.


  But just as she reached Violet, the child slipped between the lower railings and hurtled overboard.


  Mandie and Celia screamed. Instantly, the deck was full of people. During the confusion, Jonathan popped out of his lifeboat and dived in after her.


  A crowd gathered at the rail until a crewman ordered everyone back. “We’ve got to lower a lifeboat!” he cried.


  Several other crewmen helped lower the lifeboat with a rescuer aboard.


  Mandie’s heart pounded. Celia squeezed her hand as they watched in horror from the railing. In the choppy water below Jonathan grabbed the little girl. He desperately clung to her, struggling to remain afloat in the high waves. Within minutes the lifeboat rowed up alongside him, and the crewmen pulled Violet into it. Jonathan clambered over the side and sat in the bottom of the lifeboat panting.


  The crowd on the deck cheered as the boat was raised again. Celia and Mandie squealed with delight. But as soon as the lifeboat reached the deck, Jonathan jumped out and disappeared into the mob. Captain Montrose and the ship’s doctor quickly arrived, and the crewmen lay Violet on the deck so that the doctor could examine her.


  Mandie caught sight of Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton in the crowd. Nudging Celia, she nodded in their direction.


  The doctor knelt beside Violet for a few moments, then looked up. “I think she’ll be all right,” he said. “She didn’t take in much water thanks to the fellow who went in after her.”


  The captain stood and looked around. “Yes, where is that boy who rescued her?” he asked. “Where did he go?”


  No one seemed to know. Then suddenly the strange woman in black stepped out of the crowd. “I know who that boy was,” she announced haughtily. “He’s the one I saw coming from the cabin of those girls there.” She pointed toward Mandie and Celia.


  Mrs. Taft quickly found her way over to the girls as they tried to shrink into the crowd. “Amanda, Celia, what is that woman talking about?”


  Mandie looked down. “I don’t know, Grandmother,” she replied.


  “We don’t know that woman, Mrs. Taft,” Celia volunteered.


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft persisted. “I’m asking you again. Was that woman talking about you two?” Getting no answer, she turned to the woman who had made the accusation. “Did you mean—?” But the woman had disappeared.


  The captain called for silence. “Does anyone know who this child belongs to?” he asked loudly.


  Mandie stepped forward. “Yes, sir,” she answered immediately. “Her name is Violet Masterson, and she and her sister, Lily, are traveling in the steerage section.”


  Everyone gasped, and Mrs. Taft looked at her granddaughter sharply.


  Captain Montrose raised his eyebrows. “And how do you know that, Miss Shaw?” he snapped.


  The crowd hushed, and Violet began to cry softly.


  Mandie knelt and hugged the drenched child protectively. “My kitten got out one day,” she explained, “and we chased him down to the steerage section. This little girl found him. That’s how we met her.”


  Senator Morton stepped out of the crowd. “So this is the child?” he said kindly.


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie replied, rocking Violet back and forth.


  The captain smiled weakly at Mandie. “Thank you for identifying her,” he said simply. Then calling over one of the crewmen who had helped in the rescue, he said, “Mr. Ganglinson, take this child back to steerage where she belongs, and tell her sister to make sure she doesn’t come up here again,” he said harshly.


  “Aye, aye, sir.” The robust man picked up Violet and carried her off toward the stairway.


  Mandie expected the child to scream, but instead she seemed to like the man. She hugged his neck tightly.


  Mrs. Taft put her hand on Mandie’s shoulder. “Amanda, you’d better change your clothes,” she said. “You are all wet from holding that child.”


  Mandie agreed and she and Celia hurried back to their cabin. “I half expect to find Jonathan in our room again,” Mandie muttered as they walked down the long corridor.


  “We should at least thank him for saving Violet,” Celia reminded her.


  Mandie nodded and opened the door to their room. No one was there.


  Mandie quickly unbuttoned her wet dress and let it drop to the floor. “I wonder where he went?” she said. Stepping out of the dress, she hung it up to dry.


  As she went to the clothes closet, her eyes fell on the cabinet under the bunk. “Look, Celia,” she cried. “The door to the cabinet is open.” She ran over and looked inside. “And Jonathan’s valise is gone.”


  Celia joined her and peered inside. “He has been in here! I suppose he needed some dry clothes, too.”


  “Well, he’d better not come back,” Mandie said, sliding the door shut. Going back to the closet, she picked out a clean dress. “That strange woman has already made Grandmother suspicious.”


  “But he couldn’t have gone back to the lifeboat with all those people out there,” Celia reminded her.


  “I know. Which means he has found some other place to hide,” Mandie said, slipping on the lavender dress. “I wonder where?”


  “We certainly can’t take food to him unless we know where he is,” Celia reasoned.


  “It was courageous of him to jump off into the ocean and rescue Violet, wasn’t it?” Mandie stood before the mirror, smoothing her dress. “If he hadn’t been so quick, she probably would have drowned.”


  Celia nodded. “He gave himself away in order to save Violet,” she said. “Now everyone is wondering who he is and where he got to.”


  “I suppose he’s not such a bad fellow after all,” Mandie agreed. Satisfied with her appearance, she headed for the door. “Let’s go find him.”


  CHAPTER NINE


  HELP FOR VIOLET


  Mandie and Celia checked his lifeboat, but Jonathan was not inside. Roaming all over the ship, they peered behind all the closed doors they dared open, and even checked behind the big settees in lounges where people were having tea. But they couldn’t find him anywhere. Knowing it was almost time to dress for dinner, they started back to their cabin.


  As they headed down the corridor to their room, they met their steward.


  Mandie stopped him. “Charles, has the captain found the boy who rescued that little girl?” she asked.


  “No, miss. I don’t believe he has,” Charles replied. “But then, don’t you young ladies know the fellow?”


  “Us?” Mandie asked innocently.


  “He is the one who ordered food to your cabin, I’m sure,” Charles told them.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other in desperation, not knowing what to say.


  Just then Senator Morton emerged from his cabin and stopped to speak to them.


  Mandie heaved a sigh of relief.


  The senator smiled. “And how are the most beautiful young ladies on the ship?” he asked.


  “We’re fine, Senator Morton.” Mandie smiled. “And by the way, thank you for those delicious bonbons.”


  Charles hurried on down the corridor.


  Celia looked relieved. “Yes sir. That was so nice of you,” she said.


  “Sweets to the sweet, my dears,” he said. “Well, I must be hurrying on. I have to speak to Mr. Holtzclaw about an important matter. I shall see you two at dinner.”


  “Yes, sir,” the girls chimed in unison.


  Inside their cabin, Celia took off her bonnet and tossed it on her bunk. “Mr. Holtzclaw,” she repeated the name. “That’s the newspaper man, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Mandie replied. Flopping down on the settee, she took off her bonnet. “Oh, Celia, I’m so tired of this long boat ride. I wish I were home where I could see Uncle Ned, and Joe could help us solve all these mysteries.”


  Celia sat beside her friend. “I distinctly remember Joe warning you not to get mixed up in any adventures,” she teased.


  Mandie laughed. “He was just jealous that he wouldn’t be along to get involved, too,” she said. “But I’m glad Grandmother has been so busy with Senator Morton. Since she spends so much time with him, she doesn’t have time to worry that much about what we’re doing.”


  “She is giving us a lot of freedom,” Celia agreed.


  
    

  


  The next morning while Mrs. Taft was attending another lecture with the senator, Mandie and Celia searched again for Jonathan without success. As the girls moved about the ship, they heard some passengers who had witnessed the rescue talking about the possibility that the boy may have fallen back overboard and drowned.


  As they returned to their cabin to freshen up for the noon meal, Mandie said, “I don’t think Jonathan fell overboard, do you?”


  Celia shook her head and started to say something, but just then there was a knock on the door.


  Mandie answered it, and a crewman handed her a note.


  Puzzled, Mandie frowned. “What is this?” she asked.


  “It’s from the sister of the little girl who almost drowned,” the crewman explained.


  “Oh, thank you,” Mandie replied as the man left. Closing the door, she quickly unfolded the note.


  Celia came and stood next to her as Mandie read aloud:


  Dear Miss Mandie Shaw,


  I thank you with all my heart for taking care of my little sister. She told me you let the captain know who she was so he could send her back to me. Please also give my deepest thanks to the boy who rescued her. I regret to inform you, though, that Violet tossed and turned all night with a high fever. She is awfully sick. I can only pray, and I trust that you and your friends will join me.


  


  Eternally grateful,


  Lily Masterson


  Mandie looked up, her eyes moist. “Celia, Violet is desperately ill,” she gasped. “Let’s go down and see her!”


  They raced out the door and hurried down to the steerage section to see their little friend.


  As they made their way down the endless flights of steps, Mandie hoped they wouldn’t get lost. Within a few minutes, however, they came out on the steerage deck. Some of the passengers spotted them, and a hush fell on the crowd.


  Mandie rushed over to a shabbily dressed old woman. “Where is Lily Masterson?” she asked. “I want to see her little sister.”


  The woman didn’t answer but merely pointed to her left. The girls hurried in that direction and found Violet lying on a pile of old quilts.


  Lily sat on the floor beside her, bathing the child’s face with a wet cloth. She looked up. “You shouldn’t have come down here,” she protested.


  “I had to see if there was anything I can do for Violet,” Mandie said. Suddenly she saw a boy coming toward them with a bucket of water. “Jonathan!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here? We’ve been looking all over for you!”


  “I heard the child was sick, and I came to see if I could do anything,” he said meekly.


  Mandie stooped down to touch Violet’s flushed face. Though her eyes were open, she didn’t seem to focus on anything. “Oh, Violet, you’ve got to get well!”


  Lily began to bathe Violet’s face and arms with the cool water Jonathan had brought. “I don’t know what else to do,” she said helplessly.


  “I know one thing we can do,” Mandie said boldly. Those gathered around became attentive and listened. “We can all pray for little Violet—every one of us.”


  Most of the people nodded in agreement, but a few mumbled and moved away, shaking their heads.


  Mandie turned to Jonathan. “Jonathan, do you know how to lead a prayer?” she asked.


  Jonathan looked puzzled. “Me? I don’t think I know what you mean.”


  “All right,” Mandie said resolvedly. “I’ll do it then.” Raising her voice, she said, “Let’s all kneel right here and ask God to heal Violet.” She watched and waited. People began dropping to their knees, one by one, until only a few at the other end of the deck remained standing. Jonathan just stood there, looking bewildered.


  Mandie frowned at him. “Jonathan, can’t you kneel?” she muttered, pulling on his shirtsleeve.


  Mandie cleared her throat and was about to lead in prayer, when scores of voices could be heard, each one in his own way, calling on God to heal the little girl.


  Mandie and Celia joined hands, and Mandie whispered, “Don’t you think our favorite verse would apply in this situation?”


  Her friend nodded vigorously.


  “Jonathan,” Mandie said, “say it with us.”


  He nodded and waited.


  Lifting her face toward the sky, Mandie prayed the scripture, “What time I am afraid, I will put my trust in Thee.”


  Jonathan closed his eyes and said the verse with the girls as they repeated it.


  Mandie reached over and squeezed Lily’s hand. “Dear Lord, please heal little Violet,” she continued. “Please make her well and strong again. Soothe her misery and cool her fever. And, dear Lord, please help Lily to be brave. We thank you, Lord. Amen.”


  Mandie looked around at her friends. They were all smiling.


  Mandie felt sure that the Lord had heard and would heal Violet. She had also made a big decision. She would ask Grandmother to help the Mastersons, but she didn’t tell the girls her plans.


  “Lily, we’ve got to go now,” Mandie said, getting to her feet.


  Lily looked up. Tears began to fill her blue eyes. “Thank you,” she managed.


  “Come on, Celia. Are you coming too, Jonathan?” Mandie asked. “Let’s find my grandmother.” The three hurried toward the steps.


  Jonathan stopped in his tracks. “Your grandmother? You know I can’t be seen on the ship.”


  “Well, how did you get down to the steerage?” Mandie asked.


  “That’s different.” Jonathan shrugged. “These people don’t care who I am. They don’t pay any attention to me. I’m just one of them, as far as they can judge.”


  “Have you been staying down here since you rescued Violet?” Celia asked.


  “No, I had just got here when you two came down,” he replied. “I suppose you’ll find out sooner or later. I found an empty cabin, and I’ve been staying in it.”


  Mandie’s eyes grew wide. “An empty cabin?”


  “Sh-h-h! Not so loud! Don’t tell everyone on the ship,” Jonathan warned. “Yes, an empty cabin. But it’s nowhere near yours.”


  Celia took Mandie’s arm. “He’s right, Mandie,” she said. “He really shouldn’t be seen. Remember, he’s still a stowaway.”


  “All right. Go back to your empty cabin,” Mandie said. “Come on, Celia. I want to talk to my grandmother.”


  Jonathan followed the girls up the steps, and when they turned at the top landing, he went in the opposite direction. Mandie didn’t pay any attention to where he went, she was in too much of a hurry.


  A short time later the girls found Mrs. Taft and the senator in the music room, listening to an opera singer.


  Celia remained at the door as Mandie made her way through the crowd.


  Approaching her grandmother, who was sitting at the end of a row, Mandie bent over to whisper, “Grandmother, I need to talk to you. It’s urgent.”


  Mrs. Taft looked alarmed. Turning to the senator, she said, “Will you excuse me, please?”


  “Of course,” said Senator Morton. “In fact, I’ll go with you. I’m not enjoying this anyway.” He followed them from the room.


  In the hallway, Mandie immediately told her grandmother about Violet’s illness. “And she doesn’t have a doctor or even a bed to sleep on. It’s absolutely horrible down there,” she wailed. “If you will just come down and see for yourself, I know you’ll agree that the girls need help. Please?”


  “Amanda,” Mrs. Taft was firm, “didn’t I tell you not to go down to the steerage again? You have disobeyed me.”


  “I know, Grandmother, and I’m sorry,” Mandie replied. “I didn’t intend to deliberately disobey you, but that little girl might die if she doesn’t get some help.” She fought back tears.


  “Violet is terribly sick, Mrs. Taft,” Celia confirmed.


  “I would be glad to go down there and investigate for you,” Senator Morton volunteered. “I don’t want to interfere with your affairs, but maybe I could help in some way.”


  Mrs. Taft just stood there for a moment, looking at the senator. Mandie held her breath, waiting to see what her grandmother would do.


  Finally she heaved a big sigh. “All right. I’ll go with you,” she said.


  Mandie glanced at Celia and smiled. She was sure now that her grandmother would get help for Violet. She led the way as they all headed down to the steerage section.


  Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Mrs. Taft stopped short to survey the crowded deck. “Oh, my!” she gasped. “I had no idea there were so many people down here.”


  “The Mastersons are over this way,” Mandie said, taking the lead through the crowd.


  Everyone around them stared at Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton.


  Approaching Lily, Mandie introduced her to the adults. “You see how sick Violet is, Grandmother?” she said. She knelt beside the child as Lily stared, red-eyed, at the well-dressed strangers.


  To Mandie’s surprise, her grandmother, in spite of her layers of underskirts and outer skirts, managed to stoop down next to the child. “How long has she been this ill?” Mrs. Taft asked Lily.


  “Since last night, ma’am,” Lily replied, stifling a sob. “And I have done everything I know to do for her.”


  “Well, there is something else we can do,” Mrs. Taft said sternly. She held her hand up to the senator for assistance in rising. Smoothing her skirts, she turned to a crewman working on a hose nearby. “Mister, we need your assistance here,” she said.


  The crewman looked up, surprised to see people who were obviously from the first-class section of the ship. “Uh, yes, ma’am, what can I do for you?”


  “Would you please go find the captain for me, and tell him he is urgently needed down here!” she ordered. “You can tell him Mrs. Taft asked for him.”


  “Yes, ma’am!” He bowed slightly and rushed off, taking the steps in great strides.


  In a few minutes, he returned with Captain Montrose.


  The captain looked surprised to see the girls and the senator. “Yes, Mrs. Taft. You sent for me?” He glanced at the child lying on the floor.


  “Yes, sir,” Mrs. Taft replied. “It seems the child who fell overboard has contracted a high fever. I want this child moved to the sick bay at once so that the ship’s doctor can take care of her.”


  “But, madam, this is the steerage section,” Captain Montrose objected. “No provision is made for medical care for these people.”


  “I don’t care what provision is made for them.” Mrs. Taft stretched to her full height. “I want this child moved to the sick bay immediately!” she demanded. “She’s so sick she’s liable to die lying there on that floor.”


  “Mrs. Taft, you must be reasonable,” the captain protested.


  Senator Morton cleared his throat. “I don’t think you understand, Captain. We are being reasonable,” he said. “That child’s life is in danger, and we must do something about it. Now!”


  Mandie and Celia listened in amazement. Lily stared, her mouth open.


  “Sir, I have no authority to move a steerage passenger to the first-class medical facility.” The captain held his ground.


  Mrs. Taft was livid. “Do you want me to go upstairs and speak to the other first-class passengers? Many of them witnessed the rescue of this child from certain death when she fell overboard. Do you want me to tell them you refused a doctor’s care for her now that she is deathly ill with a fever? Someone might be enraged enough to say that the accident was your fault.”


  “My fault?” The captain was beginning to look nervous. “I had nothing to do with the accident.”


  Mandie spoke up. “Captain Montrose, when my grandmother makes up her mind to do something, no one can stop her.”


  The captain looked at Mandie and finally gave in. “All right.” He raised his arms in a helpless gesture. “You win.” He summoned the crewman working on the hose. “Take this child to the sick bay immediately, and tell the doctor I said to take care of her.”


  “Aye, captain,” the man said and bent to lift Violet in his strong arms. The captain quickly walked away toward the steps.


  Lily stood up, crying. Mrs. Taft put her arm around the girl’s shoulders and told her, “Get your things. You have to stay with her to be sure they do their job.”


  “Me go, too? That captain might not like that,” Lily protested as she sobbed.


  “Leave the captain to me, dear. Get your things,” Mrs. Taft insisted.


  Lily quickly picked up a bag sitting nearby and turned to an old woman who stood listening. “Mrs. White, would you please watch out for my other belongings while I’m gone?”


  “Of course, dear, and we’ll all be praying for little Violet,” Mrs. White told her.


  “Let’s go,” Mrs. Taft told the crew member who had been standing there holding the child all this time.


  When they came to the corridor leading to their cabin Mrs. Taft told Lily, “You go that direction now. Follow the man. I’ll see that you’re provided with food and a place to sleep so you can watch over your little sister. Hurry on, dear. We’ll be stopping in to check on her.”


  “Oh, thank you, thank you,” Lily said, quickly squeezing Mrs. Taft’s hand and hurrying after the man carrying Violet.


  “Grandmother, I’m sorry if I disobeyed you, but you can see what you think about it. If I had not gone down to check on Violet you wouldn’t know about it and she might have died for want of attention,” Mandie told her grandmother at the door of Mrs. Taft’s cabin.


  “I understand, dear. I forgive you. You girls will have to keep check on what goes on in the sick bay and let me know,” Mrs. Taft told them.


  Senator Morton had crossed the hall to enter his cabin.


  “And we thank you, Senator Morton,” Mandie called to him.


  “I didn’t do a thing,” he protested. “It was your grandmother who got the ball rolling. Now it’s up to you girls to see that the ball keeps on rolling.”


  “Yes, sir,” the girls chimed.


  As the girls entered their cabin and closed the door Mandie said, “I knew my grandmother would come through.”


  “Like she did for Hilda that time,” Celia agreed.


  “We’d better get going, or we’ll be late for dinner,” Mandie reminded her. “And you know Grandmother didn’t even mention that it’s almost time to eat. Even if it meant losing out on a meal, I knew she would take care of Violet first.”


  CHAPTER TEN


  LADY DETECTIVE ON BOARD


  In the next couple of days Mandie and Celia spent a lot of time with Lily and Violet in the sick bay. With the proper medical attention the child had begun to improve.


  On the third day, when the fever finally broke, Violet opened her eyes and cried, “Lily, I’m hungry!”


  Overjoyed at the good sign, Lily hugged the child and smiled warmly at Mandie and Celia who had come to visit.


  Celia squeezed Mandie’s hand. “Violet’s going to get well,” she said excitedly.


  “I knew she would.” Mandie dabbed at her moist eyes with her handkerchief.


  Violet struggled to sit up but was too weak. Then glancing at Mandie and Celia, she frowned. “Where are we?”


  The girls all began talking at once, trying to explain to the child where they were and why. Just then the doctor came in to check on Violet. Seeing that she was alert, he ordered some broth for her. “I’ll be back shortly,” he promised.


  A steward arrived with the broth, and Lily began feeding the warm nourishment to her sister. After a few spoonfuls, Violet drifted off to sleep again. “Well, I guess we’ll have to go back downstairs now that Violet is recovering,” Lily told Mandie.


  “Oh no,” Mandie protested. “I’m sure you should stay right here. Let me talk to my grandmother. She will verify it with the captain. We only have two more days before we get to London!”


  “I don’t want to cause any trouble.” Lily looked worried.


  “It’s no trouble,” Mandie said. “It’s important that Violet get some good rest in a proper bed until she is completely well. You can’t worry about what people think.”


  “Well, at least the captain hasn’t been around,” Lily sighed. “He frightens me. He’s so—so stern and gruff. He would never have allowed us to come up here if your grandmother hadn’t intervened.”


  Lily leaned forward. “Did anyone ever find out who that boy was that saved Violet, or where he went?” she asked. “He seemed to just disappear.”


  Mandie looked at her in surprise. “You mean, you didn’t know the boy who brought you the bucket of water for Violet was the one who’d rescued her?”


  Lily gasped. “No! That boy?”


  “He didn’t say anything about it?” Celia asked.


  Lily’s blonde curls had become tangled and unruly with neglect, as she had been spending all her time caring for her sister. She pushed back the damp ringlets. “No, he just said he heard that Violet was ill, and came down to see if there was anything he could do,” she explained.


  “Well, that’s surprising!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Do you two know him?” Lily asked. “No one seems to know where he went.”


  Mandie shrugged. “Not really.” Then, changing the subject, “Is there anything we can do for you before we go, Lily?” She stood up.


  “Oh no, thank you.” Lily smiled. “You have done so much already. I appreciate it more than I can say.”


  “I’m so glad you sent that note, letting us know that Violet was sick,” Mandie told her. “You’d better lie down now and get some rest. You’ll need your strength when we get to London.”


  “I will,” Lily promised.


  “We’ll see you again before we dock,” Mandie said as the two left the room.


  As they walked down the corridor, Mandie had another idea. “Why don’t we see if we can find Jonathan?”


  “He said he was in an empty cabin, remember?” Celia said. “How will we know which one, with all the doors closed?”


  Mandie grabbed Celia’s arm. “It’s that strange woman,” she whispered loudly, pointing to the cross hall ahead. The two girls hurried to see if they could follow her. When they got to the corner, they saw her heading outside to the deck.


  She sat down in a deck chair and pulled a book out of the large bag she carried. Although she seemed oblivious to the girls’ presence on the deck, they stopped before they got closer.


  “Let’s just sit down in a couple of chairs near her and watch her the way she watches us,” Mandie said.


  Celia nodded.


  Mandie led the way and they found chairs at just enough distance that they could whisper without being heard.


  At first the woman seemed to be engrossed in her book, but Mandie kept her eyes on her. A few minutes later, the woman glanced her way. Mandie just stared back.


  Without dropping her eyes, Mandie struck up a conversation with Celia. “Two more days and we’ll actually be in London!” she said excitedly.


  “This sure has been a long trip.” Celia rested her head back on the chair.


  “But it has been exciting, too, don’t you think?” Mandie asked. “The best part about going home again will be to tell Joe about our adventures.”


  Celia shook her head. “It will be a while before we see him again.”


  “I suppose Mother and Uncle John will be down at the Pattons in Charleston again when we get back.”


  “Mandie!” Celia threw her hands in the air. “We haven’t even landed in London, and you’re talking about getting back home. Are you homesick already?”


  Mandie laughed. “Of course not. I’m anxious to see everything in Europe. I wouldn’t even mind if we stayed the rest of the year.”


  “But we have to go back to school in September, and as it is, we’ll barely make it back in time.”


  Mandie was still watching the woman in black, who had resumed reading. “I wonder if April Snow will be back to school in the fall,” she said.


  “You know, school would be a lot more pleasant if April Snow would just decide to go to another school,” Celia replied.


  Mandie laughed again. “But then we wouldn’t have any troublemakers to contend with.”


  “I suppose it would take all the excitement out of being at school.” Celia giggled.


  Mandie giggled too, forgetting to keep her eyes on the reason they were sitting on the deck in the first place. When she finally looked up, the woman was gone. “Celia, she’s disappeared again!”


  The girls jumped up and looked around. Mandie shook her head. “I look away for a few seconds and she’s gone!”


  Celia straightened her skirt. “She’s a clever one all right.”


  “Come on, let’s take a stroll,” Mandie suggested.


  Noticing that most of the deck chairs were empty now, Mandie looked at the pendant watch on the chain around her neck. “We have just fifteen minutes before we meet Grandmother for the noon meal,” she said.


  They paused near the lifeboat where Jonathan had been staying before all the recent events.


  Celia nodded toward the boat. “Do you think Jonathan might possibly be in there?” she asked.


  “I don’t know why, but it wouldn’t hurt to check,” Mandie replied. “Let’s see.” Walking over to the lifeboat, she slapped the side of it. “Hey, are you there?” she asked.


  To the girls’ surprise, Jonathan popped his head out from under the tarpaulin and jumped down to greet them.


  “Here we’ve been looking all over the ship for you, and you’ve gone back to the lifeboat,” Mandie fussed.


  Jonathan smiled. “Why were you looking for me?”


  “We own a part of you, remember?” Mandie teased. “If we lose track of you completely, we won’t be able to collect that reward!”


  Jonathan laughed. “So, you’re really after my money, after all, huh?”


  Celia frowned. “You’re not very funny,” she said.


  “No, you’re not,” Mandie agreed. “It was your idea. If we turned you in to the captain, we wouldn’t bother collecting the reward, but you promised it to us for the Cherokee school. I must say, you certainly have a short memory.”


  “I haven’t forgotten,” Jonathan assured them. “I was only teasing you. If we don’t see each other again before we get into port, then I’ll find you when the ship docks.”


  “You’d better,” Mandie said. “Say, in case you are interested, Violet is much better now. Her fever has broken, and she was eating some broth this morning.” She straightened her bonnet. “By the way, why didn’t you tell Lily that you were the one who rescued Violet?”


  Jonathan looked down, suddenly shy. “Why should I? It doesn’t matter who rescued the little girl. What matters is that she is alive and well.”


  “You’re right.” Mandie smiled.


  “Why did you leave that empty cabin you were staying in?” Celia asked.


  Jonathan grinned. “I almost got caught when the maids cleaned the rooms this morning,” he replied. “Fortunately, there happened to be a connecting door to the next cabin, and it was unlocked, so I slipped out that way.”


  “I’ll bet you’re glad that we only have two more days on this ship,” Mandie remarked.


  He nodded.


  Celia ran her hand along the ship’s railing. “We’ll sure be glad to get away from that strange woman who keeps snooping around us,” she said.


  Jonathan raised his eyebrows. “Strange woman? Who’s that?”


  “You know, the one who tried to point you out when you rescued the little girl,” Celia explained.


  “I heard someone say something, but I really didn’t see her,” Jonathan replied. “There were so many people around, I ducked out real fast. What does she look like?”


  “She’s old and scrawny looking, and she wears black all the time,” Celia answered.


  “She’s real short—shorter than I am. And she has lots of diamond rings on her fingers, and she wears an enormous brooch on her blouse,” Mandie added. “Her bonnet completely covers her hair, but one day when the wind was blowing, I noticed some wisps of gray.”


  “Hmm!” Jonathan mused. “You say she’s been spying on you? Like how, exactly?”


  “Well, I know she must be the one who sent an anonymous note to my grandmother, telling her that we weren’t behaving like young ladies should,” Mandie said. “And she always seems to be hovering around our hallway and cabin. Today she watched us from a deck chair.”


  “But we’ve never seen her in the dining room, so she must eat at another seating,” Celia told him.


  Jonathan frowned. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her.”


  Mandie glanced at her watch again. “We’ve got to go, now, Jonathan. Is this where you’re going to be staying then?”


  “Looks like it,” he said with a sigh. “I left my valise in a hall closet near your room.”


  Mandie gasped. “Someone will find it!”


  “No, I don’t think so,” he said. “I put it inside the wall where the water trap opens.”


  “I hope it’s there when you go back,” Mandie said, shaking her head. She turned to go and waved. “We’ll see you later.”


  Jonathan climbed back into the boat and pulled the tarpaulin over his head, and the girls headed back to their cabin.


  At the noon meal the girls visited with Mandie’s grandmother and Senator Morton while waiting to be served. Mrs. Taft leaned forward. “I know you girls will enjoy hearing this,” she said barely above a whisper. “They say there’s a real lady detective on this ship. Can you imagine? A woman detective?”


  Celia gasped. “Really? What does she look like?”


  Mandie was sure Celia was thinking what she was thinking—the strange woman just may have an identity after all.


  “I have no idea, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. She turned to the senator. “Have you seen her?”


  “No, I don’t believe so,” he replied. “They say she’s just ordinary looking, though. You wouldn’t know she was a detective. But then, who would know what a lady detective should look like?” He smiled.


  “Well, if y’all find out, I’d sure like to know,” Mandie said. “That is, I think it would be real interesting to meet a lady detective.” She didn’t want to sound too worried. Jonathan could be in for some real trouble if that woman found out about him.


  Celia shot her a knowing glance.


  Mandie and Celia commented about Violet’s recovery, and Mrs. Taft smiled happily.


  “I am delighted to hear that the little girl is better,” she said. “I’ll have to see to it that she and her sister are allowed to stay in the sick bay until we get to London. That place downstairs is horribly overcrowded. In fact, I think I shall do something about it.”


  “Like what, Grandmother?” Mandie didn’t want to give away the fact that she knew who owned the ship.


  “The captain of a ship is supposed to be responsible for such things,” she said indignantly. “The ship’s order and condition is given to his charge. He should have certain rules and regulations to protect all passengers, whether they pay first-class fares or not.”


  “But isn’t the shipping line that owns the ship the one that sets the fares and the number of passengers allowed and all that?” Mandie observed her grandmother’s reaction.


  “Sometimes the owner may not know exactly what goes on, Mandie. Employees are paid to run the business for the owner,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “I’m sure if the owner of this ship knew what things were like down there, conditions would improve,” Mandie said with a smile.


  “You’re absolutely right,” Mrs. Taft agreed.


  Just then the waiter brought their food, and the conversation switched to other topics.


  About halfway through their meal, Mr. Holtzclaw, the newspaper man, came by the table and the senator invited him to join them.


  “Yes, please do,” Mrs. Taft insisted.


  Mr. Holtzclaw pulled over a chair from another table and sat next to the senator. “This could wait, but I just wanted to bring you up-to-date on that kidnapping in New York—you know, Lindall Guyer’s son,” he said.


  The senator nodded and continued eating.


  “I was able to contact my New York office on the wireless this morning,” Mr. Holtzclaw continued, “and the latest news is that the reward has been doubled.”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and tried to hide their surprise.


  “I sure hope Lindall finds the boy,” Senator Morton replied. “It must be very difficult for him.”


