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    To all the

    MANDIE® FAN CLUB members


    Because of all you thousands and thousands of members in over forty countries and every state in the Union, I am still writing Mandie Books, and as long as you read them, I will continue Mandie’s story until she grows up, falls in love, and marries.


    I read every letter you write to me, but I get so many it’s impossible to reply. However, I do love you all and appreciate your loyalty, also all the notes, pictures, and doodads you send me. I treasure them all and keep them in a safe place where I can take them out and look at them.


    In the next Mandie Book, Mandie will grow a little older and things will start moving faster in time in the coming five books.


    With love and thanks,

    Lois Gladys Leppard
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  CHAPTER ONE


  WHERE DID IT GO?


  “Are you sure y’all can’t stay until at least New Year’s Eve?” Mandie asked Joe Woodard as they sat on the bottom step of the long staircase in the Shaws’ house. “After all, this is only the day after Christmas, and I don’t have to go back to school until the day after New Year’s.”


  “Sure wish I could,” Joe told her as he ran his long fingers through his tousled brown hair. “But my father has to go home to check on some of his patients, and he won’t have time to come back just to get me.”


  “Doctors have an inconvenient life, don’t they?” Mandie said with a smile. “And Dr. Woodard sure has his hands full covering all of Swain County and part of Macon County here.”


  “Oh, I suppose I forgot to mention there’s a new doctor in Swain County now,” Joe said. “My father said he’s a young fellow just out of school but that he seems to be up on the latest medical knowledge. His name is Oliver, Dr. William Oliver, and he’s from some place in Virginia.”


  “Good, then maybe your father won’t have to travel all over creation to see patients,” Mandie replied.


  “Oh, but this doctor has opened a regular office in Bryson City, so I suppose people will have to go into town to see him,” Joe told her. “I don’t believe he’s planning on traveling around the country the way my father does. You know my father has always had an office in our house, but very few people have ever come to him. He goes to them.”


  “I’m glad you aren’t planning to be a doctor,” Mandie said with a smile, tossing her long blond hair behind her.


  Joe quickly looked at her and asked with a smile, “Oh really? I wonder why?”


  Mandie felt her face turn red, and she quickly stood up. “Just in case I decide to marry you when we grow up,” she said. “I wouldn’t want you running off for days at a time the way your father does.”


  Joe hastily rose and reached for her hand. “I aim to be a lawyer and to work in the town where we live,” he told her. “No traveling.”


  Mandie pulled her hand away, and at that moment she heard someone on the stairs. She looked up the stairwell to see Jonathan Guyer hurrying down.


  “I talked to my father,” Jonathan began saying before he reached them. “And he says we have to leave on Monday to go home.” He stepped down next to Mandie and Joe. “Since today is Thursday, that gives us three more days to do whatever.”


  “I have to leave today,” Joe told him. “My father has some patients to see, so I have to go with him and Mother.”


  “And we will be going home on Sunday,” Sallie added as she came down the hallway toward the group. She joined them at the foot of the stairs.


  Mandie laughed and said, “Then let’s make hay while the sun shines. Time is a-fleeting.”


  “Just what do you suggest?” Jonathan asked.


  “Well,” Mandie said thoughtfully with puckered lips. “I suggest that we do whatever y’all suggest.” She laughed again as she glanced around at her three friends.


  Jonathan grinned, looked at Joe and Sallie, and, imitating Mandie’s North Carolina accent, asked, “Well, now, what do we all suggest?”


  “I believe it’s almost noon, and I have to leave right after we eat,” Joe said in a disappointed voice.


  “Let’s just go sit in the parlor until the food is ready,” Mandie said, walking toward the front hallway.


  Her friends followed and they found the parlor deserted. Evidently the grown-ups were doing something somewhere else. Snowball, Mandie’s white cat, was asleep on the hearth by the fire, and he opened one blue eye to look at the intruders, then snoozed back off to sleep.


  After they were all seated, Mandie said, “I’m so glad all of you came for Christmas. We’ve really had a nice holiday, and I want everybody to come back soon.”


  “Soon you must all come to visit the house of my grandfather,” Sallie told them. “The Cherokee people would like for you to do that so they may become acquainted.”


  “I would very much like to visit your grandfather,” Jonathan replied. “I have to keep reminding myself that you are Uncle Ned’s granddaughter and that you live with him and your grandmother.”


  “Yes, my mother and father left this world before my memory,” Sallie replied. She straightened her long, gathered skirt as Jonathan continued looking at her.


  “Don’t forget my house,” Joe said, then turning to Jonathan he added, “And when you come to visit us, you can see Mandie’s father’s house where she lived before she came here to Franklin to live with her uncle John.”


  At that moment Polly Cornwallis, Mandie’s next-door neighbor, appeared at the doorway to the parlor. “I just ran over for a few minutes to see what y’all are doing,” Polly said as she came into the room and sat down next to Joe on the settee.


  “We’re waiting to eat, and then Joe will be going home,” Mandie told her from where she sat in a chair nearby.


  “Joe, you are going home!” Polly exclaimed. “But the holidays are not over yet.” She pushed back her long, dark hair as she turned to gaze at Joe with her dark eyes.


  “Oh, but I am the only one leaving today,” Joe told her with a big grin. “Jonathan is not leaving until Monday and Sallie—”


  “Jonathan, you will be here until Monday. Oh, how nice!” Polly interrupted Joe, quickly turning to Jonathan with a big smile.


  Mandie smiled at Joe. She knew how Polly always followed Joe around whenever he came to visit the Shaws, and she realized that Joe was trying to get Polly’s attention away from him and on to Jonathan.


  Jonathan didn’t seem interested in Polly. He shrugged and said, “Yes, I won’t be going home until Monday.”


  “Home to New York!” Polly exclaimed, “Jonathan, you must give me your address. My mother and I will be going up there on our next holiday, which will be Easter, I believe.”


  “Oh sure,” Jonathan said with a frown. “I’ll write it down for you before I go home.”


  Mandie knew Polly had never been to New York, but she had. Mandie and her friend Celia Hamilton and Celia’s mother had spent the Thanksgiving holidays at the Guyers’ huge mansion in New York. And the three of them had solved a mystery after getting into a lot of trouble.


  “Don’t you forget now, you hear?” Polly was saying to Jonathan.


  “Right,” Jonathan said as he stood up and walked to the door. “M-m-m! I do believe I smell food!” he added.


  Joe drew a deep breath and said, “I know I smell food.”


  At that moment Elizabeth Shaw, Mandie’s mother, came to the doorway of the parlor and told the young people, “I’m afraid we have a problem with dinner, but it should be ready in just a little while. I’ll let you know when.” She turned to go back down the hallway.


  Mandie quickly jumped up and hurried out into the corridor after her. “Mother,” she called to her. Elizabeth stopped to look back, and Mandie caught up with her. “Will it be very long before we eat?” she asked. “Do we have time to do something else before it’s ready?”


  “No, I don’t think so, dear,” Elizabeth replied. “The turkey just disappeared out of the oven—”


  “Disappeared out of the oven?” Mandie interrupted, her blue eyes opened wide. “It disappeared out of the oven?”


  Elizabeth smiled at her and said, “Yes, it just disappeared right out of the oven, but we do have ham already cooked from yesterday. So as soon as Aunt Lou can get that warmed up, we’ll eat.”


  “Mother, you are saying the turkey just disappeared out of the oven? How did it do that?” Mandie asked, thinking she must have misunderstood.


  “Aunt Lou was the only one in the kitchen. Jenny had run outside to her house for a minute, and Liza was upstairs. Jenny seemed to be gone too long, so Aunt Lou went after her, and when the two of them came back into the kitchen, the oven door was open and the turkey was gone,” Elizabeth explained. “Now I do have to get back to our guests. They’re all in the sunroom. Just be sure you and your friends don’t run off somewhere.” She continued down the hallway.


  “But, Mother, weren’t Mr. and Mrs. Burns supposed to be working here today, too?” Mandie called to her. The Burnses lived on the Shaw property.


  Elizabeth slowed to look back and reply. “No, dear, they aren’t coming to help until late this afternoon.” She walked on.


  Mandie quickly turned to hurry back to the parlor. This was a mystery! Who took the turkey out of the oven? And what did they do with it?


  “Listen, everybody!” Mandie exclaimed as she entered the parlor where her friends were sitting. “Y’all won’t believe this, but we have a mysterious theft.” She sat down in a chair.


  “What?” Joe asked, frowning.


  “What did they steal?” Jonathan wanted to know.


  “Do we have a mystery to solve?” Sallie inquired.


  “My mother just told me that someone stole the turkey out of the oven, so dinner will be a little late,” Mandie began.


  “Someone stole our food?” Jonathan asked.


  “Oh no, steal anything but the food,” Joe said with a loud moan.


  “Don’t worry about dinner,” Mandie explained. “We will be having the ham from yesterday, and I’m sure lots of other stuff. What I’d like to know is, who stole the turkey?” She explained to them what her mother had told her.


  “And here I have to go home after dinner right in the middle of this mystery. How awful!” Joe said with exaggerated disappointment. “Y’all will never be able to solve this one without my help.”


  “I don’t know about that. Remember, I’ll still be here,” Jonathan said to him.


  “So will I,” Sallie added. “What do we do first?”


  Mandie thought for a moment and said, “We need to ask Aunt Lou some questions, but that will be impossible until after dinner. She’ll be too busy. And then she has to have her dinner.”


  “Maybe we could just look for the turkey. I’m sure the very odor of it would help us locate it,” Jonathan suggested.


  “My mother told me we shouldn’t go off anywhere before dinner,” Mandie said, and then she added with a big grin, “But we could search the house.”


  “Now, why would anyone steal a turkey out of the oven and then hide it somewhere in the house?” Joe asked. “I think that the turkey is long gone.”


  “Maybe they almost got caught and they just hid it somewhere and will get it out of the house later,” Mandie said.


  “But, Mandie, we would be able to smell it if it is in the house,” Jonathan told her.


  “Unless they put it in something that is tightly closed,” Sallie suggested.


  “You’re right, Sallie, but what could something tightly closed be?” Mandie asked thoughtfully.


  “Drawers, cabinets, bins—” began Jonathan.


  Joe interrupted with a loud laugh. “Just don’t forget one thing. That turkey would have been red hot if it was stolen out of the oven. So where would you hide a hot turkey?” he asked.


  “On the other hand, it would have probably been too hot to carry off,” Mandie said. “So what happened to it?”


  “Do you know whether they just took the turkey itself, or did they take the pan with it?” Sallie asked.


  “I don’t know. Mother didn’t say,” Mandie replied. “I understand what you are thinking. If they took the pan, it would have been hot, and they would have had to leave the pan somewhere or put the pan and the turkey in something else. If they didn’t take the pan, then they must have had something to put the turkey into.”


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed.


  “So how do you know whether we’re looking for a turkey or a turkey with a pan?” Joe teased Mandie.


  “We’ll know that just as soon as I can ask Aunt Lou about it,” Mandie told him. “I just can’t imagine who would walk into the kitchen and steal a turkey right out of the oven.”


  Polly had sat silently listening to the conversation. She finally spoke. “You could all come over to my house for dinner. I’m sure our cook would have enough for everyone to eat.”


  Mandie smiled at her and said, “Thanks, Polly, but I don’t think my mother would agree to that. You just stay and have dinner with us.”


  Polly blew a deep breath and replied, “I was hoping you’d ask me. You see, we still have those old cousins of my mother’s at my house, and I just don’t have anyone to talk to. Thanks, Mandie.”


  “You’re always welcome, Polly,” Mandie told her. “Now, if you’re going to stay, you will have to help us find the turkey.”


  “Of course, Mandie, but where do we plan on looking for it?” Polly asked.


  Mandie glanced at Joe with a big grin and, turning back to Polly, said, “Who knows? We’ll just have to look everywhere—the whole house, the attic, the cellar, and outside, too.” Mandie knew Polly was afraid of the Shaw cellar because it was so dark down there.


  “Well,” Polly began slowly, then she looked at Jonathan and quickly said, “If you’re going with us, Jonathan, I’ll help search.”


  “Sure, I’m going,” Jonathan said with a big grin. “I’d like to find whoever stole that delicious turkey. I can just taste it. Mmm!”


  “You aren’t planning on eating it if you find it, are you?” Polly asked with a look of concern on her face.


  Everyone laughed.


  Jonathan looked at Polly and asked, “Now, why else would I be chasing after a turkey if I can’t eat it?”


  “Well, I certainly wouldn’t touch it. It may not be clean. Who knows where it’s been or where it might be,” Polly said, frowning and shaking her shoulders in disgust.


  “But that’s just what we are going to find out,” Jonathan said with a nod.


  “Whoever stole it might have eaten it up,” Mandie suggested. “Why else would they take it?”


  “They could be just playing a joke,” Polly said.


  “But stealing is not a joke,” Sallie told her, then added with a smile, “especially when it’s our dinner they stole.”


  Snowball woke up, stretched, and came running to jump up in the chair with Mandie.


  “Oh, Snowball, you must smell dinner,” Mandie said, rubbing his head. Then suddenly looking at her friends, she added, “You know, Snowball could help us find the turkey. He would be able to smell it better than we could.”


  “Oh, that white cat isn’t that smart,” Joe said.


  “Oh, but he is,” Jonathan argued. “Animals are smarter than human beings give them credit for.”


  “But not that particular cat. I know him too well,” Joe replied.


  “According to what Mandie has told me about him, he has helped her solve some mysteries,” Jonathan said.


  “All he knows to do is run away,” Joe said.


  Mandie could see the two boys were becoming involved in an argument, even though they had finally become friendly toward each other after meeting at her house for Christmas. She had to stop them from getting into a strong disagreement.


  “All right, Snowball is smart sometimes, and then sometimes he is not so smart, so let’s just make our plans to look for the turkey,” Mandie said emphatically as she straightened up in her chair.


  Snowball, apparently alarmed by his mistress’s loud voice, jumped down and ran out of the room.


  “Don’t include me. Remember, I’ll be going home,” Joe told her.


  “But you could help us plan this all out,” Mandie said.


  “Let Jonathan help you plan. He’ll be here,” Joe said, shrugging his thin shoulders.


  “And I will be here, Mandie,” Sallie spoke up. “But perhaps we should wait until you talk to Aunt Lou about it before we make any plans. Since she is also the housekeeper of your uncle here, she would know what should be done about it.”


  Mandie looked at Sallie and smiled. She realized the Cherokee girl was trying to help her smooth things out with the two boys. “You are right, Sallie,” Mandie said. “As soon as I can get a chance to talk to Aunt Lou, we will begin making our plans.”


  “Seems to me y’all are making a mountain out of a molehill,” Polly said. “What good will it do y’all to make all these plans and search for the turkey when, if you do find it, it won’t be any good by that time and you’ll just have to throw it away.”


  Jonathan immediately looked at Polly and said, “No, no, no! Remember, I told you I would eat it if I find it.”


  “At least I don’t have to plan on eating any of it,” Joe said with a smirk.


  At that moment Aunt Lou, John Shaw’s housekeeper, appeared in the doorway and announced, “Miz ’Liz’beth say to tell y’all de food be on de table.”


  As the woman turned to leave, Mandie jumped up to catch her. “Aunt Lou, when they stole the turkey, whoever it was, did they take the pan and the turkey, or just the turkey?”


  Aunt Lou stopped to look down at Mandie with a puzzled expression. “ ’Course dey took de pan, my chile. How else dey gwine carry de turkey off?” she replied.


  The young people looked at one another as they followed the woman down the hallway. Aunt Lou went on to the kitchen door and disappeared inside.


  “So they did take the pan,” Mandie said to her friends.


  “And now y’all have to find the pan and the turkey,” Joe said with a grin.


  “Well, I hope we find them in the same place,” Mandie said.


  They went into the dining room to join the adults, who were already there. Mandie tried to get her thoughts organized to figure out what they should do next in their search for the missing turkey.


  CHAPTER TWO


  ANOTHER DISCOVERY


  In the dining room, Elizabeth Shaw directed the young people to seats at the table, and Mandie found herself sitting between Joe Woodard and her grandmother, Mrs. Taft. Sallie and Polly, with Jonathan between them, sat facing Mandie across the food-laden table.


  “Thank goodness the two boys didn’t end up next to each other,” Mandie said to herself under her breath. She glanced at the adults—Uncle Ned, who was her father’s old Cherokee friend and was also Sallie’s grandfather, and his wife, Morning Star, Dr. and Mrs. Woodard, and Uncle John Shaw, who had married her mother, Elizabeth, after Mandie’s father died.


  The adults were already carrying on their own conversation, and Mandie heard Dr. Woodard say, “Yes, 1901 has been a right good year. I hope 1902 is as good or better for us all.”


  “Shall we give thanks for such a wonderful year?” John Shaw asked. “Uncle Ned, would you return thanks?”


  The old Cherokee man nodded and everyone bowed their heads as he spoke. “Big God, we thank you for being good to us this year past, and we thank you for this good food, and we thank you for the good year coming next. Amen.”


  The room buzzed with conversation as food was passed, and everyone began eating. As Mandie always said, “Mealtime was talking time,” because that was the time when everyone was settled down together. That was also the time she could sit and listen and learn what was going on. Or she could ask her own questions about things she was interested in. She silently looked around the table and neglected her food.


  “Wake up, Mandie!” Joe suddenly whispered in her ear with a big grin.


  Mandie quickly straightened up and gave her attention to her plate. “I’m not asleep, Joe Woodard. I’m only eavesdropping.”


  Joe looked at her in surprise. “Eavesdropping?” he asked.


  Mandie blew out her breath and said, “I was only trying to see what our adult guests were talking about, since our younger ones don’t seem to be able to carry on a conversation without arguing.” She took a bite of the potatoes on her plate.


  Joe frowned as he leaned closer to Mandie and said, “Without arguing? I’m sorry, Mandie. I apologize for giving Jonathan such a hard time, but you know he gets to stay here until Monday and I have to leave today and goodness knows what you and he will get into after I’ve gone.”


  Mandie’s heart beat faster as she realized that Joe had not been nice to Jonathan because he was jealous of Jonathan. She laid down her fork and whispered, “Joe Woodard, if you don’t want to stay and help unravel the mystery of the missing turkey, that’s your hard luck. I’m sure we can do it without you.” Suddenly she realized she was too harsh with her lifetime friend. “I’m sorry, Joe. I know you have to leave with your parents, but I just wish you could stay. You and I can solve mysteries much better than anyone else.”


  Joe reached to pat Mandie’s hand that was holding the white linen napkin in her lap as he said with a smile, “I’ll do my best to be in on the next mystery.”


  “Promise?” Mandie asked, withdrawing her hand from his.


  “I promise,” Joe replied.


  “Mandie, what on earth are you and Joe whispering about?” Polly asked from across the table.


  Mandie quickly looked at her and said, “Nothing really.” She began eating the food on her plate. She saw Sallie smile at her and smiled back.


  There was not much conversation throughout the meal until Aunt Lou served the special chocolate layer cake she had baked. Then the young people greedily devoured the pieces on their plates and asked for more.


  “Aunt Lou, you shouldn’t have baked this cake,” Mandie said with a teasing smile.


  Aunt Lou immediately stopped passing the cake and asked, “Why, my chile? What’s wrong wid it?”


  “It’s so good there won’t be any left for supper,” Mandie told her, grinning as she finished the last bite on her plate.


  “Dat no trouble, my chile. We’ll jes’ make another one fo’ supper,” the old woman told her as she continued passing the cake.


  “And I’ll be here for supper tonight,” Jonathan told her.


  “Save me a piece from this cake, and I’ll take it home with me for supper,” Joe said with a grin.


  “Oh, y’all git on now. You’s jes’ tryin’ to pull my leg,” Aunt Lou said, shaking her head as she went over to the sideboard to get the coffeepot. She brought it to the table and began refilling coffee cups.


  As the old woman paused by her chair, Mandie asked softly, “Aunt Lou, what happened to the turkey? Did you find out anything?”


  Aunt Lou looked down at her and said, “Dat turkey, it jes’ got up and walked right out of dat oven. Ain’t no tellin’ whereabouts it went.” She refilled Mandie’s coffee cup. “Ain’t no use you worryin’ ’bout it. It’s done gone,” she added in a low voice.


  As Aunt Lou moved on around the table, Mandie noticed her mother looking at her, so she didn’t say any more to the old woman.


  Joe paused with his fork on the way to his mouth with a bite of ham and whispered, “That’s right. It’s done gone. So you might as well give up on making a mystery out of it.”


  “I’m still going to ask Aunt Lou some questions just as soon as I get a chance,” Mandie told him.


  But later, when Mandie did get an opportunity to question Aunt Lou, she didn’t learn anything else. The Woodards had gone home and so had Polly. Sallie and Jonathan stood by listening as Mandie talked to Aunt Lou in the kitchen.


  “You didn’t hear anything? Or see anybody?” Mandie asked as the young people joined the old woman at the servants’ table in the kitchen. Everyone had had their dinner, and the dishes and food had all been cleared away. Aunt Lou was drinking a cup of coffee.


  Aunt Lou shook her head and said, “Not a thing. Not a soul. It was jes’ like dat turkey jes’ ’vaporated in de air, jes’ went away all on its own. Didn’t nobody hear ’em or see ’em steal it. It jes’ disappeared, dat’s whut it did.”


  “Was anything else disturbed?” Jonathan asked.


  Aunt Lou frowned at him and replied, “Nuthin’ ’cept one of de dishrags.... It ain’t been found yet.”


  “So they stole a dishrag, too,” Mandie said.


  “Mandie, the turkey was hot,” Sallie said. “Maybe they used the dishrag to hold the hot pan.”


  “Uh-huh,” Aunt Lou said, nodding her head in agreement. “Dat’s whut I’se been thinkin’, too.” She stood up. “Now I’se got mo’ work to do. Off wid y’all.” She flapped her big white apron at the young people.


  Jonathan and Sallie walked toward the door to the hall. Mandie paused to say, “We’ll get that turkey back for you, Aunt Lou.”


  Aunt Lou replied, “Lawsy mercy, my chile, I don’t be wantin’ dat turkey back, so don’t you bother dat pretty head ’bout it. Wouldn’t be no good to eat now nohow.”


  “We’ll see,” Mandie said with a big smile as she and her friends went out into the hallway and around a corner, where they settled down on a nearby bench to discuss their plans.


  “She’s right, Mandie,” Jonathan said. “It wouldn’t be any good if we found it.”


  “That’s all right,” Mandie said. “I’d still like to know what happened to it, and I’m going to find out.”


  “I will help you discover the turkey,” Sallie offered, her multicolored bead necklace swinging as she leaned toward Mandie.


  “So will I, for whatever it’s worth,” Jonathan said.


  “Thanks, both of you,” Mandie told her friends. “Now, as soon as Aunt Lou comes out of there, we’ll search the kitchen.”


  “If you say so,” Jonathan agreed, evidently puzzled by her decision.


  “We might be able to find a spot of grease that they might have splattered somewhere, or some dirty footprints, or some sign of whoever stole the turkey from the oven,” Mandie explained.


  “Or maybe the turkey itself. They might have stashed it away somewhere,” Jonathan added. “Like you said before, maybe they were almost caught in the act and had to hide it.”


  “Yes, that’s a good possibility,” Mandie agreed. There was the sound of a door opening and closing nearby, and Mandie added, “That’s Aunt Lou now. I’ll see for sure.” She quietly walked over to peek around the corner in the corridor and smiled at her friends as she came back to the bench. “That was Aunt Lou and she went up the back staircase, which means she has probably gone to her room. Come on. Let’s hurry.”


  Jonathan and Sallie followed as Mandie led the way back into the big kitchen. The three quickly opened cabinet doors and drawers, and looked under tables and behind the stove. Snowball was asleep on the woodbox and meowed loudly as his sleep was disturbed. He stood up, stretched, and followed Mandie around the room, still meowing.


  “Oh, Snowball, what’s the matter with you? Somebody’s going to hear you and come to see what’s going on,” Mandie told the white cat. She opened the door to the large pantry, where dozens of shelves held supplies in jars, bags, boxes, and cans.


  Jonathan looked into the room over Mandie’s shoulder and asked, “We are not going to look in all those things, are we? That would take forever.”


  “No, just squeeze the bags and you can tell whether a turkey is in one or not,” Mandie told him as she began searching. “The boxes that are sealed don’t need to be opened, or the small cans that couldn’t possibly hold something as large as a turkey.”


  “If you will look through the top shelves, I will search the lower ones that I can reach, Jonathan,” Sallie said.


  “That I will do for you, Sallie,” Jonathan replied with a big grin as he began with the top shelf.


  They didn’t take long to examine everything in the pantry, even though Snowball kept trying to help. He seemed to think they were playing a game and tried to claw the bags until Mandie became aware of his actions and shooed him out of the room. When they finished, the three stood in the middle of the kitchen trying to decide what to do next.


  “How far do you think the thief might have been able to go into the house without being seen?” Jonathan asked.


  “Probably anywhere in the house except the cellar,” Mandie said. “That’s kept locked, and I don’t imagine he would have had time to unlock the door, go down into the cellar, come back up here, lock the door, and get away.”


  “Is the cellar locked right now?” Jonathan asked.


  Mandie quickly looked at him and realized she had not checked it. “I suppose it is, but I’d better see,” she said.


  When they checked the cellar door, it was firmly locked. The three wandered on down the corridor to the front hallway and sat down on the bottom step of the main staircase. Snowball followed and curled up on the step above Mandie.


  “What’s next?” Jonathan asked.


  “I’m trying to figure that out,” Mandie said. “I’m sure we can’t go wandering around the house with all the guests we have here now. My mother wouldn’t like it if we snooped in every room.”


  “Maybe we should go outside?” Sallie asked.


  “Outside? Yes,” Jonathan said.


  “Outside,” Mandie repeated. “We could search the yard. There are lots of places out there where a turkey could be hidden.” She quickly stood up. “Let’s go. But first we need to get our coats.”


  The three hurriedly retrieved their coats and hats from the hall tree in the front hallway and rushed out into the yard with Snowball close on their heels. They were so wrapped up in solving the mystery of the turkey they didn’t even feel the freezing cold weather at first. Only the frozen spots in the dirt bothered them as they almost slipped down when they stepped on one. And a huge icicle fell from the eaves of the roof and barely missed Mandie.


  “If we get behind the shrubbery bushes, between them and the house, I don’t think any more icicles can hit us if they fall,” Mandie told her friends as she pushed the way between two evergreen bushes to get next to the house.


  “The bushes are also covered with ice,” Sallie remarked as she followed.


  “They sure are, and that ice is cold,” Jonathan agreed as he made his way after her. Snowball came hopping along on the ice and darted between Jonathan’s legs, almost causing him to slide as he tried to dodge the cat. “That cat!” He grabbed at ice-laden branches to keep from falling.


  Mandie had turned to look back and saw what happened. “I’m sorry, Jonathan,” she said. She held on to a limb and bent to wave one hand at the white cat. “Snowball, go away! Go!”


  Snowball looked up at his mistress and meowed loudly. Mandie stomped one foot and said, “Snowball, get!” The white cat retreated a short space and then turned and ran off through the bushes.


  “Thanks,” Jonathan said, and then with a big grin he added, “That saved him from being stepped on by me.”


  “Now what we need to do is examine each bush to be sure the turkey is not hidden in the branches,” Mandie told her friends.


  “With all this ice it would be a frozen turkey if it is,” Sallie remarked.


  “And I think we’re going to be frozen people by the time we put our hands on all these icy bushes,” Jonathan added.


  “Oh, Jonathan, we all have gloves on,” Mandie teased him. She quickly parted the limbs of the bush in front of her to show him how to search. “You just do it real fast like that and your hands will hardly feel the cold.”


  Jonathan frowned and replied, “I don’t believe the turkey could be hidden in any of these bushes anyway. It would be too heavy. It would fall through to the ground if you tried to tuck it away on a limb.”


  “But some of these bushes are big and have strong limbs,” Sallie said. She began looking through the branches of another bush.


  “All right,” Jonathan said, turning to examine the shrubbery behind him. “Let’s do this fast and get it over with, then.”


  Mandie secretly smiled at Jonathan when he wasn’t looking and led the way on through the bushes around the house. “I’m skipping every two bushes so y’all can look through those.”


  “What will we do with the turkey if we find it?” Sallie asked as she continued to look through bushes.


  “Eat it!” Jonathan said loudly with a big grin as he poked his hands through ice-covered limbs. “After all the trouble that turkey has caused, we would have to eat it and get rid of it for good.”


  “I’m not sure I would want to eat it. I just want to find out what happened to it,” Mandie said.


  The three had begun their search with the bushes at the front door and were almost at the back door when Sallie suddenly yelled with her head in the branches of a bush, “I have found something! Wait!” There was something dark green hidden at the trunk of the bush, and she was trying to get it out.


  Mandie and Jonathan instantly joined her to help.


  “It’s a piece of cloth—silk or something,” Mandie decided as the object slowly became dislodged from the limb.


  Sallie held the fabric tight, stepped back, and pulled. As it came out, she found she had a long dark green silk scarf in her hands. “Look!” she said, holding it up.


  “That doesn’t look like a turkey to me,” Jonathan teased.


  “I wonder how that scarf got in that bush and where it came from?” Mandie said as she fingered the silk material.


  “It looks expensive,” Sallie remarked.


  “Are we going to finish searching these bushes or not?” Jonathan asked as he clapped his glove-covered hands together to warm up.


  “Of course we are,” Mandie replied, but she just stood there holding the scarf up to her nose.


  “Then let’s get it done,” Jonathan said, “so I can go beg a cup of hot coffee from Aunt Lou.” He flexed his fingers.


  “Are you really so cold?” Sallie asked him.


  “Hot coffee would taste good,” Jonathan replied.


  “All right,” Mandie said. “I can’t smell anything on this scarf. I thought maybe it might have the odor of the turkey on it if it has been near the turkey.” She quickly folded the scarf and stuck it in her coat pocket.


  “I don’t think that scarf would have been near the turkey. Besides, there’s no telling how long it has been in that bush,” Jonathan said as they began moving on.


  “It had to get there somehow, and I intend finding out how,” Mandie replied, reaching into the limbs of the bush in front of her. She realized her hands were getting cold, but she wasn’t about to admit it to Jonathan.


  The three began moving faster and were soon back around to the front porch, where they had started. Nothing else had been found.


  “Now what do we do, Mandie?” Sallie asked as they stopped at the walkway.


  “We go beg coffee from Aunt Lou, that’s what we do, and I’m going to be the first one there,” Jonathan said, and with a big grin he rushed for the front door.


  “Yes, I suppose we should stop for now and get warmed up,” Mandie agreed as she and Sallie quickly followed Jonathan into the front hallway. Snowball pushed past the three as he rushed into the warmth of the house.


  Mandie removed her coat and hat and hung them on the hall tree and completely forgot about the scarf in her pocket. Jonathan threw his things on a peg and hurried toward the back hallway. Snowball followed.


  “I hope Aunt Lou is in the kitchen,” Jonathan called back to the girls.


  “If she isn’t, the coffeepot will be on the stove. It always is,” Mandie told him as she and Sallie caught up with him.


  “Will Aunt Lou mind if we intrude in her kitchen?” Sallie asked.


  “No, she isn’t like Jonathan’s uppity housekeeper. That woman won’t let you near the place,” Mandie said with a big smile.