  “Well, in a way it’s the man’s own fault. He has really neglected the boy,” Mr. Holtzclaw explained. “He keeps him in private schools all the time, not giving the boy a chance to get to know his father very well.” He scratched his forehead, thinking for a moment. “You know, I’ve never even met the boy. He’s been away at school whenever I’ve been at their house. But I understand he gets high marks in school.”


  Mandie bit her lip to keep from saying anything.


  Senator Morton wiped his mouth with his napkin. “I believe his mother is dead, isn’t she?”


  “That’s right. She died when he was a baby,” Mr. Holtzclaw replied.


  Mrs. Taft set down her fork and looked from the senator to Mr. Holtzclaw and back again. “Is he the multimillionaire in New York who tries to buy out everybody’s businesses?” she asked coldly.


  Mr. Holtzclaw laughed. “You’ve got him pegged right. He tries to buy anything he thinks will make money for him, and he usually succeeds because he’s got the money to pay for it.”


  “Well, money doesn’t buy everything,” Mrs. Taft commented. “I am sure there are those people who want to keep their business because it has been in the family a long time. Others don’t need the money and won’t sell no matter what is offered.”


  “That’s true,” Mr. Holtzclaw said, standing. “But I must be going now. Have a good afternoon.”


  Senator Morton nodded to him. “Let me know if you hear anything further,” he said.


  “I will do that,” Mr. Holtzclaw promised.


  Mrs. Taft laid her hand on Senator Morton’s arm. “Do you suppose someone kidnapped Mr. Guyer’s son for the money, or to settle the score on a sour business deal?” she asked.


  “The paper said they assume he’s been kidnapped,” the senator emphasized. “It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s run away.”


  Mrs. Taft gasped. “Oh, dear! I hadn’t thought of that.”


  Mandie felt guilty, knowing about Jonathan and not reporting his whereabouts to Mr. Holtzclaw. The news could be gotten to Jonathan’s father in minutes via the wireless.


  Her face felt hot as she debated what to do. Finally she decided to talk to Jonathan again and tell him that she felt she should let his father know where he was. As soon as she and Celia could get away, she would try to see him at the lifeboat.


  But what if that lady detective is looking for him? she thought. She brushed the idea aside. She was sure no one knew Jonathan was on the ship except her and Celia. Besides, the woman seemed to be following them, not looking for someone else. Surely the strange woman was the detective her grandmother had told them about. But why would a detective be bothering about us? she argued with herself. Everything is so complicated!


  Mrs. Taft insisted that the girls go with her and the senator to the lounge for dessert and coffee. Mandie and Celia were reluctant but didn’t know how to get out of it.


  As soon as they could get away, they went out on deck and waited for an opportunity to talk to Jonathan. It was late afternoon before the crowd thinned out and Mandie and Celia could approach the lifeboat without worrying about being discovered.


  They hurried over to the boat and called out to him. There was no answer.


  Mandie tapped lightly on the side of the lifeboat. “Are you there?” she asked, afraid to use his name in case someone might be within hearing range.


  Still no answer.


  Celia shrugged. “He’s not here,” she said.


  “I wonder where he could be this time,” Mandie said, disappointed. “Just when we really need to talk to him, he’s not here.”


  Celia tapped Mandie on the shoulder. “Some people are coming out for a stroll,” she warned, watching the door to the cabin area.


  Mandie turned away from the lifeboat. “We can try again after a while,” she said. “He’s going to get caught sooner or later, the way he runs around all over the ship.”


  “That’s what I’ve been thinking, too,” Celia said as they walked on down the deck.


  “And if somebody else catches him, we won’t be able to collect the reward money to help build the Cherokee school,” Mandie added. “And after all the trouble we’ve been through for him!”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  “YOU ARE THE ONE!”


  After dinner that night, Mandie and Celia excused themselves early and tried finding Jonathan again. Since most people were still eating, there was no one on deck, and Mandie tapped on the lifeboat. “Hey, are you in there?” she said in a loud whisper.


  The boy lifted the tarpaulin, always eager for a reason to escape his tiny home, and climbed out to talk to them.


  “Jonathan, you may be in real trouble,” Mandie began. “Do you know a Mr. Holtzclaw? He owns the newspaper I showed you with the article about your disappearance.”


  “My father knows the man,” Jonathan replied. “I’ve never seen him. Why?”


  “Well, he told my grandmother and the senator that he had contacted his newspaper by wireless and that your father has doubled the reward!”


  Jonathan was unimpressed and simply grinned. “That means you girls will be twice as rich!”


  Celia scowled. “Wait a minute. That’s not all,” she said. “Mrs. Taft told us there’s a lady detective on this ship!”


  “We think it might be that strange woman who’s always following us around, spying on us,” Mandie added. “We haven’t been able to figure out why she follows us. Do you think she might be looking for you?”


  “Hmm!” Jonathan thought for a moment, then said, “Why would she be looking for me when no one knows I got on this ship but you girls?”


  “Well, I thought we were the only ones who knew,” Mandie said, “but maybe someone else does know. How can we be sure?”


  “It’s impossible,” Jonathan argued. “I boarded the ship in Charleston, not New York. In fact, I hitchhiked all the way to Charleston because I was afraid someone would recognize me in New York.”


  “Where did you stay in Charleston?” Celia asked.


  “Nowhere. I just walked down to the pier as soon as I arrived, and this ship was docking. I managed to sneak on board right away,” he explained. “It was almost dark.”


  Mandie sighed. “Why won’t you let us contact your father and tell him where you are?” she persisted. “We could ask Mr. Holtzclaw to send him a message on the wireless through his newspaper.”


  “No, no, no!” Jonathan shook his head vigorously. “You can’t do that!”


  “But as soon as your father finds out you’re in Paris, he’ll just order you home anyway,” Celia argued.


  “When I get to Paris, I’ll have my aunt and uncle behind me. My father might listen to them.” The wind ruffled his curly black hair, and he smoothed it into place. “Anyway, I’ll take that chance.”


  Mandie’s blue eyes narrowed. “I feel so badly, knowing that your father is up there in New York worrying about you,” she said.


  “I doubt if he’s worrying too much about me. He only has time for his business,” Jonathan said sarcastically. “He never has liked children. They’re too much trouble. I don’t care if I ever see him again, to be honest.”


  “Jonathan!” Mandie exclaimed. “Don’t you love your father?”


  Jonathan shuffled his feet and looked out over the ocean. “How can you love someone you don’t even know?”


  Celia gasped. “You don’t know your father?”


  “Well, of course I recognize him when I see him, which is very seldom,” the boy replied. “But as I said before, he sends me away to private schools. I’ve never been with him long enough to get to know him. It’s obvious he just doesn’t want me around, so I decided to fend for myself.”


  Mandie looked into his dark eyes and reached out to him. “I’m sorry, Jonathan, but I can tell you love your father, even though you say you don’t,” she said gently. “Why don’t you just have a good man-to-man talk with him? That might straighten things out between you.”


  “A man-to-man talk?” The boy laughed lightly. “My father wouldn’t have time for such a thing. In fact, I doubt if he has ever had a good personal talk with anyone. I really don’t know what my mother ever saw in him.”


  Mandie looked up just in time to see the strange woman “detective” coming toward them across the deck. She was moving too quickly for them to do anything to hide Jonathan. Mandie’s heart pounded.


  “You are the one!” the woman shouted, pointing a bony finger at Jonathan.


  Startled at her outburst, he just stared at her for a moment. “Ma’am?” he finally managed.


  The girls were too stunned to speak.


  “You are the one,” the strange woman repeated loudly. “I would recognize you anywhere!”


  Recognize him? Mandie thought to herself. Does she know who he is? To her utter dismay, Mandie noticed her grandmother and Senator Morton approaching, along with other people who were now leaving the dining room.


  “Go!” she warned Jonathan. “Disappear into the crowd.” But he didn’t move.


  As Mrs. Taft and the senator approached, the woman began accusing Jonathan again, “You are the one I saw coming out of these girls’ cabin that day!”


  “Amanda! What is this?” Grandmother Taft looked shocked. “What is going on here?”


  “I . . . I . . . don’t know.” Mandie was temporarily speechless. “We—we don’t even know this woman.” She turned to her then. “Just who are you, anyway, ma’am?”


  Before she could answer, Mandie’s grandmother had another question, “And who is this young man that she accuses of being in your cabin?”


  Jonathan rolled his eyes. “We can explain, ma’am,” he said. “It’s all very simple.”


  “You will explain,” Mrs. Taft said firmly.


  “Grandmother,” Mandie said calmly, “could we all sit down on some deck chairs and talk? We can explain everything.”


  The curious crowd that had gathered dispersed, deciding there was nothing so unusual going on. But the unidentified woman in black stayed close behind Mandie.


  Mrs. Taft addressed her abruptly, “I don’t believe this concerns you any longer.”


  The woman hurried away in a huff.


  Mandie waited until the others were seated, then faced them in a chair of her own. “Grandmother,” she began rather nervously, “this boy is a stowaway and—”


  “What? A stowaway?” Senator Morton scowled. “He’ll have to be reported to the captain!”


  “Please don’t, sir,” Jonathan begged. “We’re almost to London. I’ll get off the ship there, and I won’t cause anyone any more bother.”


  Mrs. Taft bristled. “Young man, you are far too young to be traveling alone, much less stowing away on a ship!”


  “Oh, Grandmother, please don’t report him,” Mandie pleaded. “He hasn’t done anything wrong, really. When he gets to London, he can get the money to pay for his passage.”


  “Hasn’t done anything wrong?” Mrs. Taft stared at her in disbelief. “Please explain what that woman meant when she said she saw him coming out of your cabin, then.”


  “He was hungry,” Mandie replied. “He hasn’t been anything but a gentleman with us, has he, Celia?”


  “That’s right,” Celia agreed. “In fact, he stays hidden most of the time and doesn’t bother anyone.”


  Jonathan leaned forward in his deck chair. “If you would just forget you ever saw me, I’d be so grateful, ma’am,” he said. “I can assure you I won’t go into the girls’ cabin again.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at the boy sternly. “But it remains that you have broken the law by stowing away on this ship, without passage. Didn’t you know that?”


  “I know I shouldn’t have boarded this ship without paying the passenger fare, but it was an urgent situation, and I couldn’t get my hands on any money right then,” Jonathan explained.


  Mrs. Taft laughed lightly. “I can believe that! You are too young to be in command of any money.” She looked at Senator Morton for advice. “Do you think we should take him to Captain Montrose?”


  The senator cleared his throat. “According to the law, that is our obligation,” he answered. “But you know, the girls have also broken the law by concealing a runaway.”


  Mandie and Celia both gasped. Mandie cringed at the thought of punishment at the hand of the captain.


  Mrs. Taft drummed her fingers on her handbag in her lap. “Amanda, the thing that concerns me almost more is that you and Celia have deceived me, and I cannot let that go unpunished.”


  The girls bowed their heads, suddenly acknowledging their wrongdoing to Mrs. Taft. “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said for them both.


  “You must realize that I will have to tell both your mothers about all of this, don’t you?”


  Mandie couldn’t look her grandmother in the face. “I’m truly sorry,” she said quietly.


  “So am I,” Celia added. “I am certain nothing like this will ever happen again.”


  Jonathan stood then. “You know, Mrs. Taft, this whole thing is all my fault,” he admitted. “I should never have involved the girls in my problem. I’m sorry for the trouble I’ve caused your family.”


  The senator stood beside the boy and helped Mrs. Taft to her feet. “Shall we all go find the captain?”


  “Grandmother!” Mandie exclaimed. “I’ve just realized, you probably aren’t aware who this boy is!”


  Celia caught her breath. “That’s right!” she said. “He’s the one who rescued the little girl who fell overboard!”


  “What? You?” Mrs. Taft turned to the boy. “You saved that little girl’s life?”


  Jonathan was suddenly embarrassed at the attention. “Well, I only did what any other person would do under the circumstances.”


  “That gives us two reasons to take you to the captain,” she replied. “Captain Montrose has been looking for the person that rescued the girl. Come along now, we’ll go find him.”


  Mrs. Taft led the way inside and down the long corridor. They passed the sick bay on the way to the captain’s quarters, and Mrs. Taft peeked in the doorway. “We might as well see how little Violet is doing, now that we’re here,” she said. She and Senator Morton entered the tiny room while the others waited by the door.


  They found the child sitting on her cot while Lily read a book to her. The two looked up when the visitors entered.


  Mrs. Taft reached out to the little girl and touched her cheek. “How are you, my dear?”


  “I’ve been sick,” the little girl replied, shyly, looking at her sister. “But I’m better now.”


  “Yes, and we’re so glad you’re doing well,” Mrs. Taft told her, smiling.


  Lily spoke then. “She is much, much better, Mrs. Taft, thanks to your kindness and quick action. She’s eating solid food now, so she’s getting much stronger.”


  Mrs. Taft opened the drawstring of her purse and pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil. “I want to get the address of the place where you’ll be staying in London,” she said. “Would you write it here for me?”


  “Of course.”


  “And I want to give you money to buy a kitten for Violet,” Mrs. Taft continued. “A white one, if you can find one.”


  Violet beamed. “A kitten? For me?”


  “Yes, dear, as soon as your sister can find you one,” Mrs. Taft spoke kindly. Taking several bills from her bag, she gave them to Lily. “This ought to be enough.”


  Lily took the money shyly and handed her their address in London. “Mrs. Taft, I don’t know how I can ever repay you. I’m hopelessly in your debt.”


  “Don’t mention it, please. It was a pleasure doing something for somebody who really needed it, for a change,” she said, squeezing Lily’s hand. “You just see that your little sister gets a kitten.”


  Lily finally noticed the girls at the door, and then Jonathan. “Oh, you’re the boy who saved my sister’s life!” she exclaimed. “I just wanted to—”


  Suddenly Jonathan bolted and ran, disappearing down the corridor.


  Mandie looked bewilderedly at her grandmother. “Shall Celia and I go look for him?” she asked.


  Mrs. Taft sighed. “No dear. Let him go,” she said. “Perhaps he deserves free passage for saving a life. I don’t think we should pursue him.”


  Mandie and Celia exchanged glances and took a deep breath.


  “But I think you girls should leave him alone, if you do see him the rest of the trip,” Grandmother Taft warned.


  “Yes, ma’am!” Mandie was relieved that Jonathan had gotten away.


  Lily reached for Mrs. Taft’s hand. “But ma’am, you know Captain Montrose has been looking everywhere for the boy. I believe he wants to give him some kind of reward for rescuing Violet.”


  At that moment the captain walked into the sick bay through another door. “Did I hear my name mentioned? What can I do for you?” he said, looking to Mrs. Taft.


  “Captain Montrose, I’m glad you’re here. It happens that we have found the young boy who saved Violet’s life,” Mrs. Taft told him.


  “Oh? Where is he? I wanted to do something for him,” the captain replied. “I’ve had my crewmen looking everywhere for him.”


  Mrs. Taft drew herself up to her full height. “Well, the reason they have not been able to find him is because he is a stowaway, and—”


  “A stowaway?” the captain interrupted, his face reddening. “That scoundrel! Where has he been hiding?”


  Mandie and Celia trembled and held hands. The captain could be so frightening when he was angry.


  But Mrs. Taft stood up to him. “Well, he is most certainly on this ship, but I couldn’t tell you where he is hiding because I don’t know.”


  “Are you sure of that, Mrs. Taft?” Captain Montrose looked like he didn’t believe her. “It’s against the law to harbor runaways, you know. Where did you find him in the first place?”


  Senator Morton spoke up. “He was outside on the deck, and he came with us to see how little Violet was doing,” he said matter-of-factly. “Evidently you scared him off.”


  Mandie sighed with relief, glad that her grandmother and the senator were protecting Jonathan. She secretly hoped the boy could stay hidden until the ship docked in London.


  “If you see him again, it is your duty to inform me,” the captain said sharply.


  “Maybe your crew will find him,” Mrs. Taft said smugly. “Come along, girls. It’s time we go.” Turning to Lily and Violet, she said, “Have a good day now, we will see you again.”


  Mandie and Celia backed out of the small room and bumped into the strange woman. It was apparent she had heard everything at the door.


  The woman barged through the doorway and spoke directly to the captain. “These girls know that boy,” she insisted. “Just ask them. They know who he is.”


  Mrs. Taft stepped between the woman and the captain. “I wish you would leave these girls alone,” she said sternly.


  The captain said nothing, but stepped out into the corridor to speak to Mandie and Celia. “Do you girls know the boy in question?” he asked simply.


  Before they could answer him, Mrs. Taft came to their rescue. She put an arm around each of them and directed them down the corridor. Senator Morton was close behind. Suddenly inspired, she turned to call back to the captain, “If you do find the boy, I strongly advise you not to make any trouble for him.”


  The captain stood alone in the doorway of the sick bay, dumbfounded. The strange woman had made a quick escape in the opposite direction.


  As they all headed back to their cabins, Mandie wondered if they would see Jonathan again before they docked in London. She wished she hadn’t had to promise not to see him again. How would they collect the reward money he had promised them? They didn’t have a name or an address at which to contact him once they left the ship.


  Mandie and Celia discussed the situation that night after they climbed into their bunks. Snowball curled up with Celia. He’d apparently had enough of the height of Mandie’s bed.


  After they turned out the light, Mandie stared out into the darkness. “Celia, we’ve got to figure out some way to find Jonathan after we dock.”


  “Yes, and soon,” Celia agreed.


  “Do you realize that the captain just may find him after all?” Mandie’s voice quavered. “Now that he knows there’s a stowaway on this ship, he’ll probably have it searched from one end to the other.”


  Celia suddenly wondered what would happen if Jonathan was found. “What do they do with stowaways?” she asked.


  “Put them in jail?” Mandie replied. Suddenly the thought of it made her sick. “Wouldn’t that be awful?”


  “Poor Jonathan,” Celia sighed.


  “Celia, I’ve got to talk to my grandmother tomorrow,” Mandie decided. “We can’t let Jonathan go to jail—not even if it means breaking our promise and telling Grandmother who he is. I really doubt the captain would put Mr. Jonathan Lindall Guyer’s son in jail!”


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  MYSTERIOUS MESSAGE


  As the ship neared port in London, the girls’ excitement grew. They had to repack everything except what they would need just before the ship docked.


  Charles, the handsome steward, kept them informed about the schedule.


  Mrs. Taft stayed so busy with last-minute events on the ship that the girls were unable to catch her alone to talk to her about who Jonathan was. They continued to keep an eye out for him, but kept their promise not to actually go searching for him.


  As they sat on the deck, Mandie talked to Celia about her frustrations. “I’ve just got to catch Grandmother alone,” she said. “I don’t want to talk to her in front of Senator Morton, but he sticks by her side like molasses all the time. And they stay up so late at night!”


  Celia laughed. “Sooner or later your grandmother has to stay in her cabin long enough to repack her belongings,” she reminded her. “You can catch her then.”


  “I hope so.” Getting up from her deck chair, Mandie walked over to the rail and looked out across the churning green water. Celia joined her. “Just think,” Mandie said. “London, England, is right out there somewhere.”


  “I wonder how far out we’ll be able to see it,” Celia mused. She leaned on the rail, then glancing down at the turbulent waters below, she quickly stepped back.


  Mandie smiled at her friend. “Still afraid of heights, I see. Remember when we climbed up into the belfry in that church, and you got rubbery legs?”


  “I won’t ever forget,” Celia answered. “Swinging around on a rope way up in the air like that is the most horrible feeling I think I’ve ever had.”


  Mandie stood there for a moment, deep in thought. “I’m glad you came to the same school I did and that we got to be roommates,” she said. “We’ve had some great times together, haven’t we?”


  Celia smiled. “And some bad times, too,” she replied, “like when we got suspended from school for breaking curfew.”


  “You know, I think we’re finally growing up, don’t you?” Mandie turned around and leaned against the rail. “You were thirteen on March the first, and I had my thirteenth birthday on June the sixth. I suppose we’ll be grown-up young ladies by the time we’re sixteen, and that isn’t very far off.”


  Celia shook her head. “Oh, I doubt it. We’ll probably still be getting mixed up in all kinds of adventures. It seems to be a part of us everywhere we go.”


  “Whether Joe’s with us or not.” Mandie laughed. Just then the ship lurched and the girls grasped the railing.


  “I don’t think Joe would like Jonathan,” Celia remarked.


  “Oh, why not?”


  “Because he’s jealous!” Celia replied with a smirk. “He doesn’t want you to have any other boys for friends.”


  Mandie sighed. “I know. I’ve fussed at him a lot about that,” she said. Looking around the deck, she tried to think of something else to do. “Let’s go visit Lily and Violet,” she said. “We said we’d see them again before we docked.”


  “Sounds good,” Celia agreed.


  When they entered the sick bay, Violet was up, sitting in Lily’s lap as Lily read to her. They were both delighted to see Mandie and Celia.


  “Come in,” Lily welcomed them. “I’m so glad you came again. Sit down.”


  As the girls sat in some comfortable chairs nearby, Violet rocked back and forth in her sister’s lap. “We had company,” she told them.


  “You did?” Mandie replied.


  “Yes, Mrs. Taft came to see us again,” Lily explained.


  Mandie looked surprised. “Really? My grandmother came by?”


  “You just missed her,” Lily answered. “She stayed with us awhile. We talked about where we will all be going once we get off this ship. She said she might bring you and Celia to my aunt’s house to see us.”


  “That would be great!” Mandie exclaimed. “Was the senator with her?”


  “No, she was alone,” Lily said. “The captain had just left before she came. He’s been coming in regularly. He knows the boy who saved Violet is the stowaway, so I imagine he thinks he’ll catch him in here, if he comes often enough.”


  “Has the boy been back to visit Violet?” Mandie asked eagerly.


  “No, I haven’t seen him since he disappeared from here the first time,” Lily replied. “The captain, your grandmother, and the doctor, of course, are the only ones who ever come to see us. The steward brings our food, but he never says anything. So we’re very glad to see you two.”


  “I’ve been trying to catch my grandmother alone,” Mandie explained. “I have something important I want to talk to her about, and Senator Morton is always with her.”


  “If she comes back before we dock, I’ll tell her,” Lily promised. “Oh, I almost forgot. We did have another visitor. The man who owns a newspaper in New York came by and said he’d like to write a story about Violet for his paper. He wanted to know if we had seen the boy lately.”


  Mandie’s forehead wrinkled in concern. “He did?” She knew the newspaperman would put two and two together if the captain told him there was a stowaway on the ship. He would figure immediately that the boy was Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the third.


  Lily continued, “Of course he wanted to interview the boy, too, but I told him I hadn’t seen him since he ran off the first day you brought him in here.” Lily looked down at her little sister, who was asleep in her arms. “Let me put her in her cot, so she’ll be more comfortable.”


  As Lily stood, she caught her breath. “I just saw that woman in the hallway who argued with Mrs. Taft and the captain,” she whispered.


  Mandie stepped quickly outside to confront her. “What is it that you want?” she demanded.


  The woman stood her ground and said nonchalantly, “I just want to see that you and your friend behave like young ladies on this ship.” She forced a smile, then hurried off down the passageway.


  “Well!” Mandie said indignantly. “She has her nerve! Did y’all hear that? She wants to see that we act like young ladies. What does she think we’ve been doing?”


  “And what business is it of hers?” Lily asked.


  Celia shook her head slowly. “I don’t believe that woman is quite right,” she said.


  “She acts deranged,” Lily agreed.


  “I’ll be glad when we get off this ship, so we’ll be rid of her and she can’t follow us around anymore!” Mandie declared.


  “But we don’t know where she’s going, Mandie,” Celia reminded her. “She may be staying in the same place we are—the Majestic Hotel.”


  “That’s right!” Mandie gasped and covered her mouth. “I almost forgot about that note we found with ‘Majestic Hotel’ written on it. Do you think we’ll ever get rid of her?”


  “If you don’t, you’ll just have to ignore her,” Lily suggested.


  “We try to,” Celia told her. “But she turns up everywhere we go.”


  “She seems to be out to make trouble for us,” Mandie added.


  “Did you say your grandmother knows her?” Lily asked.


  “No,” Mandie replied. “But speaking of my grandmother—Celia, let’s go see if we can catch her alone.”


  They bade Lily goodbye with a promise to see her again.


  As the girls hurried down the corridor in search of Mrs. Taft, they almost collided with Jonathan. He had just retrieved his valise from the hall closet. At the same moment, Mrs. Taft came down the hall from the opposite direction.


  “Jonathan!” the girls shrieked.


  Mrs. Taft caught up with them, a worried look on her face. “This boy’s name is Jonathan?” she asked.


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie admitted. “I’ve been trying to find a moment alone with you to tell you that this is Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the third. He is on his way to visit his aunt and uncle in Paris.”


  Jonathan dropped his valise to the floor. “Oh, please, you said you wouldn’t tell,” he groaned.


  “Don’t worry. My grandmother won’t tell the captain, will you Grandmother?”


  Before she could answer, Captain Montrose appeared suddenly from around the corner. “What was that?” he bellowed. “You mentioned the ‘captain’?” He looked from Jonathan to the valise on the floor.


  Everyone was speechless, and Mandie held her breath, her heart pounding.


  The captain looked deeply into Jonathan’s dark eyes. “Who are you, anyway?” he demanded. “I don’t remember seeing you before on this voyage.”


  Mrs. Taft took over. “This is the boy who saved the child who fell overboard,” she explained. “You did want to see him, if I recall.”


  Captain Montrose caught his breath. “Yes, I did.” He grabbed Jonathan by the wrist. “You are coming with me to the brig. You have broken the law by stowing away on my ship.”


  Mrs. Taft intercepted them, touching the captain’s arm. “You should know who he really is,” she said. “This is none other than Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the third!”


  The captain scowled. “I don’t care who he is! He has broken the law, and I’m going to lock him up until we reach London. From there, the police can take over.”


  Mandie grasped Jonathan’s other hand. “You can’t do that,” she protested. “We’re not going to let you.”


  “Let me?” Captain Montrose laughed. “My dear, young lady, I am the captain of this ship!”


  Mrs. Taft spoke again. “Only until the ship docks in London,” she said evenly. “Then you will be relieved of your duties with my ship line.”


  “Your ship line?” The captain almost choked. “Since when did this become your ship line?”


  “I advise you to contact your head office on the wireless immediately,” she ordered. “Find out for yourself who owns this line and whose family has owned it for over a hundred years.”


  The captain’s face reddened and he took a step back. “I . . . I’m . . . terribly sorry, Mrs. Taft,” he apologized. “I never connected your name with the company, even though it is the same as the company’s owner. I’m truly sorry for my oversight.”


  At that moment Senator Morton appeared, catching the end of the conversation.


  Mrs. Taft smiled at him. “We have finally located the boy who rescued Violet. And do you know who this boy’s father is? The New York multimillionaire, Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the second!” she emphasized.


  The senator turned to Jonathan. “You are Lindall Guyer’s son? We’ll have to let him know you’ve been found.”


  “Oh no, Senator Morton,” Mandie said quickly. “Please don’t do that. He’s on his way to his aunt and uncle’s home in Paris, and we promised to keep it a secret.”


  “Amanda!” Mrs. Taft exclaimed.


  The senator rested his hand on Mrs. Taft’s shoulder. “Your granddaughter may be right,” he said, “after what we’ve heard about his home situation. Maybe we should at least wait until we dock.”


  The captain spoke up, suddenly siding with Mandie. “You may rest assured, Miss Amanda, that I will not inform his father or anyone else if that is what you wish,” he said.


  “Neither will I,” Senator Morton agreed firmly. “In fact, I occupy a double cabin, son, and you can come share it with me. I’ll even pay your fare.”


  “Oh—thank you, sir,” Jonathan gasped, tears in his eyes.


  Captain Montrose excused himself and retreated quickly down the corridor.


  “Of course, Jonathan,” the senator added, “there is one condition for my not informing your father. You will have to stay in our care when the boat docks until we can see what arrangements your father wants to make. He will have to be told when we get to London.”


  Jonathan sighed, but nodded. “All right, sir,” he conceded. “I’m not in any position to ask any favors. I sincerely thank you for your generosity and kindness.”


  The girls looked at each other and smiled, very pleased with the turn of events.


  “Jonathan,” Mandie said, “I think it’s great that you’ll be staying with all of us. You did say you know your way around Europe, so you can show us everything!”


  Mrs. Taft hugged the boy spontaneously. “We will be glad to have you, Jonathan,” she said. “I may not be a particular friend of your father’s, but I think he has a very nice son.”


  “Why, thank you, ma’am.” Jonathan smiled up at her.


  “Senator,” Mrs. Taft turned to him. “I need a moment alone with my granddaughter. Will you see Jonathan to the dining room?” She smiled. “And thank you for taking the boy in.”


  Senator Morton nodded and led the way to his room.


  Mrs. Taft took the girls into her cabin and asked them to sit down. “Now, I want to make something perfectly clear,” she said firmly. “Having Jonathan with us will be a completely different situation than we had planned, and I will not tolerate any secrets or unladylike behavior on your part after we get off this boat tomorrow. Is that clear?”


  She took a deep breath and continued, “I will not have my visit to Europe spoiled because of two young ladies bent on foolishness and having a good time. Any deviation from the strictest rules of ladylike behavior will not be tolerated. And if I have to speak to either of you about this again, it will be the last trip we ever make together.”


  The girls sat wide-eyed, a bit surprised at Mrs. Taft’s outburst, but relieved that she did not seem to be overly upset about the fact that Jonathan would be accompanying them until his father could be reached.


  Mandie finally found her voice and answered, “Yes, ma’am, we will not disappoint you.”


  “Now—” Mrs. Taft brightened. “Let’s see how pretty you girls can make yourselves for dinner,” she said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” the girls chimed in unison, relieved the conversation was over.


  As they entered their own room, Mandie smiled. “We’ll be ready in no time, Grandmother.”


  Once she shut the door, Mandie leaned against it and looked up. “Oh, thank you, God, for taking care of Jonathan,” she said.


  
    

  


  The next morning the passengers were informed they would dock in London that evening, after dark. The girls were too excited to eat much all day. They kept running out onto the deck to see if they could catch sight of any land. And with the pressure off to keep Jonathan’s identity a secret, they could really look forward to their stay in London.


  After dinner Jonathan, who looked like a different boy since he’d stayed in the senator’s cabin and was able to bathe and change his clothes, joined the girls at the rail. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were close by. Suddenly the ship’s horn sounded loud and clear in the warm summer air.


  Mandie jumped, startled by the sudden blast. She held her squirming kitten tighter in her arms.


  “They’ve spotted land!” Jonathan said excitedly. “That’s what it means when they sound the horn.”


  The girls hugged each other and would have danced around the deck for joy, if Mrs. Taft hadn’t been there watching for ladylike behavior. The full moon was lighting up the deck, but they couldn’t see very far ahead in the gathering darkness.


  Mandie looked around. “I wonder where Lily and Violet are,” she said. “I hope we see them before we disembark.”


  “Oh, dear,” Mrs. Taft spoke up. “They had to go down to the steerage section to get their luggage. I did promise them we would stop by their aunt’s house for a visit while we’re in London. I understand she lives clear out in the countryside.”


  “Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “That will be so much fun!”


  By now most all the passengers were out on deck, and it was getting difficult to move around. The girls were glad they had come out early, so that they had a place at the railing.


  Suddenly Celia squealed, pointing. “I see lights!”


  Mandie peered ahead, barely able to make out the faint lights in the distance. “It’s so dark,” she said, squinting. “How will we ever find the hotel?”


  “There are public carriages to rent that take you to the hotel,” Jonathan explained. “The Majestic Hotel is quite a distance from the dock.”


  “You know where it is?” Mandie asked.