  “I’ve been thinking,” Jonathan said, turning back to them. “I wonder if I could persuade Aunt Lou to come to New York and work for us. Then I could go in the kitchen and get food anytime I wanted it.” He grinned.


  Mandie stopped short and stomped her foot. “Don’t go getting any ideas about Aunt Lou. She would never work for a Yankee in that cold place called New York,” she said with a big smile.


  “Maybe she would for more money,” Jonathan continued teasing.


  “Uncle John pays her whatever she asks for in wages. Besides, this is her home. She has lived with our family since she was a little girl,” Mandie told him. She quickly walked past Jonathan and pushed open the door to the kitchen. She looked around. The room was empty. Snowball rushed over to the warmth of the stove and began washing his face and paws.


  “No one here,” Jonathan said from behind Mandie.


  “But I do see the coffeepot on the stove,” Sallie said.


  Mandie knew where everything was, and she quickly set down three cups and saucers. Sallie carefully brought the pot of hot coffee from the stove and filled each cup.


  “I only want sugar in mine, if you know where it is,” Jonathan said as he stood by the table watching the girls.


  “It’s in the top of that cabinet over there near the stove,” Mandie said, indicating a tall cabinet. “And the cream is in the icebox.” She crossed the room to open the icebox and take out the cream.


  After everything was assembled, the three sat down at the servants’ table in the kitchen to discuss the mystery of the turkey and the new mystery of the green silk scarf Sallie had found.


  Were the two connected? Did the person who put the scarf in the bush also steal the turkey? Or had there been another mystery concerning the scarf that Mandie had not heard about?


  CHAPTER THREE


  ANOTHER MYSTERY


  The weather warmed up that afternoon, and the icicles began disappearing. The remaining snow and ice became slushy, and the cold wind died down. But the skies remained cloudy. The three young people had finished their coffee, put the dishes in the sink, and gone to sit in the back parlor.


  “I wonder where everyone is?” Mandie said, sitting on a chair near the fireplace. Sallie and Jonathan sat nearby. “I haven’t heard a sound since we came back inside.”


  “They’re probably all in their rooms resting for tonight,” Jonathan said.


  “For tonight?” Mandie asked. “Oh yes, I remember now. They’re all going over to the Andersons’ for supper. That means we’ll have the house all to ourselves, and we can search for the turkey.”


  “If you say so,” Jonathan said with a groan.


  “My grandfather and my grandmother will be going over the mountain tomorrow to spend the night with the Witcombs,” Sallie remarked.


  “But you aren’t going, are you?” Mandie asked.


  Sallie smiled and said, “No, I told them I would prefer spending time with you. The Witcombs have no young ones in their house.”


  “I’m glad you aren’t going,” Mandie said, returning the smile. “We don’t get to see each other very often because I’m away in school in Asheville and you live way out at Deep Creek.”


  “And I live way up in New York,” Jonathan said with a loud laugh. “I’m glad you decided to stay here, too, Sallie.”


  “Yes, I know about New York,” Sallie said. “My grandfather told me about his visit to your house when Mandie was there.”


  “When you stop to think about it, we are all scattered out,” Mandie said. “Joe lives in Swain County; Celia in Richmond; Jonathan in New York; and you in Deep Creek, Sallie. And I live here in Franklin and at school in Asheville. Why don’t we plan on having a reunion or something, and all of us get together next summer somewhere or other?”


  “I vote for Deep Creek. I would like to become acquainted with Uncle Ned’s Cherokee family and friends out there,” Jonathan quickly told her.


  “I would like to visit New York,” Sallie said.


  “I suppose I would agree to go wherever everyone else wants to, since I’ve been to all those places,” Mandie told her friends.


  “I have an idea,” Jonathan said. “Why don’t I come down here to Franklin when you come home from school for the summer, and we could go visit Uncle Ned. Then we could take Sallie and go to New York to my house?”


  “Oh, but you’re forgetting Celia,” Mandie reminded him, then added, “and Joe.”


  “All right, then,” Jonathan said. “I’ll come here after you get home from school this summer. You bring Celia with you. We’ll go out to visit Uncle Ned and get Sallie, then we can stop to see Joe and ask him to come along if he wants to. We can all go to my house in New York. Wouldn’t that work? Oh, and we could stop in Richmond on the way to New York.”


  “Whew!” Mandie said, blowing out her breath. “It might take all summer to do that, but we could try. What do you think, Sallie?”


  “I believe it would be possible to do all that,” Sallie replied.


  “Then let’s do it!” Jonathan exclaimed.


  “We’ll have to clear all this with our parents and with Joe and Celia,” Mandie reminded him. “But I think they’ll all go along with our plans.”


  “I agree,” Sallie said. She smiled at Mandie and then at Jonathan. “This will be an unusual summer for me. I am thankful for friends like you two who brighten up things for my Cherokee people.”


  “Oh, but, Sallie, please remember I am one-fourth Cherokee, and I claim kinship with the Cherokee people through my father’s mother,” Mandie reminded her. “I sometimes wonder what would have happened if the white people had not forced the Cherokee people out of North Carolina, because then my white great-grandfather would not have hidden the Cherokee people in his house and my grandfather would not have met my grandmother.”


  “Oh, Mandie, you are getting too complicated now,” Jonathan protested. “None of us would be the person we are now if our parents and grandparents and so forth had not married.” Then looking at Sallie, he said, “I would really like to get to know your people and learn their customs and ways.”


  “Perhaps my grandfather could take you to a council meeting or a powwow,” Sallie told him. “He would have to get special permission, since you are white, but he might be able to do that.”


  “I have been to one,” Mandie told Jonathan. “I think I told you about Joe and me discovering that gold, and the Cherokee people had to have a special council meeting to decide what to do with it. But then some of those people are my real kinpeople, you know.”


  At that moment Mandie looked up and saw Aunt Lou standing in the doorway.


  “I’se jes’ checkin’ to see who bin drinkin’ up my coffee,” the old woman said.


  “We are all three guilty, Aunt Lou,” Jonathan told her with a big grin.


  “I knows deys three ’cause dat’s how many dirty cups in de sink,” Aunt Lou said. “I’se jes’ checkin’ ’cause dem three people dey don’t know I’se got ’nother big choc’late cake sittin’ in de oven.” She started back down the hallway.


  “We know now. Thank you, Aunt Lou,” Mandie quickly called after her.


  “She said she would bake another chocolate cake for supper,” Jonathan reminded Mandie. “Do you think she came down here and said that so we’d go back to the kitchen and ask for some?” Mandie thought for a moment and then said, “It’s too close to suppertime. But she knows all the adults will be gone, and it’ll be just us eating all that chocolate cake.”


  “So you plan on eating chocolate cake while the grown-ups are all gone and not searching the house,” Jonathan remarked.


  “Oh no, I mean, yes, we will search the house. It’s just that eating chocolate cake won’t take long,” Mandie said with a big smile.


  Later, soon after the adults had left, Aunt Lou announced supper, and the three made their way straight to the chocolate cake in the middle of the table in the dining room.


  Mandie reached for a piece just as Jonathan did, but Aunt Lou was on guard. She swatted at their hands and scolded, “Now y’all gwine eat yo’ supper first befo’ you gits one bite of dat cake, you hears me?”


  “But, Aunt Lou, it would be a nice change if we could just eat dessert first and then eat our supper, don’t you think?” Mandie asked with a sly smile as she straightened up in her chair.


  “No, dat wouldn’t be nice. Things ain’t dun dat way in dis heah house, so y’all jes’ git busy and eat yo’ supper if you wants any of dat cake,” the old woman told them with her hands on her ample hips.


  At that moment Liza, the young maid, came into the room with a tray full of hot biscuits and corn bread and set them on the table. Mandie quickly looked up at Aunt Lou and said, “Liza can help pass the food, Aunt Lou. You don’t have to stay and watch us.”


  “I knows,” Aunt Lou said, folding her arms across her chest as she stood by the sideboard. “And de minute I walks out dat door, dat chocolate cake gwine disappear fast, and Liza won’t be sayin’ a word to stop you. No, I jes’ stays right heah. So go on now and eat yo’ supper.”


  Liza looked from Aunt Lou to Mandie. Mandie knew Liza didn’t understand exactly what was going on. But she knew one thing: Aunt Lou was the boss, and whatever she said was the law, so it was either eat supper or do without any chocolate cake.


  “I’m starving. Would someone please pass the potatoes?” Jonathan said loudly from where he sat on her right.


  Mandie quickly picked up the bowl of potatoes in front of her and gave it to Jonathan. “I’m sorry,” she said. Then looking at Aunt Lou, she added, “Aunt Lou, I was mostly teasing you about the chocolate cake. I’m sorry. I do really and truly appreciate all the work you did to bake the cake for us.”


  “I knows, I knows,” Aunt Lou said with a big grin. “I always knows when my chile be serious, and I’m gwine on back to de kitchen ’cause I got things to do back dere. I leave Liza heah wid you, and Liza better do her job right or she gwine heah from me.” Turning to Liza, who was standing near her, she said, “Liza, no cake till dey eat their supper, do you heah?”


  “Yessum, Aunt Lou, I heahs you,” Liza replied. Aunt Lou went out the door, and Liza reached over and picked up the cake. “I’ll jes’ put it on de sideboard so it won’t be no temptation fo’ yo’ soul, Missy ’Manda.” She carried it to the sideboard and set it down by the coffeepot. “Soon as y’all eats, I bring it back, yo’ heah, jes’ like Aunt Lou said.”


  “All right, Liza,” Mandie agreed as she began putting food on her plate. “We’ll eat right fast, and then we’ll devour that whole chocolate cake, and then we’ll search this house and find that lost turkey.” She smiled at Liza.


  “And den you’ll eat dat turkey,” Liza added with a big grin.


  “Not me,” Mandie said, shaking her blond head. “Jonathan will eat that turkey.” She looked at Jonathan and then added as she turned to Sallie, “And Sallie can help him eat it.”


  “No, Mandie,” Sallie disagreed as she began eating the food on her plate. “I do not think I want to eat any of that turkey if we find it. Jonathan can have it all.” She smiled at Jonathan.


  Jonathan grinned and said, “Sure, I’ll eat the whole turkey. It’s nice of you girls to give it all to me.” He paused and then added, “But I think you agreed on that because you know we’ll never find that turkey.”


  “We won’t if we don’t ever get finished eating so we can start searching the house,” Mandie reminded him. She hastily put a forkful of beans in her mouth.


  “Time does fly when one has exciting plans waiting,” Sallie remarked. She, too, began quickly consuming the food on her plate.


  “Don’t forget, we still have that chocolate cake to eat,” Jonathan reminded the girls with a big grin. He glanced over at Liza by the sideboard and flashed her a smile.


  “Maybe,” Liza said teasingly.


  When the three had finished the meal, they all decided one slice of cake was enough—for now. They were in a hurry to search the house before the adults returned. They could always eat more cake later, Mandie told Jonathan and Sallie.


  For the next hour the three darted in and out of rooms in the huge three-story house, looking under beds, in large drawers, wardrobes, behind furniture, and even in the chimneys of the fireplaces in the rooms that were not being used by guests.


  As they finished searching the third floor, Mandie said, “I suppose all that’s left is the attic.” She looked at her two friends as they stood on the landing of the third floor.


  “And that secret tunnel. Don’t forget about it,” Jonathan reminded her.


  “Oh, that tunnel stays locked, and Uncle John has the key, so we’ll have to leave that for later, whenever I am able to get the key,” Mandie replied. Snowball rubbed around her ankles. The white cat had followed them through the entire search.


  “Mandie, do you believe the thief could have gone all the way up to the attic with the turkey?” Sallie asked. “That would have taken time, and the thief would have had to be careful that no one saw him.”


  “I suppose he could have gone that far from the kitchen,” Mandie replied. “Although Liza was working upstairs in the bedrooms when it happened. But then, of course, he could have slipped right by the door of the room she was working in without her seeing him.”


  “He?” Jonathan asked with a grin. “So you two have decided the thief was a he. I see no reason for that deduction. The thief could very well have been a woman or a girl. No one saw the thief, so no one knows for sure whether the thief was male or female.”


  “You’re right, Jonathan,” Mandie agreed. “The thief could have been a woman. But I don’t understand why anyone would just walk right into our kitchen and steal a turkey out of the oven, knowing there must be people in the house who might see him or her.”


  “I have been thinking the reason for the theft must have been hunger,” Sallie remarked. “Someone must have been mighty hungry.”


  “If it was someone really hungry, they should have just asked for food,” Mandie said. “I would have given them all the food they wanted if they really needed it.”


  “Perhaps they had a family at home, maybe little children, and nothing to eat,” Sallie said.


  “I agree with Mandie that they should have at least asked for it,” Jonathan said. “It’s not an honest thing to do, going around stealing someone’s turkey right out of the oven. And I would say that if the thief was someone who really needed food, then that turkey went straight out the door and to their house. We won’t find it in this house.”


  “Let’s go back for more of that chocolate cake,” Mandie suggested as she started down the stairs.


  “Good idea,” Jonathan agreed, following.


  “Maybe a small piece of cake,” Sallie said, bringing up the rear, with Snowball quickly bouncing down the steps beside her.


  When Mandie pushed open the door to the kitchen, she was surprised to see Jason Bond, her uncle’s caretaker, sitting at the servants’ table, drinking coffee.


  “Come in, come in,” Mr. Bond greeted them. “I just perked a new pot of coffee on the stove over there.”


  “Where is everyone? Aunt Lou? Liza?” Mandie asked as she went to the cupboard to get cups and saucers.


  “I don’t know where they are, but I do know where the chocolate cake is,” Jason Bond told her, smiling and pointing across the room. “It’s in the pie safe over there. I looked at it and then decided it was too late at night to eat such stuff. ’Course, you might not think it’s too late.”


  “It’s never too late to eat chocolate cake,” Mandie replied with a big smile. She set the dishes on the table and went to the pie safe. There it was on the middle shelf, and it didn’t look like anyone else had eaten any since she and her friends had earlier that night. She took it out and went to set it on the table.


  “I will bring the pot and fill the cups,” Sallie offered as she walked over to the big iron cookstove and picked up the coffeepot.


  “Then I will find the sugar. I think I know where it stays,” Jonathan said as he went to the tall cabinet and opened the door. He took out the sugar bowl. “I was right. Here it is.” He went to join the others at the table.


  “The cake is so sweet I do not want any sugar in my coffee,” Sallie told him as he passed the sugar bowl to her. She held the bowl out to Mandie. “Do you want sugar in your coffee?”


  Mandie took the bowl and set it down. “No, I agree with you,” she said as she picked up the cake knife and began putting slices on the cake plates she had brought from the cupboard.


  When they had all settled down with their cake and coffee at the table with Mr. Bond, Mandie asked him, “Do you know about the turkey that was stolen out of the oven today, Mr. Jason?”


  “I came in here right after it disappeared, and Aunt Lou was fit to be tied,” Mr. Bond said, sipping his coffee.


  “Did you see anyone around the house at the time?” Jonathan asked.


  “Not a soul,” Mr. Bond said. “I was out in the barn repairing a shelf that had started to sag. I didn’t see anyone, but then I didn’t have a clear view of the back door of the house, either, from there.”


  “Were you alone? I mean, where was Uncle John and everyone else?” Mandie asked.


  “I have no idea, Missy. I didn’t see anybody around at all,” Mr. Bond replied. “But then with all that ice we had on the ground this morning, I don’t suppose anybody would be outside if they didn’t have to be.”


  “We’ve been searching the house, Mr. Jason, and we haven’t found anything that would give us a clue,” Mandie said between bites of cake.


  “But, Mandie, we did find that scarf outside in the bush,” Sallie reminded her.


  “Oh yes, I had completely forgotten about that,” Mandie said quickly, and turning to Mr. Bond, she explained, “We went outside and searched the shrubbery bushes this afternoon. Sallie found a dark green silk scarf in one of them, but we don’t know where it came from, how long it has been there, or even if it is related to the turkey theft.”


  Mr. Bond looked at her and asked, “You found a silk scarf in the shrubbery? Surely, someone must know they are missing such an item as that. Did you inquire of the ladies if it belonged to them?”


  “I plumb forgot about it,” Mandie said, shaking her head. “It’s still in my coat pocket. But I will ask my mother and all the others about it when they come home tonight.”


  But Mandie didn’t get the opportunity to ask the adults about the scarf that night because they were so late coming home that Mandie and her friends had already retired for the night.


  Sallie had the room next to Mandie’s room, and they left the door open between the rooms and talked for a while, but Sallie soon drifted off to sleep. Mandie kept thinking about the green scarf, wondering where it came from. Then suddenly she realized she had still left the scarf in her pocket.


  “I’d better go get it,” she said to herself. She slipped softly out of her bed to go downstairs to the hall tree. Turning back the cover, she pushed Snowball off the bed.


  Taking care to be quiet, she walked barefoot down the long hallway and on down the stairs. The lamps along the way were all still lit, which meant that the adults had not returned home. Snowball followed her and began to meow. She quickly picked him up and carried him to try to shut him up. The white cat put his head on her shoulder and hushed.


  “Be quiet!” Mandie whispered to Snowball when she reached the hall tree and shifted him to one arm while she reached into the pocket of her coat hanging there. “Wrong pocket, nothing there,” she said to herself and then put her hand into the other pocket. “Empty?”


  She quickly set Snowball down on the floor and frantically searched both pockets of her coat. The scarf was gone!


  “I know I put it in my pocket!” she exclaimed as she bent to search the floor to see if it had somehow fallen out. There was no sign of the green scarf.


  “First the turkey disappears and now the scarf disappears!” she muttered to herself. Things were really getting scary. She felt goosebumps run up her arms. “I’ll check it out in the morning,” she said to herself as she snatched up Snowball and ran back to her room, taking the stairs two at a time.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  OLD TREASURES


  The next day Mandie was so intent on searching every inch of the house that she forgot about the scarf again. If the turkey was anywhere in the house, she would find it.


  “Let’s search the attic,” Mandie told her friends. The three had gone to sit in the back parlor after breakfast.


  “The attic?” Jonathan questioned. “Do you really think someone could have carried the turkey up there?”


  “Well, you never know,” Mandie replied.


  “The attic would be a good hiding place for almost anything,” Sallie said. “It is so full of everything.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “That’s right. There’s so much stuff up there, you could probably find dozens of places to hide a turkey—pan and all.”


  Jonathan stood up as he said with a big grin, “Just remember. If we find the turkey up in that dirty attic, I will not eat it.”


  The girls also rose, and Snowball, lying on the floor beside them, stretched and joined them.


  “It’s going to be a big job,” Mandie warned her friends as they went up the stairs. Snowball followed.


  Mandie had searched the attic lots of other times for various reasons. Therefore, she knew most of what the place held. But it seemed like every search uncovered things she had not seen before. And she secretly enjoyed exploring the huge room with its mysterious contents.


  Snowball also liked to nose around the place. Sometimes he was a help, and sometimes he was a hindrance. He ran quickly up the steps ahead of his mistress and was waiting when Mandie got to the top and opened the door. Darting around her legs, he disappeared into the piles of boxes, trunks, furniture, and other items stored there.


  “Snowball, you don’t have to rush so. We have plenty of time to look around this place,” Mandie said to the cat as she went over to the windows and opened them in order to get to the shutters outside. When she pushed the shutters back, the outside light illuminated the attic. She pulled the windows back down.


  “I suppose the best place to begin would be by the door and then work our way around the room,” Jonathan remarked as he stood gazing at the mess.


  “It’s a big room. There are turns and corners and unexpected hiding places everywhere,” Mandie said. “Why don’t you start at the door and go to the right, Jonathan, and I could begin there and go to the left. Sallie, you could just go down the middle, or help Jonathan or me.”


  Sallie smiled and replied, “I will help Snowball. He is sitting there on the trunk in the middle of the floor waiting for me.” She walked over to the trunk.


  “Are we supposed to open everything—all these boxes and trunks, and furniture with drawers and doors, and all that?” Jonathan asked as he surveyed the conglomeration before him.


  “Absolutely everything,” Mandie replied. She opened a huge trunk and bent over to look inside. It held old clothes and was only half full. Quickly bending over, she ran her hands through the aged garments and straightened up to close the lid. No turkey in there.


  Jonathan was watching her as he stood before an old dresser. “If all you are going to do is open lids and close them, this won’t take long,” he said.


  Mandie looked at him as she went on to another trunk. “That trunk was almost empty and I could see everything in it,” she explained. She raised the lid of the trunk before her. “Now, this one is crammed full, so I will have to take enough out to be sure the turkey is not hidden between something.” She began pulling old quilts out of the trunk.


  “I’ll search all the furniture if you will do the trunks,” Jonathan said with a big grin as he opened a drawer in the dresser and found it empty.


  “Oh no, you have to take whatever you come to on that side,” Mandie replied, smiling as she looked at him.


  Sallie had stopped examining the contents of the trunk she had chosen and was looking at Mandie and Jonathan.


  Mandie shook out a quilt and was about to hang it across the lid and reach for another one when Sallie suddenly came running across the room.


  “Mandie, look at that quilt!” Sallie exclaimed as she came to spread it out.


  Mandie looked at the quilt and saw that it was patchworked with lots of symbols of some kind. “This? I wonder what all this means?” she asked in puzzlement as she held one side and Sallie the other.


  “It is a Cherokee quilt!” Sallie exclaimed. “It tells a story in our language.” She bent over to scan the entire quilt.


  “Cherokee?” Mandie asked and then added, “It must have belonged to my Cherokee grandmother. Sallie, what is the story? What does it say?”


  Jonathan came to join the girls and inspect the quilt. “Very interesting,” he said.


  “This would take me some time to understand the story, but my grandfather would be able to read it,” Sallie replied, thoughtfully looking at the quilt.


  “But he and your grandmother have already gone over the mountain to visit their friends, and they won’t be back till sometime tomorrow,” Mandie said disappointedly.


  “Mandie, that quilt must have been up here for years, so another day or two won’t hurt anything to wait for an explanation,” Jonathan reminded her.


  “I suppose not,” Mandie reluctantly agreed.


  “Are the other quilts in there made by Cherokee people, Sallie?” Jonathan asked as he looked into the trunk.


  “We can look,” Sallie said.


  “Let’s fold this one back up and leave it on the top after we go through the other ones,” Mandie said. With Sallie’s help she folded it neatly and laid it across the lid of the trunk and pulled out the next one.


  Sallie helped stretch the next quilt out and shook her head, “No, this one is not a Cherokee story.”


  Mandie looked at the many tiny pieces of various cloth material forming the top and said, “No, I suppose someone just used all their scraps to make this one.”


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed. “That is the way some quilts are made. Scraps from everything you make are saved and stitched together.”


  Mandie quickly pulled out the rest of the quilts, but there was not another one resembling the first. They were all made of scraps, and some had been fashioned into flowers and bows on the quilt tops.


  “Let’s put them all back in this trunk and leave that special one on top,” Mandie told Sallie and Jonathan. “Then when your grandfather gets back, we can ask him to come up here and look at it.”


  “Why don’t you just take it downstairs?” Jonathan asked.


  “Because my mother might not like it if I bring things down out of the attic,” Mandie told him.


  “I suppose you’re right. It does really stink,” Jonathan said, wrinkling his nose.


  “That’s the mothballs in this trunk you smell,” Mandie explained as she smoothed out the special quilt on top of the stack and closed the lid of the trunk.


  “I suppose I’d better get back to work,” Jonathan said with a big grin, walking back across the room to the furniture he had been inspecting.


  “So should I,” Sallie added, going back to the trunk she had been working on.


  The next thing on Mandie’s side of the room was a huge wardrobe, evidently old and made of solid mahogany. Mandie stooped down to open its big bottom drawer. It was stuck. She sat on the floor, braced her feet against the edges of the wardrobe, and pulled with all her might. It still wouldn’t open.


  “Oh, shucks!” she exclaimed.


  “Need some help?” Jonathan asked, coming over to her. “I’ve got some drawers over there that are hard to open, too. Move and let me get a hold of that thing.”


  Mandie moved aside as Jonathan took her place on the floor. He pulled and pulled, but the drawer was still stuck.


  Sallie came to join them. “Maybe I can help,” she said.


  “Jonathan, you pull on the handle on that side, and Sallie and I together can pull on this one,” Mandie said. She moved up to grasp the left handle and Sallie reached to help.


  “All right, when I say go, pull with all your might,” Jonathan told the girls. He caught the handle on the right side with both hands. “Ready?” he asked. Looking at them as they nodded, he said, “Pull!”


  The drawer came open with such force that all three young people fell backward, laughing.


  Jonathan straightened up to see what they had done. “Look,” he said. “The drawer is empty, completely empty. All that work for nothing.”


  Mandie raised up on her hands and knees to see. “But we wouldn’t have known it was empty if we had not got it open,” she said.


  Sallie started to move forward to join them, then she suddenly stopped. “Look, Mandie!” she exclaimed. “There is something behind the drawer.”


  “That must be why it was stuck,” Mandie said, stooping lower to look into the area behind the open drawer. “Let’s pull the drawer the rest of the way out so we can see what’s back there.”


  Once again the three grasped the drawer and pulled. This time it came all the way out of the wardrobe and dropped onto the floor. Mandie lay down and reached into the opening. She felt a lumpy stack of paper and firmly grasped it, then she jerked it until it came free from the frame inside.


  “What have you got?” Jonathan asked as Mandie pulled it out.


  Mandie looked at the crumbling, yellowed papers in her hand and said, “Looks like a lot of paper, maybe from a notebook or something.” She examined it sheet by sheet, carefully turning through it.


  “Is it just blank paper?” Sallie asked.


  “So far,” Mandie replied, continuing to look at the papers.


  “I think we should put the drawer back in its proper place,” Jonathan said, moving over to the drawer on the floor.


  “I will help you,” Sallie offered as she joined him. “It is so big it may be hard to put back.”


  Mandie laid the papers aside on the floor and came to help her friends with the huge drawer. She bent down to look inside. “Can y’all see those runners inside? You know the ones on the bottom of the drawer have to fit those to make it slide back in. Otherwise, if it jumps the track it will stick again,” she told them.


  Jonathan tilted the drawer to look at the bottom. “Wait,” he said, reaching under the drawer. “I believe part of the papers you found are still stuck to the bottom of this drawer.” He turned the drawer over on its side.


  “You’re right!” Mandie exclaimed. She reached for the cluster sticking to the bottom. When she straightened up, she saw that she was holding what looked like the cover of a book and a lot more of the yellowed sheets of paper.


  “A diary,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  Mandie frowned and looked at him. “It may be a diary, but it’s all blank as far as I can tell.” She flipped the sheets and suddenly saw faint handwriting on some of them. “No, wait! There’s writing here. Look!” She laid the paper out on the floor.


  The three crowded around the papers and tried to read the writing.


  “It’s too dark in here to see this,” Mandie said. “Let’s go over by the window where the light’s better.”


  They moved across the room, each one carefully carrying part of the papers.


  “I still can’t read this sheet,” Jonathan said, squinting to see.


  “I can’t read this, either,” Mandie said, holding the paper at different angles in the light from the window.


  “Neither can I,” Sallie said, frowning at the paper she held.


  “It’s so dark and cloudy outside, it doesn’t give much light,” Mandie said. “We could light the lamp over there by the door, but I don’t think just one lamp would do any good. We need to go downstairs where there’s more light.”


  “And quit our search? That turkey will be rotten before we ever find it,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


  Mandie looked around the room. “Why don’t we just stack all this paper up by the door over there for the time being and continue our search for the turkey? Then when it’s time to eat, we’ll have to go downstairs, and we can take the papers with us and look at them down there,” she suggested.


  “Good idea,” Jonathan said.


  “Yes, now where do you want us to put these papers?” Sallie asked.


  “On that table by the door where the lamp is,” Mandie replied, going over to leave the ones she had.


  Jonathan and Sallie followed. Just as all the papers were placed on the table, a loud crash on the far end of the room startled all three of them.


  “What was that?” Sallie asked, looking around.


  “That was whoever this diary belonged to. They don’t like it because we are going to read it,” Jonathan joked with a grin.


  Mandie, drawing a deep breath, said, “Let’s just go and investigate.” She started in the direction where the sound had come from.


  “It’s dark over that way. There’s no window on that side. Shouldn’t we light the lamp and carry it?” Jonathan asked.


  “All right, if you say so,” Mandie agreed, turning back toward the lamp on the table. She wondered why she had not thought of that. She picked up a match from the box kept on the table and lit the lamp.


  “I’ll carry it,” Jonathan offered as he reached for the lamp.


  Mandie handed him the lamp and continued walking in the direction of the noise they had heard. Sallie followed them. Suddenly it dawned on Mandie that if someone else was in the attic, the lamplight would alert them of their pursuit.


  “I don’t think—” Mandie started to say in a low whisper to Jonathan, but he suddenly hurried forward with the lamp.


  “Look!” Jonathan called back to the girls as he held the lamp high.


  Mandie and Sallie hurried to catch up with him. At that moment Snowball came rushing out of the shadows and raced toward the door.


  “Snowball!” Mandie exclaimed, stomping her foot. “Snowball has been into something.”


  “Yes, looks like an old tin bucket full of junk must have fallen from something,” Jonathan said, stooping to look at the stuff scattered on the floor by the overturned bucket.


  “I should have known when Snowball disappeared he was into something,” Mandie said.


  The three bent down to pick up the pieces of hardware, nails, and small tools and put them back into the bucket.


  “Now let’s see if we can get some work done before we have to go downstairs,” Mandie told her friends as she started back toward the section she had been searching.


  “If we could just go slam, bang, bang around the room, we’d soon get finished,” Jonathan suggested.


  “What do you mean by that?” Mandie asked.


  “You know, just open and close everything real fast instead of bothering to examine everything we find,” Jonathan said.


  “All right, as long as you don’t miss looking into something,” Mandie agreed.


  The three continued with their search for the turkey but moved at a faster pace. They went downstairs for the noon meal after washing up enough to be presentable. After they had eaten, they returned to the attic.


  By the end of the day, they had more or less skimmed through everything in the attic and went back downstairs again. This time Mandie carried the diary with her. She insisted they should all get cleaned up and put on fresh clothes before the adults saw them. Afterward, they met in the parlor.


  The three were gathered around the big open fireplace by the warm crackling fire, discussing their day’s work, when Jason Bond came into the room.


  “I hear tell y’all been doing a little detective work in the attic today,” Mr. Bond said as he sat down nearby.


  The three smiled at him, and Mandie said, “But we didn’t find the turkey.”


  “No, I would imagine that turkey is long gone,” Mr. Bond said. “But tell me, did you find out who lost that scarf y’all found?”


  “The scarf!” Mandie exclaimed. “I forgot all about the scarf! It disappeared!”


  “Disappeared? Not the scarf, too!” Jonathan said.


  “Yes, it did,” Mandie said. “You see, I had put it in my coat pocket when I hung up my coat last night. Then after I went to bed, I remembered it was there. I came downstairs to get it, and it was gone!”


  “Are you sure, Mandie?” Sallie asked.


  “Maybe whoever it belonged to saw it and took it,” Mr. Bond suggested.


  “I should have been looking for it today and trying to find out who it belonged to,” Mandie said with a deep sigh.


  “There are so many things going on, there’s no way to keep up with everything,” Jonathan said.


  “Are you going to ask everyone if they lost a scarf?” Sallie asked.


  Before Mandie could answer, Jonathan said, “No, I don’t think you should ask anyone about the scarf. We should just listen and see if anyone mentions losing a scarf.”


  Mandie looked at Jason Bond and asked, “Do you think that’s the best way to do it?”


  “Maybe,” Mr. Bond replied. “If the scarf belonged to whoever took it out of your pocket, I imagine that person would mention to you that they took it.”


  “Then that’s what I’ll do,” Mandie agreed. “We also found some kind of diary up in the attic. It’s old and dirty, so we’re waiting till after supper to try to read it.”


  “A diary? In the attic?” Mr. Bond questioned.


  Mandie explained how they had found it. “Do you have any idea as to who might have owned it?”


  “Sorry, I don’t believe I can help you with that,” Mr. Bond said. “From what you say, it might have been up there an awfully long time.”


  “It’s so old the writing is faded, and I doubt that we will be able to read much of it, or maybe none of it,” Jonathan said.


  “And some of the pages are torn from being stuck behind the drawer,” Mandie added.


  “I’ll take a look at it with y’all if you want,” Mr. Bond said.


  “As soon as supper is finished, I’ll go up and get it. We’ll all meet here in the parlor,” Mandie said. “I know that my mother and Uncle John are taking Grandmother and Mr. Guyer to visit some friends after we eat.”


  “Fine,” Mr. Bond agreed.


  The three young people discussed the diary all through supper while the adults carried on their own conversation. Mandie was wishing the time away so they could get the papers and see if they could decipher any of the writing. All of a sudden she was getting involved in an awful lot of mysteries, and she needed to solve something or other.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  GOOD NEWS, BAD NEWS


  As soon as supper was over, the adults left to visit friends, and the young people gathered in the parlor with Mr. Bond. Mandie rushed up to her room, brought the old diary down, and spread the wrinkled and torn sheets of yellowed paper all over the carpet, since there was no table big enough to lay them all out on.


  Mr. Bond sat on the floor with Mandie, Jonathan, and Sallie, and they inspected the pages of what had been a book of some kind.


  “Let’s sort out the ones that don’t have anything written on them, and then we can try to read the ones with writing,” Mandie said. She began picking up the blank sheets and her friends helped.


  “After we take out all the blank ones, there is not going to be much left,” Jonathan remarked, adding to the pile in front of Mandie.


  “You are right,” Mandie agreed. She sat back on her heels and looked at the small stack of papers in front of her. “Now let’s divide these and see if we can read any of it.” She quickly took several pages off the top and handed them to Mr. Bond, then a few to Sallie, and a few more to Jonathan, leaving a few for herself.


  “I need to get under a lamp,” Mr. Bond said, rising and going to sit in a chair next to a table with a lamp on it.


  “Me too,” Jonathan said, and he, too, went to sit by another lamp.


  Mandie stood up and said, “Come on, Sallie. We can sit on the settee.”


  Sallie followed Mandie across the room, and the girls held the papers under the lamp by the settee as they squinted to read the handwriting.


  “The only thing I can make out on this page is the word pig, and that’s in the middle of the scribbling,” Mr. Bond announced.


  “Pig?” the three young people chorused, looking at the old man.


  “That’s right, p-i-g,” Mr. Bond spelled the word out.


  “I can see some numbers on this page,” Jonathan told them. He held up the yellowed sheet. “But it’s only a number here and there that’s legible.”


  Mandie flipped through the pages she was holding and picked out another one to look at. “A-ha! I’ve found the word turkey at the top of this one,” she said excitedly, bending over to look closer.


  “Sounds like a farm with pigs and turkeys,” Jonathan joked.


  “You are right, Jonathan,” Sallie said. She looked up from the sheet she was examining. “I can see the word farm right in the middle of this one.”


  “Well, of course, all this land around here used to be farmland and the Shaw family,” Mr. Bond told them. “That was many years ago, and these papers look like they were written many years ago.”


  Mandie looked at him and asked, “Do you think this was some kind of record book for the farm then?”


  “Maybe,” Jason Bond replied. “You might ask your uncle John to look at these papers. Perhaps he could figure out what they are.”


  Mandie drew a deep breath and said, “Oh, shucks! I already need Uncle Ned to look at that quilt we found in the attic, and he’s gone for the night. Now I need Uncle John to look at these pages, or book, or whatever you call it, and he probably won’t be back with my mother and the others until we have gone to bed.”


  “A quilt you found in the attic?” Jason Bond asked. “I know there must be dozens of quilts in trunks and drawers in the attic. Did y’all find a special one of some kind?”


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie replied. “Sallie said it was a Cherokee quilt. It was in a trunk with a lot of other quilts, but it’s completely different, isn’t it, Sallie?” She looked at her friend.


  “Yes, it has Cherokee symbols and tells a story, but I cannot read it. My grandfather can interpret the meaning,” the Cherokee girl replied.


  “Since your father’s mother was Cherokee, Amanda, and she lived here, there may be lots of things associated with her people stashed away in the attic,” Jason Bond told Mandie.


  “So you think the quilt belonged to her?” Mandie asked.


  “Could be,” Jason Bond replied. “But when you get Uncle Ned to translate the message on the quilt, you may know more about it, I’d say.”


  Mandie sighed deeply. “We are finding so many mysteries and then not being able to follow through with anything. It’s frustrating.”


  “Yes, and you may have run into one too many mysteries to solve,” Jonathan teased. “I believe I count four—the turkey, the scarf, the quilt, and the torn-up book. You do have to go back to school next week, and we do have to go home soon.”


  “Oh, never you mind,” Mandie said with a shrug. “We’ll solve all four. You wait and see.” She was secretly wondering how they would ever be able to accomplish all this, but she would never let Jonathan know this.


  The young people stayed up late that night. Mandie was hoping the adults would return before they went to bed, but no such luck. At the stroke of midnight, the three finally retired. They had not been able to read any more of the faded writing, and Mandie took the papers back to her room and put them on her bureau. First thing in the morning she would show them to her uncle John and ask if he knew what they were.


  But the first event the next morning, which was Saturday, was a disappointment. When Mandie and Sallie went downstairs with Jonathan for breakfast, Aunt Lou, the housekeeper, was waiting to serve their breakfast. Otherwise the room was empty.


  “Y’all chillun, jes’ git to de table now and I bring de food,” the old woman told them as she bustled about with dishes on the sideboard.


  Mandie stopped to look at her and asked, “Where is everyone else? Are we late?”


  “No, my chile,” Aunt Lou replied, setting a plate filled with ham on the table. “Ain’t nobody but y’all a-comin’ to eat dis mawnin’.”


  “Why?” Mandie asked in surprise. She and her friends sat down at the linen-covered table.


  “Well, fust of all, Mistuh John took dat Mistuh Guyer off some place to see ’bout buyin’ a mine or somethin’ like dat,” Aunt Lou explained.


  Jonathan quickly interrupted, “My father is going to buy a mine? What kind of mine?”


  “I don’t be knowin’,” Aunt Lou replied. She brought the coffeepot from the sideboard and filled their cups. “Alls I knows is whut Mistuh John say to me dis’ mawnin’ when dey leave. He say, ‘We’s gwine find a mine fo’ Mr. Guyer to buy and we may be gone a few days.’ “


  “A few days?” Mandie repeated in disappointment. “I need to talk to him about something. Oh, shucks!”


  “And den dis heah Injun man he come a-knockin’ at de back do’ soon as Mistuh John and Mistuh Guyer leaves and he say Uncle Ned and Mawnin’ Star send word dey don’t be comin’ back till mebbe Sunday night or mebbe Monday mawnin’,” the old woman explained. “And Miz ’Liz’beth and Miz Taft dey sleepin’ late ’cause dey out late last night. And Mr. Bond he dun went on a errand.”


  “My grandfather had said we would go home Sunday,” Sallie remarked.


  “My father and I are supposed to leave Monday,” Jonathan said.


  “Oh well, y’all just get to stay a little longer,” Mandie reminded her friends.


  “Y’all eat up now, you heahs?” Aunt Lou told the young people. She stood by the sideboard watching. “Dat white cat he be in de kitchen already eatin’ his breakfast.”


  “That’s his favorite room in this house,” Mandie said as she began eating the bacon and eggs on her plate.


  “So what are we going to do today?” Jonathan asked. He reached for a hot biscuit and buttered it.


  “We still haven’t found the turkey,” Mandie reminded him.


  Sallie took a sip of her coffee and said, “We have searched everywhere for the turkey. What do you plan to do about it now?”


  “We still have the cellar to search,” Mandie reminded her friends with a mischievous grin on her face.


  “That dark and spooky underground cavern,” Jonathan teased.


  At that moment Mandie heard a loud knock at the front door. Before she could decide who it was, Liza, the young maid, came to the doorway of the dining room with Dr. Woodard and Joe.


  “We’se got mo’ comp’ny,” Liza announced as the Woodards stepped inside the room.


  Aunt Lou quickly took over. “Liza, get two mo’ plates,” she said. “And, Doctuh, y’all jes’ go ahead and sit down.”


  “Well, I’m glad to see y’all back, but it’s a big surprise,” Mandie said.


  Dr. Woodard and Joe pulled out two chairs and sat down at the table.


  “And it’s a big surprise to us, too,” Joe replied with a big grin. He looked at his father.


  Dr. Woodard smiled at him and said, “Go ahead and tell them the news. It’s all yours, son.”


  Mandie was impatiently waiting for an explanation.


  Joe looked around the table, and his gaze settled on Mandie as he began. “It’s good news, but it’s also bad news.” He paused.


  “Joe Woodard, tell us what’s going on. We’re about to ask your dad if you don’t,” Mandie told him, pretending to be exasperated.


  “All right, to make it short, I’m going away to college. I’ve been accepted—” Joe was interrupted by all three young people.


  “College?” Sallie asked.


  “Where?” Mandie demanded.


  “So you made it,” Jonathan said.


  “Yes, I made it. And the where is New Orleans,” Joe replied to Mandie’s question. “That’s—”


  Mandie quickly interrupted again. “New Orleans? That’s all the way down in Louisiana,” she said.


  “It sure is,” Joe agreed with a big smile.


  “Do you have to go that far away?” Mandie asked with a slight catch in her voice as her blue eyes suddenly filled with tears. She dropped her gaze and pretended to have swallowed wrong, holding her napkin up to her face to secretly dab at the tears.


  “It’s not all that far away by train. All of you can come down and visit and see the college,” Joe insisted.


  “Yes, I’d like to visit down there,” Jonathan agreed.


  “I would like to go, too,” Sallie added.


  Mandie finally looked back at Joe and asked, “Did you come all the way back here just to tell us you’re going away to college?”


  “Oh no,” Joe said, picking up the cup of coffee Liza placed by his plate and sipping from it. “We really had two reasons. My father has some patients over here, and he wanted to check on them before we leave. Then he is getting the train with me from here to go to New Orleans. But—” he paused slightly, “my own personal reason was to come and tell you in person, Mandie.”


  Mandie quickly blinked her blue eyes to clear her vision. “Thank you, Joe,” she said in a small voice. “I’m going to miss you. After all, you’ve been around all my life.”


  “Of course, I’ll miss you, all of you, too, but in order to get an education, I have to go away,” Joe said with a frown.


  Dr. Woodard cleared his throat, put down his fork, and said, “We are all going to miss Joe, but, Miss Amanda, you will be going off to college one day in the near future, too, and we’re going to miss you. When you young people have completed your education, I hope you will come back here.”


  “Oh, I will, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie agreed quickly. “If there was any way to keep from ever leaving here at all, I would stay here forever.”


  “And I suppose I’ll live in New York forever,” Jonathan said. “After being sent all around the world to boarding schools, I don’t want to leave home ever again. So I know how you feel, Mandie.”


  “And I will stay with my people forever, except for the opportunity to get a good education,” Sallie remarked.


  “I’m glad you came back,” Mandie told Joe.


  “When we got home, we found the acceptance letter in the mailbox, and the first thing I thought of was that I have to tell Mandie,” Joe explained with a teasing grin. “Otherwise you might try to make a mystery out of it.”


  Everyone laughed, and the sad feeling left Mandie as she said, “I’m sure there must be mysteries down there in New Orleans, so I might just show up at your door one of these days.” She laughed.


  “Come ahead,” Joe said, then looking around he added, “All of you. I can’t guarantee you what kind of place I’ll be living in, since I’ve never been there.”


  “Never been there? You mean you’re going to a college you haven’t even seen?” Jonathan asked.


  “How did you get accepted?” Mandie asked.


  “I suppose I’d better explain,” Joe told them. “You see, I had applied to several colleges through the mail, and my father and I had visited two of them, but they weren’t what I was looking for. Then our schoolteacher, Mr. Tallant, heard that I was looking. He himself went to this college and he recommended me. They allowed him to give me the examinations necessary for consideration.”


  “Finish your story, son,” Dr. Woodard said, smiling at Joe.


  “Well ...” Joe dragged out the word.


  “Then I will finish it,” Dr. Woodard said, looking around the table. “Joe came out in the top ten percent of several hundred students taking the examinations for entrance.”


  Mandie quickly clapped her hands, and Jonathan and Sallie followed.


  “I’m not surprised. I’m proud to have known you, Joe Woodard,” Mandie said in a shaky voice.


  “To have known me? Why, I still know you,” Joe teased.


  “Oh, I have a wonderful idea!” Mandie exclaimed. She looked at Sallie and Jonathan and said, “We should give him a going-away party!”


  “Yes!” Jonathan agreed.


  “Of course,” Sallie said.


  “Now, when do you have to leave on the train?” Mandie asked.


  “This coming Tuesday,” Joe replied. “But you don’t have to get up a party for me.”


  “Tuesday is the last day of this year,” Mandie said. “I suppose we’ll have to have the party on Monday night. I do hope Uncle Ned and Morning Star get back in time.” She looked at Sallie and then Jonathan as she added, “And your father and Uncle John.”


  “Are they all gone somewhere?” Dr. Woodard asked.


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie said and explained where everyone was. “My mother and grandmother should be down soon. Aunt Lou said they’re sleeping a little late because they were out late last night.”


  Liza, the maid, had been standing by the sideboard listening to the conversation. Aunt Lou had left the room.


  “Missy ’Manda, kin I be he’pin’ wid dat party?” Liza asked in a whisper across the room.


  “Of course, Liza,” Mandie told her. “You and I could go to the store for a few things that we’ll need for the party.”


  “Yessum, Missy ’Manda, dat be a good idea,” Liza said, smiling big.


  “I suppose y’all have solved the mystery of the missing turkey by now,” Joe remarked as he looked around the table.


  “Not yet,” Jonathan said.


  “But we’ve been working on it. You can help us finish our search. All we have left is the cellar,” Mandie told him.


  “You don’t really believe that turkey could be in the cellar, do you?” Joe asked.


  “There’s a possibility it could be, and we won’t know until we do search the place down there,” Mandie told him. “Are you going to help us?”


  “I suppose I could go along and hold the lamp or something,” Joe said with a big smile.


  “And help me protect the girls from the spooks down there,” Jonathan teased as he looked at Joe.


  “Jonathan!” Mandie protested.


  At that moment Mandie’s mother and grandmother came into the dining room, followed by Aunt Lou, who was carrying clean dishes to set places for them on the table.


  “Well, good morning, Dr. Woodard. It’s nice to see you again,” Elizabeth told him as she and Mrs. Taft sat down at the table.


  “Thank you, Elizabeth. I appreciate your open hospitality,” Dr. Woodard replied. “We had to make a return trip here to catch the train and tie up some loose ends with patients.” He explained their reasons.


  “I know you’re proud of Joe,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Joe quickly looked at the adults and said, “Could I be excused please? We have to search the cellar.” He rose. “The turkey is still missing.”


  The other young people followed, and they hastily left the room as the adults began discussing the missing turkey. Mandie led the way to the wide staircase in the front hallway, where they all sat on the steps and planned their trip into the dark and mysterious cellar.


  Mandie explained to Joe about the quilt and the old book they found in the attic. “So you see, we have more than just the fate of that turkey to solve.”


  “I’d like to see the book,” Joe said.


  “It’s not exactly a book,” Mandie explained. “It probably was a book at one time, but now it’s just a lot of loose paper, all dirty, torn, with the handwriting all but evaporated.”


  Jonathan stood up. “What do you say we get on with this job in the cellar so we can get ready for the party?” he asked.


  “Let’s get some lamps from the back hallway,” Mandie said, rising to lead the way.


  “And plenty of matches,” Joe added. “We have been known to have lamps go out and no matches to relight them.”


  “That wouldn’t be too good in that dark cellar,” Jonathan said.


  “Don’t worry,” Mandie told her friends. “I’ll bring plenty of matches.”


  Mandie was anxious to complete the search and get started on the preparations for the party. That would be special because there was no telling how long it would be before Joe came back to visit. She was already missing him.


  CHAPTER SIX


  SECRET PLANS


  The cellar was not as hard to search as the attic. Everything was in neat rows on shelves up to fifteen feet high and with proper labels.


  Mandie led the way down the steep stairs from the back hallway, holding a lighted lamp up high to illuminate the way. The others followed with more lamps.


  “Please don’t move anything out of order,” Mandie told her friends. “This is Aunt Lou’s domain, and just recently she had everyone down here cleaning, labeling, and stacking everything. It’s all right to move things to look behind them, but please put everything back exactly the way it was.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Jonathan said with a mischievous laugh. “Anything else, ma’am?”


  Mandie turned back to look at him and said, “Yes, watch out for snakes and spiders. Plenty of those things live down here.”


  “Jonathan, you and I could search the top shelves, and the girls could look at the lower ones they can reach,” Joe suggested, looking around.


  “Right,” Jonathan agreed. He started toward the far end of the huge room. “I’ll begin at this end, and you start back there, and we’ll eventually meet.”


  “Sallie, let’s you and I just work together,” Mandie told her friend. “That way we can take turns holding the lamp while the other one searches.”


  “That is a good idea,” Sallie agreed.


  But searching through the cellar didn’t turn out to be a good idea. All that work, and they didn’t find a single clue to the mystery of the missing turkey. All they accomplished was to get so dirty they had to go to their rooms, clean up, and change clothes. And they were almost late for the noon meal.


  During the conversations at the table, Mandie kept in the back of her mind that she needed to speak to her mother about having a party for Joe, but she couldn’t do it with Joe around. So when the meal was over, Mandie waited until her mother and her grandmother had gone to the parlor and the young people were standing around in the hallway.


  “Why don’t y’all sit down on the steps there and wait for me? I have to see my mother about something,” Mandie told her friends.


  “Go right ahead, Mandie. We will wait for you,” Sallie told her.


  The boys agreed, and the three drifted over to the stairs and sat down.


  Mandie found her mother and grandmother both reading in the parlor. She smiled as she entered the room. “Those must be awfully interesting books for y’all to get back to them so soon after we ate.”


  “Yes,” both women said.


  Before they could say any more, Mandie told her mother, “I want to ask your permission to give Joe a going-away party. And we need to do it on Monday night because he and his father are leaving Tuesday.”


  Elizabeth looked at her and said, “That’s a thoughtful idea, dear. Now, what do we need to do to get things started?”


  “I’d like to decorate the back parlor and keep the door closed until time for the party so it will be a surprise to Joe,” Mandie replied. “And I’d like to ask Aunt Lou to bake a huge chocolate cake, which is his favorite.”


  “Fine,” Elizabeth agreed.


  Mrs. Taft looked up from her book and said, “Maybe we ought to give him going-away presents. What do you think?”


  “Oh, Grandmother, that’s a great idea!” Mandie agreed. “Liza asked me this morning if she could help if we have a party, so I thought Sallie and I could take Liza to the store and buy a few things while Jonathan keeps Joe occupied.”


  “Would you mind shopping for me?” Mrs. Taft asked her. “Get him something that you think he would like and wrap it up for me. Of course, I’ll give you money to spend in the store.”


  “Yes, that’s a good idea. You know better than we do what Joe likes, so I’ll let you get something from me to give him, too,” Elizabeth said. Looking at her mother, she said, “You don’t need to give Amanda any money. We have an account at Stovall’s Store, so she can just get whatever we need from there. They do have a big variety of merchandise.”


  “All right,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “You and I can settle the bill afterward.”


  “Mother, I do hope Uncle John and Mr. Guyer get back in time for the party, and Uncle Ned and Morning Star, too. Everyone would have to be gone somewhere,” Mandie said.


  “I’m sure they will all be back by Monday night, dear,” Elizabeth assured her.


  Mandie thought about the old book and the quilt they had found in the attic and would have liked to discuss it with her grandmother, who was old enough to remember the Shaw family who had farmed the land. But right now she just didn’t have time to talk about it. Maybe later she would have the opportunity.


  “Thanks, Mother,” Mandie said. “I’ll go talk to Aunt Lou, and then Sallie and Liza and I will go to the store.”


  As she passed the staircase, she found Sallie and Jonathan waiting there. She stopped to whisper, “Where is Joe?”


  “He went to his room for a minute,” Jonathan told her.


  At that moment the three heard footsteps on the stairs above.


  “He’s coming down now,” Mandie whispered quickly. “Jonathan, please keep him occupied while the rest of us get the party planned. Sallie, come with me, and we’ll get Liza and go to the store.”


  “How am I supposed to keep him occupied?” Jonathan asked.


  “Mother and Grandmother are in the parlor. Ask them if you and Joe can play a game on Uncle John’s chess set, or checkers, or something, just anything,” Mandie quickly told him as she rushed down the hallway toward the kitchen with Sallie following.


  When Mandie pushed open the door to the kitchen, Snowball, her white cat, rushed out into the hallway and raced off toward the parlor. Aunt Lou; Liza; Jenny, the cook; and her husband, Abraham, were all sitting at the table drinking coffee.


  “Guess what? Mother has agreed that we can give Joe a going-away party,” Mandie told them. She and Sallie walked over and sat on empty chairs.


  “I s’pose we’se gwine make a chocolate cake,” Aunt Lou said with a big smile.


  “Right,” Mandie agreed. “And, Aunt Lou, could we plan this so we have supper like usual in the dining room, but you don’t give us any dessert? Then when everyone is finished, I will delay Joe from leaving the room and give everyone time to get into the back parlor. Then I will talk about something or other and ask him to come on to the back parlor. I will tell him that that’s where Sallie and Jonathan went, or some such story.”


  “Dat’ll work jes’ fine, my chile,” the old woman agreed.


  “Between now and Monday night we need to keep that parlor door closed so we can decorate without him seeing it,” Mandie added.


  “And we has to keep him out of heah, too, ’cause he might see de cake,” Jenny said.


  “Gwine miss dat boy. He good boy,” Abraham remarked while he drank his coffee.


  “We’s all gwine miss him, but he gotta do dis so he kin be eddicated when he gits to be a lawyer man,” Aunt Lou said. “And den one day my chile be gwine off to dat faraway school and we sho’ nuff gwine miss huh.”


  Mandie quickly reached out and hugged the big woman. Aunt Lou squeezed her tight.


  “I may have to go away now and then for a while, but you can count on me always coming back,” Mandie assured Aunt Lou. She looked at the other servants to include them as she straightened up.


  “And I knows dat Uncle Ned gwine miss his lil’ granddaughter here when she grow up and go away,” Aunt Lou said, reaching to embrace Sallie.


  Sallie smiled up at her and returned the hug.


  “Maybe Sallie and I will be able to go to the same college,” Mandie said.


  “That is a perfect idea, Mandie,” Sallie agreed. “I will speak to my grandfather about it.”


  “So will I,” Mandie replied, and turning back to the servants, she asked, “Aunt Lou, would it be all right if we took Liza to the store with us right now? We won’t be gone long.”


  “Go right ahaid, my chile, take Liza,” the old woman said, and turning to Liza, who had not said a word yet, she added, “And, Liza, you behave yourself, you heah?”


  “Yessum, I heahs,” Liza said with a big smile for Mandie.


  “Does you need me to take y’all in de buggy?” Abraham asked.


  “No, thank you, Abraham. We can walk. It’s not all that far, and the weather has turned warmer,” Mandie said. “Thanks anyway. If y’all would just keep this a secret in case Joe wanders back here, I’d appreciate it.”


  The servants promised, and the girls went to get their coats and hats.


  Stovall’s Store was the largest store in Franklin and also had the largest selection of merchandise, everything from jewelry to clothes to washtubs to cookstoves. It was Saturday, so the place was crowded. The girls moved around through the crowd and examined the merchandise as they went.


  Mandie stopped to look at the knives. “I think maybe a nice knife from Mother and Uncle John would do. And I could buy a shoeshine set for Grandmother to give him.” She paused to think and then added, “I will give him a book to keep a daily journal.”


  “I will ask my grandfather to give him one of his arrows,” Sallie said. “Joe has always admired them.”


  “Oh, Sallie, that will be the best present of all. He’ll treasure that,” Mandie assured her. “Now, Liza, since you came with us and you are helping, why don’t we get one of those leather straps over there to carry his books?”


  Liza’s eyes widened as she looked at the straps. “Does you think I could really give him one of dem?”


  “Sure, they don’t cost much. I’ll just add it on our bill today, and I’m sure it will be all right with Mother,” Mandie told her.


  “Oh, Missy ’Manda, I sho’ does thank you, and I think he sho’ gwine like it,” Liza said, fingering the rack of belts.


  “When Dr. Woodard comes back to our house, I’ll ask him if Joe needs one,” Mandie told Liza, “but I’m sure he does, so you go ahead and pick one out while I go over to get a shoeshine set. Stay right here so we won’t lose you.” She turned to go back down the aisle they had come up and almost collided with a man. “I’m sorry,” she muttered, but the man didn’t even acknowledge her as he continued on his way. He was a tall, heavyset man with a beard and was wearing old gray workclothes with a black patch on one knee. She had never seen him before.


  “Did you see that man?” Mandie asked Sallie. “We almost knocked each other down, and he didn’t say a word. Do you suppose he’s deaf?”


  “But, Mandie, even if he is deaf, he could see that he almost bumped into you,” Sallie replied, looking back at the man, who disappeared in the crowd.


  “You’re right. Oh well,” Mandie said as she walked on down the aisle. She thought about the man while she looked at the shoeshine sets. He had been just plain rude, she decided, and if she saw him again she would tell him so.


  “I believe this one, with everything in it, would be what Grandmother would want me to buy,” Mandie said to Sallie, holding up a box that contained polish, brushes, shine rags, and even an extra pair of shoelaces.


  “Yes, that one would be special,” Sallie agreed.


  Mandie carried the box with her and said, “Let’s go get that knife for Mother and Uncle John to give him, and I believe I saw the books near that counter.”


  Mandie selected the most expensive knife in the counter and then made her way through the crowd to the stacks of books. Sallie followed.


  “I think Joe would like this one,” Mandie said to Sallie as she flipped through the pages of a journal. Looking on to the next section of the store, she added, “And you know, Sallie, we should get some of that lace and ribbons and paper over there and make some little fancy decorations.”


  “We could use some of the straw in your uncle’s barn with that lace and ribbons and create little people and animals,” Sallie suggested.


  “Oh yes, let’s do,” Mandie agreed as they moved on toward the ribbon counter. Her arms were full with the shoeshine box, the knife, and the book, and she looked around. “I wonder where Liza is. I need her to hold these for me while I pick out the ribbons and lace.”


  Sallie reached for the purchases and said, “I will hold them for you, Mandie. Liza must still be selecting a strap for Joe’s books.”


  Mandie handed her the items and said, “Surely she is not taking all this time for that. We’ll go back and find her as soon as I get this done.” She turned to the rows of bright ribbons and dainty laces.


  Mandie and Sallie found Liza still standing there sorting through the book straps. She would look at one and then another.


  “Liza,” Mandie said. “Have you picked one out yet?”


  The young girl shook her head and said, “Ain’t niver had to pick sumpin’ out befo’. Don’t know how to do it, Missy ’Manda.” She looked thoroughly confused.


  Mandie compressed a smile and explained, “Liza, you just look at the straps and think which one Joe would like.”


  “Now, how does I think dat?” Liza asked.


  “You imagine. You know, like you’re making up a story. You just imagine seeing Joe with his books held together by one of these,” Mandie replied.


  “But, Missy ’Manda, I ain’t niver seed Joe with no book,” Liza told her.


  Mandie frowned and said, “I suppose you’re right. When Joe comes to see us, he doesn’t have his schoolbooks with him. Let’s do it this way. Suppose you had a stack of books to carry. Which strap do you think would look nice around them and would hold the books together better?”


  “In dat case, Missy ’Manda, I’d say dis heah one de best,” Liza told her as she pulled out a wide belt from the display rod.


  Mandie took it and agreed. “Yes, I believe this one would be what Joe would like. Now let’s take all these things over to the counter so they can be put on Uncle John’s account.”


  The girls finally got finished in the store and started the walk back to the house. They made their plans as they went.


  Back at the house everyone seemed to have disappeared. No one was in the parlor, and no one was in their bedrooms. Mandie went to the kitchen to see if the servants knew where her mother and grandmother and the boys were. Sallie and Liza followed.


  “Why dat Miss Polly she come over heah right aftuh y’all left, and when she finds y’all not heah, she tell Miz ’Liz’beth dat she go home. And Miz ’Liz’beth she say do de boys want to go visit Miss Polly’s house, so next thing I knowed, dey all left and went next do’,” Aunt Lou explained.


  Mandie looked at Sallie and said, “Mother must have done that so we could get back in without Joe seeing what we bought.”


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed.


  “Has Dr. Woodard come back from making his calls?” Mandie asked.


  “No sign of him yet,” Aunt Lou told her.


  “We took everything we bought up to my room,” Mandie told the woman. “We could start making the decorations while they’re gone. We need some needles and thread, scissors and pins and a tape measure.”


  “Liza know where to find all dat,” the woman said. Turning to the young girl, she said, “Liza, you go up to my sewing room and find all dis heah stuff. You knows where I keeps it. Now, off wid y’all. I got to get supper going heah.” She turned to the big iron cookstove.


  “Thanks, Aunt Lou,” Mandie called back to her as she, Sallie, and Liza left the kitchen.


  Walking down the hallway toward the staircase, Mandie said, “You might know Polly Cornwallis would find out that Joe is back. Now she’ll be hanging around in our way while we’re trying to decorate the room for the party.”


  “Not if she is trying to keep up with Joe because Joe will not be with us when we decorate,” Sallie reminded her.


  Mandie frowned and said, “I don’t know how that will work out. She’ll be trying to find out what we’re doing, and she’ll also be trying to follow Joe around.”


  “What will Joe think if we just disappear into another room while he is in the house? Will he think we are trying to avoid him?” Sallie asked as the three girls climbed the stairs.


  “We will probably have to decorate the room at night after he goes to bed,” Mandie suggested.


  “I stay up late and he’p,” Liza offered.


  When they got up to Aunt Lou’s sewing room, Mandie looked around and said, “Why don’t we just work in here? It’s far enough away from the bedrooms that no one would see or hear us.”


  “That would be the best thing to do,” Sallie agreed.


  “I git de stuff we bought and bring it to dis room,” Liza said, turning toward the door.


  “We’ll all go, Liza,” Mandie said.


  They had just managed to get the things into Aunt Lou’s sewing room when they heard the boys down the stairs.


  “They’re back. We’d better go join them so they won’t look for us,” Mandie said.


  “They might think we are still looking for the turkey,” Sallie said as they descended the staircase.


  “That turkey bothers me. We still ought to search for it,” Mandie said.


  “But where, Mandie?” Sallie asked.


  “I’ll have to think about it and decide later,” Mandie told her. Somehow she was going to find out where that turkey went.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  WHEN WILL THE MYSTERIES END?