  “Well, I’ve seen it. I’ve never stayed there,” he replied. “Remember, I’ve always lived in schools when I’ve been in England.”


  As they gazed, wide-eyed, the lights grew bigger. The ship’s foghorn sounded again and again as they slowly reached the harbor and the ship finally pulled into dock. The gangplank lowered and people bustled forward, everyone talking excitedly.


  Snowball’s claws dug into Mandie’s blouse. The crowd seemed to make him nervous.


  Mandie was too excited about getting to London to scold the kitten. “Am I dreaming? Pinch me!” she said to Celia.


  Celia pinched her, and Mandie pinched her back. “No, we’re not dreaming,” they said together, giggling.


  “All right, girls,” Mrs. Taft said. “Let’s conduct ourselves as young ladies now, not children.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie nodded, smiling at Celia.


  Having moved to the top of the gangplank, everyone waited for a chain to be lowered so they could descend. The captain held a lantern, ready to bid farewell to the passengers.


  Suddenly there was a stirring and commotion in the crowd. Someone was coming up the gangplank, waving a piece of paper. It was too dark to tell who it was, but Mandie could hear the man speak to the captain.


  “I have a message here for Miss Amanda Shaw.”


  Mandie caught her name, and without thinking she called out to the captain. “I’m right here, Captain Montrose!”


  The captain took the paper from the messenger and brought it to Mandie. “A message for you, Miss Shaw.”


  Mandie squinted in the dim light. “It’s too dark to read,” she protested.


  The captain held his lantern high for her.


  Mandie’s grandmother and the senator moved closer as Mandie read aloud. “Miss Amanda Shaw, please stop by the telegraph office. We have a message for you.” She looked up, puzzled. “That’s all it says.” She looked at her grandmother as the captain moved away.


  Mrs. Taft spoke to him as he left, “You will be hearing from us, Captain Montrose.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the captain replied.


  Turning to Mandie, she said. “We’ll stop by the telegraph office on the way to the hotel.”


  “But Grandmother, who would be sending me a message?”


  “I have no idea, dear. We’ll soon see. Let’s move ahead now. The chain is down, and everyone is getting off the ship.”


  Mandie joined Celia and Jonathan. Senator Morton took Mrs. Taft’s hand and they followed close behind.


  Reaching the pier, Mrs. Taft gathered the young people to one side, while the senator went to see about the luggage and a public carriage.


  Mandie was preoccupied with the mysterious message. “Where is this telegraph office, Grandmother?” she asked. Holding the ever-squirming Snowball tightly, she put the piece of paper in her handbag.


  “It’s a good idea to put the message in a safe place,” Mrs. Taft told her. “The telegraph office is right on our way to the hotel. For the life of me, I can’t think of anyone who would send you a message either.”


  “It couldn’t be my mother or Uncle John,” Mandie reasoned. “They’d send a message to you, Grandmother, not me. Isn’t it expensive to send a message all the way across the ocean?”


  “Yes it is,” Jonathan answered her.


  Mandie was so concerned, she didn’t even notice anything along the way to the telegraph office in the public carriage.


  Who would know where she was? Who would send a message all the way to Europe for her? What could the message be? It must be very important.


  She had finally arrived in Europe to begin an exciting vacation, and someone had to add mystery to it by sending her a message!
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  CHAPTER ONE


  MYSTERIOUS GREETINGS IN LONDON


  “Sir, do you have a message for Amanda Shaw?” thirteen-year-old Mandie anxiously asked the clerk behind the counter of the telegraph office in London, England.


  “I jolly well might have, miss.” The man smiled back. “Are you Miss Amanda Shaw?”


  “Yes, sir, l am.” Mandie shifted her white kitten, Snowball, from one arm to the other as she rummaged in her drawstring bag for the piece of paper the messenger had brought to her on the ship.


  Mandie’s friend Celia reached for the kitten. “Let me hold him,” she offered, taking Snowball.


  Mrs. Taft, Mandie’s grandmother, Senator Morton, and the girls’ friend, Jonathan, waited as Mandie finally pulled the paper out of her bag and handed it to the clerk.


  “Your messenger brought this to me on the ship I just got off of,” Mandie told the man as he read the paper. “You see, it says you have a message for me.”


  “That it does, miss,” the man agreed. He turned to a row of pigeonholes behind him.


  “It’s probably from the United States,” Mandie informed him as he checked each slot. “I don’t know anyone here in England, so it must be from back home.”


  “Ah, here we are, miss,” he said, withdrawing a small sheet of paper from the last opening. “Nope, it’s not from the United States. Came from right here in London.” He handed her the paper.


  Mandie’s bright blue eyes quickly scanned the message. She looked puzzled as she read it aloud, “ ‘Welcome to Europe. We are certain you will have an adventuresome time.’ ” She turned to her grandmother. “But it doesn’t say who it’s from.”


  Mrs. Taft read the few words on the paper and then asked the clerk, “Do you have the name of the person who sent this to my granddaughter?”


  “No, madam, it isn’t on the paper,” the man replied.


  “I know it isn’t on the paper, but do you not have a record of people who send messages?” Mrs. Taft insisted.


  “Begging your pardon, madam, but that message was here when I came to work tonight. I only log in the messages that come in while I am on duty,” the man explained, smiling at Mandie.


  “Is there no way to find out who sent it?” Mandie wanted to know.


  The man glanced at an open book on the counter. “I fear not, miss,” he replied. “Your name is not on the day’s record here.” He flipped the ledger around for Mandie to look at it.


  Senator Morton stepped forward to look at the ledger. “Evidently there has been a slip-up somewhere,” he said. “Perhaps we’ll learn the sender’s name later. Now I have a message to send, if you please.”


  Jonathan had been standing in the background and now he stepped forward to the senator’s side. “Senator Morton, sir, please emphasize in your message to my father that I have promised to stay with all of you until we go to Paris, where I will immediately contact my aunt and uncle,” he begged.


  “That way he won’t come over here to get you before we’ve had time for you to show us around Europe,” Mandie added.


  Mandie and her girl friend, Celia Hamilton, were on a tour of Europe with Mandie’s grandmother that summer of 1901. Jonathan Guyer had run away from his home in New York, and the girls had found him stowing away on the ship.


  Jonathan smiled at Mandie. “Yes, I hope he’ll let me stay,” he agreed.


  “We’ll see, son.” The senator hastily scribbled a message on the pad on the counter, and Mandie turned her attention back to the message the clerk had given her.


  “I just wish I knew who sent this,” she said, staring at the words on the paper.


  Celia smoothed Snowball’s white fur as he clung to her. “I’d say it was from someone who knew you’re always getting involved in all these adventures everywhere we go,” she said.


  “It sure sounds like Joe, but it couldn’t have been him,” Mandie said. “This message was sent from here in London, and Joe is back home in North Carolina.”


  “Who is Joe?” Jonathan asked.


  “Oh, Joe is a friend I grew up with back home in Swain County. His father is Dr. Woodard, and he doctored my father until my father . . . died,” Mandie haltingly added. Even now, over a year later, she still couldn’t talk about her father’s death. She loved him so much it was hard to make herself realize he was gone forever.


  “Dr. Woodard travels around all over western North Carolina doctoring people everywhere,” Celia said. “He’s just about the only doctor in those mountains. And Joe is a serious friend of Mandie’s, you might say.”


  “Celia!” Mandie gasped, her face burning red.


  Jonathan shuffled his feet and dropped his gaze. “I see,” he mumbled.


  Senator Morton finished sending his message to Jonathan’s father in New York and turned back to the group. “The answer will be sent to our hotel,” he told Mrs. Taft. “Shall we go now?”


  “Oh, yes. Let’s do,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “I’m beginning to feel like a good night’s sleep.”


  Senator Morton told Jonathan, “I know your father will be glad to know that you are safe with us—that you haven’t been kidnapped.”


  “He’s going to be awfully angry with me for running away from home, though,” Jonathan replied as they left the telegraph office.


  The public carriage they had taken from the ship to the telegraph office had waited for them. Their luggage was piled high on top, and there was more to be delivered to the hotel.


  “I do wish it were daylight,” Mandie said, wistfully looking through the window of the carriage as it started on its way. Snowball curled up in her lap and went to sleep.


  “We’ll get up bright and early tomorrow to begin our sightseeing,” Mrs. Taft promised.


  As they rode along the cobblestone streets in the dark, Mandie saw shops and lots of people along the way. Then suddenly the street became lighter.


  “Look!” Mandie pointed. “They have those newfangled lights up on posts along the street!” she cried.


  “Amanda, those are gaslights,” Mrs. Taft explained. “They’ve had those for many years.”


  “Oh,” Mandie replied in disappointment.


  Senator Morton smiled at her. “They do have those newfangled lights, as you call them, in the center of the city,” he said. “We’ll be seeing electric lights pretty soon now.”


  “Do you not have electric lights in North Carolina?” Jonathan asked.


  “A few places have them,” Mandie replied. “In Asheville, where Celia and I go to school, some of the stores have them, and our school is supposed to get them one day soon. But we don’t have them at my house in Franklin.”


  “We have electric lights in New York,” Jonathan told her.


  “Look ahead, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said. “I believe I see electric lights up the street.”


  As the carriage rounded a curve, Mandie could see the street ahead through the open window. “I see them!” she said excitedly. “But you know, I don’t think they are any brighter than the gaslights back there. I wonder why they don’t just keep on using gaslights?”


  Senator Morton laughed. “Every country tries to stay ahead of the others,” he said. “They all want the latest invention as quickly as possible.”


  “Like the girls at school all trying to be the first to get the latest fashion in clothes,” said Celia.


  “I just don’t see any sense in such stuff,” Mandie replied, shifting the sleeping kitten in her lap.


  “The Majestic Hotel, where we’ll be staying, has electric lights,” Jonathan told Mandie. “And the school I went to over here in London—well it’s actually out in the country a ways—but it has electric lights, too. One day everyone everywhere will have electric lights.”


  “I suppose so,” Mandie said with a sigh. “Talking about the Majestic Hotel, do you suppose that strange woman from the ship will be staying there?”


  “Oh, I hope so,” Celia said. “Then maybe we can find out who she is.”


  “Well, she’d better not follow us around like she did on the ship,” Mandie remarked.


  “If she is staying at the Majestic Hotel, she won’t have a chance to follow us around because we are going to be busy every minute while we’re here in London,” Mrs. Taft said. “I want you girls to learn as much as you can about what you see. It will be so educational for y’all.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the two girls chimed.


  Snowball got up and stretched, and the rattle of paper in Mandie’s lap reminded her of the message she had received. She pulled the paper out from under the cat and smoothed it out.


  “Do you suppose that strange woman could have sent me this message?” Mandie asked suddenly.


  “Impossible,” Jonathan told her. “She was on the ship with us, but the man said that message was sent by someone in London.”


  Mandie sighed. “I may never find out who it was.”


  The carriage pulled up in front of the doorway of the Majestic Hotel, and the driver jumped down and opened the door. Senator Morton assisted Mrs. Taft from the vehicle, and the young people quickly followed.


  Mandie gasped as she gazed at the huge stone building in front of her. “My goodness!” she exclaimed.


  “Looks like a castle!” Celia added.


  “Oh, no, it’s nothing like a castle,” Jonathan said. “Wait till you see a real castle. It’s not at all like this.”


  As the young people followed the adults into the lobby of the hotel, Mandie looked around in wonder. “I believe this is the fanciest building I’ve ever seen,” she said.


  Huge crystal chandeliers, electrically lighted, hung from the high ceiling. People mingled everywhere among the green plants about the marble-floored lobby. Rich red plush draperies covered the floorlength windows, and matching settees and chairs crowded the room. Conversation buzzed loudly with a hearty laugh here and there as friends greeted friends.


  The girls stood there staring. Finally Mrs. Taft touched Mandie’s shoulder and said, “Dear, you and Celia and Jonathan sit over there while the senator and I sign for our rooms.”


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie replied, not taking her eyes off the room around her as Mrs. Taft went with Senator Morton to the counter.


  Mandie and her friends walked over to the settee Mrs. Taft had indicated, but suddenly three young dark-haired girls headed for the same seat. Not seeing the other girls, Mandie and Celia bumped into them as they all tried sitting down at the same time.


  “Look out.” Jonathan tried to warn them, but he was too late. He had been in the hotel while he was a student in London and the finery was nothing new to him.


  The five girls looked at each other and laughed.


  Mandie straightened up and grasped Snowball tighter. He had almost escaped. “I’m sorry,” she apologized to the girls.


  Celia stood beside Mandie. “Me, too,” she added.


  The dark-haired girls also stood up. The smallest, a pretty girl with dark eyes and dark skin, looked at Mandie and Celia curiously. “Why are you sorry?” she asked in an odd accent.


  “I almost sat on you,” Mandie said with a little laugh.


  “There’s enough room for us all,” the tallest girl said, plopping down at the end of the long settee. “Sit down, please.” She also spoke with an accent.


  All five girls managed to squeeze onto the settee, but Jonathan was left standing.


  As the girls laughed together, Jonathan suddenly stooped in front of the youngest girl, grasped her hand, kissed it, and said, “Bonsoir, Mademoiselle, comment allez-vous?”


  The girl smiled and quickly replied, “Comment vous appelezvous?”


  Before Jonathan could answer, Mandie and Celia jumped up.


  “Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the Third,” Mandie said crossly, “you will not speak French around me ever again.”


  “Never.” Celia agreed.


  “Didn’t we get into enough trouble with your speaking French and pretending to be a foreigner on the ship?” Mandie reminded him.


  “I’m sorry,” Jonathan apologized mischievously. “I thought maybe these girls didn’t understand English.”


  “Understand English?” The tallest girl gasped. “We happen to be very British and don’t understand much French. I suppose you are all Americans.”


  At that moment a dignified-looking blonde woman and a handsome man with a light complexion came over to the three girls.


  “Come, we are ready,” the lady told them.


  The three girls immediately became solemn. “Yes, Mother,” they said in unison.


  Rising from the settee, they followed the couple across the room. The youngest one looked back and secretly waved. Mandie and her friends watched them disappear into the crowd around the huge front doors.


  “So, Jonathan,” Mandie teased as they sat down on the settee again, “sooner or later their knowledge of French would have run out, and then you would have had to speak English.”


  “I’m really sorry, Mandie,” Jonathan said. “I know French irritates you because I fooled you girls on the ship with it. However, when we go into France, you’re going to have to put up with French because those people insist on speaking their own language!”


  Mandie sat silently for a moment and then said, “Well, I just wasn’t sure what you were saying to that girl.”


  Jonathan laughed loudly. “I only asked her how she was,” he said, “and then she asked me what my name was.”


  “Jonathan, do you think you could teach us some French so we could talk to the people in France?” Celia asked.


  Jonathan shrugged. “Maybe a few words, but you girls need to learn French in school,” he replied. “It’s convenient to know because most of the countries in Europe have people who speak or understand French.”


  “Did that girl tell you what her name was?” Mandie asked, petting Snowball’s head as he tried to get down.


  “No, you didn’t give her time,” Jonathan said, laughing.


  “They all looked alike—except they were three different ages—didn’t they?” Celia remarked.


  Mandie laughed. “Now that’s a jumbled sentence,” she said. “In other words, they all looked like sisters.”


  “Yes.” Celia nodded. “But, you know, they didn’t look like the woman and man at all.”


  “No, they didn’t,” Jonathan agreed.


  “But those people must have been the girls’ parents because the girls all said ‘Mother’ together, remember?” Mandie told her friends.


  “You’re right,” Jonathan said.


  “I know, but they still didn’t look like those people’s daughters,” Celia insisted.


  “They’re more than likely staying at this hotel, so we’ll probably see them again,” Mandie decided. “Next time I’ll really look them over.”


  Senator Morton came through the crowd and stood beside the young people. “Come on, Mrs. Taft is ready to go upstairs,” he said. “The bellhops have already taken care of our luggage. This way.”


  The senator led the way toward the counter and then headed down a corridor to the left. Mandie’s grandmother was standing there waiting for them. Senator Morton stopped, and he and Mrs. Taft just stood there. Mandie looked around. She didn’t see any stairs in this hallway. What were they waiting for?


  Suddenly a hidden door opened in the wall in front of them and several people rushed through it from a sort of cage inside. Mandie watched in amazement.


  Mrs. Taft stepped through the open doorway into the cage. “Come on, dears,” she urged. “Hurry now.”


  Jonathan and Senator Morton immediately stepped aside, waiting for the girls to go ahead of them.


  Mandie and Celia stood rooted to the spot.


  “W-What is this?” Mandie exclaimed.


  “It’s a lift, Mandie,” Jonathan tried to explain. “Or an elevator, as we would call it back home.”


  Mandie still hesitated. She remembered that her friend Joe had found an elevator at the White House when they were visiting Washington, D.C., but the elevator hadn’t been working, so she had never been on one before.


  Mrs. Taft waited for them inside the cage. “Come on, dears,” she repeated.


  Senator Morton urged, “Get in, young ladies, and we’ll be on our way up to the fourth floor where our rooms are.”


  “Amanda!” Mrs. Taft was rapidly growing impatient.


  Finally, Mandie and Celia slowly stepped inside next to her. When Jonathan and Senator Morton joined them, the door suddenly shut, and the girls held hands as the cage quickly ascended. Mandie’s stomach felt funny, and she looked at Celia fearfully. Under her breath she declared that she would take the stairs up and down while they stayed at this hotel.


  After a few seconds, Mandie noticed a man in uniform, who was evidently operating the contraption.


  Snowball didn’t seem to like the lift either. He tried to sink his claws into Mandie’s shoulder as she held tightly to him with one hand. The elevator stopped with a sudden jerk and the door opened. When Mandie saw the hallway outside, she and Celia quickly rushed out. No one had to urge them this time.


  “Whew!” the girls exclaimed.


  Mandie bent her knees and lightly stomped her feet, trying to get the rubbery feeling out of her legs.


  As Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton led the way down the corridor, Jonathan looked at the girls and laughed. “Evidently you girls have never been in a lift before,” he said.


  Mandie told him about the elevator she and Joe had found at the White House. “But I have never seen the inside of such a contraption before,” she said.


  “Well, I’ve been on one,” Celia told them, “but until today I’ve always refused to ride one again because it makes my stomach turn over.”


  “Mine, too,” Mandie agreed. “Next time I’ll take the stairs.”


  “You’ll get used to it,” Jonathan assured them.


  Seeing Mrs. Taft beckoning to them from down the hallway, they rushed to catch up with her. She had stopped in front of an ornate door that was standing open. Senator Morton waited behind her.


  “Come, girls,” she told them. “This is our suite. Jonathan, you will share the one across the hall with Senator Morton.”


  Mandie and Celia stopped and waited for Mandie’s grandmother to go inside. “Shall we breakfast at seven, Senator?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Fine,” Senator Morton agreed, opening the door to his suite.


  Mandie silently groaned at the mention of being dressed for breakfast at seven the next morning. It was probably already past midnight.


  After they all said good night, the girls closed the door to the suite and began looking around the huge room with brocade-covered mahogany furniture and plush carpets. A chandelier with electric lights gave a warm glow to the room.


  “This is our parlor,” Mrs. Taft explained. “Now I thought you girls should have the larger bedroom because you have twice as much luggage, so this is your room.” She pushed open a door nearby to show an enormous bedroom with a canopied bed. “And my room is over there through the other door. Your bags are all here, so I suggest you girls quickly put on your nightclothes and get into bed. Seven o’clock will come around rather soon.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied, looking around the spacious room. She spotted a box full of sand near the closed fireplace. “Look, they even gave us a box for Snowball.”


  “We requested it, dear,” Mrs. Taft explained, turning to go to her room.


  Mandie noticed a huge vase full of colorful flowers standing on a nearby table. “Aren’t those beautiful?” she exclaimed. Then she saw something hanging on a ribbon from one of the blossoms. “There’s a card here.” She turned it over and read aloud, “ ‘Amanda Shaw, welcome to England.’ ” She looked at her grandmother. “My goodness, whoever put these flowers in here?” she asked.


  Mrs. Taft hurried to inspect the card. “I have no idea, dear. There isn’t even a signature on the card.”


  “All these crazy mysterious things keep happening!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Maybe the hotel put them here,” Celia suggested.


  “Perhaps they did,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “Sometimes the better hotels put flowers in the suites. Anyway, let’s all go to bed now. We can find out about the flowers in the morning.”


  Mrs. Taft turned to leave, but Mandie stopped her. “Is there a bathroom in this hotel?” she asked.


  Her grandmother laughed. “I’m sorry, dear. l keep forgetting you are not familiar with such things. Try that door over there by the bureau.”


  Mandie quickly went to open it, and Celia followed, with Snowball right on their heels.


  Mandie’s eyes grew wide as she surveyed the inside of the bathroom. “My goodness, it’s big enough to put the bed in there,” she cried.


  “It is as big as our room back at the school, isn’t it?” Celia agreed.


  “All right.” Mrs. Taft laughed. “Good night now, dears. If you need me for anything I’ll be right across the parlor in the other room.”


  Mandie untied her bonnet and took it off. Then she rushed to hug her grandmother. “Goodnight, Grandmother, and thank you for bringing me on this trip,” she said.


  Mrs. Taft kissed the top of Mandie’s blonde head. “I should thank you for coming with me,” she replied. “It’s going to be an experience that I will treasure the rest of my days. When you are grown up, I’ll remember your first journey to Europe. Now let’s get some sleep, and I’ll see y’all in the morning. Goodnight, Celia.” Mrs. Taft lovingly reached to embrace Celia with her other arm.


  Celia thanked Mrs. Taft for bringing her with them, and after another round of good nights, the girls went into their bedroom. Quickly taking off their travel-worn garments, they slipped into fresh cool nightgowns.


  They were both so sleepy they could hardly hold their eyes open, but they were determined to discuss the mystery surrounding the message and the flowers. Poor Snowball was so exhausted, he curled up at his mistress’s feet. Still the girls had plenty of room on the big bed. Mandie felt sure he wouldn’t move all night.


  After several minutes, Celia brought up the subject of the strangers who had sat on the settee with them.


  “I’d just like to know who they are,” Mandie commented. “Maybe we could become friends with them. They said they were British. It would be nice to have friends in another country to write to, wouldn’t it?”


  “Yes, it would,” Celia agreed. “But you know, Mandie, I believe there is some kind of mystery about those girls.”


  “That’s funny. I was thinking the same thing,” Mandie replied. “It might just be our imagination, but I think we ought to investigate.”


  “I agree,” Celia replied sleepily, and the girls drifted off into dreamland.


  CHAPTER TWO


  UNSIGNED WARNING


  Mrs. Taft was right. Seven o’clock the next morning did come around pretty fast. Mandie and Celia were awakened by someone in their room opening the heavy draperies. Bright sunshine flooded the room. The girls sat up in bed in puzzlement, looking around.


  “Oh, we’re in London!” they said together.


  “Yes, misses.” A woman in uniform adjusted the last drapery and pointed to a tray she had set on the table nearby. “Your breakfast, misses. Is there anything else you would like?”


  “No, thank you,” Mandie replied. As she swung her feet off the side of the bed, Snowball tumbled off.


  Mandie walked over to look at the tray full of steaming food. “Did you bring enough for my grandmother, too?” she asked the maid.


  “I took Mrs. Taft her own tray before I came in here, miss,” the woman explained. “Now, my name is Victoria. I will be your maid while you stay here.”


  “Victoria,” Mandie repeated. “I suppose you were named for your Queen Victoria.”


  “Yes, miss,” the stout woman answered.


  “We read about her death in our newspapers back home in January,” Celia remarked.


  “Aye,” Victoria replied. “But her son, Edward VII, is making a good king. Now if you wish nothing else at the moment, I will attend to the rest of your party across the hall. Good-day, misses.” She quickly left the room.


  “The rest of our party,” Mandie mumbled as she stretched and yawned. “I suppose she’s talking about Jonathan and Senator Morton.”


  Celia, still in her nightgown, sat down at the table and began filling a plate from the covered dishes of food.


  “Come on, Mandie,” she urged. “Let’s hurry and eat. Time’s a-wasting.”


  Mandie quickly joined her. “You’re right. We don’t want to waste a single minute in Europe. And I do hope Grandmother is up and getting ready for the day.”


  The girls heard a knock on the parlor door, and they listened as Mrs. Taft greeted Senator Morton.


  “Good morning, Senator Morton.”


  “Good morning,” came the senator’s voice. “I believe I’m a little ahead of our planned schedule for this morning. But I’ve just received a reply to my message to Jonathan’s father.”


  “That was fast,” Mrs. Taft replied as the girls continued to listen.


  “Yes, it was,” Senator Morton said. “I hate to tell you this, but his father asks if we would immediately take Jonathan to his aunt and uncle in Paris. I know we had planned some time here in London first . . .”


  “Oh.” Mrs. Taft sounded a little disappointed.


  By now the girls were watching from the parlor doorway. “We won’t be seeing London!” Mandie whispered in a disappointed tone.


  The senator continued. “Perhaps we could go on to Paris today, leave Jonathan there, then return to pick up our plans here.”


  “Of course,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “I’ll just check on the girls and hurry them up.” As she started toward the girls’ bedroom, Mandie and Celia scurried back to their breakfast.


  Senator Morton called after her. “Shall we leave in—say, an hour?” he asked. “Will that give you time enough to prepare?”


  “Plenty,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “We’ll only take whatever is necessary because we’ll be coming back here.”


  Mandie leaned across the breakfast table and whispered to Celia, “That means Jonathan won’t be able to travel with us around Europe.”


  “Maybe his aunt and uncle will give him permission to go with us,” Celia whispered back.


  “Girls,” Mrs. Taft said from the bedroom doorway. “Please hurry and eat and get dressed. We have to go on to Paris today.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” they replied.


  “Pack only what you’ll need for Paris,” Mrs. Taft told them. “This hotel is to be our home base while we travel around. We’ll be coming back here between visits to other places.”


  By the time the girls were ready, Senator Morton had engaged a private carriage to take them to the boat that would cross the English Channel to France.


  As they rode along the streets of London, the girls exclaimed over all the sights, and Jonathan explained about some of them.


  Mandie shook her head. “The streets look so old and narrow,” she noted. “And there are so many people everywhere you look.”


  “London is a huge city,” Jonathan explained. “Sort of like New York, only I believe New York is larger.”


  “Look at all the people with carts on the streets,” Celia said. “They’re selling things, aren’t they?”


  “Right,” Jonathan agreed. “You can buy all kinds of things from those sidewalk vendors. They even sell hot food. Some of it’s pretty good.”


  “Oh, Jonathan, you know so much about things. . . .” Mandie said, looking into the black eyes of the boy opposite her in the carriage. “I wish you could stay with us while we explore Europe.”


  Celia reached across and petted Snowball in Mandie’s lap. “Do you think your aunt and uncle might let you travel with us?” she asked.


  Jonathan smiled and said, “I’m sure going to find out.”


  “Did you ever keep a journal like we’re doing when you traveled around different countries?” Mandie asked.


  “No, that’s girl stuff,” Jonathan said. “Boys don’t do things like that.”


  Mandie bristled. “Well, I’ll have you know it was a man—Senator Morton—who suggested that Celia and l keep a journal of all our travels,” she replied. “In fact, he’s the one who gave us our notebooks just this morning.”


  Celia picked up the notebook in her lap. “I think it will be educational to write down as much as we can,” she said.


  “I’m just not the type to keep a journal,” Jonathan told them. “You girls go ahead and write all you want, but not me. I’ll even hold your kitten so you can start writing right now.” He took Snowball from Mandie’s lap.


  “Thanks, Jonathan,” Mandie said. She smoothly extracted a pencil from her drawstring bag.


  Celia opened her book and took out her pencil, also. But the girls soon found that they couldn’t look at the sights and write at the same time.


  Mandie sighed in exasperation. “I have all these loose papers in my notebook, and they’re all sliding out, so I think I’ll just wait until we come to a stopping place somewhere to write.” She closed the notebook and put her pencil back in her bag.


  Jonathan smiled. “We’re almost to the dock, anyway,” he informed the girls.


  They soon came to a stop, and the carriage driver helped them out. Senator Morton hurried to get the necessary tickets. A lot of people milled about them as they stood waiting for the senator to return. An old woman carrying a clothes basket walked by and bumped Mandie, causing Mandie to drop her journal. The wind caught the loose papers, scattering them everywhere. Mandie and her friends raced to gather them. The old woman didn’t look back or speak but continued on her way through the crowd.


  Mandie retrieved her notebook and began haphazardly stuffing the loose papers between the other sheets. “She could have at least said she was sorry,” Mandie mumbled.


  As Mrs. Taft watched, she remarked, “Maybe she didn’t know she ran into you, dear.”


  “I’m sure she did, Grandmother. That was a strong bump she gave me,” Mandie said, standing up with her journal in one hand and holding Snowball with the other.


  “Your papers are in a mess,” Celia told her.


  “I’ll straighten them out when we sit down somewhere,” Mandie replied.


  Senator Morton rejoined them with the tickets, and they all moved ahead in the line to the waiting boat. He had also engaged a man to carry their luggage.


  “Just think!” Mandie exclaimed. “We’ve already been in one country, and now we’re going into another one, all in the same day.”


  “Move along, girls,” Mrs. Taft urged as she preceded the young people onto the boat. “Find seats now. We’ll soon be on our way.”


  “Over here,” Jonathan suggested, turning toward the long bench around the railing.


  “It might be pretty windy out here,” Mrs. Taft warned them. “The senator and I will sit inside.” She followed Senator Morton through the doorway.


  As the young people sat down, they surveyed the other passengers. The boat was not crowded, and most of the passengers were well dressed.


  “They must all be sightseers like us,” Mandie remarked.


  “There’s not much reason to travel from one country to the other unless you’re sightseeing nowadays,” Jonathan agreed.


  “Mandie, give me Snowball so you can straighten out your notebook while we’re sitting,” said Celia, reaching out to take the white kitten.


  “It is a mess,” Mandie agreed. She opened the cover and started to sort out the loose papers. There was one dirty crumpled piece and she paused to inspect it. “Oh, goodness, this really got beat up in the shuffle. Wait a minute. This isn’t mine. How did it get in my journal? Look.” She held the paper out for her friends to see.


  “Another mystery!” Celia cried.


  Jonathan took the paper and began reading aloud. “It says, ‘Be careful in Paris.’ ” He handed the paper back to Mandie. “Now what do you suppose that means?”


  Mandie slapped her notebook shut. “Why do these things keep happening?” she asked angrily.


  Jonathan eyed her curiously. “Where have you had your journal?” he asked. “Did someone else pick it up, maybe, and put that paper in it?”


  “No,” Mandie replied. “Senator Morton just gave us these journals this morning, and I put all those brochures and things in it because they wouldn’t fit in my bag.” She held up her small drawstring bag.


  “You probably picked it up by mistake when you dropped the notebook,” Celia said, holding the squirming kitten tighter as the boat began to move.


  “I suppose I must have,” Mandie agreed. “That’s the only possible explanation.” She turned the paper over and over to inspect it, then finally opened the cover of her notebook and tucked it inside.


  “Are you going to keep that dirty paper?” Celia asked.


  Mandie paused and looked around. “What else can I do with it? I can’t just throw it on the floor.”


  “There will be a can for refuse nearby when we dock,” Jonathan suggested. “You can get rid of it then.”


  But when the boat finally docked, the young people became excited about going ashore and forgot about the piece of paper.


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were already outside in line, waiting to leave the boat, and the young people hurried through the crowd to join them.