  Halfway down the staircase Mandie and Sallie met Joe and Jonathan coming up the steps. The four of them paused to ask questions.


  “Well, where did you two go?” Jonathan asked.


  “I’d like to know where you two have been,” Mandie said with a little smile.


  “We went over to Polly’s house with your mother and your grandmother,” Joe told her.


  “Did my mother and grandmother come back with y’all?” Mandie asked.


  Snowball came racing up the steps to his mistress. He rubbed against her legs and meowed loudly. Mandie ignored him, so he sat down and began washing his face.


  “No, they said they’d be on in a few minutes. Mrs. Cornwallis wanted to show them a new dress she had made,” Joe explained.


  “Did you find that turkey while we were gone? I sure am hungry,” Jonathan teased.


  “Do you mean Polly didn’t serve y’all afternoon tea? She tries to be so proper you’d think she would offer y’all refreshments,” Mandie said with a big smile.


  “Well, you see, when the maid was told to bring in the tea, Joe and I decided it was a good time to escape,” Jonathan replied, glancing at Joe with a grin.


  Joe added, “Besides, we figured Aunt Lou would be feeding you girls some of her gooey, delicious chocolate cake.” He looked at Sallie and asked, “Y’all didn’t eat it up, did you?”


  “No, Joe, we have not had one bite of Aunt Lou’s chocolate cake,” Sallie replied, looking at Mandie. “I am not sure that she has a chocolate cake.”


  Mandie quickly said, “We haven’t even asked if Aunt Lou had any chocolate cake for us this afternoon.”


  “What have you been doing if you haven’t had time for cake?” Jonathan teased. “Been looking for that turkey again?”


  Mandie frowned and said, “Actually, I’ve been trying to decide where we should look next.”


  “Mandie, there is no other place to look,” Joe told her.


  “Maybe if we all keep thinking about it, we can come up with someplace to search,” Mandie said.


  “What about the scarf we found that disappeared?” Jonathan asked. “We still don’t know whose scarf it was. And we still have to ask Uncle Ned about that quilt you found in the attic.”


  “Whenever my grandfather returns, either Sunday night or Monday morning, he will read the quilt for Mandie,” Sallie said.


  “And don’t forget about that torn-up book we found,” Mandie reminded her friends. “We still don’t know anything about it.” She frowned and drew a deep breath. “If everybody hadn’t decided to run off somewhere, we could solve at least two of the mysteries: the quilt and the book.”


  “But, Mandie, we are not sure your uncle will know anything about the book,” Sallie told her.


  “Maybe we should start snooping into everyone’s rooms and see if we can refind that green scarf,” Jonathan suggested with a mischievous grin.


  “Oh no, we couldn’t do that!” Mandie exclaimed. “My mother would be madder than an old wet hen. We would be in deep trouble. Why don’t we just go in the parlor and sit by the fire while Joe tells us about his college?”


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed.


  “That would be more interesting than trying to solve these mysteries that have no solutions,” Jonathan joked.


  “Ah, but Mandie can always find a mystery, and I don’t know of a single one she hasn’t been able to unravel,” Joe said, smiling at Mandie.


  “That’s because there’s always an answer to a mystery if you keep at it long enough,” Mandie said with a smile of satisfaction as she led the way down the hallway to the parlor.


  Snowball raced ahead and hurried to curl up on the warm hearth. Mandie and her friends sat down close by.


  “Tell me one thing, Joe,” Jonathan began. “How did you happen to start college at midyear?”


  “That’s because I need to catch up on some studies that Mr. Tallant didn’t teach. My first half year will be for that. Then in the fall I will begin the first full-length year,” Joe explained.


  “I never heard of anyone doing that before. I always thought you had to have already had the required subjects before the college would admit you,” Jonathan replied.


  “You still do. The college is allowing me to do this because of Mr. Tallant’s recommendation and because he does not teach what I need,” Joe said.


  “That must be partly because of the high score your father said you made on the examinations,” Mandie said.


  Joe squirmed around in his seat. He was never comfortable with compliments. “I suppose so,” he said.


  At that moment Mandie heard the front door open and voices in the hall. Her mother and grandmother had returned, and it sure sounded like Polly with them. In a moment the three of them appeared in the doorway to the parlor.


  “Polly will be staying for supper, dear,” Elizabeth said. “Has your father returned from his calls, Joe?”


  “No, ma’am,” Joe replied.


  Polly entered the parlor and sat down in a chair next to the settee where Joe and Jonathan were sitting.


  “We’re going on up to our rooms,” Mrs. Taft told them. “We’ll be back down in time for supper.”


  “That won’t be long,” Mandie called to the two women as they went on down the hallway.


  “What did y’all buy at the store?” Polly asked Mandie.


  “The store?” Mandie questioned.


  “Your mother told my mother y’all had gone to the store,” Polly said. “Did you buy anything interesting?”


  “Interesting? No,” Mandie said, glancing at Joe. Snowball was sitting near her foot, and she quickly gave him a push. Snowball stood up and meowed loudly. “Oh, you want out, Snowball?” Mandie asked as she rose and started toward the door to the hall. “Come on. I’ll let you out.”


  Snowball looked uncertainly at his mistress and then quickly followed her into the hallway. She opened the front door, but the cat didn’t want to go out. He just stood there, looking up at his mistress. Oh well, she thought, maybe that gave Polly enough time to change the subject. Mandie didn’t want Joe to know what she and Sallie had been doing that afternoon while the boys were at Polly’s house. And she knew Polly was good at giving away secrets.


  Mandie returned to the parlor and sat back down. Snowball ran off down the hallway toward the kitchen.


  “I would love to see New Orleans sometime,” Polly was saying to Joe.


  “Then go see it,” Jonathan spoke up, secretly grinning at Mandie.


  Polly turned to look at Jonathan and said with a frown, “I plan to sometime soon, but I would like to visit New York first.”


  “Polly, we don’t have all that many holidays from school,” Mandie told her. “You may have to wait till summertime to do all this traveling you’re planning.”


  “My mother can always get me out of school if there’s something we want to do,” Polly replied.


  “Then you’ll never graduate from school to go to college if you take too much time off,” Jonathan said.


  Mandie heard the front door open again, and she quickly stepped to the doorway of the parlor to see who it was.


  “It’s just me,” Dr. Woodard said as he came on down the corridor.


  “I’m so glad you got back in time for supper,” Mandie told him.


  “I am, too, but I need to go and clean up,” the doctor replied as he stopped to look inside the parlor. “Son, come with me. We need to talk a few minutes,” he said to Joe.


  “Yes, sir,” Joe said, coming to join him in the hallway.


  “We’ll be back down in a few minutes,” Dr. Woodard called back to Mandie as he and Joe went toward the staircase.


  Mandie quickly rejoined her friends in the parlor. She decided the best thing to do was to explain to Polly about the party.


  “Polly, we are planning on giving Joe a surprise going-away party on Monday night. You are welcome to help us, but please don’t let Joe know what we are doing. That’s what we went to the store for today,” Mandie explained as she sat down near Polly. “We bought presents for him, and we’re going to decorate the back parlor, but we’ll have to do that after he goes to bed so he won’t see us.”


  “I’ll get him a present, too, and I want to help you decorate,” Polly replied, her dark eyes sparkling with excitement. “I can run back home and ask my mother if I can spend the night with you.”


  “We have to make the decorations first,” Sallie spoke up.


  “Yes, and then we’ll probably decorate tomorrow night,” Mandie added.


  “So I suppose I’d better buy a gift for Joe, too,” Jonathan remarked as he listened to the conversation. “Will that store downtown be open on Monday?”


  “It’s open every day except Sunday,” Mandie told him.


  “I’ll go with you, Jonathan, so I can buy something,” Polly told him.


  Jonathan looked at Mandie and shrugged his shoulders.


  Mandie smiled at him and said, “Then I’ll stay home and keep Joe occupied so he won’t know what you are doing.”


  Polly looked at her thoughtfully with a frown. “Mandie, you could go with Jonathan, and I could stay here and keep Joe from finding out about things.”


  Mandie sighed loudly and said, “Polly, when do you plan to buy your present for Joe? I thought you wanted to go with Jonathan so you could purchase something.”


  “Well, I suppose I could go to the store as soon as they open Monday morning. It won’t take me but a few minutes, and then I could come on over here and stay with Joe so Jonathan could go shopping,” Polly explained. “And you could go with Jonathan, since he doesn’t even know where the store is.”


  “No, Polly,” Mandie objected. “I will stay here with Joe and you go with Jonathan. It will be much less complicated if we do it that way.”


  Jonathan looked at Polly and grinned as he said, “What’s the matter, Polly? Don’t you want to go to the store with me?”


  Polly became flustered and quickly replied, “Of course I do, Jonathan. I was just trying to arrange things more neatly. Of course I’ll go with you. You just let me know what time Monday, and I will be ready.”


  “Then that’s settled,” Jonathan said, still smiling at Polly. “Secret matters tend to get complicated, don’t they?” He looked at Mandie.


  “They sure do,” Mandie agreed.


  Dr. Woodard returned to the parlor with Elizabeth, Mrs. Taft, and Joe. They all found seats around the room. Even Snowball strolled back in and went to stretch out on the warm hearth.


  “It won’t be long now till supper, just in case any of you young people are starving,” Elizabeth remarked with a smile as she looked around the room.


  “I’m absolutely weak with hunger,” Jonathan said, grinning.


  Mandie looked at Jonathan and said, “Aunt Lou knows how much you and Joe like to eat, so I’m sure she’ll have plenty of everything.” She glanced at Joe and noticed he was silent. She wondered what he and his father had discussed upstairs. Oh well, she thought, I can’t know everything.


  Aunt Lou came into the parlor to announce, “De food be on de table, Miz ’Liz’beth.”


  Elizabeth rose and said, “Thank you, Aunt Lou. We’re on our way.”


  In the dining room the young people were at one end of the long table and the adults at the other. Mandie realized she wouldn’t be able to hear a word of their conversation unless they spoke loudly, which they never did. But on the other hand, she and her friends could discuss their secrets without being overheard.


  At the last minute Jason Bond came hurrying into the room.


  “Sit with us, Mr. Jason,” Mandie called to him.


  The old man smiled and pulled out a chair across from Mandie. “I know what you’re up to,” he said with a big smile. “You think I might know something about your mysteries, right?”


  “Well,” Mandie said hesitantly. “Maybe you do. Have you learned anything about anything?” She passed him the bowl of potatoes that was sitting in front of her plate.


  “Now, that covers a lot of territory,” Mr. Bond said. “I did ask around the feedstore today if any of the real old-timers kept business journals on their farms back in the old days when there were quite a few large spreads around here. And guess what? They all did. In fact, they seemed to think I was asking a silly question. So there you have it. That old book must have been the Shaws’ record for the farm.” He put a potato on his plate and reached for the platter of ham.


  “It looks so old. It must have been a long time ago,” Mandie replied. “But, anyway, I’ll still ask Uncle John about it whenever he comes back home.”


  “You didn’t find any trace of that turkey, did you?” Jonathan asked. He grinned at the old man.


  “No, I wasn’t really looking for that bird because it must be long gone by now, nevermore to be seen by us,” Jason Bond replied. He continued filling his plate as the young people passed the food.


  “Maybe when Uncle John comes back home he can help us out,” Mandie said. “He may know something about the quilt, too, Sallie.” She looked at her Cherokee friend.


  “Yes, he is part Cherokee, and his white people gave a home to the Cherokee people for a long time,” Sallie said. “Remember, Mandie, that my grandfather lived here also at one time.”


  “That’s right. Uncle Ned told me about that,” Mandie agreed as she buttered a hot biscuit.


  Aunt Lou was standing at the sideboard ready to wait on the table. Liza came in through the doorway from the hall. Mandie glanced her way.


  “I needs to give a message to de doctuh,” Liza said, looking at the old woman.


  “A message? Whut kinda message?” Aunt Lou asked.


  “De man he say important message,” Liza replied. “De man at de do’ he say his friend got hurt bad, need de doctuh,” Liza explained.


  Everyone at the table had stopped to listen.


  “A man is hurt, Liza?” Dr. Woodard asked.


  “Yes, suh,” Liza replied. “He wait at de do’ to take you to de hurt man.”


  Dr. Woodard stood up, laid down his napkin, and said, “I’d better go see what this is all about.”


  “You really should finish your supper, Dr. Woodard. You’ve been making calls all day,” Elizabeth said.


  “I’ll be right back and finish what’s on my plate,” the old doctor told her as he left the room.


  “An accident? The man must have had an accident of some kind, don’t you think?” Mandie asked her friends.


  “Yes,” Sallie agreed.


  “I know my father has to go whenever he’s needed, but I know he’s tired, too,” Joe remarked. “He has been all the way across the mountain today making calls.”


  “Maybe it won’t take long, whatever needs to be done,” Mandie said.


  Dr. Woodard came back in a couple of minutes and sat down at the table. “Seems the man fell somewhere over near the mountain,” he said. “I told the man to wait while I finish my supper.”


  “Liza, you go git Abraham hitch up de doctuh’s horse and buggy so’s he don’t hafta do dat,” Aunt Lou told the young girl.


  “Yessum, I do dat,” Liza said and left the room.


  Dr. Woodard was finished eating in a few minutes, and everyone else was done, as well. They all rose to follow the doctor out of the room.


  “I’ll run up and get your bag,” Joe told his father and ran up the stairs.


  The adults went to sit in the parlor, while the doctor waited at the parlor doorway for Joe to bring his bag. The young people stood around and then followed the doctor to the front door when he was ready to leave.


  “I may be late,” Dr. Woodard called back. “The man is way over on the mountain.”


  Mandie looked outside. There was a man standing beside a horse down at the gate to the road. Although the daylight was failing, she thought he looked familiar.


  “That man,” she said to her friends. “Have y’all ever seen him before?”


  The young people watched as Dr. Woodard hurried out to the driveway where Abraham had his buggy waiting. He jumped in and drove on down to the gate. The stranger got on his horse and led the way down the road.


  “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen him, but then I don’t know everybody here because I don’t live here,” Joe remarked.


  “I sure don’t recognize him,” Jonathan added.


  Mandie looked at Sallie and together they said, “That man in the store.”


  Joe asked, “That man in the store? What does that mean?”


  “I think Sallie and I saw him in the store—one day,” Mandie said, fearing Joe would ask when they were in the store.


  “Anyhow, I hope my father is not gone long,” Joe remarked.


  The girls walked ahead of the boys back to the front porch and inside.


  “It’s cold out there,” Joe remarked as he and Jonathan went into the parlor, where the fire warmed the room.


  Mandie pulled at Sallie’s hand at the doorway of the parlor and whispered, “I’m sure that was the man who bumped into me at the store today.”


  “Yes, I think he was,” Sallie agreed.


  “And I don’t believe he lives here,” Mandie said.


  “Dr. Woodard may be able to tell us something when he returns,” Sallie suggested.


  “He was a strange-acting man,” Mandie declared. “I’ll be anxious to find out where Dr. Woodard went and who the injured man is. Maybe he is someone who lives here in Franklin.”


  The girls entered the parlor and sat down. Mandie’s mind was still trying to figure out this latest mystery.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  ONE MISSING


  Mandie and Sallie were up early the next morning. As soon as they were dressed, they went down to the kitchen to find out who was coming to breakfast. Snowball followed them.


  “I dun had Liza lay out de food fo’ y’all in de dinin’ room ’cause Miz ’Liz’beth say last night she and yo’ grandma gonna sleep late, what wid de men all bein’ gone,” Aunt Lou told Mandie. She was sitting at her table in the kitchen drinking coffee. She rose to set a plate of scraps down by the stove for the cat.


  “I was hoping we could eat with you in here where it’s nice and warm,” Mandie said with a disappointed smile.


  “It ain’t cold in de dinin’ room. Abraham dun made dat fire over an hour ago,” Aunt Lou replied.


  “Have Joe and Jonathan been for their breakfast yet?” Mandie asked.


  “Ain’t seed ’em yit,” the old woman told her. “Now you jes’ git on in de dinin’ room. Liza waitin’ fo’ y’all in dere, my chile.” She sat back down.


  “All right, if we have to,” Mandie said with a smile, turning back toward the door. “Come on, Sallie. Let’s go eat everything up before the boys get it.”


  “That would be hard to do,” Sallie said, following her out of the room.


  When the girls entered the dining room, Liza was putting white linen napkins and silverware on the matching white linen tablecloth covering the long dining table. She looked up at the girls and said, “Ev’rything dun ready over dere.” She pointed to the sideboard laden with covered dishes.


  Mandie crossed the room to pick up a plate from the sideboard. Sallie followed. “Have Joe and Jonathan been in to eat yet?” she asked, raising a silver lid on a dish to get a hot biscuit.


  “I ain’t seed ’em,” Liza said, finishing laying the silverware and napkins. She straightened up and looked at Mandie. “Only one been in to eat was Mistuh Bond. He dun et and run off somewhere on bidness he say.”


  “He’s always going somewhere on business for Uncle John,” Mandie said, filling her plate with grits, bacon, and eggs.


  Sallie put two hot biscuits on her plate, covered them with black molasses, and added a piece of ham on the side.


  When the girls sat down at the table with their food, Liza brought the coffeepot and filled their cups. “You reckon dat doctuh son dun run off to dat cullege place he be talkin’ ’bout?” Liza asked, taking the coffeepot back to the sideboard and placing it on the rack over the warming flame.


  Mandie laughed and said, “No, I don’t think he’d be gone to college. He’s probably not up yet, or Jonathan, either.” She sipped her coffee.


  “It is early for us to be up,” Sallie reminded her, slicing the ham on her plate.


  The door suddenly opened, and Joe and Jonathan rushed into the room.


  “Well, so y’all are up and—” Mandie began.


  “My father didn’t come back last night,” Joe interrupted her as he walked over to the sideboard, picked up a cup and saucer, and poured coffee. Jonathan did likewise.


  Mandie was alarmed. “Dr. Woodard didn’t come back last night?” she asked, dropping her fork onto her plate and quickly swallowing the mouthful of food. She looked at Joe. He seemed awfully worried. Quickly pushing back her chair, she stood up. “Come sit by me and eat something, Joe, while we discuss this,” she told him. She pulled out the chair next to her.


  Joe, with both hands on the cup and saucer, walked over to the table and sat down next to Mandie. “I’m not really hungry,” he protested. “I can’t think about anything but what happened to my father.”


  Jonathan filled his plate at the sideboard and sat down by Sallie. “You need to eat something,” he told Joe.


  Liza quickly picked up a plate on the sideboard and began loading it with food from the various dishes. She brought it over to the table, placed it in front of Joe, and said, “I’se gwine act like Aunt Lou now. You’se gwine eat all dat food and no fuss ’bout it.” She stood by his chair.


  Joe looked up at her and said, between a frown and a slight smile, “You can’t act like Aunt Lou, Liza. You’re not big enough.”


  “I mought not be big ’nuff, but I sho’ knows how to go git Aunt Lou, and she make you eat,” Liza told him and went back to watch from the sideboard.


  “Liza, I think you ought to go get Aunt Lou anyway,” Mandie told the girl. “We need to ask her if she knows anything about Dr. Woodard.”


  “Sho’ nuff,” Liza said and hurried out the door.


  “Joe, your father did say he might be late, so maybe the man was seriously ill and he had to stay awhile. He also said it was a long way off, so all that would take time,” Mandie told Joe.


  Joe finally sipped his coffee and said, “I know. I’ve considered all that. But it’s after seven o’clock in the morning, and he’s been gone since right after supper last night.”


  “I suppose you looked to see if his horse and buggy were in the barn?” Mandie asked.


  Joe nodded and said, “They’re not there.”


  “We also looked around the neighborhood to see if he might have had trouble with the horse or the buggy and got stranded somewhere, but nobody has seen him,” Jonathan said, slowly beginning to eat his food.


  “Perhaps my grandfather will return this morning and he will find your father, Joe,” Sallie said.


  Joe smiled at the Cherokee girl and said, “Thanks, Sallie. I know if anyone could find my father, Uncle Ned could.”


  “This would happen with all the men gone,” Mandie said with a sigh. Then she quickly looked at Joe, who was pushing the food around on his plate with a fork. “Joe, we’ll just have to take charge. The four of us will have to search the whole town and all the roads going out.”


  Aunt Lou had come into the room while Mandie was speaking, followed by Liza. “Now, whut is dis ’bout de doctuh not comin’ back?” she asked as she came to stand by the table. Liza went back to the sideboard.


  Joe explained that his father had not returned. The old woman listened and frowned as he spoke. “I’m afraid something has happened,” Joe ended.


  “Now, don’t you worry ’bout your papa,” Aunt Lou told him. “De sick man musta bin terrible sick. Why, de doctuh prob’ly gwine come down dat driveway any minute now.”


  “Aunt Lou,” Mandie said, “I think we ought to go out and look for him, the four of us, that is.” She motioned to include her friend. “If Mother and Grandmother are not downstairs by the time we finish breakfast, we could go on, and you could explain to them where we went.”


  “But, my chile, how I knows where y’all go? And how y’all gwine know if de doctuh come back and y’all out somewheres lookin’ fo’ him?” the old woman asked.


  “The four of us can split up,” Mandie said, quickly swallowing a bit of bacon. “Jonathan and Sallie can look all around the town, and Joe and I can go out on the roads. There will be lots of people out on the country roads because today is Sunday and they’ll be going to church. We can ask everyone we see to let Dr. Woodard know where we are if they see him.”


  Aunt Lou thought for a moment. “I s’pose dat wouldn’t do no harm,” she finally concluded. “But mind you, my chile. Don’t you and Joe be gone too long. Else somebody hafta come look fo’ y’all.”


  Mandie looked around the table at her friends. “Is this agreeable with y’all?” she asked.


  Everyone nodded their approval.


  “Now, don’t y’all be goin’ off too long,” Aunt Lou warned them. “Miz ’Liz’beth and Miz Taft dey be down befo’ long.”


  “We won’t, Aunt Lou,” Mandie promised as the old woman left the dining room.


  The four hurried through their breakfast, put on their coats and hats, and were soon outside to begin their search. Snowball followed his mistress.


  “Joe and I will begin on the main road out of town,” Mandie told Sallie. “You know your way around in Franklin, so you and Jonathan go up and down every street and every alley and look in everybody’s yard.”


  “We will do that, Mandie,” Sallie agreed as Jonathan nodded.


  “What exactly are we supposed to do if we locate Dr. Woodard?” Jonathan asked.


  “Just tell him to go back to Mandie’s house and you, too, and wait for us,” Joe said.


  When the four got to the gate at the road, they separated. Sallie and Jonathan began walking toward the center of town. Mandie and Joe went in the opposite direction, which led them out into the countryside. Still unnoticed by his mistress, Snowball bounced along behind them until they stopped.


  Mandie slowed down to look up a trail leading off the road to the right. “Do you think we ought to go up there?” she asked Joe.


  Both of them stopped to look.


  “I don’t think my father could have gone up that path. It’s not wide enough for his buggy to get through,” Joe told her.


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. “It probably goes to one house.”


  Joe said, “There sure aren’t many people out this morning. I suppose when it gets time to go to church, everyone will be on the road.”


  Mandie shivered slightly as she pulled her coat collar tighter around her neck. “It’s just too cold to be out unless you have a definite purpose,” she said, then added, “Like we do, and your father.”


  Snowball began swishing by Mandie’s legs. She bent down to pick him up. “I figured you would be right behind us,” she told the cat as she held him in her arms. “Your feet are ice cold.” She rubbed his paws.


  Joe smiled and said, “If you carry him, you will both be warmer.”


  “He’s so heavy I can’t hurry, but I suppose I’ll have to tote him,” Mandie replied.


  They walked on for almost two miles before they saw anyone outside, and then it turned out to be an old woman. As they approached a falling-down log house on the road, a dog began barking ferociously. Snowball growled and dug his sharp claws into the shoulder of Mandie’s coat.


  “Oh no!” Mandie quickly stopped in the road as she tried to see where the dog was.


  “Stand there a minute,” Joe told her as the animal continued barking. He stepped ahead, and Mandie watched as a large brown mixed-breed dog appeared out of the bushes in the front yard of the shack. Joe looked back at Mandie and said, “He’s on a rope. We can get on by all right. He can’t reach us.”


  Mandie slowly moved forward to join Joe as she held firmly to her white cat. “Let’s hurry and get past him,” she told Joe.


  The two began moving faster, and the dog began barking louder. Just as they came in front of the house, an old woman came out of the undergrowth with a shotgun aimed directly at them.


  “We’re only passing by,” Joe called to her over the noise of the dog.


  “Don’t move another step, you hear?” the woman yelled at them as she walked closer.


  “We’re sorry for disturbing your dog, but we are not coming into your yard,” Mandie said in a loud voice.


  The woman came closer with the shotgun still pointed at the two, and then suddenly she dropped the gun down to her side as she laughed wildly and cried out, “Well, if it ain’t the doctor’s son!”


  “You know my father?” Joe quickly asked as the three of them stood there with the dog still making a loud protest.


  The woman turned back for a second toward the animal and yelled, “Now, cut that racket out, Mud, you hear? Shut up right now. Be quiet!”


  Mandie and Joe watched as the dog obeyed and sat down in the bushes to watch them.


  “Now, what is the doctor’s son doing out here on this lonely road so early in the morning, and Sunday morning at that?” the woman asked.


  Mandie looked her over as Snowball finally settled down in her arms. The woman was toothless, had thin gray hair, and was wearing only a thin shawl around the shoulders of her faded cotton dress. She must be very poor.


  “We are looking for my father, ma’am,” Joe replied. “Have you by any chance seen him?”


  “Have I seen your doctor father?” the woman repeated. “Of course, I saw your father when he drove past here last night. Old Mud here saw him, too, and started that yelping he does when he sees a friend, so I looked out the window and saw Dr. Woodard coming down the road in his buggy. I thought perhaps he was coming to check on my rheumatism, but he didn’t even slow up, kept going, and so I thought, there must be someone mighty sick because he sure was in a hurry.”


  “We’re staying at the Shaws’ house. This is Mandie Shaw. And my father went out on a call after supper last night and has not come back yet,” Joe explained.


  “Yes, I know who the Shaws are. Mighty good family, they are,” the woman said. “Been knowing those people all my life, I reckon. Now, I wonder where the doctor went. Not many houses beyond here before you get into the mountain, you know.”


  “He might have gone on into the mountain,” Mandie said.


  “But there’s no one living in the mountain but bootleggers and beggars,” the woman said. “But then again, I suppose one of those bootleggers might have fallen ill and had to have a doctor.”


  “But the man who came to our house to get Dr. Woodard said he had a friend who had been injured,” Mandie told her.


  “Well, come to think of it, I suppose some of those bootleggers could have been shooting each other, or they could have shot a beggar. I wouldn’t worry about it too much if I were y’all. I’m sure they are not going to shoot the doctor,” the woman said.


  Mandie took a deep breath as she looked up at Joe, who was frowning. She turned back to the woman and asked, “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe we got your name, ma’am.”


  The woman grinned at her and said, “Not many people nowadays that want to know my name, but since you told me yours, I reckon I ought to tell you mine. People call me Miz Maude Metts, but I’ve always said that’s not right because I have never been married and they ought to call me Miss Maude Metts.” She laughed.


  Joe held out his hand and said, “I’m glad to meet you, Miss Maude Metts.”


  The woman shook his hand and said, “I knew the doctor’s son would do things right because his father does. He’s the only one who calls me by the right name, bless his heart.”


  “Thank you, Miss Metts,” Joe said with a smile, and turning to look down the road, he said, “I suppose we’d better go on. If we don’t hurry and get this done and get back to Mandie’s house, I’m afraid her mother will be upset with us.”


  “I don’t think her mother will be, but now that grandmother of hers, that’s a different story,” Miss Metts replied.


  Mandie grinned at her and said, “I know exactly what you mean.”


  “Do you live here alone?” Joe asked as they started forward. He paused.


  “Sure do, always have, just me and Mud, and he’s getting on in age now,” the woman said. “Don’t know what I’ll do if he passes on to dog heaven one of these days. Won’t have no bodyguard.”


  “Don’t you worry about that, Miss Metts. We’ll get you another watchdog if that happens,” Mandie told her.


  Joe quickly said, “I was just thinking. My dog, Samantha, had several puppies a while back, and they’re old enough now that you could train one of them to be your watchdog. Would you like my father to bring you one next time he comes to see you, Miss Metts?”


  “Oh, you don’t mean that!” the old woman exclaimed with a big toothless grin. “You mean I could really have one of those puppies?”


  “Why, sure,” Joe said, smiling back. “Only thing, you’d have to train Mud there not to hurt the puppy until they get acquainted with each other.”


  “Don’t worry about Mud. I would keep the puppy in the house if your father brings me one,” Miss Metts said, still smiling. “Now, wouldn’t that be something? A brand-new addition to my family. That would make three of us.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Joe said and started to walk on again. “As soon as I find my father, I’ll tell him you want one of the puppies. If you happen to see my father, Miss Metts, I’d appreciate it if you would tell him everyone at Mandie’s house is wondering where he is.”


  “I certainly will, and I certainly thank you ahead of time for the puppy,” Miss Metts said, then humming to herself, she turned and disappeared through the bushes in front of the house.


  As Joe and Mandie continued down the road, Mandie said, “That was an interesting woman, wasn’t she?”


  Joe looked down at her and replied, “She sure is. I’ve heard my father speak of her. At one time she came from a wealthy family. Come to think of it, she has a college education, Mandie, and that’s unusual for a country woman like that.”


  Mandie grinned mischievously as she looked up at him and said, “Why, Joe Woodard, that’s not unusual for a country woman to have a college education. You are looking at a future one right now.”


  “I know,” Joe said, grinning back. “What I meant was that it’s unusual to find a woman living in poverty like that with a college education.”


  “Does your father think she’s all here, you know what I mean? Is she slightly off somehow?” Mandie asked.


  “Mandie Shaw! What a silly question!” Joe teased her. “What made you think such a thing? That is a woman ahead of her time, with a mind of her own.”


  “If you say so,” Mandie replied, still holding Snowball tightly. “Joe, do you remember she said there were only bootleggers and beggars living in the mountain? I hope we don’t run into any of them.”


  “I know,” Joe said with a sigh. “I should have brought my rifle, but I didn’t even think about it. We forgot to ask Miss Metts if there was a man with my father, you know, the man who came to your house to get him.”


  “She didn’t mention anyone else, so I would think she didn’t see him,” Mandie answered as they hurried on. “So maybe the stranger didn’t go all the way to where the sick man was. Maybe he just told your father how to get there, and Dr. Woodard went on alone.”


  “Could be,” Joe agreed. “But if the injured man was the stranger’s friend, you’d think he would be going back to see what the doctor had to say about him.”


  “This whole thing sounds all mixed up to me,” Mandie said. “I’m pretty sure the man who came to our house was the same man Sallie and I saw in the store.”


  “You mentioned that before,” Joe said, looking down at her. “Just when did you see this man? When were you in the store where you saw him?”


  Mandie looked back up at him and decided it was time to explain about the store. She would have to give away her secret, but it might help in locating Dr. Woodard. She took a long breath and said, “Joe Woodard, I never can keep a secret from you.” She grinned.


  Joe gave her a puzzled smile and said, “That’s right, so you might as well tell all.”