  Suddenly Mandie stopped, causing her friends to collide with her. “Look!” she cried, pointing across the deck through the crowd.


  “What?” Celia asked with a puzzled gaze.


  “Something wrong?” Jonathan asked, looking in the direction she pointed.


  “She’s gone now,” Mandie moaned. “Didn’t you see her? I’m sure it was that strange woman from the ship. I know it was!”


  “Where?” Celia asked. “Where was she?”


  “Over there, that way.” Mandie pointed again. “She probably saw me and hid behind somebody.”


  “Amanda!” Mrs. Taft called from the exit. “Hurry up.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. She and her friends hurried to catch up.


  “Are you positive that was the woman from the ship?” Jonathan asked. “The one who seemed to be following you girls around everywhere?”


  “I’m sure it was,” Mandie confirmed, taking Snowball from Celia.


  “Do you suppose she’s still following us, or just happens to be going where we’re going?” Celia asked.


  “She may happen to be going where we’re going—on purpose,” Mandie said.


  “You’re probably right,” Celia agreed.


  As they stepped onto land, Mandie looked ahead at the dirty harbor. “Is this Paris?” she asked.


  “Goodness, no,” Jonathan quickly replied. “This is the dock for Le Havre. Paris is inland, not on the coast. We’ll have to get another carriage to go on to Paris.”


  Mrs. Taft turned to explain, “We will eat something when we get into town. It’s going to be late before we arrive in Paris.”


  “Thank goodness! We’re going to eat,” Jonathan exclaimed, patting his stomach.


  Mandie kept looking back as the young people moved toward the waiting carriage. “I was hoping to see that woman. She has to get off the boat or turn around and go back to England,” Mandie explained to her friends.


  “Do you suppose she’ll go on to Paris?” Celia wondered aloud as they hurried along.


  “Paris is a big city,” Jonathan remarked. “She’ll have trouble keeping up with us if she’s headed there.”


  The senator and Mrs. Taft were waiting at the carriage. “Let’s go,” Mrs. Taft directed, climbing inside.


  While Senator Morton waited, the girls and Jonathan found their seats, and then he joined them.


  Mandie looked around as the driver got the carriage rolling. “Where is our luggage?”


  “We sent it ahead to the hotel in Paris, dear,” Mrs. Taft explained.


  “I’m glad we are staying in a hotel in Paris,” Mandie replied.


  “Yes, dear, it would be too far to go and come in one day. Besides, it may take time to find Jonathan’s relatives,” Mrs. Taft reminded them. “We will go into Le Havre in this carriage, have a meal, get refreshed, and then go on to Paris.”


  Mandie sighed, cuddling Snowball in her arms. “It sure is complicated to get around Europe,” she sighed. “Even Snowball is plumb tuckered out.”


  “Remember, Mandie,” Jonathan said, “we are going from one country to another here. In the United States it would be the same as going from state to state because the countries here are so much smaller than our country.”


  “You’re right.” Mandie nodded. “Imagine if all our states were different countries.”


  “I’m glad they aren’t,” Celia remarked. “We’d have to learn all kinds of languages to travel at home!”


  The carriage stopped, and Mandie and her friends looked outside at a gray stone building. A sign hanging on a pole read: The Monkey’s Tail Inn.


  Giggles overtook them when they read it. Mandie finally regained her composure enough to say, “We’re in France, but the sign is in English.”


  Jonathan laughed. “Probably an Englishman owns it.”


  Other vehicles were drawn up around the building, and inside the place was crowded. Every seat and table was taken.


  A tall, thin man in a white apron came forward to greet them. He smiled under his black mustache and bowed slightly. “We are pleased to have you partake of our food,” he said. “Please follow me. We have a quiet room this way.”


  The young people almost broke into giggles again, but a stern look from Mrs. Taft put a stop to that.


  The man led them through a side door, down a long hallway, and into a pleasant dining room where a few diners were seated. He showed them to a long table with dishes and silverware already placed on it.


  “We have a delicious roast today,” the man said as he helped Mrs. Taft get seated. “We have sauerkraut and nice field peas.”


  “We’ll be glad to be served whatever you have,” Mrs. Taft told him.


  “And we would be appreciative if you could hurry the food,” Senator Morton told the man. “You see, we’re on our way to Paris.”


  “Oui, monsieur,” the man replied. “Yes, sir, you will have your food soon.” He left the room.


  The young people watched the other people in the room. Snowball curled up contentedly in Mandie’s lap.


  “Mandie, aren’t those the girls we saw at the hotel in London?” Celia asked, slightly nodding her head toward a table at the other end of the long room.


  Mandie looked, but the girls had their backs toward her, so she couldn’t be sure. “Might be,” she said, continuing to watch them.


  At that moment, a heavy-set woman in a white apron brought food to the table where the three dark-haired girls sat with other people. As the woman moved to set the dishes on the table, one of the girls turned to look at her, and Mandie got a glimpse of the girl’s face.


  “Yes, those are the girls,” Mandie said in a loud whisper.


  “Well, well. I wonder where they are going,” Celia remarked.


  “Everybody seems to be going our way today,” Jonathan said. “Maybe we’ll meet up with the girls on our way out.


  “And talk French?” Mandie shook her head. “Oh no, Jonathan Lindall Guyer, the Third.”


  “All right, all right,” Jonathan replied. “I just thought we might ask them where they’re going.”


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were engrossed in their own conversation when the waiter returned with a large tray heaped with steaming dishes.


  He handed Mandie a small empty bowl and said, “For the kitty-cat.” Mandie smiled and thanked him.


  Mandie filled the bowl with food and gave it to Snowball under the table.


  “Good. The food is here. Thank you for the quick service,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Senator Morton led in prayer and everyone began to eagerly enjoy the meal.


  Halfway through the meal Mandie noticed a commotion across the room. Snowball had scampered to the table where the three girls sat.


  In her haste to get up, Mandie almost knocked her chair over. Rushing across the room, she snatched up her cat and stammered an apology.


  The girls didn’t say a word, but the woman with them said haughtily, “We accept your apologies. Now be gone.”


  Mandie’s face turned red with anger, and she quickly hurried back to her own table and sat down, holding on to Snowball as tightly as possible.


  Everyone was waiting to hear what had happened.


  Mandie took a deep breath after explaining that she had apologized. “Those are the same three girls from the hotel, and that woman with them is rude,” she said.


  Her grandmother comforted her. “Don’t worry, dear. You apologized. That’s all you could do. We’ll be on our way shortly and will probably never see the people again.”


  “I don’t know about that,” Mandie said under her breath.


  CHAPTER THREE


  PARIS AT LAST


  The journey to Paris was exciting to Mandie and Celia as they watched the scenery go by. They traveled through small villages and beautiful countryside, discussing it all during rest stops at small country inns. Around five o’clock the driver stopped the carriage in front of a small but expensive-looking hotel. It was time for afternoon tea.


  Mrs. Taft rose to leave the vehicle. “We only have about fifteen minutes here, so hurry and freshen up.”


  Senator Morton assisted Mrs. Taft down the steps of the carriage, then said to Mandie and the others, “I’ve stopped here before. I believe the water closets are inside.”


  Mandie and Celia looked puzzled.


  Celia turned to Jonathan. “Water in a closet?”


  “In Europe they call toilets water closets,” he explained matter-of-factly.


  “Oh,” the girls said, dropping their gaze.


  The senator and Mrs. Taft had already disappeared inside. “Come on,” Jonathan urged. “I’m sure you’ll find mirrors in the water closet. They always have the latest thing here in France.”


  The three hurried through the big arched doorway. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were seated at a small table for refreshments.


  Jonathan led the girls through the huge room to a door labeled le lavabo. “There you are,” he announced. He turned away and went to sit with the adults.


  Mandie and Celia paused to read the French words on the door, then went inside. One whole wall of the room was covered with floorlength mirrors.


  Mandie gasped at her reflection. “No wonder Jonathan told us they had mirrors in here.” Setting her kitten on the floor, she straightened her skirt and tucked loose strands of her blonde hair under her bonnet.


  Celia bent to wash her hands at the small, low lavatory. “We do look travel-worn, don’t we?” She turned on the faucet, and jumped back suddenly as the water gushed out with a loud roar. Both girls were overcome again with giggles.


  “They also have rumbling water here!” Mandie exclaimed. When Celia finished, Mandie washed and then found an empty tin on a shelf. She filled it with water and set it on the floor for Snowball. He eagerly lapped up the cool liquid.


  “I think we’d better get something to drink too,” Celia remarked.


  “Yes, and we’d better hurry,” Mandie added. “Grandmother will wonder what is keeping us.” She picked up Snowball.


  When they reached the table, small glasses of a dark purple drink were already at their places.


  Mandie picked up her glass to smell it. “What is it?” she asked.


  “It’s grape juice, dear,” Mrs. Taft answered. “I keep forgetting that you haven’t been to Europe before. You see, we’re in grape country.”


  “They grow grapes here?” Mandie asked, sipping the juice. “It’s delicious.”


  Celia tasted the drink. “I’ve had grapes before, but not the juice. It tastes almost as good as grapes do.”


  Jonathan smiled. “I do hope I will be permitted to stay with all of you while you’re in Europe. It would be such fun to show you around,” he told the girls.


  “I hope you can, too,” Mandie replied as Celia added, “I do, too.”


  Once in the carriage again, they settled down for the rest of the trip to Paris. As they drove off, Mandie noticed another carriage pull in and stop in front of the hotel. Glancing back, she saw the same three dark-haired girls emerge from the vehicle, along with the man and woman who accompanied them everywhere.


  Mandie sighed. “There they are again.”


  “I just wish we could turn around and follow them,” Celia commented.


  “Now that would be fun,” Jonathan added. “Maybe they’ll catch up and pass us somewhere.”


  
    

  


  But they didn’t see the girls again that day. The sun gradually slipped down in the west and dimmed the day into darkness. All they could see was the faint lamplight in the cottages they passed.


  Mandie looked into the darkness. “Oh, shucks! I wish we could have gotten to Paris before dark.”


  “You’ll have all day tomorrow to see it, dear,” Mrs. Taft told her. “We plan to find Jonathan’s aunt and uncle in the morning, and then spend the rest of the day sightseeing.”


  “And don’t forget how many countries we’re going to visit,” Senator Morton reminded them. “We’ll be in Switzerland, Italy, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, Scotland, Wales and Ireland, if our plans work out.”


  “I’m just breathless with excitement!” Celia enthused.


  “We’ll really have something to tell those girls back at school!” Mandie exclaimed. Then a thought crossed her mind about school. “Celia! Do you know what’s going to happen?”


  “No. What?” Celia asked.


  “Miss Prudence will probably ask us to write a report on our journey!” Mandie groaned.


  “But that won’t be hard to do if you girls keep up with your journals,” Jonathan said.


  “Yes, I’m going to start a habit of writing in my journal the last thing every night before I go to bed,” Mandie decided. “That way I’ll be able to cover the whole day’s activities.” She shifted Snowball onto the seat next to her, and he curled up in a ball to continue his nap.


  “Then all we’ll have to do is copy out of our journals for the report,” Celia enthused.


  Suddenly the whole sky seemed to light up before them. Mandie and Celia leaned on the open window to see ahead.


  “Is something on fire?” Mandie asked.


  Jonathan stood and bent over the girls’ heads to see out.


  “No,” he said. “It’s la ville de la lumière.”


  “The what?” Mandie asked, looking at him.


  “The city of lights,” he explained. “Paris has so many electric lights the French call it la ville de la lumière.”


  “That glow is from electric lights? There must be a million of them!” Mandie exclaimed. She turned back to watch the road ahead.


  Mrs. Taft paused in her conversation with Senator Morton. “There just may be a million of them, dear,” she told her granddaughter. “They have electric lights in most of the theatres, stores, the railway station, and even on the national monuments—not to mention the street lights.”


  As they approached the city, Mandie and Celia eagerly clung to the open window, in order not to miss a thing.


  “A river!” Celia exclaimed as they neared water.


  The carriage turned and they drove alongside it. “That’s the River Seine,” Jonathan told them.


  The lights illuminated the crowds of people, the many, many shops, sidewalk cafes, parks, and impressive buildings. The girls were so excited they couldn’t think of anything else to say. They could only breathe “oh” and “ah” as the city unfolded before them.


  Mrs. Taft, sitting on the opposite side of the carriage, drew their attention to the view from her window, “Look, girls, what do you suppose that tall structure is over there?” she asked with a teasing smile.


  The girls jumped to the other side of the carriage and gazed outside.


  “The Eiffel Tower!” Mandie and Celia exclaimed together. They squeezed each other’s hand. “Wow!” Mandie added. “It’s bigger than I thought it would be.”


  “Look at all the lights on it!” Celia cried.


  “Do you girls know the story of the Tower?” Senator Morton asked.


  The girls pulled their heads back inside. “Not really,” Mandie said. “I do know it’s the tallest metal structure in the world.”


  Celia nodded. “And it was built for France’s 1889 World’s Fair,” she said. “Mandie and I are one year older than it is.”


  “You are both correct,” the senator agreed. “It was designed by the same man who engineered the structural framework of our Statue of Liberty. You know, of course, that the statue was given to us by France. Alexandre Gustave Eiffel is still living, by the way. He’s about sixtyeight years old, I believe.”


  Jonathan’s black eyes sparkled. “You can see the Eiffel Tower from all over Paris,” he added. “And they say there are so many visitors from other countries that you can hear almost every language in the world spoken there.”


  “Thank goodness we’re almost to our hotel,” Mrs. Taft said, changing the subject. “We seem to be moving at a snail’s pace.”


  Snowball stretched and yawned, and then began his usual ritual of washing himself after a nap.


  Mandie patted her kitten’s head. “We’ll soon be out of this bumpy, pokey carriage, Snowball,” she said. “Where are we staying, Grandmother?”


  “The Hotel Rochambeau,” Mrs. Taft replied. “It’s in the center of practically everything we want to see. And it’s a clean, well-maintained place.”


  The carriage began to move a little faster. “Are we going to the hotel now for the night?” Mandie asked. “Are we not going to look around first?”


  “It’s late, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said. “You don’t realize it because the French people eat late in the evening and stay up all hours of the night. And we’re used to doing things earlier.”


  Mandie peered out the window of the carriage again. “But it’s still light, Grandmother,” she said.


  “The electric lights make it seem that way. Once you leave the main streets it is dark.”


  “But we’re on vacation,” Mandie persisted. “Couldn’t we take a little walk after we check into the hotel? Please?”


  Mrs. Taft glanced at the senator. “We older people like to relax awhile in the evening before we retire,” she said.


  “Oh,” said Senator Morton, “I believe my legs could use a good stretching after all this riding.” He winked at Mandie. “If you don’t mind, I’d be happy to escort these youngsters around the block.”


  The three looked at each other, waiting for Mrs. Taft’s reply.


  “Well now, Senator, I didn’t want to impose on you, but if you feel up to a turn around the square, then we’ll all go,” Mrs. Taft said, smiling.


  “Thanks,” Mandie said excitedly, turning back to the window.


  Approaching the hotel, they fell into line with several other vehicles waiting to get to the front door. People and baggage were being discharged ahead of them, and there were loud conversations all around them on the streets.


  “Oh, shucks, I can’t understand a thing anyone is saying,” Mandie remarked.


  The others laughed.


  “Of course not,” Jonathan told her. “They’re speaking French. You’ve just got to learn the language, Mandie.”


  Ignoring Jonathan’s comment, Mandie continued to listen to the buzz of conversation outside. Suddenly she said, “I hear someone speaking English.”


  “Where?” Celia asked.


  “Over there,” Mandie said, pointing out the window. “No, that way I think.” She shook her head. “Now I don’t hear it at all.”


  “Was it British-style English or American English?” Celia asked.


  “I suppose it was British, probably someone who came over from London like we did,” Mandie said.


  “Like those people?” Jonathan asked, quickly drawing the girls’ attention to the carriage second in line in front of them.


  Mandie and Celia gasped.


  “It’s the three girls!” Mandie exclaimed. “Now how did they get ahead of us?”


  “They could have passed us without our noticing them in all that crazy traffic,” Celia remarked.


  The three dark-haired girls left the carriage and disappeared inside the doorway of the hotel. The couple with them seemed to give instructions to the carriage driver and then followed the girls inside. When the carriage pulled away, the next one took its place in front of the hotel.


  “We’re next,” Celia said.


  “Maybe we can still catch up with those people,” Mandie commented.


  Mrs. Taft spoke up. “Amanda,” she began in a warning tone, “judging from the way that woman spoke to you in the inn, I would say that those people are not very well bred. Therefore, I forbid you to have any communication with them. Do you understand?”


  Mandie looked at her grandmother in surprise. ‘Yes, ma’am,” she answered. “But I am curious as to who they really are and why we keep seeing them.”


  “That can be easily explained. They must be traveling, as we are, and happen to be going our way at the same time,” Mrs. Taft said. “Let’s just forget about those people and enjoy our visit here.”


  “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “I can’t wait to get outside.”


  Even though there had been a line to get into the hotel, the lobby was not crowded. Mandie and Celia and Jonathan waited nearby while the adults checked in at the desk.


  Mandie watched the man behind the counter bow to her grandmother as he took her hand and kissed it. Then he summoned a bellhop. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton beckoned for the young people to follow as they headed down the long marble-floored corridor.


  “Celia,” Mandie whispered, “my grandmother didn’t sign in, and neither did the senator! Do you think—”


  “That the man knew your grandmother?” Celia asked.


  Jonathan added, “Or that your grandmother owns the place, like the ship we were on?”


  “Both,” Mandie replied.


  As they neared the elevators, Celia moaned. “Oh, Mandie, I don’t want to ride in one of those lifts again. Let’s find the stairway, quick!”


  They stopped to look around, and then they saw the bellhop opening a door down the long hallway and motioning for Mrs. Taft to enter.


  “Never mind,” Mandie said. “It looks like we’re staying on this floor.”


  When they caught up with the adults, they found that Mandie was right. Mrs. Taft ushered them into a suite similar to the one they had occupied in London, and the senator and Jonathan were shown into the suite next door to them.


  The girls looked curiously around the bedroom before freshening up. “No messages, no flowers. Good!” Mandie said.


  “Right!” Celia agreed.


  Soon everyone was ready for a walk, and Mandie couldn’t decide whether to take Snowball with her or leave him in their suite. Her grandmother made the decision for her. “I think you’d better take him with you, dear,” she said. “The maid might come in and let him out accidentally. We don’t want to have to look all over Paris for a lost kitten.”


  So the three agreed to take turns holding him as they followed Mrs. Taft and the senator through the hotel lobby and outside to the wide sidewalk. People were milling about everywhere, in no particular hurry it seemed. There was loud talking and laughing as if it were the middle of the day.


  As they left the vicinity of the hotel, Mandie saw vendors at the street curbs, selling everything imaginable. “Whew!” she sighed. “This town makes me plumb dizzy. I’ve never seen so many people.”


  Jonathan was holding Snowball when everyone heard a loud roar and a horn blowing nearby. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton stopped suddenly, and the young people almost bumped into them as a strange machine came chugging past. Jonathan had to struggle to keep Snowball from escaping.


  Mandie’s blue eyes grew wide in wonder as she stared at the selfpropelled vehicle which had come to a stop in the street ahead. ‘What is that?” she exclaimed.


  Jonathan laughed. “Why that’s a motor car. Haven’t you ever seen one?”


  “No!” Mandie and Celia squeaked.


  “Well, let’s go take a look,” the senator suggested.


  Mandie’s legs were trembling as she forced them to move forward. A motor car! She had heard vaguely of such a thing but had never expected to see one.


  Celia clung to Mandie’s hand, and Jonathan held tightly to the squirming kitten. As they approached the vehicle, Mandie asked Jonathan, “Why is there no horse to pull it?”


  “It has a motor inside and you put gasoline, or petrol as they call it in England, in the motor and that makes it go,” Jonathan explained. “My father is planning to buy a motor car in New York.”


  “They probably cost a fortune,” Mandie remarked.


  “But Jonathan’s father has a lot more than a fortune, remember?” Celia reminded her.


  When they got close enough to see the people in the motor car, Mandie took a deep breath. “Oh, no! It’s those three girls and that man and woman with them.”


  “You’re right,” Jonathan agreed.


  At that moment the motor car made a terrible screeching noise, and the man drove off. Vendors nearby applauded enthusiastically.


  “I can’t believe it was those people again. . . .” Mandie said to her grandmother.


  “Well, at least you got to see a real motor car,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Snowball chose that moment to escape from Jonathan. He jumped down to the cobblestoned sidewalk and immediately leaped on top of one of the vendor’s carts nearby. The man caught the kitten and laughed good-naturedly.


  Mandie rushed after him. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said to the vendor, taking Snowball from him. The man didn’t seem to understand her and said something in French.


  Mrs. Taft and Jonathan began speaking to the man at the same time in French.


  “Excuse me,” Jonathan apologized to Mrs. Taft.


  “That’s all right. You go ahead and talk to the man,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Jonathan explained in French that he was the one responsible for letting the kitten escape. The man smiled and picked up a bright red braided rope with some loops on the end of it and offered it to Mandie, speaking rapidly in his native language.


  Mandie looked at Jonathan and took the rope somewhat hesitantly. “What is this? What am I supposed to do with it?” she asked.


  “I’ll show you,” Jonathan said. Taking the kitten from her and securing him tightly with one hand, he slipped the red rope loops around the kitten’s head and shoulders and pulled up on it. Then he handed the long rope to Mandie. “Put him down now and hold on to this leash. He can’t get away from you anymore,” he explained.


  Mandie looked doubtfully at Snowball and set him down. The kitten rolled over and over attempting to get out of the harness.


  “It won’t work,” Mandie said as the kitten became tangled up in the rope. “I tried using a leash with him before, and he didn’t like it.”


  “I think it will work, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said. “You just have to be patient and teach him to obey you. When he finds out you’re not going to take it off, he’ll probably quit trying to get out of it.”


  Mandie stooped down and shook her finger at the kitten. “Snowball! Stop that! Get up!” she demanded.


  Snowball quit wiggling to gaze at his mistress. After a moment he stood up and looked at Mandie and meowed pitifully.


  “It’s for your own good, Snowball,” Mandie told him. “If we lost you in this big town, I’d probably never find you again.”


  Snowball meowed again.


  “See if you can get him to walk along with you,” Celia suggested.


  Mrs. Taft took money from her bag and was trying to pay the vendor, but he waved her away. He laughed as Mandie gently pulled on the leash, and Snowball tried his best to follow her without stumbling.


  “The French think of everything, don’t they?” Jonathan remarked.


  “I’m not sure Snowball is going to cooperate with this,” Mandie said.


  But the kitten did behave all the way back to the hotel. Then when Mandie released him in their suite, he cut capers all over the bedroom. The girls burst into giggles.


  Suddenly Mandie stopped giggling. “Celia! Look!” she pointed to her journal. Its loose papers were strewn all over the rug on the far side of the big bed.


  The girls quickly gathered everything up. Mandie tried to straighten out the loose papers and tuck them back inside the notebook.


  “Is everything all right?” Celia asked.


  “I think so,” Mandie said, closing the notebook and placing it on the nearby table. “It looks like it’s all there anyway.”


  “Good,” Celia said. “Who do you think was in here?”


  “I don’t know,” Mandie said. Suddenly she reached for the notebook again and flipped through it. “Wait! I thought everything was here, but there is one thing missing!”


  “What’s that?” cried Celia.


  “That dirty scrap of paper with the message that said ‘Be careful in Paris.’ ”


  “Maybe it’s under the bed,” Celia offered. She quickly stooped to look under the big high bed. Mandie joined her.


  Then they searched all over the room but couldn’t find it.


  Mandie sat on the floor as Snowball romped around her. “Now I’m sure that somebody slipped that note into my papers on purpose in London,” she said. “They must have done it when I dropped my notebook. And now they’ve taken it back. I wonder what’s going on.”


  “It’s scary, Mandie,” Celia said seriously.


  “It’s aggravating!” Mandie said emphatically as she rose. “Guess we’d better get ready for bed before Grandmother checks on us.” She picked up her nightgown and paused thoughtfully. “I wish Joe could have come with us.


  “I do, too,” Celia agreed. “He always knows what to do about things.”


  After the girls had dressed for bed, Celia picked up her notebook from the table. “Mandie, don’t you think we’d better write something in our journals for the day?”


  “You’re right, Celia,” Mandie replied, “I almost forgot. I’ll talk to Jonathan in the morning about the missing note. Maybe he’ll have some ideas.” Plopping down on the bed, she began writing about the day’s events while Celia sat across the room doing the same in her journal.


  As Mandie wrote, her hand slowed, and her thoughts turned toward home. She wondered what her mother and stepfather (who was also her uncle) were doing, and how the new baby was. And where was her dear old Cherokee friend, Uncle Ned? She missed him already. He always seemed to show up when she needed him. And her life-long friend Joe, who was determined that they were going to marry when they grew up. What was he doing, she wondered.


  I’m not going to get homesick, she told herself. I’m going to enjoy my visit here in Europe—in spite of all the mysterious goings-on. First, it was the strange woman on the ship who followed them everywhere, and still turned up now and then, and then the unsigned message in London, and the unaccounted-for flowers in her hotel room. And the three dark-haired sisters, who also kept turning up, and now the mystery of the missing note. Could all these things be connected to one person? What did it all mean?


  Mandie was determined to find out.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  MISSING RELATIVES


  Snowball woke Mandie the next morning. Although he usually slept on the foot of her bed without stirring, this morning he had crawled up on her pillow and was purring loudly in her ear.


  Mandie opened her sleepy eyes. “Snowball, what’s the matter with you?” she mumbled.


  The white kitten jumped down to the floor.


  Confused, Mandie sat up in the big bed. The sun peeked through a fold in the drapery that was not closed properly. Then she remembered where she was. Celia was already awake beside her.


  Celia laughed. “He woke me up too,” she said.


  Mandie reached over to the table for her watch, which she wore on a chain around her neck. “Snowball must be hungry,” she said, flipping the cover on her watch face to see the time. “Celia, it’s just ten minutes to six.” Looking at the opening in the drapery, she added, “And I believe the sun is already up.”


  “Do you know if we’ll have a maid here like we did in London to open the curtains and bring us our breakfast?” Celia asked.


  “I don’t know, but I’ll beat her to the curtains,” Mandie said, rushing across the room. As she pulled back the heavy draperies, the sunlight streamed through, and she turned to go back to the bed.


  “Mandie! There are people out there! They can see in!” Celia gasped, quickly sliding under the sheet.


  Mandie returned to the window to see what was going on outside. “Celia, they’re sitting at tables out there and eating, I think,” Mandie told her as she stood back from the window. “My grandmother probably didn’t think about anything like this when she took these rooms on the ground floor.” She kept watching the people outside.


  “Mandie, please close the curtains so we can get dressed,” Celia begged, still under the sheet.


  Mandie reached for the drapery pull, and then stopped. “Celia, Jonathan is out there!” she exclaimed. “And you won’t believe who else. Those three girls we’ve been seeing everywhere!”


  Celia jumped out of bed and crept to Mandie’s side to view the scene.


  “Where are the man and woman that are usually with them?” Celia asked.


  “I don’t know,” Mandie answered. “But what on earth are they doing out there so early in the morning?”


  “They’re eating,” Celia shrugged.


  “I know, but why so early?” Mandie replied, still curiously watching the foursome. “They sure are doing a lot of talking about something.”


  “Mandie, look at these windows,” Celia said, “I believe they open up like doors. See, they go all the way down to the floor. We could get dressed and go outside.”


  “This early?” Mandie replied. “I don’t think my grandmother would approve of that. Well, Jonathan finally got a chance to talk French with those girls!” She yanked the draperies shut, rushed over to the bathroom door and said, “I’m going to get dressed.”


  Celia plopped down on the side of the bed. “Why, Mandie, I do believe you’re jealous,” she teased.


  Mandie whirled around. “No, I’m not! It’s just that—oh, I’m going to get dressed.” She went into the bathroom and closed the door.


  Someone tapped softly on the parlor door, and Celia went to answer it.


  A tall, thin woman in a neat uniform rolled a teacart into the parlor as she said, “Bonjour. I bring food.” Then she went to open the parlor draperies. Mandie stepped to the bedroom door and looked out, expecting to see Jonathan and the girls. There was nothing there but a flower garden. Obviously the parlor windows opened onto a different side of the hotel.


  The woman turned and spoke rapidly in French to Celia, gesturing with her hands, and walked to the door.


  “Thank you,” Celia said.


  The woman smiled and waved as she left the room.


  Celia turned back into the bedroom. “Mandie!” she said, surprised to see her friend was already dressed. “The maid brought us some food.” She motioned toward the parlor.


  “Good,” Mandie replied. “I’m hungry. Are you going to dress before we eat?”


  Celia nodded and went to peek behind the curtain that opened to the outdoor eating area. “Jonathan is gone,” she said to Mandie.


  Mandie shrugged and pursed her lips, pretending she wasn’t interested.


  By the time Celia was dressed and they’d begun eating, Mrs. Taft had joined them to discuss their schedule for the day. “We’ll be leaving as soon as the senator is ready,” she said, helping herself to coffee. “We’ll drop Jonathan off at his aunt’s house and then—how would you girls like to go up the Eiffel Tower?”


  Mandie asked excitedly, “You mean it’s possible to go up the tower?”


  “Well, we’ll go part of the way, just so you girls can enjoy the view,” Mrs. Taft replied. “And then maybe we’ll go to the Louvre and look at some art work.”


  “Could we eat at one of those little places where you sit at a table on the sidewalk?” Mandie asked.


  “Of course, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. “You girls may choose what you’d like to do. After all, this trip to Europe is especially for y’all.” She patted both girls’ hands.


  “Thank you, Grandmother.” Mandie’s smile lit up her blue eyes.


  “I’m so grateful to you for bringing me along, Mrs. Taft,” Celia told her.


  “Well, after all, your mother and Amanda’s mother are childhood friends,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’m glad you could come.”


  There was a knock on the parlor door and Mandie rose. “I’ll see who it is, Grandmother,” she offered.


  Senator Morton and Jonathan greeted her at the door, ready for the day. She invited them in, and they were all soon on their way.


  Neither of the girls had much to say to Jonathan as they walked down the long hallway toward the hotel lobby.


  Leading the way to the front desk, Senator Morton reminded them that they must all exchange some American money for French currency.


  Mrs. Taft, who was in charge of the money for Mandie and Celia, gave the clerk American bills and received French francs, which she divided between the girls. “Put this money in your bags now, and be careful you don’t lose it. That’s about ten American dollars’ worth,” she explained as the girls examined the strange-looking money.


  “Their bills are so much bigger than ours,” Mandie commented.


  “And we get so many more francs than the dollars you gave the man,” Celia added.


  “But it all adds up the same,” Jonathan told them.


  “Aren’t you getting any francs?” Mandie asked Jonathan as they waited for the adults to finish their transactions at the counter.


  “No,” Jonathan replied. “Remember, I don’t have any money.”


  The girls laughed.


  “Imagine,” Mandie said, “the son of one of the richest men in the United States doesn’t have a penny to his name!”


  Jonathan smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll get money from my aunt and uncle. They can get it back from my father.”


  “And speaking of money, Jonathan,” Mandie said. “Don’t forget you owe us that reward for finding you when you ran away from home, remember?”


  “Now wait a minute. My father offered that reward,” Jonathan corrected her. “He owes you.” Then he smiled and added, “But of course I’ll see that you get it.”