  “Well, it’s like this,” Mandie began. “Sallie and I went to the store yesterday afternoon while you and Jonathan were over at Polly’s house.” She paused.


  “And?” Joe asked.


  “And we went to the store to do some shopping.” Mandie tried evading the real reason. “We thought it might be fun to give you a going-away present or something.”


  “Oh, Mandie, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have insisted. Now I’ve ruined your surprise,” Joe apologized.


  “Not all of it. And you can just pretend to be surprised when we give you the presents,” Mandie told him. “Anyhow, this man in the store bumped into me, and I apologized, but he didn’t say a word. He just kept walking right on through the store. I thought he acted awfully strange. Sallie did, too.”


  “And you believe that’s the same man who came to your house after my father?” Joe questioned. “You know what I’m thinking? That man may be an outlaw of some kind. I hope my father is safe.”


  “Joe, I’m sorry,” Mandie said, suddenly stopping in the middle of the road. “Joe, we need to say our verse.” She reached for his hand as he, too, paused there.


  Holding hands, the two recited Mandie’s favorite verse, “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ ”


  Mandie looked up at Joe and smiled. “Now I feel better. Your father is going to be all right.”


  “Yes, I think so,” Joe agreed and gave her a quick squeeze around the shoulders and then started on down the road.


  Mandie hurried along at his side, wondering what they would find ahead, but not as worried as she had been. Everything would work out just fine, she was sure.


  CHAPTER NINE


  DANGER!


  As Mandie and Joe walked along the road, they began to meet a few people, most of whom, judging from the clothes they were wearing, were headed into town to church services. And there were several people going in their direction. The two young people tried flagging down the vehicles traveling toward Franklin, but most of the occupants either thought they were just waving at them or didn’t seem to notice them.


  Finally an old wagon, with half its top cover missing, carrying an old man, a young woman, and six children, slowed down as it met up with Mandie and Joe.


  “Hello!” Mandie began yelling and waving for them to stop.


  Joe started making signs, too, as he stepped toward the middle of the road when the wagon rolled to a stop. He looked up at the man and asked, “Sir, have you seen Dr. Woodard back down the road you just came up?”


  Mandie came to his side and quickly added, “We’re trying to find Dr. Woodard.”


  “You’re trying to find a doctor? Is someone sick?” the old man asked, squinting and leaning forward to look at them.


  Before Mandie or Joe could reply, the young woman quickly spoke, “No, Papa, don’t you recognize this young fellow? He’s Dr. Woodard’s son. I’ve seen him with his father several times when the doctor came to see Mama. He always stayed outside.”


  “Is this so?” the old man asked, leaning closer to look at Joe. “In that case, I must ask what you are doing walking way out here in the country looking for the doctor?”


  “I remember you, Mr. Harrison,” Joe told the man. “And I remember Mrs. Harrison.”


  “May her soul rest in peace,” Mr. Harrison murmured in a sad voice. “Now, you didn’t answer my question. What are you doing walking out here in the country looking for your father?”


  “My father left the Shaws’ house last night after supper to go see a man who was injured somewhere near the mountain. A stranger came to the Shaws to ask him to go, and my father has not returned.”


  “I’m Mandie Shaw,” Mandie explained. “I think I saw the stranger in Stovall’s store yesterday. I don’t believe he is from around here.”


  “Oh dear!” the young woman exclaimed. “Did Dr. Woodard not tell you exactly where he was going? He didn’t give you anyone’s name?” She looked from Mandie to Joe.


  The six children in the back of the wagon had all been quiet and seemed to be listening to the conversation. Now the oldest boy, about twelve years old, pulled on the woman’s sleeve. “Mama,” he said so low that Mandie could barely understand what he was saying, “Henry Stone told me this morning when I saw him in his yard that his father saw Dr. Woodard go past our houses last night and that his father was wondering if someone was sick.”


  “He did?” Mandie quickly said.


  “Julius, are you sure?” the woman asked, and turning to the two young people, she explained, “The Stones live across the road from us.”


  “Yes, ma’am, I’m sure that Henry told me that,” the boy replied.


  “Do you remember whether your friend Henry said my father was alone or not?” Joe asked, stepping closer to the side of the wagon where the boy was sitting.


  Julius thought for a moment and then said, “I don’t believe he said whether Dr. Woodard was alone or not.”


  “Why don’t we go on and stop and talk to Mr. Stone?” she asked Joe.


  “Mr. Stone left before I saw Henry this morning,” Julius explained. “Henry said his father would be gone on a hunting trip for two or three days.”


  Mr. Harrison leaned back to ask the boy, “Do you know where he went to hunt?”


  “No, sir, Henry didn’t say,” Julius replied.


  Mr. Harrison turned back to Joe and said, “I would advise you to go on and talk to Mrs. Stone. She may know something. I’m sorry about your problem, but if we don’t go on, we’ll be late for church.” He tightened his hold on the reins, which he had let slack off.


  “If there’s anything we can do, you just let us know, you hear?” the woman called to them as Mr. Harrison drove the wagon on toward town.


  “Thank you,” Joe and Mandie both called to her.


  “I suppose you know where the Harrisons live in order for us to find the Stones, who live across the road from them?” Mandie asked.


  “It has been a long time, maybe four or five years,” Joe replied, “but I know they live on this road. We’ll just keep going until I see a house that I recognize as theirs.”


  “At least someone saw your father, but we still don’t know whether that stranger was with him or not,” Mandie said.


  The two hurried on down the road. With the weight of Snowball on her shoulder, Mandie had trouble keeping up with Joe’s long strides, but she didn’t complain. She knew Joe was worried about his father. They walked for what seemed like several miles before they even saw a house of any kind.


  “I see a building up ahead on the left side,” Mandie said, pointing up the road and squinting to see.


  Joe stopped and held his hand over his brow to shade his eyes as he, too, gazed in that direction. “That may be a barn,” he said.


  “If there’s a barn up there, wouldn’t there be a house somewhere nearby?” Mandie asked.


  “Most likely,” Joe agreed. “We’ll soon find out.”


  The two hurried on and were soon near enough to see that the building was a barn. And farther back from the road were the remains of a house that had burned to the ground a while ago and was now sprouting weeds between the burnt timbers.


  “Oh, I wonder what happened to the people who lived there?” Mandie asked, catching her breath as they stood on the road looking at it. “It looks so sad.”


  “Yes, it does,” Joe agreed. “I don’t remember anything about that house. My father never visited it when I was with him that I can remember. And there’s nothing across the road, so there’s no one to ask about it. Let’s move on.”


  They finally sighted another house in the distance, and as they approached it, Mandie saw another house across the road from it.


  “The Harrisons must live in one house and the Stones in the other,” Mandie remarked as they came closer. The houses were similarly made of hand-hewn logs and with enormous rock chimneys running up the end of each one.


  “Yes, the Harrisons live on the left and the Stones on the right,” Joe confirmed. “I remember the place now.” He stopped in front of the Harrisons’ house to look. “I remember they had lots of chickens running all over the yard and the road. While I waited in the buggy when my father went inside to doctor Mrs. Harrison, I wondered if any of the chickens ever got run over. They had a dog tied up over at the end of the porch there.” He pointed to the right.


  “I don’t see any chickens or a dog now,” Mandie remarked.


  “No, neither do I, but let’s go over here and see if the Stones are home,” Joe replied, walking over to the pathway that led to the Stones’ house.


  Mandie quickly caught up with him, holding tightly to Snowball. “I hope they don’t have a dog anywhere near,” she said.


  At that moment a ferocious bark came from somewhere behind the house. Snowball dug his claws into the shoulder of Mandie’s coat, and Mandie stopped to look around.


  “He’s tied in the back. I can see him,” Joe told her as he went ahead toward the front door.


  Mandie followed, and when she reached the end of the porch, she could see a huge black dog straining against the rope that had him tied to a small tree trunk. She quickly went up the steps behind Joe.


  Joe knocked on the front door. Mandie tried to soothe Snowball as the dog continued barking. There was no answer, and finally Joe turned back to her.


  “There must not be anyone home,” he said in a disappointed voice.


  “Julius said Mr. Stone left on a hunting trip, remember?” Mandie reminded him. “So Mrs. Stone and the others are most likely gone to church.”


  “Probably,” Joe agreed. He started back down the front steps. “Well, I suppose we can just keep on walking because we know my father did come this far and went on past, according to Julius.”


  Mandie caught up with him, and they walked back to the road. “Maybe there’ll be someone home at the next house,” she said.


  But the next house was a long way off, and when they finally got to it, they found it deserted, too. On the left side of the road, which had become narrower, was an old wooden shack that had its roof falling in, its window lights gone, and the porch across the entire front leaning lopsided with one of the support posts dangling in the air. Weeds and underbrush covered most of the yard, but the walkway to the back of the house seemed to have been cleared off recently.


  The two young people stood and stared at the house from the road. “Well, shall we look inside?” Mandie asked, looking up at Joe.


  “Inside?” Joe exclaimed. “There is nothing inside that house, I’m sure. I imagine the floors inside are even gone.”


  “We could go look through a window,” Mandie suggested as Snowball squirmed on her shoulder, wanting down. She started forward and then waited for Joe to join her. “Are you coming?”


  “Oh, Mandie, I’ll go with you, but you can see there’s nothing left of this house,” Joe protested as he walked along with her to a window opening on the side.


  “Look!” Mandie exclaimed, sticking her head through the opening and pointing inside. “Someone has been here. And the floor in this room at least is not caved in.” There was a stack of quilts in a far corner.


  “Evidently someone has been camping out here,” Joe agreed as he, too, looked through the window. He straightened up and stepped back. “Mandie, they could be outlaws for all we know. We shouldn’t go poking around here. It might be dangerous if someone saw us.”


  Mandie turned to walk over to the pathway toward the back. “They’ve been using this trail through the bushes. Let’s go see where it goes,” she told Joe.


  “Mandie, we really ought to get going if we’re to find my father.”


  Mandie quickly walked down the pathway that had been cleared recently and found it took her directly to the back door and then seemed to branch off into the thick bushes at the back of the yard. The back porch was in better shape than the front porch, and she went up the three steps onto it and hurried to the back door that was shut. She tried the doorknob and was surprised when it turned easily and the door swung open without the slightest creak.


  “Joe, come on,” she said as she stepped through the doorway.


  “Mandie,” Joe protested but followed her.


  They were in what had evidently been the kitchen. There was a crude table and two cracker barrels pulled up to it for chairs. Tin plates and eating utensils were on the table. A bucket of water stood on a shelf in a corner. On another shelf at the far side was food in bags and jars.


  “Hmmm!” Joe murmured as he looked around. “Someone is definitely staying here, and I think we’d better get out before they come back.” He looked at Mandie.


  “Look, Joe, they’ve even rigged up an old quilt on the wall that can be let down over the window,” she said, walking over to the huge rock fireplace. “And they have wood in a pile here in the corner to make a fire.”


  “Mandie! Let’s go!” Joe said in a firm voice.


  “Wait till I look in the other rooms,” Mandie said, opening a door and finding herself in the front room they had looked at through the broken window. She quickly looked around. There was no other door. The house had only two rooms.


  “Mandie, let’s go,” Joe said from the doorway to the room.


  “I’m coming,” Mandie replied. She tripped on an uneven floorboard as she turned, and Snowball managed to escape from her arms.


  Joe reached out a hand to keep her from falling. “You see, this place is absolutely falling in and is dangerous.”


  Mandie quickly looked around for her white cat. He had run across the kitchen and was pawing at a quilt wadded up in the far corner. “Come on, Snowball,” she said, hurrying to capture the cat before he could get away. “Let’s go.” As she bent down to pick him up, his claws hung in the old quilt and dragged it along with him. Mandie pulled at the bedcovering and was about to throw it down when she glimpsed something in the corner where it had been lying. “Joe! There’s something here!” she exclaimed, holding on to the cat and kneeling to look in the dark corner.


  Joe joined her, and he reached forward to pull whatever it was into the light from the window. “Mandie, I do believe this is a bag of ammunition,” he said, opening the dirty bag. “It is! We’d better get out of here fast. Outlaws are probably holed up in this house, and there’s no telling what they would do to us if they found us in here.” He pulled closed the bag, put it back where it had been, and covered it with the quilt.


  “Oh, Joe, too late! I hear someone walking outside,” Mandie said in a loud whisper. “Where can we hide?” She gazed around the room and then slipped back into the front room. Joe silently followed. The two crept back into a dark corner and tried to be quiet. Mandie leaned up against something bumpy behind her and felt around in the dim area to see what it was. “Joe, there’s a ladder to the loft here! Come on!” she told him as she turned and quickly began her way up, holding on to Snowball with one arm.


  There was a light footstep on the back porch, and Joe immediately scrambled up the ladder behind her.


  The loft was dark except for a little light filtering through the holes in the roof. Mandie could see that it was roughly floored, and she moved silently to one side, stooped down, and held Snowball tightly, hoping and praying he would not make a sound.


  Joe softly stepped over to join her and sat on the floor.


  Mandie bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling in fear as she tried to see around the dark attic. It was empty. There was not one piece of anything up there that she could see. Therefore, whoever was downstairs would not have a reason to come upstairs, she hoped.


  The man downstairs was moving quietly around the room. Mandie heard a faint tinkle that sounded as though the man was moving the tin dishes slightly, and he seemed to be talking to himself, “Oh, where is it?” Then a clatter of a tin plate, or something metal, being dropped, and the man said, “Ah, there it is. I knew I’d find it.”


  The two upstairs heard the man close the back door with a loud slam. Mandie scrambled to the opening in the eaves to try to see down in the yard and found the roof of the back porch was outside where they were. She squeezed through the broken boards and managed to step out onto the roof.


  “Mandie, what are you doing?” Joe exclaimed softly as he watched.


  “Joe, look, the man’s down there!” she exclaimed, looking back at Joe. “And he is the man who came to my house for your father. Quick, Joe, come look!”


  Joe hastily pushed through the opening, snagging his coat without noticing it, and looked down into the yard. The stranger was walking toward the bushes at the back, and the two saw him lead out a horse that he was preparing to mount.


  “Mandie, are you sure that’s the man who came to your house?” Joe whispered.


  “Yes, I can even see the black patch on the knee of his trousers! He’s the same man we saw in the store!” Mandie exclaimed. “Oh, Joe, he’s going to get away!”


  The man threw the reins onto a limb nearby and walked back into the underbrush. Mandie and Joe watched, but he had disappeared from sight.


  “Where did he go?” Mandie said, mostly to herself, as she clutched Snowball.


  The two were practically lying on the roof in order not to be seen, and they listened for the man to return. There was not a sound. Minutes passed, and Mandie was beginning to think the man had just decided to go off somewhere and leave the horse standing there in the yard.


  Suddenly the man came back out of the bushes, carrying what looked like a heavy bag this time. He walked over to the horse and fastened the bag onto the saddle, then stepped into the saddle.


  Mandie noticed that Joe was sliding his way closer to the edge of the tin roof. She tried to follow him but was afraid Snowball would manage to get loose. “Joe! Don’t get too close! You could fall off!” she cautioned.


  Joe looked back at her and whispered, “You are sure this is the same man who came to your house after my father?”


  “Yes, he is. I’m positive he is,” Mandie confirmed.


  Mandie gasped in horror as Joe suddenly stood up on the very edge of the roof, and when the stranger began moving slowly forward on the horse toward the front of the house, Joe made a diving leap off the porch and landed squarely on top of the stranger on the horse. “Joe!” she screamed.


  The man was taken by surprise, and Joe managed to knock him off the horse. Mandie watched, her heart beating so fast she was dizzy, as the two wrestled on the ground and the horse wandered into the bushes.


  “Oh, Joe! That man’s twice as big as you! You can’t beat him up!” Mandie cried, her face flooded with tears.


  Snowball was loudly protesting her hold on him, and when she reached to wipe her eyes, he managed to wiggle loose. He ran over to the edge of the roof, looked down, and then sailed off the roof and landed on the back of the stranger below.


  “Oh, Snowball, he’ll kill you!” Mandie cried, watching as the white cat sank sharp claws into the man’s back, causing him to howl in pain and giving Joe an opportunity to break his grasp.


  Mandie, trembling in fright, looked up at the heavens and said, “Oh, dear God, please help us! ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ ”


  She felt the strength come to her to get to her feet. She raced back across the roof toward the opening to get into the attic and from there to get down to the backyard.


  “Joe, I’m coming!” she called as she ran through the house.


  CHAPTER TEN


  STRANGERS


  When Mandie got down to the kitchen, she could see through the open window into the backyard. She came to a screeching halt as she slipped on the uneven floorboards in the kitchen. Realizing the man probably didn’t know anyone else was around, she tried to figure out how she could help Joe.


  “The bag of ammunition! It’s heavy, but I think I can carry it,” she declared to herself as she hastily pulled the bag out of its hiding place in the corner. A heavy rope made a drawstring for the bag, and she used that as a handle. The bag felt as though it weighed almost half as much as she did, but she figured she would be able to swing it by the rope.


  “And the best way to surprise that man would be to go out the front and come around to the backyard,” she said to herself. She hurried to the front door, straining under the weight of the bag, managed to push the warped thing open, and stepped outside onto the shaky porch. Staying up against the front of the house, just in case the porch fell in, she dragged the bag behind her and then stepped off the end of the porch, straight into a thicket of briars.


  “Oh, shucks!” she exclaimed as she worked to get her coat free. She was under such a strain she didn’t even feel the prick of the many sharp points on her legs or on her hands as she pulled them away.


  “Now!” she exclaimed to herself as she gave a mighty tug against the briars and stepped into the cleared part of the yard. Wrapping the rope around one wrist, she lifted the heavy bag and slowly made her way to the back of the house.


  “Oh no!” she exclaimed under her breath as she peeked around the corner. The stranger had one of Joe’s arms pulled behind him, and Joe was in great pain.


  “I’m asking you again. Where is my father?” Joe gasped for breath as he tried to get free.


  “I ain’t seen no doctor. You tell me whut you doin’ ramblin’ round here, if you know whut’s good fer you,” the man ordered, giving Joe’s arm a sharp tug.


  Joe winced in pain but did not cry out.


  Mandie did cry out in pain as she rushed forward, swung the bag into the air, and clobbered the man in the back of the head. The stranger sank to the ground and did not move.


  “Oh, Joe!” she cried and rushed to his side where he had sat down on the ground when the man released his hold. He was rubbing his arm and shaking his head.


  “Mandie! You conked him out,” Joe managed to say with pain in his voice.


  Mandie began rubbing Joe’s hand, glanced at the man on the ground, and asked, “Did I kill him?”


  “Mandie, I hope not!” Joe exclaimed. He rotated his arm and added, “I’ll be all right soon as the circulation gets going again.”


  The man on the ground groaned. Joe quickly slid over to him and pulled his pistol from his belt.


  Mandie watched and said, “Joe, let’s pull the rope out of that bag of ammunition and use it to tie him up.” She ran to drag the bag over near them.


  “I’ll have to cut the rope in two to get it out,” Joe said, looking around for something to use.


  Mandie gazed around the yard, trying to figure out how she could get the string out of the bag. She saw Snowball over near the porch scratching in the weeds. “Snowball, come here! We don’t want to have to chase you down,” she called to him as she ran to pick him up. Glancing down at the weeds, she spotted something shiny the cat had been pawing at. Stooping down to push the weeds apart, she found a long, shiny knife. Holding on to Snowball, she stood up and held the knife up for Joe to see. “Look, Joe, look!”


  Joe hurried to her, and taking the knife, he said, “That man had this knife in his belt. It must have fallen out in the scramble.”


  Mandie had to allow Snowball to get down so she and Joe could cut the rope from the bag. Then they rushed over to the man still lying on the ground. The man surprised them by making a sudden move to rise.


  “Stay there!” Joe demanded as he held the knife point toward the man. “Tie his wrists together behind him, Mandie, while I hold the knife.”


  “Whut fer?” the stranger asked as he opened his eyes and looked up at Joe.


  “We are going to tie your hands up, and you are going to take us to where my father is or I may be tempted to use this knife to prod you on,” Joe told the stranger. “Turn over on your stomach and put your hands behind you. Now! Right now!”


  The stranger gave him a surly look but obeyed. Mandie quickly wound the heavy rope around the man’s wrists and tied it in hard knots. It was long enough that she could bring the rope around his waist and tie it again in the back.


  “I dunno whut you a-doin’ this fer,” the stranger mumbled as he rolled over with the rope as Mandie pulled on it.


  Mandie spotted a chain falling out of the man’s pocket and decided to pull it out. Giving it a quick yank, she was startled to see Dr. Woodard’s gold watch at the end of it. She held it up. “Joe, your father’s watch!” she cried.


  Joe quickly moved forward, took the watch, and said, “Man, if you’ve harmed my father, you will pay for it,” he said in an angry voice. “This is my father’s watch, so don’t tell me anymore that you haven’t seen him. Now, where is he?”


  The man sputtered for an answer as Mandie finished tying the rope. He managed to sit up on the ground and said, “I won that thar watch in a card game.” His eyes shifted and he wouldn’t look straight at Joe.


  “You either tell me where my father is or you are going to walk all the way back to town and to jail,” Joe declared. “And you sure won’t get out for a long time, maybe never.” He swung the watch in front of the man’s face. “This is my father’s watch.”


  “All right, all right. I’ll show you where I last saw him,” the man replied, scrambling around in the dirt until he was able to stand up. “And, mind you, I can’t guarantee he’ll still be thar.” He made a clucking sound, and his horse came back out of the bushes.


  Joe immediately spotted the rifle in the saddlebag and ran to get it. Pointing it at the man, he said, “I know very well how to use this, so don’t try running away.”


  The man looked at him, halfway smiled, and said, “You wouldn’t shoot a man in the back, would you, now?”


  “Depends on who he is and what he is doing,” Joe said sharply. “Now, get moving.”


  “You ain’t gonna leave my horse here, are you?” the man asked.


  “Grab the reins, Mandie, and lead him along with us,” Joe told her. “Let’s go, mister. Now!”


  As she stooped to pick up Snowball, Mandie glanced at the bag of ammunition and the pistol they had left sitting nearby. “Joe, what do we do with that?” she asked, pointing to the bag and gun.


  “Can you drag it out of sight under the porch?” Joe asked, holding the rifle pointed at the man, who was listening and watching.


  After she carefully put the pistol in the bag with the ammunition, Mandie managed to push the bag into the weeds under the back porch. She snatched up her white cat and ran to grab the reins. The horse seemed to be tame, so she thought she would be able to handle it. “You walk ahead of me and the horse with that gun on the man,” she said. “If he tries to run away, I’ll run him down with the horse.”


  “You fergit that’s my horse,” the man called back to her as they started out of the yard.


  “It may be your horse, but I know how to make him run,” Mandie yelled back at the man.


  “And I know how to shoot your rifle,” Joe added. “Now, get going! Which way?”


  “Up the mountain,” the man replied as he began walking toward the road with Joe following and Mandie and the horse behind. Snowball clutched his mistress’s shoulder.


  Mandie was anxious to ask questions, but she knew it wouldn’t do to divert Joe’s attention for a second from the man. She realized Joe and the man must have had some kind of conversation before she joined them. Evidently Joe had told the man he knew he was the one who had come to the Shaws’ house for his father. She wondered if the man had denied it. She also wondered what was in the bag the man had tied to the saddlebags.


  “Snowball, please be still,” she told the cat as he wiggled in her one arm. She bent her head and rubbed his head with her cheek. He settled down and began to purr.


  The stranger led them on up the main road until they came to a trail that was barely visible, leading off to the left and going up the mountain. As the man left the main road and stepped onto the trail, Mandie and Joe followed.


  “You’d better not be trying to play any tricks,” Joe warned the stranger. “Just where does this pathway go?”


  “All the way to the top of the mountain. Only we ain’t goin’ that fur,” the man replied, glancing back as he walked on ahead.


  Joe looked back at Mandie. The trail was awfully rough and narrow for a horse. “Stop, Mandie,” he said, turning sideways so he could keep the gun aimed at the stranger while he spoke to Mandie. “Tie that horse to a tree over there. Someone can come back and get him. You’ll have too much trouble getting him through all this.”


  The man stopped to look back and watch.


  “I was wondering how I’d ever manage,” Mandie replied as she led the horse off the track. She managed to get the reins tied around a young sapling with Snowball still hanging on to her shoulder. The horse looked at her with sad eyes, and she patted his head and said, “Don’t worry, old boy. We’ll be back.”


  As she followed Joe and the man on up the trail, she glanced back at the huge animal. He seemed to be watching her.


  After a while the trail became awfully steep. Mandie kept catching on to branches along the way to keep from sliding down in the loose rocks. Snowball clung to the shoulder of the coat and meowed now and then in protest of the rough ride. She was beginning to wonder how much longer the pathway could be when the man suddenly stopped.


  “Thar’s a cabin over to the left right above hyar,” the man said. “And my buddy and the doctor’s in thar. But you gonna hafta let me go ahead, ’cause if my friend sees you holdin’ that gun on me, he’ll start shootin’. That I can guarantee.”


  “Mister, I’m not that dumb,” Joe quickly answered. “I’ll decide how we are going to do this when we get there. Just you keep on moving.” He held the rifle still pointed at the man.


  The stranger shrugged his big shoulders, made an angry face at Joe, and walked on. Joe followed with Mandie behind him.


  Mandie wondered exactly how they would handle this situation. She figured Joe was thinking that if he let the man go on ahead, the man would then circle around out of sight, head back down the mountain, grab his horse, and get away. And there was no guarantee there really was a cabin where the man had indicated.


  But what if there really was a cabin up there with another man holding Dr. Woodard at gunpoint? What would they do then? She couldn’t discuss it with Joe without the stranger overhearing what they said. This could be a really dangerous matter.


  In a few minutes they rounded a bend in the trail, and there was the cabin ahead, just like the stranger had said, on the left-hand side. Suddenly Mandie had an idea that would solve the problem.


  “Joe,” she said in a loud whisper. “Let’s talk a minute.”


  Joe glanced back quickly and then told the stranger, “Stop right there and don’t move another inch.”


  The man stopped, glanced back at Joe, and then leaned his shoulder against a tree, with his hands still tied behind him.


  Joe stepped back, still holding the rifle pointed at the stranger. “He was telling the truth about a cabin being up here,” he whispered to Mandie. “But we don’t know whether anyone is in it.”


  “That’s what I wanted to talk about,” Mandie said, holding Snowball tightly with both hands as he tried to get down. “I have an idea. Suppose I let Snowball down and then I go up and knock on the door of that cabin and ask if they’ve seen my cat? You could hold the stranger at the back of it, where they couldn’t see you from inside, but you could see me. What do you think?”


  “Mandie, I don’t want to put you in any more danger,” Joe said in a low voice.


  “But if your father is in danger, we have to try,” Mandie protested. “If there is a man inside that cabin holding your father, then Dr. Woodard would see me and would know that you or somebody else is here to help. Then he would be prepared to help us in some way or other.”


  “But if the man inside is holding my father, he must have a gun. Otherwise my father could just walk out and go home,” Joe told her.


  “Another thing that I’m wondering about, Joe,” Mandie whispered. “Where is your father’s horse and buggy? I don’t believe he could have made it up this tiny trail in the buggy.”


  “I’ve been thinking about that,” Joe spoke softly. “They are bound to be somewhere at the bottom of this trail. Also, if there is another man in the cabin, where is his horse? I don’t think anyone would be up in here without some means of transportation.”


  “Joe, please let me just go up and knock on the door, like I said, and ask if they’ve seen my cat,” Mandie whispered.


  “But the man inside would definitely know you wouldn’t be up here alone in this isolated place, Mandie,” Joe insisted.


  “What else are we going to do?” Mandie asked.


  “I haven’t decided yet. I’m going to get that stranger to move around behind the cabin where I hope there’s no windows, and then we can figure out what to do,” Joe told her. He started to move back toward the man.


  “All right,” Mandie reluctantly agreed.


  She stood still and watched while Joe motioned for the stranger to walk on up behind the shack. Then she followed far enough to see what the building looked like. There weren’t any windows on either of the two sides they could see.


  As soon as Joe had the man positioned in back of the cabin, Mandie called softly, “All right, Joe, here goes Snowball.” She quickly let the white cat down, and to her astonishment, Snowball ran directly toward the cabin. He must have smelled food.


  Joe looked at Mandie in exasperation as she softly stepped up the hill and reached the door of the cabin. She raised her fist, took a deep breath, and knocked hard.


  The door slowly opened and a man with a bandage around his head and another one covering his right arm appeared in the doorway.


  “Mister, my cat has run away. I was wondering if you had seen him,” Mandie said in a loud voice.


  She immediately heard a loud cough from inside the cabin that had to be Dr. Woodard. The man frowned as he looked at her and then turned far enough that she could see a gun in his left hand.


  “Haven’t seen any cat up here, miss,” the man replied. “Where did you come from, anyway? Nobody lives up this way. Who’s with you, anyhow?” He leaned out to look over her head. When he did, Snowball came running to the door and pushed his way inside the cabin.


  “Oh, there he is,” Mandie exclaimed, trying to see inside. “He went off last night and has not been home since. I wonder how he got all the way up here to your house. Could I just come in and get him?”


  Mandie noticed the man kept staring at her. She didn’t like to be stared at. She reached to straighten her tam and asked, “Why do you keep looking at me like that? Is there something wrong with my hat or something?”


  “No, no, miss. You look just fine,” the man replied. “It’s just that you’re the spitting image of someone else I used to know.” He had a sad voice and a sad look on his face.


  “Used to know? You don’t know her any longer?” Mandie asked.


  “No, miss, she was my only daughter,” the man explained. “Fever took her three years ago in spite of the efforts of Dr. Woodard to save her.”


  “Dr. Woodard? You know Dr. Woodard?” Mandie asked, her heart beating fast.


  The man didn’t answer but threw the door wide open, placed the gun on a table behind him, and said, “I give up, Dr. Woodard.” And as he stepped aside, Mandie saw Dr. Woodard sitting on the other side of the table.


  “Oh, Dr. Woodard!” she cried, running around to embrace him. “Are you all right? We’ve been so worried. Joe is outside. Wait, let me go get him.”


  “I’m fine, Miss Amanda,” the old doctor told her with a big grin.


  Mandie rushed back outside and yelled, “Joe, come on. It’s all right. Your father is in here.” She stepped back inside and saw Snowball jump up into the doctor’s lap.


  Joe came rushing to the doorway, ordering the stranger inside, ahead of him, then he stepped into the cabin. He looked at the second man and then hurried to his father. Mandie’s eyes filled with tears as she watched them hug each other. She looked around the room and saw that the first stranger had sat down on a wooden crate. Then she was amazed to see the second stranger on his knees, praying softly.


  “Are you all right?” Joe asked his father.


  “Yes, son,” Dr. Woodard told him. “These two men were holed up, getting ready to rob the bank in Franklin, but Walter Dickens there was injured when his horse ran away with him. So the other man got me to come out here.”


  “Bank robbers?” Mandie exclaimed. “These men are really bank robbers?”


  “No, we ain’t no bank robbers,” the first stranger spoke up for the first time. “Never got the chance to rob a bank.”


  Mandie leaned over to whisper to Dr. Woodard, “That man is praying.”


  “That’s right,” Dr. Woodard said with a big smile. “I’ve been working on him ever since I came up here. You see, I knew his family well, and they were all good people.” He paused to look at the man and then added, “By the way, he knew your father. He—”


  “Mr. Dickens knew my father?” Mandie interrupted. She ran to stoop down by the kneeling man and said, “You knew my father, Jim Shaw?”


  “Yes, miss, I knew Jim Shaw pretty well when we were growing up,” the man told her as he rose to sit on one of the wooden crates nearby. “But I never had seen his daughter. It’s hard to believe that he and I had daughters who looked so much alike.” The man’s voice broke.


  “I am sorry about your daughter, Mr. Dickens,” Mandie told him as she stooped down beside him. “You probably know I lost my father,” her voice broke, but she continued on. “So maybe we could be friends, me and you.”


  “Yes, yes, we must be friends,” Mr. Dickens said, reaching to pat her hands.


  Mandie squeezed his hand, then she straightened up to look around the room. Suddenly she became focused on the table. Sitting there in Aunt Lou’s pan was the last of their turkey. She became almost hysterical as she laughed, looked at Joe, and pointed to the pan. “There. Look,” she said. “Your father solved the mystery of the missing turkey for us.”


  “Not exactly,” Dr. Woodard told her. “I didn’t know where it came from until Joe just now told me it must have been your mother’s.” He laughed and added, “It was a pretty good turkey.”


  “I’m glad you had something to eat while they were holding you here,” Mandie said and then asked, “What are we going to do about these men?”


  Dr. Woodard stood up and said, “I’m going home as soon as I can find my horse and buggy. We’ll let the law worry about these men. They never really got around to robbing the bank, so I don’t know what charges can be brought.”


  “But they kidnapped you,” Joe protested.


  “No, I would say it was a sick call,” Dr. Woodard said. “Mr. Dickens there really needed a doctor, and I was glad to help. I don’t believe he will ever try anything dishonest again.”


  Joe quickly reached in his pocket and pulled out the doctor’s watch. “Here is your watch. The other man had it.” Joe explained how they had met up with the man.


  “I don’t believe he’s from around here,” Dr. Woodard said as the man stared at him and listened to the conversation. “I’ll leave it up to Mr. Dickens whether he wants to take the man in or let him go, but right now I’m going home.” He walked toward the door and said, “Mr. Dickens, if you need any more medical help, I’ll be leaving Franklin next Tuesday. In the meantime, I’ll be staying at John Shaw’s house.”


  Mandie immediately remembered that no one at home knew where she and Joe were. And she needed to get back home to organize the going-away party for Joe.


  And while they might have solved the mystery of the missing turkey, they still had other unsolved mysteries—the green silk scarf they found and lost, the quilt in the attic with the Cherokee symbols on it, and the old diary book they had found.


  Yes, she needed to get home and get things moving.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  CAUGHT!


  As they stood in the doorway about to leave, Dr. Woodard tried to find out where the first stranger had hidden his horse and buggy, but the man would not say one word. He just gave the doctor a mean look. But Mr. Dickens immediately intervened.


  “Dr. Woodard, your horse is not too far down the mountain on the left-hand side of the trail,” Mr. Dickens explained. “It’s the place where we have both been leaving our horses. You can’t see it from the trail, but when you come over the rise, look for a dead uprooted oak tree, not very large, and go left from there.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Dickens, I’m sure we’ll find it,” Dr. Woodard replied.


  “And I thank you, Dr. Woodard, for your medical help and for bringing me to my senses,” Mr. Dickens told him.


  “I just hope it’ll give you a better outlook on the future,” the doctor replied.


  “Good-bye, Mr. Dickens,” Mandie said as she stepped outside, holding on to Snowball. “Don’t forget we’re friends, and I’ll be looking for you to come visit sometime.”


  “And I thank you, Mr. Dickens,” Joe said as he joined Mandie.


  “See y’all one of these days,” Mr. Dickens replied as he closed the door behind them.


  Mandie and Joe followed Dr. Woodard down the trail and soon located the doctor’s buggy and horse. Fortunately, another wider pathway split off from there, so Dr. Woodard harnessed up the buggy and slowly led the horse down to the main road.


  “I certainly am glad we don’t have to walk home,” Mandie commented as the three of them stepped into the buggy and Dr. Woodard shook the reins.


  “Me too,” Joe agreed.


  “And I’m glad I don’t have to walk home. If we hadn’t found my horse and buggy, we’d have had to make it on foot,” Dr. Woodard reminded them. “Now I want an accounting of everything that has happened since I left the Shaws’ house.”


  Mandie and Joe related the events while Snowball curled up in his mistress’s lap and went to sleep. As they passed the Harrisons’ and Stones’ houses, they spotted some of the children in the yard and waved to them. Then as they came near Miss Metts’s house, they told Dr. Woodard about their conversation with the woman.


  “She would like to have another dog, and I told her I would give her one of Samantha’s puppies,” Joe said to his father.


  “We’ll bring it to her next time we come to Franklin,” Dr. Woodard replied.


  “But, Dr. Woodard, Joe won’t be coming back to Franklin anytime soon,” Mandie reminded him.


  “That’s right. I just can’t get used to the idea of you going off to school, my boy,” Dr. Woodard said to Joe. “But you know one thing? I’m so proud of you, I’m just a-bustin’ at the seams.” He grinned as he looked at his son.


  “Thanks, Dad,” Joe said, returning the grin.


  “Well, count me in, too, much as I dislike the idea of Joe going so far off,” Mandie added.


  “Sure thing,” Dr. Woodard said.


  When the three got back to the Shaws’ house, Mandie’s mother and grandmother were in the parlor questioning Sallie and Jonathan for the thirteenth time about where Mandie and Joe had said they were going. So when Mandie and Joe walked in the front door with Dr. Woodard, everyone began talking at one time. Snowball ran off down the long hallway.


  “Dr. Woodard, I know you are worn out,” Elizabeth told him. “Now you go right on up to your room and get some rest. If you would like, I’ll ask Aunt Lou to bring up a little something to eat to tide you over till suppertime.”


  “Thank you, that would be fine. I appreciate your hospitality,” Dr. Woodard said, picking up his medical bag and his coat and hat from the settee where he had left them. “And don’t worry, I’ll be down in time for supper.”


  When he left the room, Elizabeth turned to Mandie and Joe. “I suppose both of you are hungry and tired, too,” she said. “Why don’t y’all just go out to the kitchen and ask Liza, or whoever is in there, to give y’all a snack, since y’all missed the noon meal.” She looked at Mandie, who had removed her coat. “Perhaps you should freshen up first.”


  “I was going to suggest that, Elizabeth,” Mrs. Taft said. “The two of them look like they’ve been through a dirt hole.” She smiled at Mandie. “But I’m glad y’all did it, dear. Otherwise, we might have never known what happened to poor old Dr. Woodard.”


  “We had to do it, but you know, we still have some mysteries we haven’t solved,” Mandie replied. “Like—”


  “Amanda,” Elizabeth interrupted her. “Get upstairs and clean up. We’ll listen to this story about mysteries later.”


  “Oh, but we forgot to tell you, Mrs. Shaw,” Joe spoke up. “We found your turkey. My father helped eat it.”


  Elizabeth looked at him in surprise, and Mrs. Taft laughed as Joe explained what had happened.


  Then Sallie and Jonathan wanted to get into the conversation, but Elizabeth firmly sent Mandie and Joe out of the room.


  Mandie hurriedly washed up and changed clothes in her room and rushed back downstairs. Joe caught up with her on the steps.


  “It didn’t take you long, did it?” Mandie teased. They went on down the staircase.


  “Not when there’s food waiting,” Joe replied with a smile.


  When they came into the front hall, Mandie saw Snowball playing around the coat-tree. He was growling and scratching at something behind it.


  “Snowball, what are you doing? Do you smell a mouse or something?” Mandie asked as she stopped to watch the white cat.


  “Whatever it is, he’s determined to capture it,” Joe said. “But I don’t think he can quite reach it.”


  At that moment Snowball pulled his paw out from behind the hall tree with something caught in his claws.


  “What have you got, Snowball?” Mandie asked, stooping to untangle his foot. Then she exclaimed, “Oh, Joe, look. It’s the green silk scarf.” She pulled it out and held it up.


  “Snowball probably pulled it out of your pocket when you left your coat hanging here, so there’s another mystery solved,” Joe said with a laugh.


  Mandie thought a moment and said, “You’re probably right. He either pulled it out of my pocket or it fell out and somehow got behind the hall tree.” She smoothed the long piece of silk material.


  “Let’s go to the kitchen,” Joe reminded her.


  “All right,” Mandie agreed. “I’ll put this scarf up high this time so Snowball can’t reach it.” She hung it on the top hook.


  Aunt Lou was waiting for them in the kitchen. “I heard y’all was back and just plain starved to death,” she said, going over to open the warmer in the big iron cookstove.


  “Aunt Lou, you done heard right,” Joe joked with a grin.


  “If you’ll let us eat in here at your table, we’ll tell you all about our adventures today,” Mandie told her.


  “I think we can arrange that, my chile. Just y’all pull out some chairs over there at de table and I’ll bring on de food,” the old woman said, taking out pieces of fried chicken from a pan in the warmer and putting them on two plates. She added biscuits and brought the plates to the table.


  “Is that all we can have?” Mandie asked, smiling at her as she looked at the plates.


  “It sho’nuff is,” Aunt Lou replied. “Y’all gwine eat supper not too long from now. I’ll pour y’all a cup of coffee and bring me one, and we’ll talk ’bout what y’all done went and did this mawnin’.”


  When the three of them had settled down at the table, Mandie began. “First of all, we found your turkey.” She looked at the woman and smiled.


  “You found dat turkey?” Aunt Lou asked.


  “Oh, I just realized we forgot to bring the pan back home,” Mandie said, looking at Joe.


  “Never you mind ’bout dat pan. Where de turkey be?” Aunt Lou asked.


  They explained what had happened, and all Aunt Lou could say was, “Well, thank de Lawd, Doctuh Woodard he had sumthin’ to eat.”


  All the time they were talking, Mandie was trying to think of some way to speak to Sallie about the decorations for the party when Joe wasn’t around. She hoped that when they went back to the parlor she could make some kind of sign to Jonathan to draw Joe’s attention while she talked to Sallie. But when they returned to the parlor, Polly Cornwallis was there, sitting next to Jonathan on one of the settees and asking questions about where Joe and Mandie had been all day. Elizabeth and Mrs. Taft had left the room.


  Stopping in the doorway and looking around the room, Mandie asked, “Oh, where is Grandmother? I need to ask her something.” She thought that maybe she could get away from Joe this way. Joe went on into the room and sat down.


  “She and your mother went for a walk around the yard to get some fresh air,” Jonathan told her.


  “Sallie, maybe we should go out for some air,” Mandie said, going on into the parlor.


  Everyone laughed. Mandie frowned as she looked at them.


  “From what I hear, you’ve been out in the fresh air all day,” Jonathan said.


  “Mandie, what did those two men look like?” Polly asked.


  “One was a bad-looking man, but the other one, Mr. Dickens, knew my father,” Mandie told her. Turning back toward the door, she said, “I think I’ll go outside a minute and speak to Grandmother. I’ll be right back.”


  At that moment she heard the front door open, and her mother and Mrs. Taft appeared in the hallway as she looked out. They were taking off their coats and hanging them on the hall tree. Elizabeth went on down the hallway.


  Suddenly Mrs. Taft said, “My goodness! There’s my scarf. I wondered where it disappeared to.” She pulled the green scarf off the hook.


  Mandie hurried out into the hallway. “Grandmother, is that your scarf?” she asked.


  “Why, yes, Amanda, it is,” Mrs. Taft told her as she draped the scarf over her coat on another hook.


  “But we found it outside in the yard,” Mandie explained.


  “In the yard? I don’t know how that could be,” Mrs. Taft said. “I brought it down here Christmas Day and then decided not to wear it. I left it hanging here on the coat-tree.”


  “But we did find it in the bushes in the yard the day after Christmas. It was on Thursday,” Mandie insisted. She looked back into the parlor and said, “Didn’t we?”


  The other young people had overheard the conversation, and they all came out into the hall.


  “Yes, ma’am, we did find it in the bushes,” Sallie confirmed.


  “We certainly did,” Jonathan agreed.


  Mrs. Taft looked at the young people, and when her gaze met Joe’s, he said, “Don’t count me in. I had already gone home then.”


  “So had I,” Polly volunteered.


  “I don’t know what to say to that, but I have not worn it outside since I came here,” Mrs. Taft insisted. She picked up the scarf and looked at it.


  “The only solution I see is that those men stole the scarf when they stole the turkey,” Mandie said.


  “One man,” Joe corrected her. “Remember, the other man was injured, so he wouldn’t have been here stealing a turkey and a scarf.”


  Mrs. Taft was looking closely at the scarf. “Oh, dear, something has damaged it,” she said, holding it up for the young people to see. “Those little puckered places in the material weren’t there before.”


  Mandie quickly inspected it, thinking Snowball’s claws might have done something to it, but the spots Mrs. Taft indicated were not caused by sharp claws. They looked as though they were melted places in the material. Then she figured it out. “Those look like something hot touched it, the hot turkey pan!” she exclaimed.


  Everyone agreed that the man who stole the turkey must have taken the scarf to keep from burning his hands. But then he found it was too thin, threw it away, and stole the dishrag instead.


  “That solves another mystery,” Joe said, grinning at Mandie. “You’re doing real well today.”


  “Now, if Uncle John and Uncle Ned would come on back, we might be able to find out about the diary book and the quilt,” Mandie agreed as the young people went back into the parlor and Mrs. Taft went down the hall.


  “I thought you were looking for your grandmother to ask her something,” Jonathan reminded Mandie.


  “Oh well, I’ll ask her later,” she replied and tried to motion to Jonathan to take Joe out of the room.


  Jonathan understood and nodded. He looked at Joe and asked, “Another game of chess?”


  Joe grinned and said, “Why not? I’ll learn enough to beat you eventually. Now, if it was checkers, I’d walk all over you.”


  “No checkers,” Jonathan said, rising. Turning to Mandie, he asked, “I suppose it will be all right for us to use your uncle John’s chess set again?”


  “Of course,” Mandie agreed. She motioned toward the set on the table in the corner. “In the meantime, Sallie and Polly and I are going up to my room to do some things.”


  “Don’t hurry back, unless you want to watch. This game may take a while,” Jonathan said, grinning. He and Joe went over to sit at the table.


  The girls hurried up to Mandie’s room, discussed what kind of decorations they would make, and then went to the sewing room to begin. They soon had enough little rosettes, ribbon dolls with lace dresses, and multicolored streamers made to begin decorating. They slipped down the back stairs, carrying their work, and went into the back parlor, closing the door behind them.


  “We can pin some of these streamers on the draperies and hang some of the dolls on the chandelier, don’t y’all think?” Mandie asked her friends as they surveyed their handiwork on the table.


  “Yes, but remember to make something pretty for the table to surround the cake,” Sallie reminded her.


  “And maybe we should have a ribbon tied across the door. When Joe opens the door to come in here, it will pop,” Polly suggested.


  “We don’t have much time with the party being tomorrow night and Dr. Woodard and Joe leaving Tuesday,” Mandie said as the three worked on the decorations.


  “We were going to get straw from your uncle’s barn and make little animals,” Sallie told Mandie.


  “I know,” Mandie said as she pinned a streamer on a drape. “But our coats are right down there by the parlor door, and Joe would probably see us get them and ask us where we’re going.”


  “Maybe Liza would get the straw for us,” Sallie suggested.


  “Oh goodness, I clear forgot about Liza. I promised she could help decorate. I’ll run and find her and ask her to get the straw,” Mandie said.


  Mandie found Liza in the kitchen with Aunt Lou sitting at their table.


  “Liza, we’re beginning to decorate the parlor, and I want to ask you to do us a favor. We need some straw from the barn, and we can’t get our coats without Joe seeing us. Would you get it for us?” Mandie asked the girl.


  “Sho’nuff, I will,” Liza agreed, rising from the table. She looked at Aunt Lou and asked, “All right?”


  “Go right ahead, Liza, and help these girls get that parlor fixed up fo’ de party,” Aunt Lou told her. “Tomorrow you and me, we bake dat chocolate cake.”


  The girls worked the rest of the afternoon and finally got the room looking like a party room. They stood back and surveyed their work.


  “Everything’s just perfect!” Mandie exclaimed. “Y’all please help me see that Snowball doesn’t get in this room and mess everything up.”


  “That would be a catastrophe,” Polly agreed.


  “Sallie, I hope your grandfather and grandmother get back in time,” Mandie said. “I’m not sure Uncle John and Mr. Guyer will be here by then, but we’ll have the surprise party anyhow.”


  Liza looked at Mandie and said, “Let’s hope dat choc’late cake don’t git stolen tomorrow like dat turkey did.”


  Mandie smiled at her and said, “You know we found that turkey.”


  “Aunt Lou she done told ev’rybody.” Liza nodded in agreement.


  The girls returned to the front parlor, and Mandie signaled to Jonathan that the decorations were finished.


  “Who’s winning?” Mandie asked as she walked over to watch the chess game.


  Joe looked up at her, smiled, and said, “I’m not quite sure yet.”


  Mandie thought again about how much she was going to miss Joe when he went away to college. He had always been around, and now his visits would be few and far between. At least she was proud of organizing the surprise party for him. She knew he would appreciate that.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  SURPRISE!


  The next morning, which was Monday, Dr. Woodard went out to call on a few of his patients in Franklin. Liza and Aunt Lou gave strict orders that the kitchen was off limits, and they began baking a huge chocolate cake. Mandie and Sallie went to the sewing room with Elizabeth and Mrs. Taft to wrap the presents they were giving Joe. Jonathan and Joe went for a walk.


  “You made a fine choice of a present for Joe,” Mrs. Taft remarked as she wrapped the shoeshine set. “I’m sure he’ll get some use out of this.”


  “Yes, and this knife will serve lots of purposes,” Elizabeth agreed, tying a ribbon around the neat package.


  “I’m glad y’all like what I bought,” Mandie said as she wrote a note to Joe in the front of the diary book she had bought him.


  “I trust my grandfather will return in time to give Joe an arrow from us,” Sallie remarked.


  Mandie quickly said, “I heard the front door shut downstairs. I’m going to peek down the stairs and see who it is. We don’t want Joe catching us up here with all these presents.”


  “No,” Sallie agreed.


  “I’ll see who it is, Amanda,” Elizabeth said, going to the door. “Mother and I are finished with our gifts.” She glanced back at the packages on the sewing table as she went out into the hall.


  “I’m going down with you,” Mrs. Taft told her daughter as she stepped outside the room to join her. “If it’s Joe, we’ll entertain him to give you girls time to finish.”


  “Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie replied as she quickly tied a pencil around the diary book and began wrapping it.


  As Mrs. Taft started to close the door behind her, Mandie heard someone call, “Anybody home?” and the voice definitely belonged to Uncle John.


  “Sallie, it’s Uncle John!” Mandie told her friend as she quickly tied a ribbon around the package. “Come on. Let’s go downstairs.”


  The girls got to the bottom of the stairs not far behind Elizabeth and Mrs. Taft. John Shaw and Lindall Guyer were removing their coats in the front hallway.


  “Y’all got back sooner than expected,” Elizabeth said as John Shaw stepped over to give her a hug.


  “Lindall was ready to do business and found exactly what he was looking for,” John Shaw replied.


  “Just pure luck,” Mr. Guyer said with a smile for Elizabeth.


  “Go in the parlor and I’ll ask Aunt Lou to bring hot coffee to thaw you out,” Elizabeth said, starting to turn back down the hallway.


  “Wait, Elizabeth,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’ll attend to the coffee for you. You go on in the parlor with John and Lindall.” She hurried back down the hallway.


  Mandie and Sallie followed the men and Elizabeth into the parlor, where the adults sat by the fire and the girls dropped onto nearby stools.


  “I want to tell y’all real fast before Joe and Jonathan get back that we’re having a surprise party for Joe tonight,” Mandie told her uncle and Mr. Guyer. And then she realized the men did not know the Woodards were back and that Joe was going away to school. She talked rapidly, filling them in on the details of everything that had happened while they had been gone. “And, Uncle John, we found some kind of old diary book in the attic. Will you look at it and tell us what it is, please?”


  John Shaw smiled at her and said, “Of course, Amanda,” and turning to his wife, Elizabeth, he added, “I’m sorry, dear, you were here alone with all this happening.”


  At that moment Mrs. Taft returned to the parlor and took a chair over near the fireplace. “She wasn’t alone, John. I was here.”


  “Yes, ma’am, and I’m thankful for that,” John Shaw said, smiling at the lady.


  “Now, if Uncle Ned and Morning Star would get back, everything would be going just fine,” Mandie remarked. “I’ll run upstairs and get the book, Uncle John.”


  Mandie went up to her room, picked up the book from her bureau, and returned downstairs to the parlor. By that time Joe and Jonathan had come back from their walk and were talking to Mr. Guyer.


  “What kind of mine did you buy, Dad?” Jonathan was asking Mr. Guyer.


  “It’s a rather unusual kind of mine. It’s stuff called mica, but I understand there is a big market for it right now,” Mr. Guyer replied.


  “Can we go see it?” Jonathan asked.


  “No, Jonathan, we don’t have time this trip,” Lindall Guyer explained, “but we will come back soon, and I’ll show it to you then. In the meantime, Mr. Bond will be handling everything for me, with permission of John Shaw, of course.”


  “Yes, Jason Bond will hire some help and get things moving. It hasn’t been mined in a few years,” John Shaw agreed.


  Mandie had stood beside her uncle during this conversation, and now she held the old book’s loose pages out to him.


  “What is this, Amanda? Looks like a lot of paper,” John Shaw told her as he shuffled the yellowed sheets of paper.


  “We found it behind a drawer in an old wardrobe in the attic,” Mandie replied. “Mr. Jason thought it might be an account book for the farm here many years ago.”


  “Well, yes, it could be, but it’s so old I can’t make out much of anything on these pages,” John Shaw told her. Then he looked up and added, “I know exactly who would be able to help you out on this. Uncle Ned. He lived here, you know, when I was a small boy, and he helped my father with the business of the farm.”


  “All right, we’ll ask him,” Mandie agreed, taking back the loose papers. “He’s supposed to be back anytime now.”


  But Uncle Ned and Morning Star did not return in the afternoon, and Mandie was so busy seeing about the party for Joe that first thing she knew, it was time for supper.


  At the dining table that night, everyone seemed quiet, waiting for the surprise to happen. And everyone knew they would not get any dessert at supper. Everyone, that is, but Joe.


  As soon as they were finished, Joe looked at Mandie and said, “I suppose we’re going to have chocolate cake for dessert.”


  Mandie almost choked on the last sip of her coffee, trying to think of an answer, but her mother saved her.


  “We’ll have coffee and cake later,” Elizabeth said, rising from the table. “That way we can get comfortable and have a chance to talk, since Joe and Dr. Woodard are leaving tomorrow for that long journey to New Orleans.”


  Everyone agreed as they rose and left the room as Mandie had requested earlier. “Son, let’s step out on the porch for a whiff of fresh air,” Dr. Woodard said, getting his coat from the hall tree.


  “Sure, Dad,” Joe agreed, reaching for his coat. As he and his father went toward the front door, he called back to Mandie, “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


  “All right,” Mandie agreed.


  As soon as Dr. Woodard and Joe went outside, the others all rushed to the back parlor, slipped inside, and closed the door. The huge baby grand piano was in this room, and Mandie immediately approached her grandmother. “You are making me take piano lessons at school because you said every well-educated young lady should know music, but you have never played for me. I don’t believe you know how.” She grinned.


  “Amanda, I am well aware of your tactics. You are only trying to get me to play for Joe’s party,” Mrs. Taft said, smiling down at Mandie. She walked over to the piano and asked, “What would you like?” as she raised the lid on the keyboard.


  Mandie frowned and said, “Something fast, or funny, nothing slow and sad.”


  Mrs. Taft smiled at her and immediately broke into “Hello, ma Baby, hello, ma honey—”


  Just as Mandie started to protest, the door opened and Dr. Woodard ushered Joe into the room. Everyone applauded and began congratulating him on his admission to college. The huge chocolate cake stood in the middle of the table in the center of the room, and coffee and cups were nearby. Joe could only stand there and stare.


  “Come on, you have to cut the cake,” Mandie said, going to grab him by the hand.


  At that moment Polly and her mother appeared at the doorway. Elizabeth went to meet them and said, “I’m sorry. We should have waited for y’all.”


  “No, we’re late. Sorry,” Mrs. Cornwallis told her.


  “I’ll help you cut the cake,” Polly said, rushing across the room to take Joe’s other hand.


  Everyone laughed as John Shaw said, “My goodness, Joe, you have so many admirers.”


  Joe’s face turned red, and he immediately pulled away from Mandie and Polly. “I think whoever made this cake ought to cut it,” he said, looking around the room.


  Aunt Lou, Liza, Jenny, and Abraham were all standing near the doorway, smiling. Joe rushed over to Aunt Lou, caught her hand, and led her to the cake on the table. “I want you to cut it,” he said, and then grinning, he added, “but you can give me the very first piece, since you didn’t give us any dessert at supper.”


  “Lawsy mercy,” the old woman said, glancing at Elizabeth, who nodded and smiled. “ ’Nuff work cookin’ dat great big cake. Now I has to cut it, too.” She sighed in protest, picked up the knife, and began slicing.


  As soon as everyone had their fill of cake, Mandie removed a cover from a corner table and revealed the wrapped gifts. “Now you have to unwrap these,” she called out. “We’re not going to allow Aunt Lou to do that.” She grinned at him.


  Joe, who never liked a fuss being made over him, blushed again and finally began to remove the paper and ribbons, thanking each person as the present appeared.


  Mandie heard a sudden movement at the doorway to the hallway. She looked across the room and saw Uncle Ned and Morning Star standing there watching. She raced across the room, grabbed both of them by a hand, and pulled them into the room.


  “You are late, but there’s still plenty of cake and coffee,” she told them.


  Aunt Lou nodded at Liza, and the girl served them with a slice of cake and a cup of coffee.


  Mrs. Taft kept playing the popular music of the day as everyone moved around the room and talked. Then Mandie heard the notes of “When You Were Sweet Sixteen,” and she quickly looked at her grandmother. The lady was looking straight across the room at Lindall Guyer, who was staring back.


  “Well,” Mandie said softly to Joe at her side.


  “Yes, there has to have been something between those two many years ago,” Jonathan spoke up behind them.


  Mandie and Joe turned and agreed.


  “Someday I’m going to find out what the story was,” Mandie said. “In the meantime, let’s all sit down.”


  The five young people managed to sit on one settee that was across the room. Mandie asked Joe to tell them about the college.


  “But, Mandie, I’ve told you that I haven’t even seen it yet,” he said. He turned halfway around to look at her, which put his back to the others, and said, “There’s something I’ve been meaning to say to you. I’ve thought about it for a long time, and I’ve decided I should explain so you won’t misunderstand what—”


  Polly had stood up and was looking at the two as she interrupted, “Oh, Joe, I’m so anxious to see your college. I’m coming down there on a visit—Mother and me. She said so.”


  Mandie drew a deep breath, stood up, and said, “It’s time to show the diary book and the quilt to Uncle Ned. Come on.”


  All the young people rushed upstairs. Mandie got the book from her room, and then they went on to retrieve the quilt from the attic. Joe volunteered to carry it down the steps. When they reentered the parlor, everyone turned to look.


  “What on earth do you have, Joe?” Elizabeth asked.


  Before anyone could say anything else, Uncle Ned stepped forward and said, “Cherokee quilt.” He reached for it and shook out the folds.


  Everyone crowded around with questions.


  “My grandfather, what does the story say on the quilt?” Sallie asked.


  “Later. Take time to read,” the old man told her.


  “Will you read it before you leave?” Mandie asked.


  Uncle Ned shook his head and said, “Take quilt home. Get Uncle Wirt read.”


  “But can’t you read it?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, but long time. Wirt know better, faster,” the old man said. He folded the quilt and handed it to Morning Star. “Take home.”


  Mandie was disappointed, but she picked up the pages of the diary book from where she had laid them on a table and handed these to the old man. “Can you tell us what this is?” She explained how they found it.


  Uncle Ned scanned the pages and said, “Book for farm. Father of John Shaw make this.”


  “I figured it was,” John Shaw said, standing nearby. “So it was my father’s.”


  “Yes, old book,” Uncle Ned agreed.


  Mandie looked at her friends and said, “Well, that solves all the mysteries except the quilt. I hope we hear from Uncle Ned on that.” She smiled up at the old Cherokee man.


  “Fast,” he agreed.


  It was late that night when everyone went to bed. Mandie couldn’t go to sleep. She kept thinking about Joe leaving the next day. The days would be long before she saw him again. She wished she could just go on to the university with Joe, but Joe was two years older and two years ahead of her in school. Then, too, she might not go to the same college. Oh, she was going to miss him more than she would let anyone know. And she secretly believed that Joe would miss her, too. At least she hoped so.


  Everyone was up early the next morning, since Dr. Woodard and Joe would be going to the depot. Mandie wished she could have some time alone with Joe, but the house was full of people who wanted to tell Joe good-bye. Then she had a wonderful surprise.


  As soon as breakfast was finished, John Shaw rose, looked around the table, and said, “I don’t know about you people, but I think I’d rather just tell Joe good-bye right here and not tramp down to that smoky old depot.”


  Everyone agreed, but everyone also looked at Mandie, who had not said a word. She understood that they were all allowing her to have her own private good-bye with Joe. She felt a rush of love for them all.


  So Abraham drove them to the depot in John Shaw’s rig. Dr. Woodard sat on the front seat and kept talking to Abraham. Mandie, with Snowball in her lap, and Joe sat in the back, and neither one could think of a single word to say. Joe reached and squeezed her hand as he helped her down at the depot.


  “Here she comes!” Dr. Woodard said loudly to Abraham, who was unloading their luggage.


  Abraham took the bags inside and checked them. Dr. Woodard walked down the platform. Mandie and Joe stood silently watching the train come in.


  “Cheer up, it’ll be summertime before we know it,” Joe told her. “Maybe Jonathan will come back, and we can go see his father’s mica mine. That would be interesting.”


  “Yes,” Mandie replied, dropping her gaze so Joe wouldn’t see the tears rapidly filling her blue eyes. Snowball clung to her shoulder, the noise of the train frightening him.


  The conductor jumped down from the train and yelled, “All aboard! All aboard!”


  Dr. Woodard was down the platform and motioned for Joe to come. Joe looked down at Mandie and said over the noise of the hissing train, “Behave yourself and don’t get caught up in any mysteries you can’t solve while I’m gone.” He quickly planted a kiss on her cheek and raced off down the platform to join his father.


  Mandie stood there alone, watching Joe enter the train. As the train started pulling out of the station, he appeared at an open window and yelled back at her, “I forgot to tell you—”


  The next few words were indistinguishable above the roar of the train, but she caught the end of it, “I will write to you about this.” He leaned out and threw a kiss with his fingers.


  Mandie burst into tears as she watched the train disappear down the long tracks. Joe was gone.


  Abraham softly came up beside her and asked, “Miss ’Manda, you be wantin’ to go back home now?”


  Mandie nodded and turned to walk with the old man toward the rig. What had Joe been trying to tell her? She couldn’t make any sense out of it as she kept repeating the only words she could understand. He had said he would write, but it would probably take a long time for a letter to get to her from all the way down in New Orleans.


  In the meantime, it was going to be a long good-bye.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  SECRET PLANS


  Mandie and Celia rushed into their room at the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls in Asheville, North Carolina, threw their books on a chair, and danced around the room.