  “We only want it to give to Mandie’s kinpeople to help build the school for their children,” Celia added.


  “I know,” Jonathan said. “And I said I would contribute to it, too, but you girls are going to have to wait until my father comes over here.”


  Senator Morton turned around. “In my message to Jonathan’s father, I told him that you girls had found his son stowed away on the ship and that any reward should go to you two,” he assured them. “He agreed to that in his reply. So don’t worry about it. You’ll get the money.”


  Mandie tried not to look too pleased. “His father must have been relieved to hear that he had run away from home and had not been kidnapped, like all the newspapers said.” Turning to Jonathan, she added, “But you know, Jonathan, I still think that was a terrible thing to do, running away from home. I’ve been through it, and I certainly wouldn’t do it again, no matter what.”


  “Yeah, I know,” Jonathan replied, lowering his head and digging his shoe into the carpet.


  Senator Morton put his hand on Jonathan’s shoulder. “I know it was a bad thing to do, Jonathan, but I believe it has jolted some sense into your father,” he said kindly. “I know he has always sent you away to private schools so he could spend more time with his many businesses. Maybe he’ll spend some time with you from now on.”


  Jonathan smiled up at the old man. “I sure hope so, sir,” he replied. “But I also hope he’ll let me stay with my aunt and uncle here in Paris for a while—at least for the summer.”


  “Well, let’s go find those relatives of yours,” the senator said.


  Jonathan attended school in Paris at one time, but he had never visited his aunt and uncle at their home. They had come to his school several times instead. Therefore, the boy had no idea how to find their house.


  Senator Morton engaged a public carriage and asked the driver if he could locate the address. The man didn’t seem to know the area where they lived but decided he could find it.


  The girls had not let Jonathan know they had seen him outside with the three girls that morning. And as they rode through the streets of Paris, they were too excited to talk about anything but the city. The carriage driver took them through the grand Arc de Triomphe, and Jonathan related the story of Napoleon, who began building the archway that was not finished until many years later.


  “This is the Champs-Elysées,” Jonathan told them, indicating the wide avenue they were traveling. “The most expensive shops are on this street.”


  Mandie gazed at the ladies in exquisite fashions strolling in and out of the stores. “I don’t think I want to shop here then,” she said. “I don’t want to spend all my money in one place.”


  Celia nodded. “It’s good your grandmother is controlling all our money, Mandie, because I might just spend it all on French clothes,” she remarked.


  Mrs. Taft smiled at her. “Dear, your mother gave me money for your spending sprees here in Europe. In fact, I really don’t believe you could use it all up, no matter where you shopped. So maybe we’ll visit this neighborhood later.”


  “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Taft!” Celia said. “I didn’t realize I had that much money available. But then my mother has tried to spoil me ever since . . . since we . . . lost my father last year.” Her voice quivered.


  “I doubt that you could ever be spoiled, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “Your mother knows you are a sensible girl, I’m sure.”


  “Well, I’ll be glad when I get some of my father’s money to spend,” Jonathan joked.


  The driver pulled the carriage to the curb, got down from his seat, and opened the door to speak to Senator Morton. “Sir, it seems we are headed in the wrong way, so with your permission I’ll turn the carriage around and go back the other direction.”


  “Yes, of course,” Senator Morton agreed. “But let’s do be quick about it. We don’t want to spend the whole day looking for one address.”


  “Yes sir!” the driver replied, quickly closing the door and jumping onto his seat. The man rushed the horses around the square and once again they passed through the Arc de Triomphe. Finally the shop area gave way to a neighborhood of beautiful homes—old, sedate, and grand stone structures.


  Mandie gazed outside. “Oh, imagine living in one of these houses!” she exclaimed.


  “When you are older, maybe you’ll have one for a vacation home,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Grandmother.” Mandie was shocked at the idea. “I couldn’t live here in this foreign country. I wouldn’t want to leave all my friends at home for people whose language I can’t understand.”


  Everybody laughed.


  “By then you will be able to speak French as well as anyone else, dear,” her grandmother replied. “And by that time you’ll probably be ready to travel the world. We’ll see.”


  Mandie only frowned at the remarks.


  Snowball stirred on the seat beside Mandie and stretched. Mandie had brought the red harness to put on him whenever they walked outside. “Snowball, you probably need some air,” Mandie said. She held him up on the ledge of the open window, but he was frightened by that and managed to wiggle free and get back to the seat. “Well, I guess you don’t want any fresh air,” she said.


  The driver slowed the carriage and was evidently searching for numbers on the houses. Then he pulled over and came back to the carriage door again to speak to Senator Norton. “I believe that chateau behind the wall there is the one you are looking for, sir,” he said, pointing to a large building almost hidden from view.


  “Then we’ll go see,” Senator Morton replied. “Jonathan, come with me,” he said. “At least you’ll know your aunt and uncle when you see them. I won’t.”


  “Yes sir,” Jonathan said. Turning to Mrs. Taft, he told her, “Ma’am, if this is the right house, I’ll come back for you and the girls. I know my aunt and uncle will want to meet you all.”


  “All right, Jonathan,” Mrs. Taft replied. “But please hurry. I don’t like sitting on a public street without an escort.”


  The girls watched as Jonathan led the way to an iron gate in the stone wall. Senator Morton followed. Jonathan tried to open the gate, but it seemed to be locked. He reached over his head and pulled a cord, and a bell rang somewhere inside the wall.


  Mandie laughed. “Well, how do you like that? A bell for your visitors to ring to let you know they’ve arrived.”


  Jonathan pulled the cord again.


  “I don’t believe anyone is home,” Celia said.


  Then as the girls watched, an old man in work clothes came along the road and walked up to the gate of the house next door.


  Jonathan hurried toward him. “Sir, do you know if the Johnsons live here?” he called.


  The man paused and looked at the boy but didn’t answer. Then a woman came through the gate and joined the old man.


  Jonathan began speaking to them in French.


  The old woman spoke English in a high, shrill voice. “The Johnson people do not stay here much,” she said. “I did not see them for this whole month.”


  “Have they moved away?” Jonathan asked.


  “They did not move. Some other place they stay,” the woman said as the man stood idly by. “People come all this month to look for them.”


  “I am their nephew,” Jonathan explained as Senator Morton joined him. “I have come all the way from the United States to see them.”


  The woman shrugged her shoulders. “Many people from other countries look here for them also.”


  “Other countries?” Jonathan asked.


  The woman nodded. “Oui, many strange-speaking people.”


  Senator Morton spoke up. “Ma’am, what did these people look like?”


  “Many of them dark. I do not see them all,” the woman said. “I hear from behind my door. I do not open my door to strange people.”


  The old man continued to stand there, looking from Senator Morton to Jonathan with a blank expression on his face, and the woman turned to go back through the gate.


  “Do the Johnsons still work here in Paris?” Jonathan asked.


  “Oui, they work at newspaper,” the old woman replied with a nod. Then she spoke to the old man in French, and he followed her through the gate.


  “Thank you, ma’am,” Jonathan called after them. He and Senator Morton walked back to his aunt and uncle’s gate, glanced through it, and started back to the carriage.


  Mandie sighed. “Oh, goodness,” she said. “I wonder where his kinpeople are.”


  “Maybe they’re on vacation somewhere,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Jonathan and Senator Morton spoke with the driver of their carriage for a few moments and then came back inside.


  “Well, no one is home,” Jonathan said, taking his seat beside the girls.


  “Yes, we heard, Jonathan,” Mrs. Taft said as the senator sat down beside her. “You’ll just have to stay with us until we can catch up with your aunt and uncle.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Jonathan agreed. “We’re going by the newspaper office where they work to see if we can find out where they are.”


  Mandie glanced out the window and gasped. “Look there! There’s that strange woman from the ship!” She pointed to another carriage parked across the road.


  Everyone turned to look as the other carriage quickly drove off.


  “It was that woman.” Celia nodded.


  “Yes, it was,” Jonathan added.


  Mrs. Taft and the senator exchanged glances.


  “Too bad the carriage was headed in the opposite direction,” Mandie said. “We could have followed it.”


  Celia shook her head. “We might have gotten lost.”


  “We don’t have time to follow that woman,” Mrs. Taft told them. “Right now we have to get back to the business district and find the newspaper building.”


  The driver knew where the newspaper office was located, so it didn’t take long to get there. Jonathan and Senator Morton went inside, and when they came out again, Mandie could tell they were disappointed.


  “The office boy said they’ve been out of the country on an assignment for the past month,” Jonathan said as he and the senator climbed back inside the carriage. “He’s not sure where they are or when they’ll be back.”


  “What shall we do?” Mrs. Taft asked the senator.


  “I sent a message to Jonathan’s father over the newspaper’s wireless, telling him Jonathan would stay with us until we informed him further,” Senator Morton replied. “The boss is also out of town, so I left the name of our hotel here and in London with the office boy, with instructions to see that the Johnsons get that information as soon as they return.”


  “That’s the best thing to do,” Mrs. Taft said. “That way we’ll be free to continue with our sightseeing.”


  “Did you ask the newspaper boy if he knew anything about people from other countries coming to see your kinpeople?” Mandie asked Jonathan.


  “No, I figured he wouldn’t know anything about that,” Jonathan replied. “But I do wonder who the people are that the woman next door saw.”


  “Another mystery,” Mandie said, and smiling she added, “but I’m glad you’re going to stay with us for a while at least.”


  “You may be sorry,” Jonathan teased.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  JONATHAN’S DISAPPEARANCE


  “Whew! I’m plumb out of breath!” Mandie gasped as she, Celia, and Jonathan stopped on the top landing of the Eiffel Tower. Mandie cuddled her squirming kitten, trying to settle him down.


  “Me, too!” Celia added.


  The three leaned against the barrier to look at Paris below.


  “Oh, what a view!” Mandie exclaimed as she surveyed the town.


  “You can see the way the Seine River weaves in and around the town,” Jonathan told the girls. “See it, over there? Then let your eyes travel along its way, and it will go clear out of sight.”


  “It is a nice river, but it’s nothing like the ones we have back home in North Carolina,” Mandie replied. “Our rivers are clear, and they have falls rippling over huge rocks in places. I wish you could see the Nantahala River, Jonathan. I think it’s the most beautiful of all rivers.”


  “Maybe some day I’ll come and see it,” he said.


  Celia stepped back from the barrier. “My head is going round and round,” she said. “I know now why your grandmother and the senator decided to stay on the first landing.”


  Mandie took her friend’s hand. “Come on, Celia. We’ll go back down,” she said. “We’ve got lots of other things to see.”


  The three looked for the adults on the first landing, but there was no sign of them.


  “They must have gone on down to the entrance,” Jonathan said.


  They found Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton waiting near the refreshment stand.


  “Back so soon?” Mrs. Taft asked. “Do y’all want some tea or something?”


  At that moment the three dark-haired girls appeared and sat down near the adults. They all smiled at Jonathan, and the youngest one said, “Bonjour.”


  Jonathan self-consciously dropped his gaze. “Hello,” he muttered.


  Mandie answered her grandmother. “I don’t believe we want anything, Grandmother. Let’s go on to Notre Dame.”


  As the adults stood up, Mandie turned to lead the way back to their carriage. Celia secretly smiled.


  Once they were all back in the carriage and the senator had given the driver instructions, Mandie talked at a rapid pace to Celia, ignoring Jonathan.


  “I think that was a great way to see all of Paris at once,” Mandie said. “But I’m sorry you’re afraid of heights. Snowball is, too. Did you notice how he wiggled around up there? He actually tried to scratch me when I wouldn’t let him down. I left his new harness here in the carriage, but the next stop we make I’ll put it on him.”


  Reaching for the red harness, Mandie quickly slipped it over the kitten’s head and shoulders. He tried to remove it. “Now, Snowball, if you want to walk around outside, you have to wear this thing.”


  “Whatever you do, Amanda, don’t let Snowball get away from you,” Mrs. Taft told her. “He’d be lost forever in this big city.”


  “I won’t, Grandmother,” Mandie replied. “He can’t get out of this harness, and I’ll hold the strap tight.”


  During their sightseeing that day, they encountered a few motor cars. Each time, the horses pulling their carriage snorted in protest, and the driver had trouble calming them down. But Mandie and the others saw a lot of the city. They finally grew so tired that Senator Morton suggested stopping at a sidewalk cafe. The girls were delighted.


  The senator took them to a place where small, round, white tables with matching chairs covered part of the sidewalk. It was a small but noisy cafe. The customers talked loudly in French, roaring with laughter now and then.


  The senator was able to get the last vacant table for them, and it was right in the middle.


  “I wish I could understand what they’re all saying,” Mandie whispered across the table to her grandmother. “You can, Grandmother. Please translate for us.”


  Mrs. Taft smiled. “That young fellow over there is making a dinner appointment with the girl he’s with.” She nodded in his direction.


  Mandie and Celia listened and watched attentively.


  “And that big man over there is telling his friend about the fish he caught last weekend,” Mrs. Taft continued. “It’s all just normal conversation, dear.”


  “Ah, here is the waiter,” Senator Morton said as a small man in a white uniform approached their table. “Shall we just have something to drink and eat a good meal later?” he asked Mrs. Taft.


  “Yes, I think so, maybe a few biscuits with the tea,” she replied. “Is that all right with you young people?”


  “Yes,” the three agreed.


  Senator Morton spoke to the man in French. The man bowed slightly, hurried off, and was back in a few moments with their order.


  Mandie sipped the hot tea and then made a face. “Grandmother, what kind of tea is this?” she asked. “It doesn’t taste so good.”


  Mrs. Taft laughed. “It’s what the French normally drink, dear. You must put some sugar and cream in it. It’ll be delicious that way.”


  The girls tried her suggestion and then bit into the dainty tea biscuits with a look of approval.


  Mandie practically ignored Jonathan the rest of the day, even through dinner at their hotel that night. Jonathan seemed not to notice. He carried on a lively conversation with Celia most of the time.


  “Are we going back to London tomorrow like we had originally planned, or are we staying here until Jonathan’s kinpeople get in touch with us?” Mandie asked her grandmother across the table.


  Mrs. Taft looked at the senator. “What shall we do?”


  “Why don’t we decide in the morning,” Senator Morton replied. “We may be out rather late with the concert tonight.”


  “Are we going to a concert?” Mandie asked.


  “Do you feel up to staying out past midnight?” Mrs. Taft asked. “People keep late hours over here, and it will undoubtedly be after midnight before the concert is over.”


  “Well, I believe I’d rather just stay in our rooms and write some letters and catch up with my journal,” Mandie said thoughtfully. “I haven’t written to my mother yet. I’ll go to a concert another time after I get accustomed to this late night life.”


  “That sounds like a good idea.” Mrs. Taft nodded. “You need to get caught up on your sleep. We’ll be going to other events.”


  “I have a chess set in my luggage,” Senator Morton spoke up. “Maybe you’d like to play some chess while we’re gone.”


  “I don’t know how to play chess, Senator Morton,” Mandie said.


  “I do,” Celia and Jonathan spoke at the same time.


  “All right then, Jonathan, you may visit the girls in their parlor for a game of chess, if you leave the hall door open,” Mrs. Taft said. “You are all three to retire at your regular bedtime so you’ll be fresh for tomorrow. And whatever you do, do not allow any strangers to come into our rooms.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three agreed.


  After an early dinner in the dining room of their hotel that night, Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton left for the concert. Jonathan set up the senator’s chess set on a table in the girls’ parlor, and he and Celia began teaching Mandie how to play.


  Celia and Mandie joined forces against Jonathan, and Celia explained to her friend what they were doing as they made each move. Mandie found her attention wandering. This game looked too complicated.


  As soon as we get done with this silly game, I’ve got to write to my mother, Mandie was thinking. I hadn’t realized how much I would miss my mother. Since I just found my real mother last year, l don’t like being separated from her, she thought. I wish Mother could have come with us, but there’s Samuel, that new baby brother of mine. I’ll be glad when he’s old enough to be left with someone else so she can go places with me.


  “Mandie, look!” Celia said excitedly. “Watch this move. I’m going to block Jonathan.”


  “I’m sorry,” Mandie apologized, watching Celia complete the move.


  “You’re not too interested in this game, are you, Mandie?” Jonathan said. “Maybe we could find something else to do.”


  “Go ahead and finish the game,” Mandie urged. “I’ll just watch.”


  The two took up the challenge, each feeling rather confident, but it was Jonathan who finally won the match.


  Mandie looked at her watch on the chain around her neck “We have another hour before we have to go to bed,” she told her friends. “What do y’all suggest?”


  “Food!” Jonathan gasped with a silly grin.


  “Food?” Celia repeated. “Where do we get food?”


  “Jonathan, you know all about the customs in this country,” Mandie said. “Is there any way we can get something for a snack?”


  “Just leave it to me,” Jonathan said, jumping up from his chair. “I’ll just go down and raid the hotel kitchen.”


  “Jonathan!” Celia exclaimed. “Not really!”


  “Is there any place we can buy something this late?” Mandie asked.


  “Mandie, we are not to leave the hotel,” Celia reminded her friend.


  “We don’t have to buy anything,” Jonathan told the girls. “My father has stayed at this hotel, and he has an account here. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be back shortly.”


  “What are you bringing back?” Mandie asked.


  “Whatever they have in the kitchen—maybe some tea and biscuits,” he said, heading for the open hallway door. He stopped short. “I would suggest you girls close this door while I’m gone,” he added.


  “You’re right, Jonathan,” Mandie said, getting up to close the door after him. “When you come back, you’ll have to identify yourself before we open it.”


  The girls put the chess set back in its case and discussed their travels while they waited for Jonathan to return.


  “We never did ask Jonathan what he was doing outside eating with those three girls this morning,” Celia reminded Mandie.


  “I don’t intend to mention it,” Mandie said. “It’s his business. But I can’t imagine what he was talking to them about.”


  “I know,” Celia agreed. “I wonder if they told him who they were and where they’re going.”


  “I plan to ignore them,” Mandie said, pacing around the parlor. “If I let myself worry about the way they seem to be following us around, it’ll ruin my travels over here in Europe.”


  “You’re right, Mandie. We’ll just pretend they don’t even exist.”


  After a while Mandie looked at her watch and gasped. “Celia, Jonathan has been gone a whole hour, and it’s time to go to bed. Where do you suppose he went?”


  “Knowing Jonathan, there’s no telling,” Celia replied, getting up from her chair.


  Snowball suddenly came bounding out of their bedroom. Mandie laughed. “Snowball, it’s time to go to bed, not get up.” She stooped to talk to her white kitten. “You shouldn’t have been napping ever since dinner. Now you’ll want to roam around the room all night.” Snowball meowed in reply and then sat down to wash his face.


  About thirty minutes later, the girls were really beginning to get worried. Jonathan should have been back long ago.


  “Do you suppose Jonathan couldn’t get any food and just went on back to his own room since it’s bedtime?” she asked.


  “Surely he would let us know,” Celia replied.


  “I tell you what,” Mandie said. “I’ll just step across the hall and knock on his door. You stand here in our doorway and watch for me.”


  “All right, but please make it fast,” Celia said, going to the door with Mandie.


  No one answered Mandie’s knock on the door of Senator Morton’s suite. While Celia watched, Mandie pushed open the unlocked door, poked her head inside the room, and called his name. “Jonathan! Jonathan! Are you in here?” she called.


  Suddenly a uniformed maid appeared from within the bedrooms of the suite. “Whom do you seek, mademoiselle?” she asked. “I make the beds ready.”


  “I wondered why the door was unlocked,” Mandie told the girl. “Is there anyone here? I’m looking for Jonathan.”


  The maid shook her head and came forward. “There is no one here.”


  As Mandie stepped back across the hall, the maid smiled at her and went on down the corridor. The girls went back inside to their parlor and closed the door.


  “I wish Jonathan would hurry up and come back,” Mandie said, stomping her foot. Suddenly a terrible thought struck her. “Celia, do you suppose Jonathan has run away again?” she asked.


  “Oh, Mandie! Maybe he has,” Celia replied as the two girls sat down on the settee. “But then, why would he do such a thing?”


  “Maybe he’s afraid his father will come over here and take him home,” Mandie suggested. “But where would he go? His aunt and uncle aren’t home, and no one knows where to find them.”


  “Mandie, shouldn’t we just go to bed?” Celia urged. “It’s past our bedtime, and your grandmother told us–”


  “I know,” Mandie interrupted. “But I consider this an emergency. How can we just go to bed, not knowing what’s happened to Jonathan? I think we’d better wait up and see if he comes back.”


  “Of course,” Celia agreed with a sigh. “I just don’t want your grandmother to be angry with us.”


  “Grandmother’s more likely to be angry with Jonathan if he’s not back by the time she and Senator Morton return from the concert,” Mandie said.


  Snowball jumped up on the settee beside Mandie and curled up to go back to sleep.


  “We could go find the kitchen and see if Jonathan has been there,” Mandie suggested.


  “No, no, Mandie,” Celia objected. “It’s way too dangerous.”


  “But how could it be dangerous?” Mandie asked. “We’re on the main floor. All we’d have to do is walk up to the counter at the front door and ask where the kitchen is.”


  “No, Mandie,” Celia protested strongly. “We might get lost and we can’t even speak French. We’d better just wait here.”


  “I could go by myself,” Mandie persisted. “And you could stay here with the door locked.”


  “Please, Mandie, let’s not go hunting for the kitchen,” Celia pleaded.


  “Well, suppose I just go up to the front counter and ask somebody there if they’ve seen Jonathan?” Mandie asked.


  No matter what Mandie suggested Celia would not agree, so Mandie finally gave up.


  “Hey, Mandie,” Celia said suddenly, her eyes wide. “Jonathan might have run into those three girls and gone off somewhere with them.”


  “That’s an idea.” Mandie nodded. “It would be just like him to do that.”


  “Well, shall we go to bed now?” Celia asked.


  “No, Celia. You can if you want to, but I’m not going to bed until Jonathan comes back. Wherever he is, he ought to realize we’ll wait up for him,” Mandie said.


  “Then I’ll stay up with you, but I sure hope he comes back before your grandmother returns. She’ll be awfully upset,” Celia reminded her.


  Mandie kept looking at her watch every now and then as they restlessly roamed about the parlor.


  Finally the hands on her watch reached midnight. “It’s twelve o’clock!” she cried.


  “And your grandmother and the senator will be back anytime now,” Celia remarked, rubbing her sleepy green eyes.


  Not long after that there was a knock on the parlor door. The girls looked at each other and rushed to answer it. Just in time, Mandie remembered not to open the door. “What is it?” she called.


  A man’s voice outside replied, “I am the bellhop, mademoiselle. A message I have for Amanda Shaw.”


  The girls exchanged glances again, and Mandie slowly opened the door just enough to peek outside. A bellhop in uniform stood in the hallway.


  “A message? I’m Amanda Shaw,” Mandie told the young man, opening the door an inch more.


  “Man in the lobby . . . he has the message,” the boy began, trying to sort out his English. “Madame Taft and Monsieur Morton, have accident–”


  Mandie flung the door wide open. “My grandmother has had an accident?” Her heart was beating wildly. “Where is she?”


  “The man in the lobby know,” the bellhop replied. “Not to worry, not a bad accident, but Amanda Shaw he will take to see Madame Taft and Monsieur Morton.”


  Mandie quickly turned to her friend. “Let’s get our wraps. Hurry!”


  While the bellhop waited, the girls rushed into the bedroom and pulled their capes out of the wardrobe. Mandie snatched up Snowball and his red harness. Tears filled her eyes as the bellhop led the way to the lobby. Celia grabbed Mandie’s hand and held it tightly.


  “Celia, please pray that my grandmother and the senator are all right,” Mandie said.


  “Of course, Mandie,” Celia replied. “But the bellhop said it was not a serious accident.”


  “It must have been serious enough that my grandmother is unable to come back to the hotel,” Mandie said.


  Scenes of accidents flashed through Mandie’s mind as they continued down the long hallway. Please, dear God, don’t let anything happen to my grandmother or Senator Morton, she silently prayed.


  CHAPTER SIX


  THE STRANGE WOMAN FROM THE SHIP


  The bellhop led Mandie and Celia into the front lobby to a tall, thin, middle-aged man with a thick mustache. Small, black, beady eyes peered out of his dark, swarthy face. He was dressed in plain olivecolored pants and a tan shirt.


  Mandie rushed forward and grasped the man’s sleeve. “Please, mister, what has happened to my grandmother? Please tell me!” she begged.


  The bellhop and the dark man quickly exchanged words in French. Then the bellhop turned to Mandie and said, “This is Monsieur De-Weese. He is an agent de police—a policeman—in the plain clothes. No speak English. He say small traffic accident happen to Madame Taft and Monsieur Morton. He take you to the hospital.”


  “Thank you,” Mandie said to the bellhop.


  “Il n’y a pas de quoi,” the bellhop replied as he bowed. “You’re welcome.”


  The bellhop disappeared back down the long hallway, and the dark man motioned for the girls to follow him out the front door of the hotel. He had a carriage waiting in the street and indicated that Mandie and Celia should get in.


  Mandie and Celia followed the man into the vehicle without question, and the drive took off at a high speed. Snowball clung to his mistress in fright as they bumped and jolted along.


  “What on earth could have happened to my grandmother and the senator?” Mandie said nervously.


  “The man at the hotel said it was a small accident, so maybe they’re not even hurt,” Celia consoled her, holding Mandie’s hand. “I sure hope we don’t have an accident the way this carriage is speeding along.”


  “And that Jonathan, going off like that and not even bothering to come back. Just wait till I catch up with him,” Mandie threatened.


  “He must have had some good reason,” Celia said. “I don’t think he would deliberately keep us waiting all that time.”


  “You know, Celia, I just thought of something–” Mandie said, glancing at the dark man sitting on the other seat. “I wish he could speak English—anyway, maybe someone told Jonathan about the accident when he left our room, and he went on to see about my grandmother and the senator. Do you think that could be why he didn’t come back?”


  “I just don’t know, Mandie,” Celia replied. “It could be. But I don’t see why he wouldn’t have come back and told us first.”


  “I suppose so, Celia. But maybe he didn’t want to worry us.” Her voice began to tremble as tears flooded her blue eyes. “I’m so worried about my grandmother.”


  Celia quickly pulled a handkerchief from her dress pocket and handed it to Mandie. “Here, Mandie, use this.”


  Mandie took the handkerchief and dabbed at the tears. As the speeding carriage rushed through street after street, it seemed to Mandie as though they were traveling in circles. The driver hurried around corners so fast that the girls slid around on the seat. Snowball clung to his mistress and protested with angry meows.


  “Aren’t we ever going to get wherever we’re going?” Mandie complained as she held onto Snowball with one hand and Celia with the other.


  “Paris must be an awfully big city,” Celia said. “It didn’t seem to be this large while we were sightseeing.”


  Mandie glanced at the policeman in the seat opposite them. He seemed to be listening to their conversation, but the bellhop had said the man didn’t speak English. When the policeman noticed Mandie looking at him, he smiled and looked out the window into the night.


  The girls suddenly realized they had left the lighted business area and had entered what seemed to be a dimly lit residential neighborhood. The carriage slowed down and came to a jerking halt in front of one of the small houses.


  “This is a house, not a hospital,” Mandie whispered to Celia. “The bellhop said the man would take us to the hospital.”


  “That’s right,” Celia whispered, sounding worried.


  The driver opened the door of the carriage, and the dark man quickly stepped out, beckoning the girls to join him.


  Mandie stayed put. “Where is the hospital?” she demanded.


  The man spoke rapidly in French and reached inside to help the girls step out.


  “Mandie, I don’t like this at all,” Celia said under her breath, ignoring the man’s offer of assistance.


  Mandie stared straight at the man. “Where is my grandmother?” she persisted.


  Instead of replying, the man grabbed both girls’ hands and forced them to leave the carriage.


  “Celia, we can’t stay here,” Mandie whispered in her friend’s ear. “Let’s run!”


  Mandie managed to break loose from the man, but he tripped her, and she stumbled and fell. Snowball whined loudly in protest as he clung to Mandie’s cape.


  Celia seemed frozen as she stood watching. Then as she reached out to help her friend rise from the road, the man grabbed Mandie’s hand again.


  Mandie dragged her feet as the man forced her and Celia toward the house. The sky was extremely dark compared to the lighted streets of Paris, and the girls had no idea where they were.


  As they went through the gate in the wall around the house, someone opened the front door, and waited for them. When the girls came closer, the figure came forward and put an arm around each girl.


  “How are you, dears?” the female voice said, leading them inside into the lamplight


  Without speaking, the man turned and left.


  The girls both looked up in shock. It was the strange woman from the ship!


  Mandie exploded in anger. “You again! What do you want with us?” she demanded as the woman carefully locked the front door.


  The woman in black smiled. “Sit down,” she told them, pointing toward a settee in the room. “Make yourselves comfortable. You have a long wait.”


  Mandie stomped her foot. “Where is my grandmother?” she asked angrily. “That man who brought us here said my grandmother and the senator had an accident and that he would take us to them.” She looked around the dim room. “He also said he was a policeman, but he wasn’t, was he?”


  “Now, now, dear, don’t get so excited,” the woman said sweetly. “How could that man say anything to you when he doesn’t speak English and you don’t speak French?”


  “He didn’t tell me directly, but that’s what the bellhop at the hotel told us,” Mandie replied, refusing to sit down.


  “He did,” Celia affirmed.


  “Do sit down, dears,” the woman insisted as she stood waiting. “You see, you will have to wait here until the doctors say you can see your grandmother and the senator. You could have a long wait.”


  “Why? I want to know why,” Mandie persisted.


  “That’s the way they do things here in Paris,” the woman explained, fingering the expensive-looking brooch she always wore. “Even though it was a minor accident, the patients cannot have visitors until the doctors give permission. Now I can guarantee you that your grandmother and the senator are not seriously injured.”


  “I am going back to the hotel,” Mandie said emphatically. She started toward the front door, and Celia followed.


  The woman jumped ahead of her, took the key out of the lock, and put it in her pocket. “You will wait right here, dear,” the woman said, smiling.


  “If you don’t let us go, you’ll be sorry,” Mandie said, mustering all the confidence she could. “My grandmother has a lot of influence.”


  “I know very well who your grandmother is, dear,” the woman replied. “Now why don’t you two sit down like young ladies, and as soon as the doctors give permission, I’ll take you to see Mrs. Taft and the senator.”


  “Just how are you involved in this charade?” Mandie asked. “I don’t believe my grandmother had any kind of accident. You’re up to something. I remember you from the ship. You were always following us around. Why are you so interested in us?”


  The woman ignored her questions but kept smiling. “If you young ladies would just sit down, we could discuss this matter,” she insisted.


  Celia nudged her friend. “We can’t leave, Mandie, so we might as well sit down,” she whispered.


  “All right, we’ll sit down, but we’re not staying long,” Mandie said to the woman. She and Celia sat on the edge of a small settee. Snowball curled up in Mandie’s lap. But instead of going to sleep as he usually did, he kept his eyes on the strange woman.


  The woman took a chair nearby. “Now, would you young ladies like some tea?” she asked.


  “We don’t want anything you’ve got, Mrs.–What is your name, anyway?” Mandie replied.


  “My name is not important,” the woman said. “I’m sorry you won’t have tea. Perhaps you’d like to lie down while you wait for word from the doctor.” She got up and started toward a hallway with a door visible to the parlor. Pushing open the door, she called back to the girls, “Come along, young ladies, and get some rest.”


  Mandie didn’t answer the woman, but whispered to Celia, “Let’s go in there where we can talk.” She got up and Celia followed.


  The room was meagerly furnished with a bed, a bureau, and a chair. Everything looked old and dilapidated, except for an electric lamp on the bureau. The woman stepped over and turned it on.


  “Make yourselves comfortable,” the woman said. “I’ll be right out here in the parlor, and I’ll call you when the doctor says you can see your grandmother.” She left the room, closing the door behind her.


  Mandie carefully tried the doorknob. She sighed with relief to find that the woman had not locked the door. She put Snowball on the bed and sat down next to him.


  Celia joined her. “Mandie, what have we got ourselves into?” she said, nervously pulling her cape around her shoulders.


  “I can’t figure it out,” Mandie said. “I just wish I knew who that woman is, and why she would be following us all the time. And have you noticed how friendly she tries to be with us? What does she want?”


  Celia shook her head. “I sure don’t know. After all that nosing around on the ship, trying to make trouble for us. . . .”


  The girls continued talking in hushed tones. “Celia, I’m really worried about my grandmother,” Mandie confided. “And the senator, too, of course. I know I said I didn’t believe the story about the accident, but I really don’t know what to believe. I wish somebody would hurry up and come for us.”


  “Maybe they’re not hurt, or they may not have even been in an accident,” Celia told her friend.


  “I know. It’s just that I thought we’d have a wonderful vacation in Europe, and look at all the mysterious things that have happened. Remember that note I found in my journal when we took the ferryboat across the English Channel? It said, ‘Be careful in Paris.’ Someone was trying to warn me of something, but who in the world could it have been?”


  “I suppose we haven’t been careful enough since we got to Paris,” Celia replied softly.


  “If somebody doesn’t come for us pretty soon, I think we’d better try to find a way out of this house,” Mandie whispered.


  “But how will we find the way back to the hotel?” Celia asked.


  Mandie thought for a minute. “I spent all my money on presents for my mother and my Uncle John while we were sightseeing. Do you have any money left for a carriage?” she asked.


  Celia opened her drawstring bag and held up two coins. “This is all I have, and I don’t think they’re worth much.”


  Mandie examined them. “These are British pennies,” she said, disappointed.


  “Right,” Celia replied. “I got them at the hotel in London to keep for souvenirs. But wouldn’t the people here in Paris accept them?”


  “I don’t think so since every country has its own money,” Mandie said. “Even if they would, those pennies aren’t worth enough to hire a carriage. Oh, what can we do?”


  “Don’t forget Jonathan should have returned by now and he’ll come looking for us, especially if your grandmother and the senator haven’t returned from the concert,” Celia suggested. “And if they’re back, they’ll definitely be looking for us.”


  “But how could they find us?” Mandie sighed. “Celia, I think we’d better say our verse. We need some help.” Reaching for her friend’s hand, she held it tightly as they repeated together, “ ‘What time I am afraid, I will put my trust in Thee.’ ”


  “Now let’s just wait for something to happen,” Mandie said.


  Hours dragged by, and the girls refused to lie down, afraid they would go to sleep. They wanted to be awake in case anyone came for them. They leaned against each other for support as they sat on the bed until sleep finally overcame them.


  Some time later they both woke with a start and then realized where they were. “Sh-h-h!” Mandie cautioned Celia as they rubbed their eyes. They listened but couldn’t hear a sound.


  Mandie got up to examine the windows in the room. They were all tightly sealed. It would be impossible to open one. The girls’ only way out would be through the door, which was in clear view of the woman in the parlor.


  Celia crept quietly over to the door, opened it enough to peek out, and then closed it again. “She’s reading—but she’s also wide awake,” Celia reported.


  “If she’d just doze off, I think we could get past her and try to find some way out of this house,” Mandie said. “She has the door key in her pocket, but there might be another way.”


  The girls pulled back the heavy, coarse draperies and sat on the edge of the bed facing the windows. As they waited, the first streaks of dawn began to light up the sky. Mandie softly opened the door and saw that the woman had finally fallen asleep on the settee.


  She quickly picked up Snowball from the bed and motioned for Celia to follow her. The house was still dark except for the parlor and the room they had been in. They had to move slowly to keep from bumping into something and waking the woman.


  The girls checked each window they came to, but they were all secured. The house was much larger than it had seemed from the road, and there were many rooms to search for a way out.


  Finally, arriving at the back door, Mandie examined it and sighed. “Locked—with two different locks. You must need a key for this one, too.” In frustration, she looked around in the dim light coming though the thin curtains. “Look!” She pointed. “There’s another door. Let’s try it.”


  Mandie hurriedly turned the doorknob. To the amazement of them both, it opened! As Mandie slowly pushed open the creaking door, she could barely see steps descending into complete darkness. “It’s the cellar!” she whispered to Celia.


  “We aren’t going down there, are we?” Celia protested, peering into the darkness. “There may be rats!”


  “It’s our only hope,” Mandie answered. “We’ve got to at least find out what’s down there,” Mandie said, clutching her squirming kitten. “Besides, if there are any rats, they won’t bother us because they’ll be afraid of Snowball.”


  “Oh, I wish I had never come to Europe,” Celia moaned.


  “Come on,” Mandie urged. “I’ll go first. Be careful and don’t fall. You could get hurt.”


  Mandie slowly felt her way down the stairs with Celia holding onto the back of Mandie’s skirt. As they reached the bottom step, the girls looked around. It was dark down there, but there was enough light from somewhere that they could distinguish supplies stacked here and there.


  “We have to be awfully quiet,” Mandie whispered in Celia’s ear. “We may be directly under the parlor, and that woman might wake up.”


  “Right,” Celia said, hardly breathing.


  They moved slowly around the large room and found several smaller rooms. In one of these, Mandie spotted a window. “Look!” she whispered, hurrying to examine it. The window was too high for her to reach.


  Silently, they looked around for something to stand on. Finding a heavy barrel in the corner, they struggled to place it beneath the window. It took every ounce of their strength, but they finally succeeded. They stopped to catch their breath.


  Mandie had to put Snowball down in order to move the barrel, but he stayed close to her feet until they reached the window with it. As the girls rested a moment, the white kitten jumped up on the barrel and then in a flying leap landed on the window sill above. Turning to look out the window, he immediately puffed up his fur and meowed angrily.


  “Sh-h-h! Snowball, be quiet,” Mandie whispered. Climbing on top of the barrel, she stood on tiptoe to look through the window. She tried to open it, but it wouldn’t move. She couldn’t see a lock, but something was holding it.


  Celia watched from below. “Will it open?” she whispered.


  Mandie felt around the window sash. “It’s not locked, but I can’t open it.” Suddenly her fingers felt something sharp on top of the bottom sash. “Aha! I’ve found a ten-penny nail. It’s nailed shut.”


  “Maybe I can find something to pry it out,” Celia said, looking around the small room.


  “We can’t use anything that will make a noise. That woman will hear us,” Mandie told her. She continued pushing at the nail but couldn’t budge it. Even Snowball tried to help. He was still upset about something outside, but he also seemed interested in what his mistress was doing.


  “I can’t find a single thing,” Celia said, searching the darkness.


  “I know what.” Mandie stooped down while still standing on the barrel. “Help me unbutton my shoe. I can probably loosen the nail with my shoe heel.”


  Together they got Mandie’s shoe off, and she went to work on the nail. Managing to get the tiny shoe heel between the nail and the wood, she wiggled it back and forth and finally gave a sigh of triumph as the nail came out.


  “I got it!” She whispered as she stooped to put her shoe back on. After quickly buttoning it, she stood up. “Now maybe we can get out of here.”


  The window was easy to open, and Mandie hoisted herself up from the barrel and through the opening. Celia followed, with Snowball rushing out ahead of them both. Once again he arched his back and puffed up his fur.


  As the girls straightened up in the dim light outside, they found themselves in a thicket of bushes.


  Mandie became nervous about her kitten. “Snowball, come here!” she demanded in a hoarse whisper.


  Suddenly there was a loud growl and the girls froze.


  “A dog!” Celia gasped, clinging to Mandie’s skirt.


  There on the other side of the bushes was a huge black dog, eyeing Snowball. Mandie grabbed her kitten, and when she did, the dog growled again.


  Mandie passed the white kitten to her friend. “Here, you hold onto Snowball, and I’ll see if I can talk this dog into letting us by,” she whispered. “Please don’t let Snowball get away.”


  Mandie turned her attention to the dog and spoke in low tones. “Here, doggie, here. Come here, doggie.”


  The dog bared his teeth.


  Mandie looked around quickly. “Celia, if you can get through that gap in the bushes over there while I distract the dog, maybe he’ll let me through,” she suggested nervously. “I have an idea he’s more interested in Snowball than he is in us.”


  While Mandie whispered to the dog in soothing tones, Celia slowly edged away with Snowball and made it through the opening in the bushes. As soon as Snowball was out of sight, the big dog became friendly and edged forward for Mandie to pat his head.


  “Doggie, I hate to do this, but I’d rather you were inside and away from us,” Mandie said. “Come on, doggie. Come on.” She quickly led him to the open window and snapped her fingers for him to jump through. To her amazement, he bounded through the opening, hardly making a sound as he landed on the floor below. Hastily pulling the window down, Mandie hurried to catch up with Celia.


  “Where’s the dog?” Celia asked as Mandie joined her on the back lawn of the house.


  Mandie looked around as she took her kitten from her friend. “I put him in the cellar,” she replied, noticing how much lighter it was outside now. “What do you say we go that way?” She pointed toward the yard of the house behind the one from which they had just escaped.


  Mandie led the way through the yard to the high wall separating the houses, and she and Celia struggled to climb over. Making their way across the lawn of the neighboring house, they scaled its front wall and finally found themselves on the road that ran parallel to the one they had been on.


  Stopping to catch their breath, Mandie decided, “There’s only one way to get back to the hotel, and that is to start walking.” She looked around. “This way, I think.” The girls took the road uphill.


  Celia shook her head. “I just hope we can find the way, Mandie,” she said.


  “Don’t worry. We will–” Mandie promised, “–sooner or later.”


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  LOST IN PARIS


  Even though the sun was just coming up, the streets were already full of people rushing in every direction.


  Mandie and Celia hurried along, now and then stopping someone to ask the way to the Hotel Rochambeau. But no one could understand them. The girls hastily made their way through a maze of narrow cobblestone streets lined with small dwellings and tiny shops. Dozens of poorly clad children played among the intersections of alleys while dogs and cats roamed among them. Mandie had to hold Snowball especially tight whenever they passed other cats and dogs.


  “Celia, do you realize that we haven’t seen a single public carriage—in fact a carriage of any kind—since we left that house?” Mandie asked as they continued their hurried pace. “This must be a poorer section of Paris. We can’t be anywhere near our hotel.”


  “I was just thinking the same thing,” Celia agreed, making long strides to keep up with her friend. “And how are we going to find our way back to the hotel when we can’t even ask anyone for directions? I wish I could speak French!”


  “Remember our verse, Celia,” Mandie said, catching Celia’s free hand in hers.


  Together they recited in low tones, “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ ”


  “Now everything will be all right, Celia. I think we need to slow down a little, though, or we’ll flat give out of breath,” Mandie said as she slackened her pace.


  Celia suddenly stopped in her tracks and pointed to the left. “Oh, Mandie, look!” she exclaimed. “There’s the Eiffel Tower.”


  Mandie stopped to look in the direction Celia pointed. “It is, Celia! We’ll just go there. Remember, the driver told us you can find someone there who speaks almost any language. There’s bound to be an American or Englishman at the tower who can understand us. I told you everything was going to be all right!”


  The girls turned off onto a smaller, narrower street to the left and aimed for the Tower. With each intersection they passed, the neighborhood became cleaner and more orderly. The streets were full of carriages.


  “It sure is a long way to the Tower, when it looked so close back there,” Celia commented.


  The girls crossed a beautiful park with blooming flowers and neat hedges. “That’s because the Eiffel Tower is so tall that you can see it all over Paris,” Mandie reminded her friend. “Let’s stop for five minutes and rest.” She plopped onto a nearby bench and Celia joined her.


  “I wonder if Jonathan ever came back to the hotel,” Celia said, “or I should say his room. I don’t know that he ever actually left the hotel.”


  “Maybe he met up with those three girls—or maybe he decided to run away again,” Mandie suggested as she let Snowball down to wander around while she held on to his leash. “You know something?” She laughed. “I just realized I’m hungry.”


  “Me, too,” Celia acknowledged. “When we get back to the hotel, we can eat to our heart’s content—that is, if we ever find the way.”


  “And don’t forget about my grandmother and the senator,” Mandie said. “I hope that strange woman was lying and that they didn’t have an accident. The whole episode was so unbelievable, being persuaded to leave the hotel with a stranger only to end up locked up in a house with that mysterious woman. I just can’t figure out what that woman was up to.”


  Children playing nearby threw their ball and it rolled in front of Snowball. He pounced on it and jerked the leash out of Mandie’s hand.


  Mandie jumped up and raced after her kitten as he chased the ball. “Snowball! Come back here!” she called.


  The children watched as Mandie managed to step on the end of the leash. Snowball looked at his mistress in shock at the sudden restraint. Mandie picked him up and held him tight.


  “Snowball, we just don’t have time to play,” she told him. “Celia, I think we’d better get on.”


  The girls finally arrived at the Eiffel Tower, tired, hungry, worried, and with sore feet. Lots of tourists milled around, and Mandie and Celia mingled with them, keeping an ear open for the sound of English, which was the only language they could understand. Finally they spotted an older man and woman posing for a photograph. The woman photographer was saying, “Now, please be still!”


  Mandie and Celia rushed through the crowd. As soon as the photographer finished taking the picture, Mandie approached the three. They were nicely dressed and acted friendly when the girls spoke.


  “Ma’am, we heard you speaking English, and we imagine you must be American,” Mandie began. “We’re from the United States too, but we’re lost right now and can’t make anyone understand what we’re saying. We’re trying to find our way back to the Hotel Rochambeau,” she explained to the lady photographer. “Can you tell us which way to go?”


  The lady looked at Mandie and Celia with concern. “Oh, dear, you mean you two are all alone?” she asked, not waiting for an answer. “Why, dears, you are not very far from your hotel, but don’t you think you’d better get a carriage?”


  “Well, no, ma’am,” Mandie replied. “If we’re nearby, we can walk. Could you just point out what direction?”


  The woman pointed beyond the Tower. “You go three streets that way, and then go left,” she explained. “After three streets in that direction, you turn right. From there you can see your hotel.”


  The girls thanked the lady and then hurried in the direction she had indicated. When they had almost covered the first three blocks, they both stopped suddenly and stared straight ahead.


  “Jonathan!” Mandie gasped, pointing to a stopped carriage down the avenue. Two men were forcing Jonathan to get into the carriage.


  The girls broke into a run, but they weren’t fast enough. The carriage pulled away in a rush, and Mandie and Celia stopped in disappointment.


  “It looked to me like those men were treating Jonathan like a prisoner or something,” Mandie said, watching the carriage as it disappeared around a corner.


  “They didn’t look like policemen, did they?” Celia asked.


  “No—they acted more like crooks!” Mandie replied, trying to soothe Snowball. “Come on, Celia, we’ve got to get back to the hotel and find out what’s going on!”


  When they turned the last corner and the hotel came into view, the girls practically ran the rest of the way. They rushed through the crowded lobby and down the long hallway to their rooms.


  Mandie tapped on the door. “Grandmother,” she called anxiously, “it’s me, Mandie.”


  There was no answer. Mandie tried the knob and the door opened. The girls ran into the suite and looked around. There was no one there.


  Mandie began to feel worried again. “Grandmother!” she called out, looking into both bedrooms. “Celia, let’s go ask the man at the counter if he’s seen my grandmother.”


  The girls turned to leave the suite and almost collided with Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton.


  Mrs. Taft gasped. “Amanda! Celia!” she cried. “Where in this world have you two girls been?” She dropped onto the settee in the parlor and the senator stood beside her.


  Mandie threw off her bonnet. “Grandmother, you’re all right!” she cried with relief as she set Snowball down.


  Mandie’s grandmother looked puzzled as Mandie sat on the carpet at her knee. Celia sat down too, and removed her bonnet.


  “Oh, Grandmother, we’ve been through some terrible things,” Mandie began. “We were told you and the senator had an accident and it must have been all lies! Thank goodness, you’re both all right.” She laid her head against her grandmother’s knee.


  “Amanda, explain yourself !” Mrs. Taft told her. “What are you talking about?”


  As Mandie related what had happened to them, Celia filled in details now and then. Mrs. Taft and the senator silently exchanged worried glances.


  “It was awful, Grandmother, not knowing for sure whether you and Senator Morton had really had an accident,” Mandie concluded.


  “That woman from the ship needs to be questioned by the police,” Senator Morton remarked.


  “Amanda, we already have the police looking for you and Celia and Jonathan,” Mrs. Taft said. “When we came back last night from the concert and couldn’t find any of you, we alerted the police right away.”


  “Oh, Grandmother, we saw Jonathan on our way here today,” Mandie added, explaining what they had seen.


  “Sounds like it might be a kidnapping,” Senator Morton spoke up.


  “Oh dear,” Mrs. Taft sighed, “Jonathan was in our care, and now it looks as though he has disappeared.”


  “Could you girls show us the way to the house where the man took y’all last night?” Senator Morton asked.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and shook their heads. “We seemed to be going around in circles when the man took us there, and then when we tried to find the way back, we just went up one street and down another without any sense of direction until we spotted the Tower.”


  “We’d better get the police to hear what you girls have told us,” Senator Morton said, going toward the door. “There is a policeman stationed in the lobby now. I’ll get him.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at the girls with concern. “Why did you believe such a story and agree to go off with a complete stranger?” she asked.


  Tears filled Mandie’s blue eyes. “Grandmother, I was worried sick, afraid that you had had an awful accident,” she said. “I just wasn’t thinking clearly. It was all such a shock to be suddenly told such a thing. I’m sorry.”


  Mrs. Taft reached out to pat Mandie’s tangled blonde hair. “Amanda, you’ve done wrong going off like that with a stranger, but I can’t bring myself to punish you for it. I might have done the same thing under the same circumstances. However, let me emphasize this right now—never go off anywhere with a stranger for any reason whatever. And never believe what a stranger tells you.”


  “I’m sorry, Grandmother, but we thought the man was really a policeman, and we thought we could trust a policeman,” Mandie explained, wiping her tears, “I’ve really learned a lesson this time. I’ll always be careful from now on to get identification from strangers, even policemen.”


  When Senator Morton returned with the French policeman, he introduced him as Monsieur La Motte. The officer thoroughly questioned the girls, but there was not much information to go on. It would be an almost impossible task to find Jonathan or to locate the house to which the girls had been taken.


  “And regarding the strange woman you girls describe, who was also on your ship, I’d say she was from the United States.” The policeman spoke excellent English without much of an accent. “I don’t believe that line takes on passengers between the U.S. and England.”


  “It’s true we didn’t make any other stops,” Senator Morton affirmed.


  Monsieur La Motte nodded. “I’d like you girls to contact me immediately if you ever see that woman again,” he said. “Tell us exactly where you saw her and which way she was headed. Maybe if we work fast enough, we can catch her.”


  “Do you think she’s a criminal?” Mandie asked.


  “Taking you girls like she did makes her a criminal,” he said, “but the only way we can question her is to find her and take her into custody.”


  “She tried to be so friendly with us,” Celia remarked. “And on the ship she was the exact opposite.”


  “That’s right,” Mandie added. “She didn’t hurt us. She just wanted us to stay there for some reason.”


  “Young ladies, it’s hard to know what she had in mind,” the policeman told them. “We are just glad you were able to escape before something terrible happened.”


  Mrs. Taft spoke up. “I should have gone to the captain of the ship and found out who the woman was,” she said. “But I thought she was just some harmless busybody.”


  “What about Jonathan, Monsieur La Motte?” Mandie asked, finally getting up the nerve to say the man’s name. She wasn’t sure how to pronounce it.


  The policeman smiled at Mandie. “We will alert the entire force across Paris and the surrounding communities,” he assured her, “but I can say now that it will probably be impossible to locate him.”


  “Then perhaps I’d better telegraph his father,” Senator Morton suggested.


  “Yes, l think you should,” the policeman agreed.


  “His father has his own network of security men, and they can get busy on the search as well,” Senator Morton said. “He is so wealthy that he keeps detectives on his payroll. One thing I don’t understand about Lindall Guyer, though, is the fact that he has never given his son any protection when there are so many cases of children of wealthy businessmen being kidnapped.”


  “Monsieur La Motte, please try real hard to find Jonathan,” Celia begged. “I think he’s a good boy. It’s just that his father doesn’t love him.”


  Mandie gasped. “Celia, you can’t say that because you don’t know for sure. We know his father neglects him, but we don’t know that he doesn’t love him.”


  “Well, if I loved someone I’d want to protect him,” Celia reasoned.


  The policeman spoke again. “I understand what you young ladies are saying. We will do everything we can to find him. Now I must go and begin the search.”


  When Monsieur La Motte left, Mrs. Taft and the senator rose from their seats, and Mrs. Taft told the girls, “You girls get a bath now, and I’ll have some food brought in for you. Then y’all need to take a long nap.”


  Mandie protested, “Grandmother, couldn’t we help look for Jonathan?” she begged. “He may be in terrible danger!”


  “This may be a dangerous situation,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Therefore, I am forbidding you girls to get mixed up in it in any way. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the girls replied meekly in unison.


  “You know, Mrs. Taft, that policeman didn’t even ask us for a description of the carriage that took Jonathan away,” Celia remarked.


  “Well, aren’t all carriages more or less alike, dear?” Mrs. Taft replied, smiling. “I don’t see how one could differentiate between them.”


  Mandie suddenly remembered something. “Grandmother, the carriage that picked up Jonathan was different. Well, not the carriage . . . but the horses. They had unusually big feet—or hoofs.”


  “They were Clydesdale horses, Mandie, bred in Scotland,” Celia told her. “We have some on our farm in Virginia.”


  “Well, whatever they were, the carriage that picked up Jonathan had that kind of horses pulling it.” Mandie sounded very certain.


  Senator Morton had been listening and now he remarked, “Yes, that is unusual for Clydesdales to be hitched to a carriage,” he said, “especially here in Paris. I’ll pass that information on to Monsieur La Motte if I can catch him before he leaves the hotel.”


  The senator quickly left, and Mrs. Taft ushered the girls into the room to get baths while she went to order food.


  Snowball curled up on the bed contentedly, while the girls bathed and put on clean clothes.


  Mandie’s thoughts raced as she brushed out her long blonde hair. “I do hope the policemen can find that woman,” she said. “She may cause us trouble again if someone doesn’t stop her. And I would imagine that she’s mixed up in abducting Jonathan.”


  “Well, thank the Almighty that we were able to get away,” Celia remarked as she pulled on fresh stockings.


  “We’re going to have to see what we can do to help rescue Jonathan,” Mandie mused.


  “Mandie, your grandmother has forbidden us to get mixed up in anything, remember?” Celia replied.


  “I didn’t say we’d get mixed up in anything,” Mandie protested. “There must be some way we can help find him, though.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  SPIES IN THE PALACE


  Mandie and Celia had a late breakfast with Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton in the hotel dining room, and Mrs. Taft told them about some people in Paris who had become close friends during her frequent trips there.


  “Lorraine Lafayette has two daughters about your ages, and the girls would like for you to visit them so they can show you their city,” Mrs. Taft said between sips of coffee.


  Mandie buttered a roll. “It would be interesting to meet some French girls,” she said. “When could we go, Grandmother?”


  “Well, I told Lorraine that if she would pick you girls up this morning the Senator and I could go to another friend’s home for a luncheon she is giving,” Mrs. Taft said. “There won’t be any young people at the luncheon, you see.”


  “Oh, yes, Mrs. Taft, I’d like that,” Celia agreed.


  “What about Jonathan?” Mandie asked. “What if there’s some word from the police? Shouldn’t we stay close to the hotel today?”


  Senator Morton spoke up. “I have already taken care of that,” he said. “I have left word at the hotel desk where the police can find us in case there is any news.”


  “Then I’ll go,” Mandie said.


  “I will, too,” Celia added.


  “Then it’s all settled,” Senator Morton said. “We’ll be back before it’s time for you to return.”


  The adults had finished their breakfast while the girls dallied over theirs.


  Mrs. Taft folded her napkin. “Can I trust you girls to wait here for Mrs. Lafayette so the senator and I can leave?” she asked.


  “Of course, Grandmother,” Mandie agreed.


  “Mrs. Lafayette will come to the front desk to ask for y’all, so you need to be ready and waiting in the lobby–” She looked at her watch pinned on her jacket. “–in about thirty or forty minutes.”


  “That’ll give us time to finish getting ready,” Mandie assured her. She bent to set a saucer under the table for Snowball, who was tied to the table leg with his leash. “Here, Snowball, eat this bacon before we leave.”


  The kitten meowed and eagerly bit into the meat.


  Mrs. Taft and the senator rose to leave the room. “I hope y’all have a nice time, dears,” Mrs. Taft said. “We’ll be back late this afternoon before y’all return.”


  As soon as the adults left, the girls hastily finished their breakfast. “I need to hurry and take Snowball outside for some air before we go off with those people,” Mandie said. “Come to think of it, I forgot to ask Grandmother if I could take him with me today.”


  “You take him everywhere, Mandie, and now that you have the leash, I don’t think anyone would object,” Celia said. She finished the last bite of her eggs.


  “I’ll just ask Mrs. Lafayette when she gets here,” Mandie decided. The girls finished and hurried through the lobby to the front door.


  Mandie pushed the big door open and gasped. “Celia! Look! There’s the carriage with the Clydesdale horses!” She pointed to a vehicle parked just past the doorway.


  “That’s it all right,” Celia said.


  “Let’s see who’s in it,” Mandie said as she and Celia hurried into the street. But just as they reached it, the carriage suddenly lurched off down the road.


  Passengers were alighting from a public carriage in front of the hotel, and Mandie stepped up to the driver. “Can you take us to follow that carriage?” she called, pointing to the vehicle down the road.


  “Oui, mademoiselle,” the man agreed. “Yes, get in.”


  The girls quickly got inside and hung out the open window, trying to see ahead as their driver raced after the other vehicle. Snowball clung to Mandie’s dress to keep from being thrown around.


  “Mandie, do you have any money?” Celia asked as they bounced along. Mandie held up her drawstring bag and smiled. “I have lots of money this time.”


  “I have some, too. I just hope we have enough to pay this driver. It’ so hard to figure out the difference between dollars and francs,” Celia said.


  “They’ve turned off onto another road,” Mandie said as Celia watched over her shoulder. “I don’t believe we’ve been down this road before.”


  “We’re getting out into the country, Mandie!” Celia exclaimed. “There’s no telling how far they’re going.”


  The lush green countryside unfolded along the way. Country chateaux could be seen occasionally between the more modest farms with their summer crops.


  “Our driver is keeping up with the other one all right,” Mandie remarked as they sped along. “I hope the other driver doesn’t realize we’re following him.”


  “There are lots of carriages going up and down this road,” Celia observed. “I don’t think he will notice us.”


  After a long time the other carriage slowed and turned through a gate in the wall surrounding a huge structure. The girls’ driver stopped his vehicle nearby and came back and opened the door for the girls. “Here we are, mademoiselle,” the man said to Mandie. “Is this where you wanted to go?”


  “Yes, thanks. Now how much do we owe you?” Mandie asked as she and Celia got down from the carriage and looked around.


  “Now let me see,” the driver said, watching as Mandie drew a wad of French bills out of her bag. “How much do you have there, mademoiselle?” he asked.


  “I don’t rightly know, sir,” Mandie said, flipping through the francs.


  The man silently watched and then reached out his hand. “You have enough,” he said.


  “You mean you want all of this money?” Mandie asked, surprised.


  “Oui, mademoiselle.” The man smiled as he took the bills.


  Celia spoke up. “Mandie, how are we going to get back to town?”


  “Oh, I never even thought of that,” Mandie said. She turned to the driver. “How much would you charge to wait for us?”


  “But you do not have any more money, mademoiselle,” the man said.


  “I have,” Celia said, pulling bills out of her bag. “Is this enough?”


  “That would be enough to wait, mademoiselle, but then you would not have enough to go back to town,” the driver explained.


  “Oh, goodness,” Mandie moaned. She turned to the man and said, “Never mind then. We’ll find some other way back. Where are we, anyhow?”


  “This is the Palace Versailles,” the man said, indicating the huge structure behind the walls. “It was built by Louis XIV to get away from the noise of Paris. Marie Antoinette lived here when she was Queen of France.”


  “Marie Antoinette!” the girls exclaimed. They had studied about her in their history classes back home in school.


  “Oui, she was executed,” the man said. “Now I must bid you good day. Merci.” Bowing slightly, he climbed back up on his seat and drove off.


  The girls managed to mutter a goodbye as their eyes took in the sight before them.


  Mandie stood there on the road uncertain about what to do next. “This is a palace,” she said with a shrug. “There must be people living in it. Should we just walk through that gate where the other carriage went and see if we can find it?” she asked, surveying the thick wall.


  Celia nervously twisted the strings on her bag. “I suppose we’ll have to in order to find out where they went,” she replied. “I hope we don’t get in trouble.”


  “Come on,” Mandie urged her as she held on to Snowball and walked toward the gate. Celia followed.


  To the girls’ surprise there was a little gate house just inside the gate, and a young man in a uniform stood inside. When he saw the girls, he stepped outside and spoke rapidly to them in French.


  The girls looked at him, puzzled.


  “I’m sorry, but we don’t understand French,” Mandie said. “Do you speak English?”


  The young man evidently didn’t understand Mandie. Once again he spoke in French. This time he gestured toward the huge palace in the distance.


  Mandie shrugged. “May we go in there?” She motioned to herself and Celia and then pointed toward the palace.


  The young man in the uniform gave up, shook his head in bewilderment, and waved for them to go on in. Mandie and Celia smiled sweetly at him and continued on their way.


  “Look at the doorway!” Mandie exclaimed as they neared a huge double-door entrance to the palace. “It’s so big you could practically move our whole hotel right in through the door!”


  “And look at those flowers! And the water fountains!” Celia squealed in delight.


  “Imagine living in a place like this!” Mandie cried.


  “Imagine Marie Antoinette going in and out that door!” Celia exclaimed. “I can just see her.”


  There were lots of other people walking about the courtyard and going in and out of the main palace building. The girls slowly moved on, drinking in all the beauty of Versailles.


  Mandie blinked and turned around, looking around the front grounds. “Celia, I just realized something,” she said. “I don’t see any carriages anywhere. I wonder where the one pulled by the Clydesdales went.”


  “Well, we know it came in here,” Celia replied, “and unless there’s a back gate, it has got to be here somewhere.”


  At that moment they were almost run down by a carriage that came flying through the courtyard from behind the palace. They clutched each other in sudden fright. The vehicle quickly disappeared through the front gate.


  Mandie took a deep breath and tried to calm her squirming kitten. “Evidently there’s a place in the backyard for the carriages. Come on,” she said. The girls quickened their pace.


  As they finally got around the side of the huge palace, smaller structures came into view, along with green lawn with flowers and statues and water fountains. There were places to sit here and there.


  Celia paused to look around. “Oh, I just love this place!” she said excitedly.


  “It’s beautiful,” Mandie agreed, “but it’s too big. I wouldn’t want to live here.” She looked over a low wall. “Celia, there are carriages down there, lots of them,” she said. “Come on.”