  “Two whole weeks of holiday!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Two whole weeks without books!” Celia added.


  Spring in 1902 had arrived and all the students were leaving the next day for a two-week break. Mandie Shaw was going home to Franklin, North Carolina, and Celia Hamilton to Richmond, Virginia, but Mandie had other plans for the time.


  “I hope Joe Woodard gets home from college by the time I get to his house,” Mandie said, calming down to walk around the room. “But, you know, New Orleans is such a long way off. I don’t know why he couldn’t have found a college nearer home.”


  “Oh, Mandie, you do know,” Celia said, frowning as she stood still to look at her friend. “The college down there let him in early, and it also teaches what Joe needs to learn to become a lawyer.”


  “Yes, I know,” Mandie said with a sigh, stopping to pick up her books.


  “How will you know whether he is home or not?” Celia asked.


  Mandie laid her books on the desk in their room and replied, “Well, you see, I have to go home first, and then Uncle John will take me to the Woodards’ house. I’m sure Uncle John will know. Dr. Woodard will probably send him a message. I wish you could go with me.”


  “Not this time. I have to go home,” Celia told her, sitting down in the chair with her books. “But I promise I will go to your house when school is out for the summer.” She pushed back her long, curly auburn hair as she looked at Mandie.


  “I hope Jonathan will be able to come down from New York,” Mandie said. “And that Sallie can join us, too. We’re going to have an exciting summer if we can all get together. I know for sure Joe will be around.”


  “Do you think Jonathan’s father will come down with him? Will your grandmother be at your house then?” Celia asked.


  Mandie sat on the window seat and smiled as she said, “I have no idea. But I do know my grandmother doesn’t like Jonathan Guyer’s father for some reason or other. One of these days I’m going to find out why.”


  “I hope you do because I’d like to know, too,” Celia said, grinning at her friend.


  Suddenly there was a loud banging noise and then a sharp hissing sound. Both girls jumped up, startled.


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie said with a frown as she looked around the room. “That was that crazy old radiator acting up!”


  “Sure it was,” Celia agreed. “I’ll just never get used to that noise.”


  “Me either,” Mandie agreed. “But you’ve got to admit our room has been warmer since we came back from Christmas holidays and the furnace had been installed. If it just wouldn’t make that terrible noise.”


  “I know, but I still think I would rather have kept the fire in the fireplace,” Celia said. She looked overhead to a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling. “And that stupid way of having a light is dumb. Why couldn’t they wire the room so we could have some electric lights on the walls down here or lamps or something instead of sticking the light all the way up to the ceiling?”


  Mandie grinned mischievously at her friend and said, “We should have been here while they were working on all this and told them how we wanted everything. At least Miss Prudence has let us keep our oil lamps in our rooms.”


  “Thank goodness,” Celia said. “Why, I can’t even see good enough to read by that light bulb up there. You know that.”


  “Yes, and I think that’s why we are allowed to keep our lamps,” Mandie agreed. “I suppose the next thing will be installing a telephone here in the school, but that will probably be put in Miss Prudence’s office downstairs so they won’t bother us with that.”


  “Maybe they can do that while we’re on break the next two weeks,” Celia said.


  “Right,” Mandie agreed as she jumped up. “Right now I’m going to pack my things so I’ll be ready when Grandmother sends Ben for me in the morning.”


  After an evening of packing and talking, the girls were up early the next morning. The furnace acted like an alarm clock. When Uncle Cal, the janitor, built up the fire downstairs in the furnace, the heat would rise to the rooms upstairs, and the radiators would start banging and hissing. This usually happened around five o’clock every morning. Mandie and Celia would stay snuggled under the quilts for about thirty minutes after this started, and by that time their room would be warm enough for them to step down on the cold floor and get dressed. But they were in a hurry this particular morning and didn’t wait for the temperature to rise in their room.


  “You know even though we’re in the first sitting for breakfast at seven-thirty, we still have to eat before we can leave,” Mandie reminded her friend as she quickly pulled on a navy dress with white lace trimming. “And that means we have to stay here until at least eight-thirty. So I don’t know why we got up so early.”


  “Oh, Mandie, I couldn’t have slept another wink,” Celia replied. She was buttoning up the front of her dark brown dress. “I’m as anxious as you are to get home. So just as soon as Aunt Rebecca gets here, I’ll get the train with her back to Richmond.”


  “And Ben will probably be waiting for me as soon as we have breakfast,” Mandie said, quickly brushing her long blond hair. “And Grandmother and I will be leaving on the train to Franklin.”


  Mandie’s grandmother, Mrs. Taft, lived in Asheville, and Ben was her driver. She always sent him in the rig to pick Mandie up from school when Mandie was coming to visit her. And sometimes Mrs. Taft kept Snowball, Mandie’s cat, because Mandie boarded at the school and there had to be a special reason for him to be allowed to stay at the school, such as the time a mouse got in Mandie and Celia’s room while the workmen were boring holes to install the furnace and the electrical wiring.


  “I know Snowball will be glad to see you,” Celia remarked as she, too, began brushing her hair. “He’s been at your grandmother’s ever since we came back from the Christmas holidays, and you haven’t been to her house since then.”


  “And I’ll be glad to see Joe Woodard to find out what he was trying to tell me when he left on the train to go to college and we said good-bye at the first of the year. He was yelling something at me out the train window when it pulled out of the station, and he promised to write. The only thing I’ve heard from him was the note the other day saying he would be home for the spring holidays,” Mandie said with a frown.


  “He’s probably been awfully busy getting settled into college,” Celia said. She tied her hair back with a ribbon to match her dress.


  “Anyhow, I’ll find out what it was just as soon as I see him, which shouldn’t be too much longer,” Mandie replied, turning in front of the full-length mirror to inspect her dress. “Let’s go downstairs and see if anyone else is up. That way we’ll be first in line for breakfast.”


  When Mandie and Celia got down to the main hallway, they were surprised to see other students waiting around. Everyone seemed in a hurry to leave school. Even Miss Prudence, the head schoolmistress, who presided over the first sitting for breakfast, seemed in a hurry to get the pupils on their way. It was the shortest meal Mandie had ever sat through at the school.


  When Mandie and Celia left the dining room, they glanced out the front door.


  “Ben is already out there!” Mandie exclaimed, going to open the door.


  “Celia!” someone called from behind them, and the two girls turned around to find Celia’s aunt Rebecca waiting for them in the little alcove at the front window. “The train was early,” the lady said, rising to come toward them.


  “Oh, Aunt Rebecca, I’m so glad. Maybe the train home will be early, too,” Celia said, going to embrace her aunt.


  “I’m glad to see you, Aunt Rebecca,” Mandie greeted the woman and was immediately hugged by her. Even though she was no kin to Mandie, Mandie called her “Aunt Rebecca” with her permission, since Mandie had no aunts of her own.


  “I hope you have a nice journey home, dear,” Aunt Rebecca told her.


  “Thank you,” Mandie replied. “Ben is out there waiting, so I’ll let him know he can get my trunk now. See y’all in two weeks.”


  “Have fun,” Celia called to her as Mandie went out the front door to speak to Ben.


  When Mandie got to her grandmother’s house, and the maid opened the door, Snowball came rushing out and went wild rubbing around Mandie’s ankles. She stooped and picked him up. “So you are glad to see me,” Mandie told him as she rubbed her cheek on his soft white fur.


  “Amanda, come on in,” Mrs. Taft called from down the hallway. “We’ll be leaving soon.”


  Mandie set Snowball down and hurried to embrace her grandmother. Snowball ran off down the hallway. “I haven’t seen you since we came back to Asheville. We never stay apart that long at one time.”


  “I know, dear,” Mrs. Taft said, squeezing Mandie’s shoulders. “We’re going to have to work out our schedules so we have more time together. Now take off your coat and tam, and we’ll sit by the fire in the parlor until it’s time to leave.”


  Mandie hung her coat and tam on the hall tree and followed her grandmother into the parlor. She saw the fire burning brightly in the fireplace and asked, “Oh, Grandmother, you haven’t had one of those furnaces put in your house yet?”


  As they sat down, Mrs. Taft smiled and replied, “Oh yes, dear, we do have what they call central heat now, but I don’t intend doing away with my fires in the fireplaces all the time.”


  Mandie quickly looked around the room and spotted a radiator beneath the windows to the front porch in the room. “I see,” she said. “Do your radiators make all that racket like the ones at school? Celia and I always think something is blowing up when it happens.”


  Mrs. Taft laughed and replied, “They do make some noise, but once you learn how to stoke them, they are not so bad. Evidently Uncle Cal at the school isn’t keeping them going evenly.”


  “I suppose as soon as it gets warm weather, Miss Prudence will have them all turned off,” Mandie said with a big sigh. Then she changed the subject. “Are you going to stay at our house until it’s time for me to come back to school?”


  “I’m not certain at the moment,” Mrs. Taft told her. “But I probably will. Hilda is still at the Mannings’ house, and they have been asking if they can keep her. They want to give her a home.”


  “Hilda live with the Mannings?” Mandie questioned. “Well, I suppose that would be all right, provided we could see her now and then.”


  “Of course, that would be understood,” Mrs. Taft said. “You know, Hilda is much better off with them because they have that daughter who lives at home. She doesn’t go off to school out of town like you do. And Hilda seems to get along very well with the daughter.”


  “Have you already promised them Hilda could live with them?” Mandie asked.


  Mandie and Celia had found Hilda hiding in their schoolhouse and had rescued her and brought her home to Mrs. Taft. Therefore, Mandie felt a close connection with the girl, even though Hilda didn’t seem to know how to talk very well and had some kind of handicap for learning.


  “No, dear, I just told them we would discuss it later, when you and I come back to Asheville,” Mrs. Taft said.


  The maid came into the parlor just then with a tray and put it on the table next to Mrs. Taft. Mandie spotted sweet rolls on it alongside the coffeepot.


  “Now, let’s have a little refreshment before we board that noisy, dirty old train,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie, picking up the cup of coffee the maid had poured for her.


  Mandie took the other cup of coffee and moved closer to the table to look over the fancy delicacies on the tray, but especially the sweet rolls.


  “We made them especially for you, Missy ’Manda,” Ella, the maid, told her with a big grin as she watched.


  “Oh, thank you,” Mandie said, smiling up at the girl as she quickly took one of the rolls on a little plate from the tray. She took a big bite and spoke with her mouth full. “Umm! Good!”


  “Thank you, Ella, that will be all for now,” Mrs. Taft dismissed the maid, who quickly left the room. Then turning to Mandie, Mrs. Taft asked, “Amanda, are you not learning anything at that school? You know you shouldn’t talk with food in your mouth.”


  Mandie quickly swallowed and replied, “I know. I’m sorry, Grandmother. I suppose Miss Prudence is so strict on us that I have to loosen up when I get away from her.”


  “But that is a big mistake, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said. “If you don’t mind your p’s and q’s all the time, you will forget sometime and make a big blunder, like, uh ...” She tried to think of an example.


  “Like visiting with the President of the United States?” Mandie quickly finished for her. “Yes, President McKinley was so nice and so friendly. It was hard to remember to be on my best behavior, but I don’t believe I made a real big mistake. I tried hard.”


  “No, as I remember, you did very well,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “Now, have you thought about what you would like to do this summer? We went to Europe last summer, but we could always go back if you’re interested.”


  Mandie quickly replied, “Oh no, Grandmother, I don’t want to go anywhere. I mean, not Europe at least. I would like to stay home this summer, I think.”


  Mrs. Taft quickly looked at her and asked, “Have you lost all interest in seeing the world? You know I would like to show you everything.”


  “No, it isn’t that, Grandmother,” Mandie said, not daring to look at her grandmother as she tried to think of some excuse. “I think my friends will all visit after school is out—Celia, Sallie, Jonathan, and Joe, that is.”


  “I see,” Mrs. Taft said, watching her closely. “Then perhaps they would like to go with you and me somewhere, some special place that you’d like to visit.”


  Mandie took a deep breath, set down her coffee cup, and said, “I just don’t know. I’d have to ask them. You see, we had all talked about this at Christmastime and decided we would visit all our homes. You know, we would all go to Joe’s, Sallie’s, Jonathan’s, and Celia’s, and they would come to my house first.”


  “Now, that sounds like a weary summer, running from Franklin, to Charley Gap, to Deep Creek, to Richmond, and New York. Why, you’d be spending most of your time traveling all that distance,” Mrs. Taft said. “Why don’t you just ask all your friends to come along with you and me, and we’ll go wherever you want.”


  “Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said, hoping her grandmother would change the subject. She didn’t want her to know that she would be running off to Joe’s house as soon as Uncle John would take her. “I’ll ask everyone.”


  “Now that we have that settled, I believe we’d better get ready to go to the depot,” Mrs. Taft said, rising from her chair.


  Oh goodness, Mandie thought. Her grandmother seemed to think she had agreed to take her friends and go with her someplace. And she didn’t believe her friends would go along with that. They all wanted to escape adult supervision for the summer. They were getting too old to tag along with parents and grandparents all the time. How was she ever going to get out of this?


  “Come along, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said as she left the room.


  “Yes, ma’am, I’m coming,” Mandie said, following her out the door.


  When they arrived at the depot, the train came in on time. After they got aboard, Mandie held Snowball in her lap and was thankful to see that her grandmother intended to doze off during the trip. That way she wouldn’t have to discuss the possibility of a summer journey. But Mandie soon found herself getting sleepy. She wrapped Snowball’s red leash around her wrist and slid down in her seat to get comfortable.


  The next thing Mandie knew the conductor was calling, “Franklin! Franklin!” She quickly straightened up to see her grandmother smoothing her skirt and preparing to stand up.


  “Home!” Mandie exclaimed, looking out the window. There was Uncle John waiting for them on the platform. Holding securely to the white cat, she followed her grandmother out of the train.


  Uncle John Shaw greeted Mrs. Taft. “So glad you could come with Mandie.”


  “Of course,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  Then the tall man bent down to embrace Mandie and the white kitten she was holding. “I’m glad you’re home, my little blue eyes.”


  “So am I, Uncle John,” Mandie replied, putting an arm around his neck. Then looking up at him, she asked, “Uncle John, do you have any messages for me?”


  “Messages for you?” John Shaw asked with a puzzled expression as he straightened up.


  Mandie noticed that her grandmother had also turned to listen as they left the platform of the depot. “You know, any word from anyone I know?” she tried to explain without really explaining.


  “Oh, I see,” John Shaw said, winking at her. “No, I don’t believe I have heard anything from any of your friends.”


  Mandie frowned, thinking to herself that he must have understood that she was really asking if he had heard whether Joe was home or not. Somehow she just didn’t want her grandmother to know, mainly because her grandmother was trying to arrange her summer vacation.


  Uncle John had come in the rig, and Jason Bond was with him. Mr. Bond was already inside the depot getting their luggage.


  “I’ll be right back. I need to help Jason Bond with the luggage,” John Shaw told Mrs. Taft as he helped her board the rig.


  Mandie jumped up and sat on the backseat. Snowball was trying to get away from her, but she held firmly to his leash.


  When they got to the house, all the servants were waiting to greet her in the hallway. To Mandie they were all a part of her family and she loved them all—Aunt Lou, Liza, Jenny, and Abraham. And they always seemed happy when Mandie came home.


  After removing her coat and tam and hanging them on the hall tree, Mandie hugged every one of the servants. Then she finally got to the parlor, where her mother was sitting and where her grandmother had already sat down.


  “I’m glad you’re home, dear,” her mother, Elizabeth Shaw, told her as they embraced.


  “Me too,” Mandie said with a big smile.


  Her mother had married Mandie’s uncle John Shaw after Mandie’s father had died, and Mandie was so grateful to have a real home. She sat down on a stool by the fire in the fireplace.


  “I was just asking Amanda what she would like to do this summer,” Mrs. Taft said to her daughter. “Perhaps you and John could join us this summer for a trip somewhere.”


  Oh goodness, why doesn’t Grandmother forget about that journey she wants to take this summer? Mandie thought to herself.


  “I’m not sure yet what our plans are, but John and I can discuss it,” Elizabeth replied.


  At that moment Mandie happened to look at the doorway and saw Liza, the young maid, standing there, motioning to her. Mandie quickly glanced at her mother and grandmother and managed to get up and go out to the hallway without being noticed.


  “Missy ’Manda, you got a letter,” Liza whispered.


  “A letter? Where is it?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “Over dere in dat plate whut holds de mail,” Liza replied, pointing to the table in the hallway.


  Mandie rushed over to look. Sure enough, there was a small white envelope addressed to her, and, if she wasn’t terribly mistaken, the handwriting belonged to Joe. She snatched it up and ran to sit on the bottom step of the huge staircase in the main hallway. Liza silently followed, almost as excited as Mandie.


  Mandie tore the envelope open and glanced at the one sheet of paper with only three lines of writing on it. “I will be home by the time you get this. Are you coming here, or am I coming there?” It was signed, “Joe.”


  “From Doctuh son, ain’t it?” Liza said, excitedly dancing around the hallway.


  “Yes, it is, Liza, and he’s already home from school,” Mandie replied as she tried to decide what to do next. She couldn’t very well run off as soon as she arrived home, but, on the other hand, she wanted to go to the Woodards’ instead of having Joe come to her house. That was what they had been planning, anyway.


  “He not comin’ heah?” Liza asked as she came to a stop by Mandie.


  “No, I don’t think so,” Mandie said thoughtfully. Uncle John had previously promised her he would take her to the Woodards, so that was what she was going to do.


  “Den you gwine out dere?” Liza asked.


  “Yes, I am,” Mandie replied.


  “Right now?” Liza asked.


  Mandie smiled at her friend and said, “No, not right now, Liza. I just got home. I have to stay a little while, and then I’ll go.”


  “Don’t tell Missy Polly, ’cause she be wantin’ to go, too,” Liza warned her.


  “Polly wants to go to Joe’s house?” Mandie asked as she stood up and carefully folded the letter and put it in her pocket.


  “Dat whut she dun tole huh cook, and huh cook dun tole me dat she be wantin’ to do sumpin’ dis heah summer, so she might be gwine somewhere wid you,” Liza explained.


  “Oh no, Liza, don’t let her know anything,” Mandie said quickly. “She got home yesterday, didn’t she, because she left school one day early?”


  “Dat’s right,” Liza said. “Don’t you worry none now, Missy ’Manda. I won’t be tellin’ huh nuthin’, nuthin’ a-tall.”


  Polly Cornwallis lived next door to Mandie, and their mothers were good friends. But Polly was always butting into things and inviting herself. And she was especially interested in Joe. That was another reason Mandie decided she didn’t want Joe to come to her house. Polly would find out and be right underfoot the whole time.


  “Thanks for telling me, Liza,” Mandie said. “I’ll let you know when I’m going to Joe’s.”


  As she went back toward the parlor, Mandie wondered when she would be able to leave, but the sooner the better. She wanted to know what Joe had been trying to tell her out of the train window when he had gone away to school.


  CHAPTER TWO


  MORE PLANS


  Mandie was pleasantly surprised the next morning when Uncle John asked at the breakfast table, “When are you planning to go to the Woodards’? I have some business I’d like to attend to in Asheville as soon as possible. So if we could go to the Woodards’ tomorrow after church, I could go on to Asheville from there, and then come back to get you whenever you are ready to return home. What do you think?”


  Mandie smiled and replied as she laid down her fork, “Oh, Uncle John, that would be just fine.”


  “Amanda,” her mother said from the end of the huge table. “You just got home, and you are going away?”


  “I’m sorry, Mother,” Mandie quickly told her. “But if I could go to the Woodards’ with Uncle John tomorrow, I could come back in a few days ... whenever he could get me.”


  John Shaw looked at his wife from the head of the table and said, “If you don’t want us to do this, we can postpone her visit a few days. But you know I do have to go to Asheville and see our lawyer.”


  “Well, maybe it would work out better the way you’ve planned it,” Elizabeth slowly agreed. “So just go ahead tomorrow.” Turning to Mandie, she said, “Just don’t plan on staying at the Woodards’ the whole two weeks you will be out of school. You will come home when your uncle concludes his business and comes back for you.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie quickly agreed. “Thank you, Mother, for letting me go.”


  “Don’t forget about asking Joe if he would be interested in going with you and your other friends someplace this summer,” Mrs. Taft reminded Mandie. “I’ll foot the bill, and y’all just let me know where you want to go.”


  “Yes, ma’am, I’ll ask Joe,” Mandie promised, but she wished her grandmother would stop insisting they go on a trip with her in the summer. She was sure her friends wouldn’t agree to it. At least they’d better not.


  It turned out to be a long day. Mandie kept watching the clock and wishing the time away so Sunday would come and she would be on her way to Joe’s. She was so eager to find out what Joe had been trying to tell her from the train. She also wanted to know how Joe liked college, because she would be going away to a college somewhere in a couple of years and had no idea what to expect.


  But the time did finally arrive when John Shaw was urging her to hurry up and get in the buggy. He wanted to get to the Woodards’ before dark, and it was a mountainous road. Mandie threw a small valise with a change of clothes in it into the back of the buggy and kissed her mother good-bye.


  “I won’t be gone long, just until Uncle John can bring me back, Mother,” Mandie promised.


  “Give my regards to Mrs. Woodard, dear,” Elizabeth said, embracing her daughter.


  Then Mrs. Taft stepped forward to give Mandie a big hug as she said, “Yes, do hurry back and let me know what Joe has to say about traveling somewhere this summer, dear.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, then she quickly turned to jump up on the step and into the buggy, where Uncle John was waiting impatiently.


  As they traveled along the bumpy dirt road, Mandie decided to take Uncle John into her confidence. She thought he would understand.


  “Uncle John, I have a problem,” Mandie began, looking up at Uncle John’s brown eyes as he turned to her.


  “You do?” he said with a smile. “Why, that’s terrible.”


  “Oh, Uncle John, this is serious,” Mandie said without smiling.


  “All right, little blue eyes, what is it?” he asked as he drove the buggy on.


  “First of all, I really love Grandmother,” Mandie began slowly. “But you know how she is, always wanting to be in charge of everything and all that.” She paused for his answer.


  “I sure do,” John Shaw said with a little laugh. “She is one independent lady.” Bending toward Mandie, he added in a loud whisper, “And I’m so thankful her daughter is not like that at all.”


  “I know. Mother lets people just run over her sometimes, and I wish she wouldn’t,” Mandie said.


  “Now, hold on there, little blue eyes. You know I’d never run things over your mother. I love her too much. After all, I did wait all those years to marry her, while your father was living,” John Shaw tried to explain.


  But that statement caused tears to well up in Mandie’s eyes. “I don’t think you ought to say such things,” she said with a shaky voice. “I loved my father so much.”


  John Shaw reached to squeeze Mandie’s hand. “I’m sorry, dear,” he said. “I didn’t say things exactly the right way. I just wanted you to know how much I do love your mother.”


  Mandie quickly wiped a tear from her cheek and said, “That’s all right, Uncle John.” She took a deep breath and continued. “But Grandmother always wants to run everything, and now she’s trying to plan my summer for me.”


  John Shaw looked at her again, smiled, and said, “Well, now, exactly what is it she’s planning?”


  “Nothing in particular yet,” Mandie told him. “She wants me to tell her where I’d like to go this summer, and she’ll take me, and my friends, too, if they want to go. But that’s not what my friends and I are planning at all.”


  “I understand what you mean,” he replied. “Would you mind telling me what you and your friends are planning for the summer?”


  “Well, you see, when everyone was at our house at Christmastime, we decided we would visit everyone’s house. Everyone will come to our house first—that is, Jonathan, Joe, Sallie, and Celia. And then we’ll all go together and visit Joe’s house, Sallie’s house, Celia’s house, and Jonathan’s in New York,” Mandie explained, hoping he would understand and help her out on these plans.


  “And your grandmother is wanting to take all of you with her somewhere? Is that it?” John Shaw asked.


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie agreed. “We just want to get away from the adults and do some things on our own for a change.”


  “Oh, but you all can’t travel around the country like that without an adult along, dear,” John Shaw told her.


  “Why couldn’t we?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “In the first place, it wouldn’t be safe, running all over everywhere, especially to New York, and it wouldn’t be proper, either, you know,” he explained.


  “But, Uncle John, we don’t want Grandmother to go with us,” Mandie protested. She had brought Snowball with her, and he woke up in her lap and tried to get down. Holding on to his leash, she said, “Be still, Snowball.”


  “Perhaps someone else could go with y’all,” John Shaw suggested.


  “But who? All the grown-ups are always so busy with their own business,” Mandie replied. She patted Snowball’s head as he curled back up in her lap.


  John Shaw smiled at her and asked, “Would you like me to ask your mother if we could join y’all on this adventure? That is, if you want us along.”


  Mandie became excited and quickly said, “That would be wonderful! Do you think Mother would agree? Do you, Uncle John? Without Grandmother, that is?”


  “We won’t know until we ask her,” he said. “Therefore, we’ll find out just as soon as we get back home.”


  “But how are we going to get around Grandmother?” Mandie asked.


  “You leave that to me. I’ll figure out something,” John Shaw assured her as he drove on down the rutty road.


  Mandie was overjoyed by Uncle John’s suggestion. She could hardly wait to share it with Joe.


  By the time they reached the Woodards’ house, the sun had slipped behind the Nantahala Mountain and the spring air had become chilly. Mandie looked forward to the warmth of the fire she knew would be in the Woodards’ parlor fireplace. But when they arrived, Joe was not home.


  “Come in, come in,” Mrs. Woodard greeted them at the door. Mr. Miller had taken John Shaw’s buggy and horse to the barn when they pulled up at the back door, and he would bring their bags to the house.


  “I’ve brought Amanda here,” John Shaw said with a teasing grin as he looked at Mandie. “Seems she must have secrets to share with Joe.”


  “Yes, those two are always having secrets,” Mrs. Woodard agreed, smiling at Mandie as she closed the door. “Take off your coats.”


  Mandie was holding Snowball in her arms, and she said to Mrs. Woodard, “I hope you don’t mind if I brought Snowball.”


  “Of course not. I know that cat goes wherever you go,” Mrs. Woodard replied. “Just put him down. He’ll be all right. I’m sure he’ll find the fire in the parlor fireplace.”


  Mandie stooped to set Snowball down, and as she removed her coat she saw him run directly toward the parlor.


  John Shaw and Mandie hung their coats and hats on the hall tree and followed Mrs. Woodard into the parlor. Mandie looked around. There was no one else there. She went over to sit on a low stool by the fireplace, where Snowball was already curling up on the rug.


  “Is Dr. Woodard home?” John Shaw asked as he and Mrs. Woodard sat down.


  “No, he and Joe took some hot soup over to old Mrs. Donohue, who is ailing with a cold,” Mrs. Woodard replied. “But they’ll be back any minute now. We knew y’all would be here sometime during the school holidays, and we figured it would be today since Joe said he had sent Amanda a note saying he would be home.”


  “I’ve only come to leave Amanda here. I’ll be going on to Asheville early tomorrow morning to take care of some business, and I’ll be back for her in a day or two or so,” John Shaw explained.


  “A day or two?” Mrs. Woodard questioned him. “I believe Joe was hoping Amanda could stay longer than that. He is so excited about college, and it will probably take him days to tell her all about it.”


  “And I’m anxious to hear all about it,” Mandie spoke up.


  “But you know, Mrs. Woodard, Amanda has only two weeks out from school, and her mother wants to spend some time with her,” John Shaw explained.


  “Yes, I understand,” Mrs. Woodard agreed.


  Mandie was thinking all this time, Just a day or two? She thought she would have at least a few days with Joe, but she realized she would have to return home with Uncle John when he came back from Asheville. At least summer vacation was not far off.


  At that moment Snowball suddenly stood up and growled, his fur standing up. And Mandie heard a horse outside.


  As Mrs. Woodard and Uncle John both looked at the strange behavior of the cat, Mandie explained with a smile, “Joe is back. He must have Samantha with him, and Snowball knows it. He doesn’t like Joe’s dog.”


  Mrs. Woodard smiled at her and agreed. “Joe did take Samantha with him and his father, but he won’t be bringing her in the house. So don’t worry about Snowball.”


  Mandie heard the back door open and close, then the sound of Joe and his father talking as they came down the hallway. They stopped in the doorway to the parlor as they removed their coats and hats.


  Mandie stood up with a big smile and said, “Joe! You did make it home from college way down yonder in New Orleans, after all.”


  “I sure did!” Joe replied with a grin, rushing back to hang up his coat and hat.


  “Good to see you, John, and you, too, Miss Amanda,” Dr. Woodard said as he left his coat and hat on the hall tree and came into the parlor. He sat down in a chair near John Shaw.


  “Nice to visit you again,” John Shaw agreed.


  Joe rushed into the parlor and went to sit on the rug by the stool where Mandie had sat back down. He held out his hands toward the fire. “Cold outside for March, almost April at that,” he said. “The fire sure feels good after living with those radiators at college.” Snowball lay back down and curled up at his feet as Joe rubbed his head.


  Mandie grinned and said, “So you have radiators, too! They finally got them in our school, and the only good thing about them is that our room is so much warmer. They make noises when Celia and I are not expecting it, and it causes us to jump. We also got electricity with a light bulb hanging from the ceiling, but Miss Prudence let us keep our oil lamps because we couldn’t see to read very well by that silly light bulb. Do you have electricity at the college?” She could feel herself getting all wound up and excited now that Joe was here. Somehow she had become shy around her old friend and she didn’t understand why.


  Joe smiled and replied, “Yes, those radiators are always jumping up and down, and we do have electricity. But we have lights lower down on the walls in brackets, sort of like those candles in the brackets in your uncle’s office room.”


  “Maybe Miss Prudence will get that kind since she knows we can’t see very well with those light bulbs overhead,” Mandie said, shifting her eyes instead of looking directly at Joe. She fidgeted with her skirt, smoothing it out.


  “I hope so. Electricity is no good if you can’t see by it,” Joe declared. Then he lowered his voice as he said, “I’m glad you came. I have lots of things to tell you.”


  “I’m glad I could come, too, because I want to know all about your college,” Mandie replied. “Also, we need to talk about this summer. Remember you, Sallie, Jonathan, and I talked about getting together and visiting all our houses and Celia’s?”


  Joe sighed and said, “I remember, but you know what? I may have to stay in school all summer to get caught up to be registered as a full-time student in the fall. The subjects aren’t that hard. It’s just that there is so much that Mr. Tallant didn’t teach and that I need as a basic foundation.”


  “Oh, Joe, no!” Mandie exclaimed. “You’ve got to come home this summer. You see, Grandmother is trying to arrange everything.” She explained to Joe what she meant. “But I’m hoping my mother and Uncle John will travel around with us this summer.”


  “That would be nice,” Joe said. “But your uncle is right. We would need an adult with us.”


  Mandie was anxious to ask Joe what he had been trying to tell her from the train that day, but she thought it might be something she didn’t want to discuss right now within hearing of the adults.


  “How long have you been home?” Mandie asked.


  “I got home Friday,” Joe said. “And Uncle Ned came by Friday. He said Sallie is helping Mr. O’Neal with the Cherokee school. So I thought maybe we could go see them while you’re here.”


  Mandie explained that Uncle John would be returning in a day or two or maybe three to take her home. “So I won’t have a lot of time here,” Mandie said regretfully.


  “I was hoping you could stay longer than that,” Joe said in a disappointed voice. Then he added, “But we could still go visit Sallie. We’d have time for that.”