  The girls hurried over the wall and surveyed the vehicles, all of which had drivers and horses waiting in the shade. They quickly examined the animals hitched to each vehicle. Several of the drivers lounging around the carriages tipped their hats and spoke in French to the girls. Mandie and Celia smiled and kept moving.


  “There aren’t any Clydesdales here,” Celia said.


  “There must be another place for the carriages, then,” Mandie decided. “Let’s walk on around the building.”


  Eventually they reached the front of the palace again without finding any more carriages. They had circled the building from a distance.


  “Let’s get closer to the palace and see if there’s an entrance for the carriages to go inside,” Mandie suggested.


  Celia laughed. “Carriages—inside the palace? Oh, Mandie!”


  “But, Celia, back in the old days, according to history books, carriages and horses sometimes had rooms attached to the houses,” Mandie explained.


  “But this is a fancy palace, Mandie,” Celia argued as they glanced around.


  “It’s also ancient. Can’t you just see Marie Antoinette riding up in her carriage and going right on into the palace in it?” Mandie asked, dreamily staring at the huge, ornate building. “Then the driver would jump down, throw open the door, and bow.”


  “And he would say, ‘Home again, your Majesty!’ and Louis XVI would be waiting inside for her,” Celia added.


  “Didn’t they come to a terrible end—the poor king and queen?” Mandie sighed. “I’ve never heard of a president in our country being executed.”


  “But we’ve never had a president betray our country either,” Celia reminded her.


  As they stood there staring at the palace, a carriage suddenly emerged from inside the building and hurried toward the gate in the front wall.


  Both girls gasped.


  “I told you, Celia!” Mandie exclaimed, hurrying toward the place the vehicle had come from. “Come on. Let’s go look.”


  As they got closer, they could see a tunnel-like opening in the building. Tall shrubbery partially hid the passageway, and they saw a guard there in a little open room.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said as she spotted the uniformed man.


  “What are we going to do?” Celia asked as they paused halfway down the incline. “We can’t speak French, and if he talks to us, we won’t know what he’s saying.”


  “There’s only one thing to do. Just try,” Mandie said, leading the way. Snowball clung to the shoulder of her cape.


  As the girls approached the man in uniform, they smiled at him and kept going. To their amazement the man merely smiled back and called, “Bonjour.”


  They quickly walked past him.


  “Hurry!” Mandie whispered to Celia as they stepped into the passageway.


  “My legs won’t go any faster!” Celia whispered back. “They’re too scared!”


  Along the way there were doors, all closed, and no one in sight. There was not a sound anywhere. Several other passageways crossed the one they were in at various places, but they continued straight ahead.


  “Do you suppose we should explore some of those other tunnels?” Celia whispered. “They’re all big enough for a carriage to go through.”


  “I think we ought to see where this one goes first. We can always come back and try those,” Mandie replied, leading the way.


  As they followed a curve, the passageway grew dimmer and dimmer until it was hard to see where they were going.


  “They don’t have any lights down here,” Mandie muttered as she and Celia joined hands.


  Snowball clung to her shoulder and meowed softly.


  “Sh-h-h! Snowball, be quiet!” Mandie whispered. She rubbed her cheek against his fur, and he began purring.


  They had to walk slower now because it was getting harder to see the floor. Although there were no steps, they seemed to be going downhill. The air had become cool and damp smelling.


  “Mandie, don’t you think we ought to go back?” Celia asked softly, staying close to her friend.


  “Not till we see where this goes,” Mandie whispered. “Any minute now we’ll probably come out in the open daylight. That carriage had to come from somewhere.”


  “But it could have come from one of those other tunnels we passed,” Celia reminded her.


  “If we don’t come to an end pretty soon, we’ll turn around and go back,” Mandie promised.


  Mandie couldn’t see anything clearly on either side of them. She thought they passed a closed door now and then, but it was so dark they had to watch their feet to keep from falling as the cobblestone floor kept going downhill.


  Suddenly, there was a loud clanking sound. The girls jumped and clung to each other.


  “What was that?” Celia cried.


  Before Mandie could reply, there was another bang. She grabbed Celia’s hand. “Sounds like a metal gate being closed or something,” she whispered. “Let’s go see.”


  Celia refused to move forward. “Mandie, please,” she whispered in a shaky voice. “I don’t want to go any farther. Let’s go back, real fast, please!”


  “Then I’ll go by myself,” Mandie said, her heart pounding. Letting go of Celia’s hand, she moved forward.


  “No, Mandie, don’t leave me here,” Celia pleaded. She grasped Mandie’s hand again. “I’ll go with you.”


  The clanking sounds continued ahead of them. Mandie stopped. Then a male voice coming from behind them burst into song.


  Mandie tugged Celia’s hand, quickly pulling her over to the side of the tunnel. “Sh-h-h!” she warned.


  At that moment a huge figure came striding down the passageway. The girls clung to each other as the man passed by them.


  Mandie squeezed Snowball tightly, and he meowed loudly in protest.


  Mandie’s heart turned over, but the man once again burst into song and hurried on his way. As soon as he was out of sight, the girls relaxed again.


  “Oh, Mandie,” Celia breathed with relief.


  “He looked like a giant, didn’t he?” Mandie said.


  “Yes, a mean giant!” Celia replied, trembling.


  Mandie continued forward. “Come on, let’s go.”


  “Are we going where he went?” Celia asked.


  “We’ll find out where he went. It may be the same place we’re looking for,” Mandie said. “Come on.” She tugged at Celia’s hand.


  Celia let herself be propelled forward. “I do hope we find some daylight soon, or at least some lights.” She sighed.


  They caught up with the man unexpectedly as they came around a curve in the passageway. It was lighter in the distance, and they could make out the outline of the man. He seemed to be opening and closing doors along the way. The girls stopped and watched, huddling against the wall.


  “W-What do y-you suppose he’s—he’s d-doing?” Celia asked, her teeth chattering.


  “Let’s get closer,” Mandie whispered.


  She pulled Celia’s hand again, and moved on, staying close to the wall.


  Suddenly the man slammed a door, and the girls knew the source of the clanking sounds they’d heard. As they watched, he turned a big key in the lock. Then he continued down the passageway.


  The girls waited for him to disappear at the far end.


  “Now!” Mandie whispered, pulling Celia forward. “Let’s see what’s down there.”


  As the girls crept toward the door the man had just locked, there was a sudden loud wail. They froze in their tracks. The sound echoed through the passageway, and then there was complete silence.


  After a moment of silent waiting, Mandie urged Celia forward again.


  Again a loud wail echoed through the walls. “There’s someone locked in that room,” Mandie whispered, “and I think we ought to see who it is.”


  Forgetting all caution, Mandie rushed forward and tried the door. She shook it, but it wouldn’t open.


  “Mandie!” Celia warned. “Someone is going to hear you!”


  Mandie ignored her friend. “I wish I could see through that door,” she fussed.


  “Please, let’s go,” Celia begged, shivering with fright.


  Small window openings high on the walls gave a faint light in the passageway, making the place more bearable. Mandie examined every inch of the metal door, and looking around she realized that there were


  similar doors along the walls on both sides.


  “Celia, this must be the dungeon!” she exclaimed.


  “Dungeon?” Celia asked in a hoarse whisper.


  “You know, dungeons—like they had in the old castles in our history books,” Mandie replied. “The place where they kept prisoners.”


  “Mandie, let’s get out of here!” Celia begged again. “Someone might lock us up.”


  Mandie stooped to examine the lock on the door. The keyhole was huge. She pressed her eye against the hole, and her heart raced. “Celia!” she cried. “Jonathan’s inside here! I can just barely see him, but I know it’s Jonathan!”


  “Jonathan? What are we going to do?” Celia whispered.


  “We’ve got to get this door open somehow,” Mandie said with new determination.


  “But we don’t have the key!” Celia argued. “How are we going to open it?”


  “We’ll just have to figure out something,” Mandie said. “We’ve got to get Jonathan out of there before someone comes.”


  In the distance they could hear the man singing again.


  CHAPTER NINE


  THE THREE DARK-HAIRED GIRLS


  Mandie handed Snowball to Celia and stooped again to peek through the big keyhole of the iron door. Then she put her mouth right up to the keyhole. “Jonathan! Jonathan!” she whispered loudly. “Jonathan, it’s Mandie . . . and Celia!”


  She looked through the small opening again, but it was impossible to see the entire room. Jonathan lay curled up on an old quilt in a corner.


  “You know, Celia, he looks like he’s asleep, but I don’t believe he is. That must have been him we heard yell out a while ago,” Mandie said, straightening up. “You look through the keyhole and see what you think.”


  Celia quickly peeked through the hole and looked up at Mandie. “He isn’t moving. Maybe he’s hurt or something.”


  “I’d like to get my hands on whoever put him in there!” Mandie said emphatically. “I don’t understand what’s going on. Ever since we left the ship crazy things have been happening that don’t make any sense at all.” Her voice echoed back from the damp walls. “Oh, goodness! I’d better be quiet!” she whispered.


  “Mandie, I don’t see any way for us to get Jonathan out of that room without help,” Celia said. “How could anyone ever open that metal door without the key?”


  “Celia, where there’s a will, there’s a way. We just have to figure out the way,” Mandie told her, looking about the empty hallway.


  “Mandie, what about that carriage we saw come out of the building?” Celia reminded her. “We don’t know which way it came. It could have come out of one of those side tunnels.”


  “I haven’t forgotten about that carriage,” Mandie assured her. “But it was not the same one we followed out here. It wasn’t pulled by Clydesdale horses.”


  “You’re right,” Celia acknowledged.


  Mandie stooped to look at the bottom of the door. “I don’t see any way we could pry open the door from the bottom. But then the lock is so big we probably couldn’t get it loose, anyway.” She stooped to peek through the keyhole again. Jonathan had not moved. “Jonathan! Jonathan!” she called.


  He still didn’t move.


  “We sure could use some help,” Celia remarked. “But we don’t even have a way to get back to town and get any.”


  Mandie walked around in circles in front of the locked door, as she tried to think of some solution.


  “Mandie, Snowball is having a fit to get down. Could we just tie his leash onto something so he can walk around a little?” Celia asked. Snowball wiggled furiously in Celia’s arms.


  “Of course,” Mandie agreed. She took her kitten from Celia and set him down while she held onto his red leash. “Let’s see, Snowball, I’ll just tie this somewhere.” She looked around and decided to tie the leash to the handle of the door next to Jonathan’s. “There! Now you can stretch your legs.”


  Mandie turned back to the room Jonathan was in, and the girls tried shaking the door again. It fit so tightly that it wouldn’t even rattle. They kept peeking through the keyhole to see whether Jonathan had moved.


  “Celia, do you think we could stick something in that hole that would turn the lock?” Mandie asked. “It’s so big l can almost reach my finger inside the place where the bolts slide shut.” She poked her forefinger into the small open space in the lock.


  “Maybe we could force a stick into it and push the bolt back,” Celia suggested.


  “Good idea!” Mandie agreed.


  But everywhere they turned there was nothing but cobwebs.


  Celia shivered. “I have the idea this place is never used, Mandie. Look at all the cobwebs,” she said.


  “Yeah,” Mandie said, looking down at the passageway floor. “I can’t even see any wheel tracks in the dust on these cobblestones. Just footprints going both ways.” Following her Cherokee instinct, she stooped to examine them. “Several sizes of shoes made these prints,” she said. “And they all lead to the room where Jonathan is.” She stood up and sighed. “Oh, if only Uncle Ned were here, he’d know what to do!”


  Uncle Ned was her father’s old Cherokee friend. He had always watched over Mandie and often rescued her in times of trouble. But Mandie had not allowed him to accompany her on this journey to Europe.


  “I didn’t want him to come with us on this trip,” Mandie muttered. “You know, Celia, sometimes I sure make big mistakes. I thought I was all grown up because I’d had my thirteenth birthday. I thought l didn’t need Uncle Ned to watch over me, but now I realize how wrong I was. I think if I live to be a hundred, I’ll always need Uncle Ned.”


  “But he’s so old already he couldn’t possibly be living when you get to be a hundred,” Celia reasoned.


  “I don’t want to think about that,” Mandie said, whirling around to face the door again. She stooped to look through the keyhole. Jonathan had not moved. And she was becoming worried about him.


  Suddenly Snowball lurched for a creature that ran across the passageway. The leash stopped him short and the door jerked open.


  “That was a rat, Mandie!” Celia squeaked. She held her long skirts high and shrank back against the other wall.


  “I know, but it’s gone now. I saw it go on down the tunnel,” Mandie said, shivering at the thought of such a thing.


  Snowball’s leash had tangled around him when the door came open, and Mandie stooped to straighten it. When she stood again, she glanced into the cell and noticed another door inside.


  “Celia, look!” she exclaimed. “There’s a door here that must open into the room where Jonathan is! Look!”


  In the dim light from the tiny window high overhead, they approached the dirty door. A heavy metal crossbar held it shut. Snowball, still attached to his leash, followed Mandie into the room.


  “Let’s see if we can move that bar,” Mandie said, glancing around for another place to anchor her kitten’s leash. She pulled the outer door to the cell shut and looped the red leash over the door handle.


  Pushing up their long sleeves, the girls stood together and pushed up on the bar with all their might. It wouldn’t budge. They tried again with no result.


  “This door hasn’t been opened in a long, long time,” Mandie said. “If we could just shake it loose a little, we might be able to lift it off.” She gritted her teeth as they pushed upward on the bar again with all their strength.


  Suddenly moving away from the crossbar, Mandie whispered, “I hear someone coming. Quick! Stoop down over here.” She and Celia squatted in a dark corner while Snowball remained tied to the door.


  The voices came closer, from the direction in which the girls had been headed. Footsteps echoed through the tunnel, now approaching the outside door.


  “He’s in here,” said a man with an unusual accent.


  The girls held their breath, listening as the door to Jonathan’s cell was unlocked and thrown open.


  “What’s wrong with him?” came another man’s voice with a British accent.


  “He’s just sleeping off the knock on the head we had to give him,” the deeper voice replied. “He refused to cooperate and got noisy—”


  Mandie was so angry she could hardly keep quiet.


  “Wake up, Jonathan Guyer, wake up,” the man called.


  The girls heard some stirring in the next room, and finally a thick moan. “Let me out of here.” It was Jonathan’s voice all right.


  “We’ll let you out just as soon as your father receives our message and gives us what we want,” the British voice answered.


  “Exactly what is it you want?” Jonathan asked groggily.


  “Shall we tell him?” the first voice asked.


  “Might as well. He’s not going anywhere,” the British-man replied.


  The deep voice began explaining. “Our job is to gather information for our country,” he said. “And we know that your father owns a gun factory here in France. We want all the guns in that factory for our men.”


  “If your country wants guns, why don’t you buy them instead of kidnapping me?” Jonathan asked.


  “Because we are going to overthrow our king, that’s why,” the deep voice replied angrily. “And we do not have money to buy guns. Therefore, your father is going to give them to us.”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. My father never gives away anything,” Jonathan told them. “How did you know who I am, anyway?”


  “Because of the articles in the newspapers,” he replied. “We discovered you were not kidnapped after all, but had just run away from home. That gave us the idea that we could actually kidnap you and get what we want. Smart, heh?” He sounded confident.


  “No. Not smart, but awfully dumb,” Jonathan answered. “But you are not French. Where is your country? Who are you?”


  The British voice spoke up. “That we do not tell.”


  “It is a long way from here, anyway,” the first voice added.


  “Have you been in touch with my father?” Jonathan asked.


  “No, but we leave here, send a message to New York,” the deep voice said.


  “You will be freed as soon as we are able to contact your father and he agrees to our terms,” the British voice assured him.


  “We must go now. We have three of your friends waiting,” the first man said.


  Mandie gasped. Had they captured her grandmother and the senator? But the man said three. Who would the third one be?


  “Three of my friends?” Jonathan questioned. ‘What do you mean by that?”


  “Three lovely dark-haired young ladies,” the man with the British accent said.


  Mandie grasped Celia’s hand. Were those three strange girls who had been following them around really friends of Jonathan’s? Mandie wondered.


  “You are mistaken,” came Jonathan’s reply. “Those girls are not my friends. I don’t even know them, really.”


  “But you will remember they made friends with you, beginning at the hotel in London,” the British voice said. “That was part of our plan. They were tutored to find out for certain who you were and to get other information from you by being friendly.”


  “Do you mean that’s why they’ve been showing up everywhere I go?” Jonathan asked.


  “We are training them to be spies for our country, like we are,” the deep voice replied.


  “You two men are from the same country?” Jonathan asked.


  “Yes, we are now,” the British accent said. “At one time I was a British citizen, but I rejected that for a better country.”


  “You certainly didn’t reject your British accent, mister,” Jonathan said, sarcastically. “You’re still British, whether you like it or not.”


  “I won’t take issue with your remark now, but I won’t forget it,” the British voice said angrily.


  “We must go now,” the deeper voice said. “Remember, we must make another stop at the other end of the tunnel before we join the ladies.”


  “Yes, they can wait for us,” the British voice added.


  Mandie quickly figured out their plan. They had come from the other end of the tunnel and would continue on their way in the direction from which she and Celia had come. That would take a while.


  Evidently, the three dark-haired girls were waiting at the end of the tunnel from which the men had come. If she and Celia hurried, they could reach the girls before the men returned. She’d like to question those young ladies.


  Mandie and Celia heard the men slam the metal door and lock it, then hurriedly walk off.


  “Whew! They’re gone!” Celia whispered, expelling her breath.


  “We still can’t get Jonathan out,” Mandie said softly. “Let’s slip out the other way and find those girls. We can come back here. Like that man said, Jonathan is not going anywhere.”


  Without alerting Jonathan to their presence, Mandie grabbed Snowball and the girls silently left the empty cell. Lifting their skirts, they hurried down the passageway. Soon they could see daylight and realized they were finally coming to the end of the tunnel.


  Mandie stopped and put her hand on Celia’s arm. “Slow down. We don’t want anyone to see us until we look things over,” she said.


  “Right.” Celia stopped to catch her breath.


  Slowly emerging into the daylight, the girls looked around. They seemed to be in a forest. There was no sign of anyone around except for one carriage—hitched to Clydesdale horses!


  The girls cautiously slipped outside and stayed close to the building they had left, keeping shrubs between them and the carriage. As they circled the vehicle from a distance, they spotted the three dark-haired sisters sitting on a low wall out of view of the carriage.


  “Let’s go!” Mandie brazenly walked out of the shrubs into plain view of the three girls.


  The three girls immediately stood up as Mandie and Celia approached.


  Mandie stopped in front of the girls and braced herself. “I want to know just who you are and what you are doing to our friend Jonathan,” she demanded sternly. “We know he’s locked up inside that dungeon room in the tunnel, so you might as well explain what’s going on. We’re tired of y’all following us, and now you’re really making trouble.”


  Celia took Snowball from Mandie and nervously stood beside her.


  The girls gazed at Mandie with a surprised look.


  The youngest girl finally spoke. “What are you talking about?” she asked. “Jonathan—locked up in a dungeon room? We didn’t do it if he is.”


  “Oh, but the men who came here with you did, and they said you were the ones who spied on Jonathan,” Mandie argued.


  The oldest girl spoke. “Our name is Covington. I’m Mary. Maude here is next and Martha there is the youngest. Who are you?”


  Mandie eyed them warily. “My name is Amanda Shaw—Mandie for short—and my friend’s name is Celia Hamilton,” she said. “But we want to know what’s going on. Who are the men you came here with?”


  “The man we came here with is our father. The other man is his friend. We don’t know his name.”


  “Your father” Mandie was incredulous.


  Martha, the youngest, quickly corrected her sister. “Well, not really. You see, we’re orphans, and a while back, that man and his wife adopted us.”


  “Where is the woman who is always with you?” Mandie asked.


  “Oh, our adoptive mother,” Mary replied. “She’s waiting in the carriage there.”


  Mandie’s heart did a flip-flop. She hadn’t reckoned on running into that rude woman again. And the man had said nothing about the woman waiting for him. She and Celia certainly wanted to avoid a confrontation with her. They didn’t need more trouble.


  The sisters whispered among themselves, and then Martha spoke. “We did not agree to have Jonathan locked up in a room,” she said. “Would you show us where he is? Maybe we can get him out.”


  Mandie and Celia exchanged glances. It would be risky going back inside the tunnel with the two men expected to come out any minute. But maybe these girls were serious. With their help, maybe they would be able to get the crossbar off that connecting door.


  “We’ll have to take a chance,” Mandie whispered to Celia.


  Celia showed the fear she felt.


  “If they start anything in the tunnel, we can take care of them,” Mandie assured her quietly. “They’re sissy city girls, and we’re country girls. We know how to handle their kind.”


  Celia finally nodded her assent.


  “All right, come on,” Mandie told the girls. “This way. But if you try anything, you’ll be sorry.”


  “Try anything?” Mary asked. “What does that mean?”


  “Oh, it’s a good old American expression. ‘Don’t do anything unusual—just behave yourselves,’ ” Mandie replied. She took Snowball from Celia and led the way, staying as far from the carriage as possible.


  At the tunnel entrance, Mandie told the Covington girls to walk ahead of Celia and her. She didn’t trust them behind her.


  The girls shrugged and did as Mandie asked.


  Mandie held her breath, listening for any sound that might indicate that the two men were coming back. She didn’t want to run in to them. They could be dangerous.


  If the three sisters could help free Jonathan, Mandie and Celia would find some way back to the city, Mandie was sure of it. But then Mandie remembered the conversation between the men and Jonathan. Neither man was French. What were they doing in this palace? Did the French guards know the men had locked up Jonathan in this place—in Marie Antoinette’s great palace?


  Where was everybody? Mandie wondered. The forest where they had found the girls had been deserted. And they had not met anyone else in the tunnel. She had to admit to herself that those men had her frightened, as well as the fact that there was no one else around.


  CHAPTER TEN


  CONFRONTATION WITH THE SPIES


  The girls soon reached the locked cell where Jonathan was being held


  prisoner. Mandie leaned over and peeked through the keyhole.


  “Jonathan!” she called softly. “It’s Mandie and Celia!”


  “Mandie!” Jonathan replied at once.


  As Mandie watched, Jonathan moved over to the door and looked through the keyhole at her. “Mandie! How did you and Celia find me?” he asked.


  “That’s a long story, Jonathan. We’ll tell you later,” Mandie whispered. “Right now those three girls that have been following us around everywhere are going to help us get you out.”


  “No, no, no!” Jonathan protested from behind the door. “Don’t trust those girls. They were in on the kidnapping scheme. Don’t trust them.”


  “But they promised to help get you out of there. They claim they didn’t know you were locked up,” Mandie told him through the keyhole.


  Mary quickly pushed Mandie aside. “Jonathan, please believe us when we say we didn’t know what those people were up to,” she said. “We will help get you out.”


  “You’d better not be lying to me,” Jonathan replied cautiously.


  “All right.” Mandie took charge again and peeked through the keyhole at Jonathan. “In the next cell, there’s a connecting door to your room, but it has a heavy cross-bar blocking it. Celia and I couldn’t move it, so these girls are going to help. Maybe together we can get the door open. We’ve got to hurry.”


  “Yes,” Maude agreed. “Our father will be back soon with his friend.”


  Without wasting more time and words, Mandie quickly showed the three girls the door. Hooking Snowball’s leash to the other cell door, Mandie explained what she wanted them to do.


  “No problem,” Mary said. “Five of us can surely lift that silly old crossbar.”


  Together they beat and banged and pushed and pulled at the iron bar. But it wouldn’t budge. They tried different angles without any luck. Mandie worried about all the noise they were making, but there was no other way to get Jonathan out.


  As she stopped to take a breath, Mandie said, “I suppose you’re the ones who have been sending mysterious messages and notes.”


  “Not us,” Maude said. “Our mother has been doing that. She also sent flowers to the hotel.”


  “We were the ones who put that note in your journal and then came and took it back,” Martha admitted. “We didn’t know exactly what was going on, and we didn’t want you to get in any trouble.”


  “Well, that was nice of you,” Mandie said sarcastically. “Why couldn’t you have come and told us what was going on?”


  Jonathan called from inside the room. “Please hurry up and get the door open. Please. Those men will be back.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie answered, turning back to the old crossbar.


  Suddenly there was the sound of heavy footsteps coming down the passageway.


  The girls looked at each other in alarm. Mandie quickly grabbed Snowball and held him in her arms to keep him quiet. Then she softly pushed the cell door shut. All five girls backed off in a corner.


  The footsteps stopped outside Jonathan’s door, and the deep voice said, “We will be sending you food soon. We will be back.”


  “All right,” Jonathan replied through the closed door.


  As the sound of footsteps died away, the girls breathed a sigh of relief.


  “Quick! We’ve got to get that bar off,” Mandie said. She opened the cell door and swiftly tied Snowball’s leash to it. “They’ll go to the carriage, find y’all gone and come back looking for you!” she told the girls.


  Spurred on by fright, the girls pushed with all their might and the crossbar slowly became dislodged from its rusty hitches. The iron bar was also rusty, which had created the tighter fit. They still struggled to free the bar completely from the narrow openings on each end.


  Mandie stomped her foot. “It’s enough to make me lose my temper!” she cried.


  “Me, too,” Celia agreed.


  “Don’t give up,” Mary said. “We can do it. We’ve got it loose. All we have to do is heave upward together and force the bar out. Let’s do it.”


  The five girls tried again.


  “I wish I were out there to help,” Jonathan said through the door.


  “Then we wouldn’t have to do this!” Mandie replied.


  The five girls worked on the bar again. They were making so much noise that they didn’t hear the approaching footsteps. Suddenly the bar came free, and they almost lost their balance.


  Just then, there was a loud voice behind them. “Just what are you girls doing?” the Britishman asked, snatching Maude with one hand and Martha with the other.


  The deep-voiced man grabbed Mary and lunged at Mandie and Celia, but they were too quick for him. Mandie picked up Snowball, and she and Celia dashed out into the hallway.


  “Look out!” Mandie cried to Celia.


  Celia ran straight into the Covington girls’ “mother.” As the woman grabbed Celia, Mandie raised her long skirts and aimed a sharp-toed shoe at the woman’s shin. The woman gasped in pain, and Celia got away.


  Mandie and Celia ran and ran into one side passageway after another as they zigzagged away from the spies. Finally, they had to slow down to catch their breath.


  “Whew!” Mandie gasped as she and Celia sat down on the cobblestone passageway. They looked around in the dim light.


  “I have no idea where we are now,” Mandie said between breaths.


  “Me either,” Celia said, panting beside her friend.


  Snowball clung to his mistress.


  Mandie stroked her kitten reassuringly. “Celia, I don’t know if we’ll ever find our way back outdoors.” She sighed. “We need to find one of those guards and tell him what’s going on.”


  “Right,” Celia agreed. As she brushed back her thick auburn curls, she felt around for the combs in her hair. They weren’t there. Her long hair hung around her shoulders, and her bonnet was clinging by a string. Putting her bonnet back on, she retied it.


  Mandie laughed. “You look just great. I’m sure I do, too.” She felt for the combs in her hair and could only find one. “Celia, I’ve lost my bonnet!”


  Celia reached behind her friend. “No, here’s your bonnet, Mandie. It was hanging down your back,” she said, pulling it around.


  Laughing again, Mandie tightened the strings under her chin and let the bonnet hang down her back. “Celia, we’ve got to help Jonathan,” she said. “I imagine that man and woman are going to be awfully angry with those girls. They saw us all pulling that crossbar off the door.”


  “What do you suggest doing?” Celia asked.


  “If we can only find our way out of this place and get to a guard, we’ll be able to get help,” Mandie said. “You know, I can’t figure out why there was no one in that part of the tunnel except those spies.”


  “But since it’s an ancient dungeon, no one would know it’s being used,” Celia replied.


  “I guess you’re right, Celia,” Mandie admitted. “Do you remember the windows high up in the cells? Well, if we could find those windows from the outside of the building, we’d be able to tell where Jonathan is.”


  “Right!” Celia brightened. “Let’s try.”


  Hastily weaving in and out the corridors, they finally saw light at the end of a passageway.


  “Come on!” Mandie cried happily. Holding Snowball tightly, she raced toward the daylight.


  “I’m coming,” Celia replied, trying to keep up with her friend.


  When they finally reached the daylight, they discovered they were back at the entrance where they had come in. There were lots of people around, and there was a uniformed man at the entrance.


  Mandie ran up to the man and began talking to him. “Mister, there’s someone locked up in the dungeon in that tunnel down there, and he needs help. Please get the police and help us get him out,” Mandie babbled.


  The man stared at her in surprise. Obviously not understanding English, he began talking rapidly in French. Mandie and Celia tried gestures, but that didn’t work either. The man still couldn’t understand.


  Mandie turned to Celia. “We are a sight to be seen—all dirty and falling apart. He probably thinks we’re crazy or something!”


  “That’s what I was thinking, Mandie,” Celia replied.


  “Let’s try someone else,” Mandie said.


  The girls began walking around the grounds of the palace, trying to make people understand what they were saying. Some were polite and smiled. Some looked at them in disgust. Some just turned and walked away.


  “You know, Celia, I’ve been thinking,” Mandie told her friend as they paused by a water fountain. “We probably should go back and see if Jonathan is still there. Those people might have taken him away because they know we found him.”


  “Is it possible to find our way back to that dungeon?” Celia asked, doubtfully.


  Mandie ran her fingers through the spray of water from the fountain. “I think we ought to at least try,” she replied.


  As they re-entered the tunnel at the same place they had gone in before, a carriage came rushing out, almost running them over.


  Mandie and Celia jumped aside just in time.


  “It wasn’t the Clydesdale horses,” Mandie noted.


  “No, it wasn’t the same carriage,” Celia agreed.


  The girls tried to remember exactly the way they had gone before. It seemed to take forever, but they eventually found the dungeon.


  “We’re on the right path,” Mandie whispered, leading the way.


  As they finally located the door to the cell where Jonathan had been, they paused and listened. The sound of several voices echoed off the walls. Mandie peeked through the keyhole and was startled to find not only Jonathan but the three Covington girls all locked in the small room.


  Silently, Mandie and Celia looked inside the connecting room and saw that the crossbar was back in place. Going back to the keyhole, Mandie whispered loudly, “Jonathan, we’re back!”


  Jonathan came to look through the hole from his side of the door. “Mandie, please be careful,” he quietly warned. “Those people are dangerous. They’ve even locked up their daughters in here because they were trying to help me escape.”


  “We’ve tried to get help, but no one understands English,” Mandie told him. “They all look at us as though we were demented.”


  “Mandie, I have an idea,” Jonathan whispered. “Can you learn to say this? Aidez-moi, s’il vous plaît? That’s “Please help me” in French. Can you say it? Aidez-moi, s’il vous plaît.”


  “AY-day MWA, seel voo PLAY,” Mandie repeated awkwardly.


  “That’s good enough,” Jonathan said. “If you can find someone and say that to them and then show by gestures that they are to follow you, maybe they’ll understand.”


  Mary moved in front of the keyhole. “The French do not know we are in here,” she told Mandie. “This part of the palace is not in use. You will have to show them the way.”


  “What are those awful people going to do with you girls?” Mandie asked.


  “We do not know, but they are terribly angry with us,” Mary replied. “I think you should hurry before they come back.”


  Jonathan came to the keyhole again. “Mandie, don’t forget. Aidezmoi, s’il vous plaît.”


  “AY-day MWA, seel voo PLAY,” Mandie repeated again. “We’ll hurry. I can’t promise anything, Jonathan, but we’ll try everything we can think of.”


  Mandie and Celia hurried off in search of someone to try the newly acquired French on. They crisscrossed tunnels, anxiously looking for anybody except the spies. And they suddenly found themselves at the end of the tunnel where they had found the three sisters earlier. They were in the forest again.


  “Oh, goodness!” Mandie moaned. She flopped down on the low wall where the girls had been sitting. “I am tired, and it seems as though all we do is go round and round in circles. Let’s rest a few minutes and think this thing out.” She let Snowball down on his leash and rested


  her head on her hands.


  Celia closed her eyes and leaned against a statue behind them.


  They were silently contemplating the situation when suddenly a low bird whistle jerked Mandie to her feet.


  She gasped. “It can’t be!” she cried, clasping her hands for joy. “It can’t be!”


  Celia looked at her friend. “Mandie, what is it?”


  There was another low bird whistle.


  “Celia, it has to be Uncle Ned!” she exclaimed. “It has to be! That’s his signal to me, remember?” Mandie turned ’round and ’round, straining to see through the bushes and trees. “Uncle Ned, where are you?” she called.


  At that moment the old Cherokee Indian came walking out from behind a clump of tall trees. He was carrying his bow and arrows and was dressed in the deerskin jacket he always wore back home in North Carolina.


  Mandie ran to meet him, and his old face smiled into a thousand wrinkles. He stooped to embrace her. Mandie threw her arms around the old man’s neck, and tears of joy rained down her face. She was so happy she couldn’t speak.


  Celia picked up Snowball and came over to greet the old Indian. Uncle Ned smiled at her over Mandie’s blonde head. “Papoose need Ned. Me come. Help.” He reached to include Celia in his arms.


  Mandie excitedly asked, “Uncle Ned, how did you get here? All the way to Europe. I know I told you I didn’t need you now that I’m thirteen years old, but I was so wrong, Uncle Ned. I’ll always need you.”


  Uncle Ned smiled. “Ned watch over Papoose like he promise her father, Jim Shaw, when he go to happy hunting ground. Ned watch till he go to happy hunting ground.”


  “But how did you get here?” Mandie asked again, stepping back to dry her tears.


  The old Cherokee smiled. “Mother of Papoose say Ned must go on other ship to Europe. Watch Papoose. Not let Papoose see.”


  “I should have known my mother would do that,” Mandie said with a laugh. “Oh, Uncle Ned, we need your help so badly. Our friend is in desperate trouble.”


  The girls quickly related the events of the day.


  The old Indian listened. “Ned see papooses leave hotel after grandmother leave. Me follow, but lose trail sometimes,” he explained. “Can you figure out what to do, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked eagerly. “I know you can. You always solve things for me.” The old Indian looked at her and smiled.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  UNEXPECTED HELP


  With Uncle Ned’s help the girls found the outside window to the cell where Jonathan and the three sisters were imprisoned.


  The old Indian examined the bars guarding the opening and shook his head. “Bars not move,” he said. “Find other way.”


  Mandie and Celia led him through the maze of tunnels until they finally found the locked room. Since their last visit there, someone had locked the adjoining room. The girls couldn’t show the old Indian the bar across the connecting door.


  While Celia held Snowball, Mandie spoke through the keyhole. “Jonathan, we haven’t found a way to get you out yet,” she whispered, “but Uncle Ned, my dear old Cherokee friend, is here. He can solve anything, and I’m sure he’ll figure out what to do.”


  “Please get us out, too,” the oldest girl called.


  Jonathan came over to the keyhole. “Mandie, how can you have a Cherokee friend in France?” he asked.


  “He’s not from France. He’s from back home in North Carolina,” Mandie explained. “He was my father’s dearest friend.”


  “And he came all the way to France? A Cherokee Indian?” Jonathan asked in disbelief.


  “That’s what I said, Jonathan. Now do you want him to help you get out or not?” Mandie asked, exasperated. “Every minute counts.”


  “Of course, Mandie. I’m sorry,” Jonathan apologized. “It’s just so unusual for a Cherokee Indian to come to France.”


  “And I’m sorry if I sounded sharp, Jonathan. I really didn’t mean to. I’m all upset,” Mandie told him. “But we’ve got to get you out, and Uncle Ned can help.”


  “Those people who adopted us are coming back in a little while,” Maude called to them. “I don’t want to see them again, so please help us, too.”


  “I’ll do whatever I can,” Mandie promised. “If we’re able to get Jonathan out, of course you’ll be freed, too.”


  Snowball twisted and turned in Celia’s arms, fighting to get down.


  “Mandie,” Celia complained, “Snowball is trying to scratch me.”


  Mandie quickly took the kitten and let him down on his leash. “I’m sorry, Celia. I guess he’s just worn out,” she said.


  But Snowball pounced playfully on Uncle Ned’s moccasins. The old Indian smiled and rubbed the kitten’s white fur. Snowball purred and cuddled against Uncle Ned’s hand.


  “Why, Snowball, you just wanted to say hello to Uncle Ned.” Mandie laughed. “But that’s enough for now. We’ve got some thinking and planning to do.” She looked at Uncle Ned, waiting for his suggestions.


  “Man and woman come back,” he began, barely above a whisper. “I hide. Shoot bow and arrow–”


  “Uncle Ned!” Mandie interrupted. “We can’t shoot them!”


  “Not shoot. Shoot at,” the old man said, smiling. “They afraid of Cherokee. Man and woman open door, Ned shoot arrow over heads, not hit. Surprise. Papoose and friends run quick. Get away.”


  Mandie smiled back at the old man. “I knew you would figure something out,” she said. Turning back to the keyhole, she swiftly related their plans. “Uncle Ned will hide and so will we. When those people return and open the door, Uncle Ned will shoot an arrow over their heads, and all of us will have to take off running before they recover from the surprise.”


  “That sounds like an excellent idea, Mandie,” Jonathan told her.


  “I hope it works,” Martha called softly.


  Celia frowned. “What if you should accidentally hit one of them, Uncle Ned?” she asked.


  “Uncle Ned never misses his target. Never!” Mandie told her friend.


  “But, Uncle Ned, what if those people really hurt one of us?” Celia asked nervously. “You will stop them some way, won’t you?”


  “Yes.” Uncle Ned nodded. “People hurt papooses, Ned hurt people,” he told her.


  Mary told Mandie that the people who adopted them would probably leave the carriage where Mandie and Celia had seen it before and come into the tunnel from that direction.


  Uncle Ned and the girls searched the passageway and found a cross tunnel near the locked room where they could watch for the people to return.


  There were cells all along the corridor, and Uncle Ned picked a room nearest the intersection of the two passageways.


  “Papooses, wait here,” he told them, motioning for them to go inside.


  Mandie picked up Snowball, and she and Celia did as he asked. This cell had several small openings in the wall, so the girls could see out into the corridor. Uncle Ned stationed himself right inside the doorway and kept watch.


  “When did you actually get to France, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked the old man as they waited.


  “Sun come up this morning,” the old Indian replied.


  “Then you weren’t here when those people took us from the hotel and kept us in that house overnight,” Mandie whispered back. “We’ll have to tell you all about that awful experience.” Turning to Celia, she said, “I wonder if that strange woman from the ship is connected with these girls. Let’s remember to ask them.”


  “They didn’t mention her,” Celia whispered. “And they didn’t say anything about our being with her at that house.”


  “Papooses quiet. Ears listen for bad people,” Uncle Ned cautioned, keeping his gaze on the corridor.


  “I’m sorry,” Mandie whispered her apology.


  “Me, too,” Celia added softly.


  The time passed slowly. The girls grew tired of standing and finally sat down on the dirty floor. Snowball romped through the room, enjoying his freedom. Uncle Ned remained at the doorway and watched and waited.


  No one heard the people coming until they were almost at the intersection of the two passageways. Uncle Ned stiffened. He stared down the corridor. Mandie quietly picked up Snowball, and peeked through a hole in the wall just as the girls’ adoptive parents came into view. The man with the deep voice wasn’t with them. They were arguing loudly. The woman talked rapidly in some foreign language. The man shook his head vigorously, speaking sharply to her.


  As the strangers passed the intersection and disappeared from Mandie’s sight, Uncle Ned slowly eased out of the room. He crept to the corner to watch them.


  Mandie and Celia crept silently behind him.


  Then the crucial moment came. The man took a huge key from his pocket and inserted it in the lock on Jonathan’s cell. As he pushed the door open, Uncle Ned sent an arrow in their direction. It whizzed only a fraction of an inch above their heads.


  The woman gasped. “What on earth was that?” She turned and saw the quivering arrow imbedded in the wood over the door.


  At the same moment, Jonathan and the Covington girls shoved the man out of the way and burst out into the corridor.


  Another arrow sailed over the woman’s head.


  “Indians!” she shrieked.


  The man was off balance, but the woman managed to grab Jonathan by his hair as he ran past.


  Jonathan howled.


  Mandie rushed to the rescue, instinctively flinging Snowball at the woman. He landed on the bodice of the woman’s dress, and clung in fright to the lacey frills. The woman released Jonathan’s hair.


  He and the three sisters followed Celia down the side corridor, while Mandie quickly snatched Snowball from the stunned woman’s dress and chased after her friends. They all ducked into a cell down the corridor and waited for Uncle Ned.


  The old Indian remained at the intersection of the corridors with his bow drawn. The man and woman rushed back down the corridor the way they had come. Uncle Ned made sure the man and woman were gone, and then he joined Mandie and her friends.


  The dark-haired girls trembled at the sight of him. “A real Indian!” they squealed, backing away as he walked into the room.


  “Yes, a real Cherokee Indian, all the way from the United States,” Mandie said proudly. “And if it weren’t for him, you’d still be locked up—or worse.”


  Mary stepped forward and reluctantly offered her dainty white hand. “Thank you, sir,” she said.


  Uncle Ned nodded and ignored the proffered hand. “Welcome,” he replied.


  “Yes, sir,” Jonathan said emphatically, “we all must say thank you. I am so grateful to you.”


  Uncle Ned nodded and said, “We go now.”


  With Uncle Ned leading the way, the group finally found their way out of the tunnel and up to the courtyard where people were still milling around. Almost all the spectators turned to stare at Uncle Ned, but it didn’t seem to bother him at all. He kept right on walking until he found a guard. Then he turned to Jonathan and the girls.


  “Speak French?” he asked the group.


  “Yes, sir, I do,” Jonathan volunteered. “What shall I say?”


  “Police find woman, man,” Uncle Ned told him. “French man find way take Papoose and friends to town.”


  Mandie smiled gratefully. Uncle Ned was going to look after them until they were safe.


  The girls and the old Indian watched as Jonathan approached the guard and in French quickly explained the situation they were in.


  The guard looked shocked and kept interjecting exclamations in French. Then he bowed to the girls and Uncle Ned and quickly walked into the palace.


  “He has gone to find the captain of the guard,” Jonathan explained. “They will begin a search immediately for the couple, and also for the other man. And they will take us back to town.”


  “Does that include us?” Martha asked.


  “Why yes, of course,” Jonathan assured her.


  Mandie looked at the three girls with concern. “But where will y’all go?” she asked. “If y’all go back to the hotel, your adoptive parents may find you there, and there’s no telling what may happen next.”


  “We have a great-uncle—a real great-uncle—who will take us in,” Maude told her. “He lives in Paris. If we go to the police, they will take us there.”


  “And we will be so glad to be rid of those people who adopted us,” Martha remarked.


  The guard returned and spoke to Jonathan, who then turned to the others and translated: “The search has begun, and a carriage will be here immediately to take us back to the city.”


  As he spoke, an official-looking carriage with a uniformed driver pulled up and stopped before them. The driver jumped down and opened the door. He bowed to the young girls and after helping them inside, he turned to Uncle Ned. The old Indian smiled and shrugged off the driver’s offered hand, and spryly stepped into the carriage. The driver returned to his seat and set the vehicle in motion.


  “Jonathan,” Mandie said as they traveled along, “please tell us what happened that night at the hotel when you didn’t come back.”


  “To make a long story short, two men grabbed me from behind and pushed me out a side door into a carriage they had waiting in the alley,” Jonathan explained. “It was these girls’ father and that other dark-complected man, who was from . . . who knows what country! I couldn’t identify his language.”


  “Please,” Mary objected. “He’s not our father. He’s just the man who adopted us.”


  “Sorry. I thought the man was your father at the time,” Jonathan apologized. “They took me to a store building near the Eiffel Tower and kept me there until they decided to move me to the dungeon at the palace,” he continued. “The traffic was congested around the Tower, and they had to make several stops. I managed to escape from the carriage, but they very quickly caught up with me and forced me back inside.”


  “Mandie and I saw them do that!” Celia spoke up. “We were right down the street.”


  “You were?” Jonathan asked.


  “Yes, we’ll tell you our story later. We want to hear yours,” Mandie insisted.


  “There isn’t much to tell except that they moved me to the dungeon, and said they were demanding guns from my father’s factory. You know all that,” he said.


  Uncle Ned rode along in silence, listening as the young people discussed their adventures.


  “What country was that other man from, Mary?” Mandie asked.


  “We don’t know anything about him,” Mary replied. “He was supposed to be a friend of the people who adopted us. That’s all we know.”


  “The police will probably find him and the people who adopted you,” Jonathan told the three sisters.


  Mandie thought for a minute. “I wonder if they really sent a message to your father, Jonathan,” she asked. “Do you think they did?”


  “I have no idea,” Jonathan replied. “I’ll send my father a message, myself, when we get back to the city.”


  “Uncle Ned, will you be staying at the hotel with us?” Mandie asked. “Does my grandmother know you are in France?”


  “No, Papoose, grandmother not know.” Uncle Ned smiled. “Not know yet if stay in Paris.”


  “Grandmother!” Mandie shrieked. “Celia! My grandmother! She doesn’t even know where we are. Oh, she is going to be angry with us this time!”


  “But, Mandie, your grandmother went off with the senator for the day. They may not even be back yet,” Celia reminded her.


  “But her friend, Mrs. Lafayette, was supposed to pick us up at the hotel, remember? We were supposed to spend the day with her and her daughters. I wonder what happened when she came after us and we weren’t there!” Mandie moaned.


  “We may be packing to go home when your grandmother finds out what we’ve done today,” Celia said gloomily.


  “I sure hope not,” Mandie replied.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  FINAL RESOLUTION


  When Mandie and Celia arrived at their hotel, they learned that Mrs. Taft had not yet returned. This only delayed their confrontation. Mandie wished it were all over. Her grandmother was going to be awfully angry with her and Celia.


  Uncle Ned waited in the lobby while the young people went to their various rooms to bathe and change clothes. After they had joined him in the dining room and begun their meal, the police arrived to question the girls. Mandie had brought Snowball with her in order to feed him, and she tied his leash to the table leg.


  Mandie was glad it was Monsieur La Motte who came.


  The French policeman put the young people at ease at once. “The palace guards told us the basic details, but please tell me everything you can remember,” Monsieur La Motte said kindly. “You first please.” He indicated Jonathan.


  Jonathan could only repeat what he had told Mandie and Celia. And after those two related their adventures, the Covington girls gave the policemen all the information they could think of concerning the people who had adopted them.


  By that time another policeman joined them, informing Monsieur La Motte that the man and woman had been captured and the officers were still looking for the other man.


  “For your own safety we must ask you young ladies to stay here in the hotel until we have found him,” Monsieur La Motte told the Covington girls. “We will assign an officer to guard you. Do you understand? You are not to go anywhere outside the hotel.”


  “Oui, monsieur,” Mary replied. “But we must let our great-uncle know. He will welcome us into his house, we are certain.”


  “The address please? We will notify him,” Monsieur La Motte assured them.


  Mary gave him the address.


  Maude stifled a yawn. “May we go to our suite now, Monsieur La Motte?” she asked. “We are so tired.”


  “Oui, mademoiselle,” Monsieur La Motte agreed. “Monsieur Dubois here will station himself outside your door and see that no one disturbs you. But please remember that you are not to leave the hotel until further notice.”


  “Oui, Monsieur La Motte,” Maude agreed. She and her sisters nodded as they rose to leave the table.


  Mandie had come to like the girls after all. Her heart ached for them as she thought about the way their adoptive parents had treated them. Maybe their great-uncle would make a good home for them.


  “We’ll probably see y’all before we go our different ways,” Mandie told the girls. “I’m not sure what my grandmother will decide to do when she comes back and hears our story . . . but . . . anyway, I hope that y’all will be happy with your great-uncle.”


  “Thanks,” the three girls replied together.


  “And I add my good wishes to that,” Celia told them.


  “And mine,” Jonathan added. “At first I was really angry for all the trouble you caused me. But I can forgive you now. You didn’t really know what was going on. And I thank you all for helping to rescue me. You were very brave.”


  The girls smiled and Martha blushed as they left the table. Monsieur Dubois escorted them out of the dining room.


  Uncle Ned had sat silently listening to all the details the young people related concerning the spies. Now he spoke to Mandie. “I leave soon—when grandmother come back,” he said. “Papoose not need me. Law man take care of Papoose.”


  “Oh, Uncle Ned, can’t you stay with us for the rest of our visit here in Europe? Please,” Mandie pleaded.


  The old Indian shook his head. “Business. Must take care of business,” he said. “May see Papoose after that.”


  Monsieur La Motte finished writing his notes and rose. “I must go now,” he said, bidding everyone goodbye. “I will be in touch with your grandmother,” he told Mandie, “and with the Honorable Senator Morton.”


  “Thank you, Monsieur La Motte,” Mandie replied, smiling. Then she ventured to pronounce another French word, “Merci.”


  “Ah, mademoiselle is learning. Merci,” he said and left the room.


  Jonathan grinned. “That’s great, Mandie. You’ve learned how to say thank you in French.”


  “I really am going to learn French as soon as I go back to school in September,” Mandie said. “I love these people and this country, and I want to be able to talk to them.”


  “Me, too,” Celia added. “But it’s going to be awfully hard to learn to speak French—the way they nasalize their words.”


  Mandie looked at Uncle Ned, then back at Celia and Jonathan. “Y’all ought to learn to speak Cherokee,” she said. “Now that’s some complicated language.”


  Uncle Ned winked at her. “Oui, mademoiselle,” he said.


  Everyone stared at him in surprise.


  “Uncle Ned! Do you speak French?” Mandie asked excitedly.


  “No, Papoose,” he replied. “Just listen. Copy.”


  Jonathan laughed. “That’s the easiest way to learn a language,” he told them.


  “My grandmother speaks French, Uncle Ned,” Mandie told him. “And speaking of my grandmother, here she comes with Senator Morton,” she whispered quickly to the others at the table.


  Mrs. Taft and the senator appeared in the dining room doorway, and Uncle Ned quickly stood up.


  Mrs. Taft’s eyes widened in disbelief. She hurried to the table and sat down. “Uncle Ned! What are you doing here? I mean, I’m surprised to see you—all the way across the ocean like this,” she said in astonishment.


  The senator took the chair next to Mrs. Taft’s and nodded to the old Indian, whom he had met in Washington, D.C.


  Uncle Ned smiled. “Papoose need me,” he said. “I go now.” Turning to Mandie, he added, “See Papoose soon.” He patted her blonde head.


  “You don’t have to leave because we came in,” Mrs. Taft assured him.


  “Business to do,” the old Indian told her. “Soon.” He waved back at Mandie as he left the dining room.


  “And what are you girls doing back so early?” Mrs. Taft asked. “And, Jonathan! Where on earth have you been? We have been so worried.” She looked flustered, apparently trying to understand how so many changes had occurred since she had left that morning.


  “Grandmother,” Mandie began nervously. “Uncle Ned helped us rescue Jonathan. Celia and I have talked it over, and we are ready to accept any punishment you may have in mind, but we did finally find Jonathan and rescue him. You see, he was kidnapped.”


  “What?” Mrs. Taft stared at her in shock.


  “You don’t say,” the senator said with concern.


  Mandie, Celia, and Jonathan related their adventures, and Mrs. Taft and the senator sat speechless as they heard what had transpired while they were away visiting their friends.


  Mrs. Taft’s face showed a mixture of emotions. “Amanda! I will truly be glad when you grow up,” she said in frustration. “I suppose I’m just unable to handle one as young as you. This makes me feel awfully old.”


  Mandie reached for her grandmother’s hand. “Grandmother, please don’t say that. You’re not old. My goodness, you act younger than my mother does and she’s your daughter. I’m sorry if I’ve made you feel bad. Please forgive me.”


  “It’s such a complicated situation that I really and truly don’t know what to say or do about it, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft admitted. “You and Celia were supposed to wait for Mrs. Lafayette and her daughters to pick y’all up, and then y’all go running off on a dangerous lark in a strange country. Goodness knows what could have happened!” Then she muttered to herself, “I can’t imagine why Mrs. Lafayette didn’t call me when she didn’t find you here.”


  Mandie bit her lower lip and dropped her gaze. She really felt badly about causing her grandmother trouble.


  The waiter brought a pot of fresh coffee to the table and poured some for Mrs. Taft and the senator. Then he left.


  Senator Morton leaned forward in his chair and spoke to Mrs. Taft. “I know this doesn’t concern me directly,” he admitted, “but may I say something?” When she nodded, he continued. “I think that, although there could have been dangerous repercussions, Mandie and Celia have done a brave and worthwhile thing, foiling those spies like that. Why, a war could have broken out somewhere because of what those people were planning.”


  “I realize that, Senator,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “It’s just that I’m so upset about what could have happened to the girls.”


  “And there is still one man who has not been caught, Senator Morton,” Jonathan reminded him.


  “That’s right,” the senator replied. “But I expect the French police will apprehend him soon. They have an excellent police force who work closely with their national security agents. I’m sure they have brought them in on this matter.”


  “Oh, what shall I do?” Mrs. Taft muttered to herself.


  Just then a nicely dressed man entered the dining room with the waiter, who pointed to their table and left.


  The stranger walked straight over to the girls. “Excuse me, mademoiselle,” he said to Mandie. “Are you Mademoiselle Amanda Shaw?”


  Mandie looked up in astonishment. “Yes, I am,” she said. “Why?”


  The man offered her a sealed envelope and said, “May I await your decision?”


  Mandie took the envelope and turned it over with a sigh. “Another mysterious message probably,” she said. “I thought we were through with all that.” She hastily ripped open the envelope and pulled out a handwritten note.


  She read aloud, “Mademoiselle Amanda Shaw, May I have the honor of your presence at tea this afternoon at four o’clock? Please bring all your friends, including the Cherokee Indian. Signed, Émile Loubet, President of France, the Elysée Palace.” Mandie’s heart pounded with excitement. She quickly looked at her grandmother.


  Mrs. Taft spoke calmly, “You must answer that we will all be honored to be the President’s guests, Amanda.”


  Mandie looked back up at the man who stood waiting. “Please tell the President that we will all be there. We feel honored. Thank you,” she said.


  The man smiled and said, “Merci.” Then he left the room.


  “Evidently the President has heard of what happened today,” Senator Morton said. “I knew this spy business would draw national attention.”


  Mandie was excited about the invitation, but at the same time she was concerned. She knew her grandmother would forget about the whole incident of the day because of the President’s attention. Mrs. Taft loved social opportunities. But Mandie wished they would have worked things out between themselves.


  Suddenly she thought of something. “The President invited Uncle Ned, too,” she said, “and he’s gone. I don’t know when I’ll see him again.”


  “He said he would come back, dear,” Mrs. Taft reminded her.


  With everything reasonably settled, Mrs. Taft insisted that everyone get some rest before departing that afternoon for the President’s Palace.


  Mandie and Celia went to their room and laid down on their beds for a few minutes, but they were too excited to rest. They looked through all their beautiful new clothes and finally decided that Mandie would wear her blue silk and Celia her green one. They were completely dressed long before time to depart.


  “You know, Celia, I’m going to have to take Snowball. I’m afraid to leave him alone here,” Mandie told her friend as they paraded before the mirrors in their bedroom.


  Celia flipped up the lacy ruffle around the neckline of her dress. “The President probably won’t mind . . . if you explain why you brought him and how special Snowball is,” she replied.


  Mandie laughed suddenly. “I’m doing pretty well, getting to meet two presidents in one year. I wonder if President Loubet will be as nice as President McKinley is.” She shook out a fold in her skirt.


  “Of course we’re both partial to President McKinley, since he is our very own president. But the French men are all so polite,” Celia replied.


  Snowball sat in the middle of the big bed, washing his white fur and pausing to look at his mistress now and then.


  Mandie leaned over and patted his head. “That’s right, Snowball. You’d better wash yourself real well because you’re going with us to see the President of France.”


  The kitten meowed loudly and went back to washing himself. Then he followed the girls into the parlor.


  “You know, I’m anxious to go on to Italy,” Mandie told her friend. “I understand they have something there called the catacombs, which is an underground burial place.”


  “I know,” Celia replied. “And they’re real old.”


  “I’d like to go under the ground and see what they look like,” Mandie said.


  “But not by ourselves,” Celia objected.


  “Of course not,” Mandie assured her. “Grandmother and the senator will be with us, and maybe Jonathan, unless his aunt and uncle get back to Paris before we leave.”


  “Or his father suddenly comes for him.”


  “Those spies never got to send their message to Mr. Guyer, so he doesn’t know anything about what happened. The police checked it out,” Mandie said.


  Just then Mrs. Taft came into the parlor in a creme-colored silk dress with lace and accents. She wore a matching hat in the latest French style, and the sweet aroma of French perfume filled the air around her. “Ready, girls?” she asked.


  Mandie stooped to fasten Snowball’s leash. “Yes, Grandmother,” she said.


  “Amanda, are you planning on taking that cat with you?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Please let me, Grandmother,” Mandie begged. “So much has been happening. I’m afraid he’ll get out of our room somehow and I’ll lose him for good.”


  “All right, but you’ll have to apologize to the President for bringing him,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  “I won’t mind,” Mandie said, picking up the white kitten. “Thanks, Grandmother!”


  When Mandie, Celia, Mrs. Taft, Senator Morton, and Jonathan arrived at the palace and were ushered into the President’s reception room, they were surprised to find the Covington girls there.


  “He sent us an invitation also,” Mary told them in a whisper.


  Then the messenger who had brought Mandie the invitation led Mandie and her friends to the President’s parlor.


  President Loubet was a handsome, friendly gentleman, and he made his guests feel at home right away. Mandie apologized for bringing Snowball, but when she explained, the President said he understood completely. He even reached to pat Snowball as Mandie tied his leash to a nearby doorknob.


  “I am so honored to have you Americans come to tea,” the President said as they were all seated. “I want to say that my country is very appreciative of the fine work the young people did in rounding up those spies. Our country does not want such people within our borders, and we apologize for any hardships you people may have suffered while guests here in Paris.”


  “Thank you, President Loubet,” Mandie said. “We are also glad to hear that the man and woman who threatened us have been taken into custody. We know the Covington girls are relieved.”


  The dark-haired girls nodded, and the President smiled at Mandie.


  They were halfway through tea when one of President Loubet’s guards suddenly entered the room and spoke to the President. “I beg your pardon for the intrusion, Monsieur le President, but there is an Indian outside who insists he must see you. He has another man with him who refused to give his name,” the guard said, bowing.


  “The Indian has to be Uncle Ned,” Mandie muttered to her friends.


  “Thank you,” President Loubet said to the guard. “Will you please show the men in?”


  In a moment the guard returned with Uncle Ned and the other man the police were looking for. The spy’s hands were tied behind his back, and Uncle Ned was using an arrow to prod him into the room.


  The President stood.


  “French want this man,” Uncle Ned said, pushing the man in front of the President.


  “You must be the Indian who helped rescue young Jonathan here,” President Loubet acknowledged, extending his hand. “Welcome. Please sit down.” He motioned to the guard. “Guard, take this spy here and lock him up.”


  Mandie and her friends breathed a sigh of relief. The other spy had been caught. And of all people, Uncle Ned had brought him in.


  “So that was the ‘business’ you had to attend to, Uncle Ned,” Mandie teased with a smile.


  “Could not go, leave man loose to harm Papoose,” the old man said. “Now Papoose safe.”


  “Can’t you stay?” Mandie begged. “Even for a little while?”


  Uncle Ned shrugged his shoulders. “We see,” he said.


  When they had all finished tea, they got ready to leave.


  On her way out with her sisters, Mary came over and spoke to Mandie. “Thanks to your Indian friend we’ll be able to leave the hotel and go to our great-uncle’s house now,” she said. “There’s a carriage waiting out front for us.”


  “I hope to see you again someday,” Mandie told the three girls.


  Mrs. Taft led the others out the door right behind the Covington girls.


  Suddenly Mandie remembered something she had forgotten to ask. Hurrying ahead of her companions, she caught up with Mary Covington just as the dark-haired girl was about to climb aboard the carriage. “Mary,” Mandie said, “Mary, please tell me. Are y’all connected in any way with a strange woman who came to Europe on our ship? She has followed us everywhere and caused us all kinds of trouble.”


  Mary paused. “A strange woman?” she asked. “What did she look like?”


  “She’s old, gray-haired, and has sharp black eyes,” Mandie answered. “She always wears black, flashy diamond rings, and a diamond brooch. She’s shorter than I am and kind of scrawny.”


  Mary looked puzzled. “I can’t think of anyone I know who looks like that,” she replied. “Anyway, I’m sure the police have caught everyone who was involved in the spy business. Good luck.” She stepped inside the waiting carriage.


  Mandie waved as they drove off and then turned to Celia and Jonathan. “Well,” she said with a sigh, “we still don’t know who that woman was who held us in that house.”


  “We may never find out,” Celia told her.


  “I just hope we never see her again,” Mandie added.


  After the young people entered the carriage that was to take them back to the hotel, Senator Morton helped Mrs. Taft inside, then climbed in and sat next to Jonathan. “Sorry, Jonathan, I forgot to tell you,” he said. “I checked with the newspaper again today, and your aunt and uncle still are not back in the country.”


  The boy’s eyes lit up. “Then l am allowed to go on into Italy with you people?” he asked.


  “We promised your father we would keep you with us until your relatives come home,” the senator said.


  “So I do get to stay with you!” Jonathan smiled.


  “Right,” Mandie answered. “And we want you to show us Italy.”


  But even as Mandie’s thoughts turned to Italy, she wondered about the strange woman from the ship. Would she turn up in Italy, too?
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‘More
Exciting Adventures
with Mandie!

MANDIE

Join Mandie, Snowball, and the whole gang as they
solve exciting mysteries and learn important lessons
about lfe, friendship, and family. Each collection
includes five beloved stories.

The Mandie Collection: Volume 1 by Lois Gladys Leppard
Mandie and the Secrt Tunnel, Mandic and the Cherokee Legend,
Mandie and the Ghost Bandits Mandie and the Forbidden Atic,
and Mandie and the Trunk's Secret,

The Mandie Collection: Volume 2 by Lois Gladys Leppard
Mandie and the Medicine Man, Mandic and the Charieston
Phantom, Mandie and the Abandoned Mine, Mandic and the
Hidden Treasure, and Mandie and the Mysierious Bells.

Mandie Goes to College!

Mandie and Celia Hamilton arrive at the elite
Charleston Ladies' College in the midst of a mystery.
An old locksmith has disappeared, and there's been
talk of a ghost sighting. With Mandie awaiting the
birth of her new brother or sister, not to mention the
interest of a potential suitor, she is in for her most
exciting year yet!

MANDIE

New Horizons by Lois Gladys Leppard
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