  “All right,” Mandie agreed. “Now tell me about your college.”


  “Well, it has several huge brick buildings on the grounds,” Joe explained. “The boys live in one of them. There are a few girl students, but they have to live out in town in rooms, or whatever. I’ve met several nice fellows, but I haven’t had time to really get acquainted because I’ve been studying day and night to catch up to meet the school’s requirements for entrance.”


  “Have you met any of the girls?” Mandie asked teasingly.


  Joe hesitated a moment and then, shrugging his shoulders, replied, “Well, I’ve seen some girls around, but they haven’t been in any of the classes I’m taking.”


  “Are there any pretty ones?” Mandie wanted to know. She smiled at Joe.


  “Pretty ones?” Joe questioned.


  “Yes, pretty girls, Joe, pretty girls,” Mandie told him with a big grin.


  “Pretty girls?” Joe repeated. Then looking directly at Mandie, he said, “Oh yes, there is this beautiful blue-eyed blond, short, sorta thin, who loves to solve mysteries. I believe her name is Mandie.”


  Mandie laughed out loud. “Oh, Joe! I’m talking about girls at your college, but if you don’t want to tell me, then what about the boys? Are there any handsome boys in your classes?”


  “I suppose you would call some of them handsome,” Joe said with a grin. “But I don’t intend introducing you to them to see what you think.”


  “But if I come down to visit you, I can see for myself,” Mandie reminded him.


  Joe became solemn as he looked at Mandie and said, “Yes, you could see for yourself. But I hope you don’t ever meet another fellow that you get too interested in, because I’m reminding you right here and now that I am still planning on marrying you when we finish growing up, Mandie Shaw.”


  Mandie felt herself blush, and she wouldn’t meet Joe’s brown eyes as he looked at her. What was this strange feeling she was having that made her feel so shy around her old friend Joe? She didn’t understand what had gotten into her.


  “That’s a long time in the future, when we have grown up, that is,” Mandie reminded him. She cleared her throat and asked, “Now, when are we going to see Sallie?”


  “I suppose we’d better go tomorrow morning, since you don’t have long to stay here,” Joe replied. “But it won’t do you any good to change the subject, Mandie Shaw, because in no time flat we’ll be all grown up one of these days.”


  Mandie glanced at the adults, who were carrying on their own conversation. She was afraid one of them might have overheard Joe’s conversation with her. But if they had, no one showed it.


  Mandie changed the subject. “I suppose one of these days my mother will pick out a college somewhere for me to go to in a couple of years,” she said.


  “Come to mine. We’d have two years there to track down all those mysteries in New Orleans, and it is a very mysterious place, very interesting and very old,” Joe said. “There’s no telling what kind of a mystery we might run across.”


  “But it’s also very far away from my home,” Mandie reminded him.


  “Any college you go to will be a long way from home,” Joe reminded her. “Just hope your mother doesn’t pick one way up north someplace, like New York. That place is too big, and there are too many people there.”


  “I imagine I’ll have a little say-so about where I’m going to college,” Mandie told him. “Uncle John would help me out on that with Mother.”


  “I know,” Joe teased. “Your uncle has you spoiled rotten.”


  Mandie quickly said, “I’m no more rotten than you are, Joe Woodard!” She felt her old, comfortable friendship with Joe returning as the shyness went away.


  At that moment Mrs. Miller, who worked for the Woodards and lived with her husband in a cabin on the Woodard property, came to the parlor doorway. Mrs. Woodard saw her and asked, “You have everything on the table?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mrs. Miller told her. “All ready to eat.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Miller. We’ll be right in,” Mrs. Woodard replied.


  Mrs. Miller went back down the hallway. Mrs. Woodard rose and said, “I imagine everyone is hungry now. And we have plenty of food on the table. So let’s move on into the dining room.”


  “I’m not rotten,” Joe said under his breath as everyone went into the hallway. He grinned down at Mandie.


  “We will continue this conversation later,” Mandie promised as they followed the adults into the dining room and were seated at the table next to each other.


  John Shaw spoke from down the other side of the table, “Amanda, I will be leaving early in the morning, probably before you get up, but please remember I will be back for you most likely on Wednesday, or Thursday at the latest.”


  “Yes, sir, I’ll remember,” Mandie promised. “Will you be staying in Asheville until then?”


  “Your grandmother has graciously invited me to stay at her house while I attend to my business there, so, yes, I’ll be in Asheville. My lawyer is there, and I’ll be spending some time with him, going over legal transactions and such,” John Shaw explained. “But you just be sure you are here when I return. I don’t want to have to run all over the countryside looking for you.” He smiled at her.


  “I’ll be here, Uncle John,” Mandie promised.


  Joe looked at Mandie, grinned, and said, “I won’t let her run off somewhere chasing a mystery.”


  “That’s impossible, because you always go along on the mystery with me when I find one,” Mandie reminded him with a big smile.


  “In that case we’d better see that you and Miss Amanda are both here,” Dr. Woodard told his son.


  “And Snowball,” Mrs. Woodard added. “Y’all know how he likes to run away.”


  “And Snowball,” John Shaw agreed.


  As the adults became engaged in their own conversation, Mandie whispered to Joe, “Do you suppose it’s all right if we go see Sallie? That’s a long way off.”


  “Oh sure,” Joe said. “I’ll let my mother know in the morning where we are going. I don’t think your uncle expects you to just sit here and not do anything.”


  “All right, if you say so,” Mandie replied. She had not seen Sallie, or Sallie’s grandfather, Uncle Ned, the old Cherokee friend of Mandie’s father, since the Christmas holidays, and she was anxious to get caught up on all the news. She would also like to see her father’s house down the road from the Woodards’, where she had lived until her father died there. “Joe, do you think we could stop by my father’s house?”


  “Of course, Mandie,” Joe replied. “You know Mr. Jacob Smith has moved in, like you asked him to, and he is taking care of the place. I’m sure he will be glad to see you.”


  “And I’ll be glad to see him,” Mandie replied as her thoughts turned back to the time when her father was living. She missed him so much.


  CHAPTER THREE


  A PILE OF MICA


  Even though dawn was just beginning to crack the night sky when Mandie got up the next morning and went downstairs, she found out from Mrs. Miller that her uncle John was already gone. And so was Dr. Woodward, who was making some early sick calls.


  “Your uncle left about fifteen minutes ago, and Dr. Woodard just this minute drove off in his buggy,” Mrs. Miller explained while she was cooking breakfast on the iron cookstove. “You just sit down over there at the table.”


  “Has Joe been down yet?” Mandie asked, pulling out a chair from the table and sitting down.


  “Yes, he went down to the barn with his father. I suppose he’ll be right back,” Mrs. Miller explained. She stirred a pot of grits.


  “I see Snowball already has his breakfast,” Mandie said with a smile as she watched her white cat hurriedly eating from a bowl by the stove.


  “Well, you know how it is. I couldn’t make the poor little cat wait for scraps from the table,” Mrs. Miller replied with a little laugh.


  “Oh, that poor little cat will eat anything anytime you give it to him,” Mandie replied, smiling at the woman.


  Joe came in the back door as Mandie was speaking, and he added, “And so will this poor little boy. Mmmm! Something smells good.” He walked over to the stove to look into the pots.


  “Now you just go set yourself down there at the table and I’ll bring the food,” Mrs. Miller admonished him with a spoon in her hand. “Your mother is sleeping late.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Joe replied with a smile. He pulled out a chair across the table from Mandie and sat down. He looked back across the room at Mrs. Miller and teased, “I’m sitting down at the table now and I don’t see any food.”


  “If I didn’t know you better, and having changed your diapers when you were a baby, I’d say you’re just plain uppity,” Mrs. Miller answered with an effort to keep from laughing.


  “And if I didn’t know how good your cooking is, I’d say you’re a pokey cook,” Joe returned, grinning.


  “There now. We’re even. Nobody won,” Mrs. Miller said, bringing a platter of bacon and eggs to the table and placing it in the middle. “ ’Course, now, if you don’t want to eat my cooking, why, that’s just fine with me. Just one less to cook for.” She squeezed Joe’s shoulder as she passed him. “Now let me get the rest of the food.” She went back to the stove to ladle up grits into a bowl.


  “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you two don’t like each other,” Mandie said, reaching for the platter. “But count me out. I’m hungry, and I want to eat so we can get going.”


  “And where are y’all off to today?” Mrs. Miller asked as she brought the bowl of hot grits to the table and set it in front of them.


  “Here and there,” Joe replied, helping himself to the grits. “We’re going to see Sallie, and we’re going by Mandie’s father’s house to see Mr. Jacob Smith. But we’ll be back in time for supper. I thought maybe we could take a biscuit or two to tide us over.” He smiled up at the dark-haired woman.


  “A biscuit or two?” Mrs. Miller asked. She walked toward the cabinet and took down a small picnic basket. “I’ll just pack this while y’all eat.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Miller. I’m sure we will appreciate that when noontime comes,” Mandie said, eating her bacon and eggs. Looking at Joe, she asked, “Do your mother and father know where we’re going?”


  “Oh yes, I told them last night, and I mentioned it again to my father this morning,” Joe answered. He reached for a hot biscuit and buttered it.


  “I wanted to be sure since Uncle John had told me not to go running off somewhere,” Mandie said. “Soon as I finish eating, I’ll get my shawl and be ready to go.”


  “And you’d better take a jacket, Joe,” Mrs. Miller told him. She was quickly splitting open biscuits and inserting sausage patties in them as she wrapped them in a napkin. “I know it will be warming up later in the day, but it’s downright chilly this morning.”


  “Yes, ma’am, I agree,” Joe said, hurrying to eat everything on his plate. Looking across the room at Mrs. Miller, he asked, “Could we please have some of that chocolate cake we had left from supper last night? It’s not warm enough to melt it in the basket.”


  “Oh, Joe, you think of everything,” Mandie said with a big smile.


  “I’ll put two large slices in the basket,” Mrs. Miller replied, still piling up food to give them.


  “We’re going to have a picnic,” Mandie said, happily watching the woman. “It’s going to be a great day, a better day than I’ve had in a long time.”


  Joe looked at her and smiled. She felt herself blush and dropped her gaze. Hastily finishing her meal, she hurried to get her shawl. All the time she was thinking that it had been an awfully long time since she and Joe had had a picnic. And it would probably be a long time before they could get together again and have another one, especially if Joe had to stay in school all summer. Maybe she and her other friends could go down to New Orleans and visit Joe at his college if he didn’t come home. But then that probably wouldn’t work out too well. Joe would be too busy studying to spend any time with them. She and Joe had been friends all her life. How could she stand it if he didn’t get home all summer and then wouldn’t have any holidays until next Christmas? That would be positively, absolutely, unbearably awful! Something was going to have to be worked out. She’d figure out some solution to the problem.


  Joe was waiting for her when Mandie came back to the kitchen.


  “I was thinking, maybe you’d like to ride,” Joe told her. “We have several horses now that would be tame enough for you.”


  Mandie thought for a second. “It would be nice to go horseback riding, but we couldn’t go off the road whenever we took a notion,” she replied. “If we cut through the woods down by the schoolhouse, it’s too overgrown for a horse to get through. Besides, I have to take Snowball. I’m afraid he’ll get out while I’m gone.”


  “All right,” Joe agreed. “That’s fine. I need the exercise anyway. I haven’t had much time for walking.” He picked up the picnic basket from the table.


  Mrs. Miller was washing the dishes. “Y’all be careful, now, going through the woods. It’s warm enough that snakes are beginning to crawl.”


  Mandie looked at Joe and said, “If you’d like to take your rifle along, I could carry the basket. And I can make Snowball walk on his leash part of the way.” She stooped down to fasten the red collar and leash on Snowball.


  “Good idea,” Joe said. “I just cleaned my rifle yesterday. I’ll get it.” He went into the pantry and brought it out with some extra ammunition in a small drawstring bag, the kind that smoking tobacco came in. “Now we are prepared.”


  “Let’s go,” Mandie agreed, picking up the picnic basket. It was not very large and was not very heavy. She’d have no problem carrying it. Deciding to carry her white cat part of the way, she put him on her shoulder.


  “Want to go by my father’s house first and see Mr. Jacob Smith?” Mandie asked as they walked up the driveway to the road.


  “If that’s what you’d rather do, but I was thinking we’d find Sallie at the school if we go straight there, and then we could stop by to see Mr. Smith on our way home,” Joe suggested. He looked at her for her answer.


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. “It would be better to try and catch Sallie at the school. Otherwise, we’ll have to go all the way to Uncle Ned’s house to look for her.”


  Sallie Sweetwater was Uncle Ned’s granddaughter, and she lived with him and her grandmother, Morning Star, at Deep Creek. Mandie was one-fourth Cherokee, and she had Cherokee relatives who lived at Bird-town, which was on the way to Deep Creek.


  The morning air was cool, but as they walked they warmed up and removed their wraps. Mandie set Snowball down to walk and rolled up her shawl and stuck it through the handle of the basket she was carrying. Joe threw his jacket across his shoulder. They walked on down the dirt road, skipping over deep ruts here and there made by wagons and buggies in the winter during heavy rains. Snowball walked along with them, but now and then he tried to dart off the road in pursuit of some wild animal—a squirrel or bird—that went through the brush.


  Neither one was talking much. Mandie looked up at Joe by her side and decided he must have grown six inches since she last saw him. “You are outgrowing me,” she said with a smile. “But just wait, I’ll catch up one day soon.”


  Joe laughed out loud and teased, “Catch up? I hope not. Girls shouldn’t get so tall, and I don’t think you will add more than a couple of inches by the time you are grown, if that much.”


  Mandie straightened up and stretched as she replied, “I hope I get a lot taller so I can look you in the eye.” She grinned at him.


  “That will never be,” Joe answered, also straightening up and looking down at her.


  “Well, I won’t be fourteen until June, and people sometimes grow until they are about eighteen years old, so I have four years to do it,” Mandie reminded him.


  They were near the crossing on the Little Tennessee River as they followed the Tomahawk Trail, and at that moment Snowball managed to get loose from his leash and ran off down the mountainside.


  “Oh, the hook came undone!” Mandie exclaimed as she started after the cat with the leash in her hand.


  “Leave the basket here,” Joe quickly called out as he laid down his rifle and reached for the basket, which Mandie gave him as she ran on.


  Leaving the basket by his rifle, he followed Mandie and she suddenly stopped in front of him.


  “Joe! Look!” Mandie exclaimed, pointing across the mountainous terrain.


  Joe stopped to look in the direction she was pointing.


  “Look at that pile of mica!” Mandie told him. Snowball was already down in the gap sniffing around the mica mound.


  “Now, how did that mica get there?” Joe asked in disbelief. “There’s no mica mine in this area that I know of.”


  The two stood and surveyed the mound. Then Mandie realized she had better go after Snowball before he got farther away. She started down the mountainside. “Snowball, come back here!” she yelled as she carefully stepped down the rocks.


  Joe was right behind her. “Do be careful, Mandie,” he said. “I don’t want you falling down and getting hurt, and then I would have to carry you home.”


  Mandie didn’t dare look back to see if Joe was teasing. She slowly made her way down the slope toward the cat. And she was glad to see Snowball had not run any farther away. He seemed to be fascinated with the mica and was walking around smelling it. Vivid sparkles twinkled all over the shiny mica as the sun’s rays touched it, making it look like a thousand lights on the mound. It was blinding in the sunshine.


  “Snowball!” Mandie called to him when she finally reached the level ground. “You come here immediately!” She hurried toward him.


  For once, Snowball didn’t play games and run away from her as he usually did when he got off the leash. He stood there looking at his mistress and gave one loud meow when she stooped to fasten the leash back to his collar.


  “Did the hook on the leash break?” Joe asked, coming up behind her.


  “No, it seems to be all right. I suppose I just didn’t fasten it right,” Mandie replied, standing up and holding firmly to the red leash.


  “Thank goodness that cat didn’t decide to run on over the mountain somewhere,” Joe said with a big sigh. He walked around and looked at the mica mound. “I just don’t understand how all this got down here.”


  “And where did it come from?” Mandie asked as she also surveyed the shining mound. “Why would anyone dump all this down here?”


  “Dump all this down here?” Joe said, smiling down at her. “I would imagine it took quite a long time to dump all this down here and a lot of work. Some foolhardy notion.”


  “Maybe Sallie knows something about it,” Mandie suggested, looking up at Joe. “The Cherokee people usually know about everything that goes on anywhere near them.”


  “Let’s get going,” Joe said. “We can ask Sallie about it.”


  “Come on, Snowball,” Mandie said to the cat as she pulled on the leash and started up the slope.


  “Let me hold on to that cat going back up, and you hold my hand,” Joe told her, reaching for the leash. “I’m afraid you might slide down.”


  Mandie smiled up at him as she handed over the leash and he reached to grasp her hand. “Just be sure you don’t slide and take us all down with you,” she cautioned him. She felt the warmth of his hand and immediately became shy with her old friend. Here was that strange feeling again. What is wrong? she wondered.


  As soon as they were safely to the top of the slope, Mandie quickly removed her hand and went to pick up the picnic basket with her shawl still through the handle. Joe had thrown down his jacket with his rifle, and he picked them up, still holding the end of Snowball’s leash.


  “I’ll either hold on to Snowball the rest of the way, or I can carry the basket,” Joe offered.


  “But you have your rifle to carry,” Mandie replied, holding on to the basket.


  “I know,” Joe replied. “Here, I’ll take the basket and you can carry this cat so he won’t be able to get away again.” He handed her the end of the leash and reached for the basket. “We also have to cross the river, you know.”


  Mandie handed him the basket and put Snowball on her shoulder. “I can manage Snowball all right,” she assured him as they walked on, but she was secretly worrying about getting across the river on the swinging bridge while balancing with Snowball in her arms. She had been on that bridge before and she knew how it would start swinging the minute someone stepped on it.


  She felt Joe had read her mind when he said, “Now, when we get to the river, I’ll run across with Snowball and tie him to a bush or something, and then I’ll come back and get you across. I know that cat doesn’t like that bridge any more than you do.” He looked down at Mandie and smiled.


  “Thanks” was all Mandie could think of to say. After they crossed the Little Tennessee River, they would also have to cross the Tuckasegee River, but that was not a big problem. The crossing was shallow and covered with rocks to step on. The Cherokee school and also the Cherokee hospital were both not very far from the other side of the Tuckasegee River.


  After what seemed like ages to Mandie, they finally got across both rivers without any incidents and the Cherokee schoolhouse soon came in sight.


  “At last!” she exclaimed as they walked toward it. She held Snowball on his leash and had draped her shawl over her arm.


  “Have you been here since the schoolhouse was finished?” Joe asked. He was carrying the basket and his rifle with his jacket thrown over his shoulder.


  “The building was finished, but the desks that had been ordered had not arrived when I was here the last time,” Mandie replied.


  “I understand from my father that it’s all complete now,” Joe told her. “And the Cherokee people are beginning to use their hospital now and then. He has had a patient or two in there, and some of the Indians living near here have been working there, taking care of everything.”


  “I’m so glad the Cherokee people have finally decided to use it,” Mandie replied with a smile. “I was afraid they would never get over their suspicion about the gold that built it. They said it had a curse on it, remember?”


  “Yes, but it was great that we found all that gold in the cave and used it for the hospital,” Joe replied. “If you want to, we could go on to the hospital after we see Sallie at the school. She would know if anyone is at the hospital right now.”


  “Oh yes, let’s do,” Mandie agreed, looking ahead at the building in the distance.


  The schoolhouse was constructed of hand-hewn logs, with a huge rock chimney rising in the center of the roof. The building stood two feet off the ground on rock pillars with space for storage beneath. A large iron bell hung at the end of the full-length front porch. The front door was in the center with glass windows on either side, protected by wooden shutters.


  Mandie looked up at Joe and said, “I like it better than our old schoolhouse at Charley Gap.”


  “Of course,” Joe agreed. “This is all new and ours was a real antique. This one is larger than ours, too.”


  They stepped up on the porch and Joe opened the door, allowing Mandie to step inside first. Mandie picked up Snowball and entered the schoolhouse. Sallie was sitting at the head of the room and there were four small pupils at desks in front of her. The Indian girl rose and smiled as she saw them.


  “Mandie! Joe!” Sallie exclaimed, coming to meet them. “I’m so glad to see you both.”


  The girls quickly embraced and then stepped back to look at each other, while Joe stood by.


  “Sallie, it seems so long since I saw you, but it was really just at the Christmas holidays,” Mandie said with a big smile for her friend.


  Sallie Sweetwater was almost a year older than Mandie, and she had long black hair held back by a red ribbon. She wore mocassins and a long, full skirt with a ruffled blouse and a strand of multicolored beads. Her black eyes sparkled with joy at seeing her friends.


  “That is too long,” Sallie said. Looking up at Joe to include him, she added, “I wish both of you could live nearer, but I know that is not possible until we all get educated. I hope you like your college, Joe.”


  “It’s a lot of hard work, but I do enjoy it,” Joe told her.


  “Maybe you and I can go to his college,” Mandie told Sallie.


  The pupils had turned to look and began talking among themselves.


  “Oh maybe,” Sallie said, turning back to the children. “Read. I said read now. Do not talk.” She watched them until they obeyed her.


  “You sure have them trained well,” Joe said with a laugh.


  “Yes, the little ones are obedient. It is the older ones who give trouble,” Sallie explained. “Here we stand, talking. Come on in and sit down. I see you brought Snowball.” She walked over to a back corner of the room and motioned for them to sit on a bench with her there.


  “Does Mr. O’Neal still live in the room at the back?” Mandie asked, sitting down and holding tightly to Snowball’s leash as he curled up at her feet.


  Joe laid down his rifle, set the basket on the bench, and joined the girls.


  “Yes, Mr. O’Neal lives back there, but he is not here right now,” Sallie said. “He had to go into town to post some mail.”


  “Are you actually teaching these children?” Joe asked.


  Sallie laughed and said, “Only now and then, when Mr. O’Neal has to be out. He has certain days of the week for the different ages, and today it’s the little ones, five- and six-year-olds.”


  “But aren’t you going to school yourself?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, I am, but on certain days with other pupils my age,” Sallie explained. “This is much better and much nearer than going away over the mountain to the other school I attended, and Mr. O’Neal is a good teacher. I am learning more here.”


  “Is Tsa’ni still going around fussing because the white people came down here from Boston to build a school for the Cherokee children?” Mandie asked.


  Tsa’ni was the grandson of Mandie’s father’s uncle, and he did not like white people. His grandfather was the brother of Mandie’s grandmother, a beautiful Cherokee girl who had married Mandie’s white grandfather, both of whom had died many years ago.


  “He is always saying bad things about white people, and instead of coming here, he still goes all the way over the mountain to that school I used to attend,” Sallie explained. “The other school was built by the Cherokee people a long time ago and has a Cherokee teacher and nothing but Cherokee pupils, which is what Tsa’ni likes. He will never learn very much if he does not get out into the world of the white people.”


  Mandie suddenly remembered the mound of mica. “Sallie, we saw this huge pile of mica on our way here, on the other side of the Little Tennessee River,” she said. “Do you know anything about it?”


  Sallie looked at her and asked with a frown, “A pile of mica? No, I have not seen a pile of mica anywhere near here.”


  “It was down in the gap by the trail before we got to the Little Tennessee River coming this way,” Joe explained. “It certainly didn’t belong down there. There is no mica anywhere around here that I know of. But we couldn’t figure out how it got there.”


  Sallie shook her head and said, “That is very strange. No one lives near the place you are talking about, do they?”


  “No, I don’t remember seeing any houses near there, but of course there could have been some back in the woods along the way,” Joe replied.


  “Sallie, if we wait for you to finish here today, could you go with us and see this mica mound?” Mandie asked.


  “No, I am sorry, but I promised Mr. O’Neal I would remain here until he returns late this afternoon. The children will also be here until then,” Sallie replied. “Maybe you all could come back tomorrow and we could go look at it then.”


  “All right,” Mandie agreed, looking at Joe. “That is, if you want to.”


  “Sure,” Joe agreed. “But tomorrow is Tuesday, and your uncle will be back for you anytime from Wednesday on, remember. So if you plan to visit any of your Cherokee kinpeople at Bird-town, or Uncle Ned and Morning Star, then we’ll have to work out some time schedule to get that all in.”


  Mandie sighed and said, “I suppose I’ll have to let my kinpeople wait until later. I can come back this summer. And speaking of summer, Sallie, we wanted to ask you about all of us and Jonathan and Celia getting together this summer, remember?”


  “I have not forgotten and my grandfather has agreed,” Sallie said with a smile. “I will tell him tonight that you are at Joe’s house and will be back tomorrow. He will help us make our plans.”


  “That’s fine,” Joe agreed. Then, glancing at the picnic basket, he said, “Sallie, would you like to eat with us? Mrs. Miller packed this basket full of food, and I’m getting a little hungry.”


  “Thank you for asking me,” Sallie told him. “Then I will be able to give the children the food I had brought. These little ones do not have much to eat sometimes.”


  Sallie spread out her food at the front desk for the children and then returned to her friends where they ate on the bench. They made plans that Mandie and Joe would return the next day and Sallie would go with them to see the mica mound.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  LOTS OF THINKING


  When they left the Cherokee schoolhouse, Mandie decided it was too late in the day to go see the Cherokee hospital.


  “I’d rather go on back and stop by to see Mr. Jacob Smith instead of going on to the Cherokee hospital today,” Mandie told Joe as they walked up the lane from the schoolhouse to the main road. “Maybe we could go over there tomorrow when we come back.”


  “All right, fine,” Joe agreed. He had put on his jacket and was carrying the empty basket and his rifle. “I don’t think it’s all that warm today.”


  “I agree,” Mandie said, winding her shawl around her shoulders while she held on to Snowball’s leash.


  “If you want to go straight to see Mr. Smith, we could cut through the woods, which would be faster than going down the trail,” Joe told her as they walked on.


  “Good idea,” Mandie said. “That way I’ll have a few minutes longer to visit with Mr. Smith.”


  They still had to cross back over both the rivers, but when they got to the other side, Joe led the way through a dense forest. Mandie had to pick Snowball up and carry him. There was barely enough room to walk between the bushes here and there, and she didn’t want him to get away again. Therefore, they didn’t go back by the mica mound.


  Mandie had never been on the route Joe was taking her. Nothing was familiar to her. She called to him as he walked ahead, pushing back bushes, “Are you sure you know where you are going?”


  Joe stopped to look back at her, grinned, and said, “I know every crack and corner of this countryside around here. Are you worried that we might be lost?”


  Mandie smiled at him and replied, “No, not lost, just going around in circles maybe. Do you really think this is a shortcut?”


  Joe was standing still, looking at her, as he said, “Sure it’s a shortcut. I’ve been through here many times. Remember, I grew up in this countryside. We’re going to come out not far behind your father’s property.”


  “If you say so,” Mandie agreed as Joe started on and she followed, holding tightly to Snowball. She hoped he was right.


  The two walked on awhile longer. Conversation was impossible with Joe going ahead, making a trail, and Mandie dodging limbs to keep from getting scratched and keeping Snowball grasped in her arms as he tried to get down. She was sorry she had not insisted on going back the way they had come. It might be longer but at least it was easy walking.


  Just as a briar caught Mandie’s coat, causing her to pause to break it loose, Joe suddenly stopped and yelled back, “Stop! Wait!” He didn’t look back at her and grabbed his rifle off his shoulder.


  Mandie held her breath as she froze in her tracks and watched. “What is it?” she asked in a loud whisper. She held tightly to her white cat.


  Joe didn’t answer but quickly fired his rifle at the bushes ahead of him. Then he slowly moved forward, keeping his eyes on the distant underbrush. Snowball growled and stuck his claws in the shoulder of Mandie’s coat.


  Mandie felt her heart start pounding. Some danger lurked ahead. She held her breath and didn’t move as she watched Joe.


  Then Joe suddenly turned around with a big grin on his face. “I got him!” he yelled back to her.


  Mandie finally stepped forward. “What was it?” she asked.


  Joe hurried back to her and said, “Just what Mrs. Miller told us to watch out for. A snake!” he touched her arm to turn her around. “Now let’s cut through over here. This way,” he said, leading her away from the place where he had shot the snake.


  Mandie started trembling in spite of herself and said in a shaky voice, “A snake! Oh, Joe, I’m so glad you brought your rifle. Don’t you think we ought to get out of these woods?”


  “That’s exactly what we’re doing,” Joe explained, still holding her arm. “There’s an opening through here where we can reach the road.”


  In a moment Mandie saw the break in the bushes and the main road beyond. She felt so relieved, but she couldn’t stop herself from shaking a little. She allowed Joe to guide her out onto the road, and once there she stopped and took a deep breath and said, trying to smile, “End of our journey through the woods, right?”


  “Yes, I’m sorry, Mandie,” Joe said, suddenly moving his hand from her arm to put it around her shoulders and squeeze hard.


  Mandie felt her face flush and she tried to smile as she said, “It wasn’t your fault. Neither one of us knew it would be there, but thanks to Mrs. Miller’s warning you were prepared.” She quickly moved away from his arm and added, “Now let’s get on our way to see Mr. Jacob Smith.”


  Joe instantly fell into step with her and they hurried down the road. The sun was already dropping near the top of the mountain. Pretty soon it would begin to get shadowy with the sunshine gone, even though it was not that late in the day. Not long after that, the darkness of the night would envelop the place.


  When they finally reached the intersection of the road to her father’s house, Mandie quickened her steps and kept her gaze ahead, watching for the log cabin to come into sight. And when she finally saw the chimney through the trees, she caught her breath and hurried still faster until she came to the lane where the old house stood.


  “Oh, Joe, Mr. Smith has fixed things up,” she declared as she looked around, going down the lane. Everything looked nice and neat and well kept—the yard, the old barn, and the house itself.


  “Yes, he has,” Joe agreed, following her to the front porch.


  Mandie felt tears come into her blue eyes as she stepped up to knock on the front door. She had so many happy memories of living here with her father until his death. In her mind she could see him stopping his work on the rail fence to wave to her when she came home from school every day. And she noticed that Mr. Smith had finished the fence as she glanced across the yard. Finally she raised her hand and knocked. There was no answer.


  “I’m afraid he must be gone,” Joe told her as she knocked again.


  Mandie knocked a third time. Finally she turned back to Joe. “Maybe he’s in the barn,” she said, going down the steps.


  “I doubt it. He would have heard us,” Joe told her as he followed.


  They stepped inside the barn and looked around. He was not there.


  “You see, his horse is gone,” Joe said.


  “Maybe his horse is out in the pasture,” Mandie said hopefully.


  “I don’t believe so. His saddle is also gone,” Joe replied, pointing up to the rack where it was kept.


  “Does he not have a cow or chickens, or anything?” Mandie asked as she looked around and went back outside.


  Joe followed her and replied, “No, not yet, just his horse. He buys milk and eggs from neighbors. He said he wanted to be free to travel back and forth to his old house in the mountains until he gets completely moved and settled in here. Then he will begin farming.”


  “Do you think he may be gone to his old house now?” Mandie asked.


  “I’m sorry, but I have no idea as to where he has gone, Mandie,” Joe said, looking around the fields. “I saw him Friday when I came home from college. In fact, I told him we were expecting you at our house sometime during the spring holidays, and he said he looked forward to seeing you again.”


  “Do you think we could come back tomorrow and maybe find him at home?” Mandie asked, turning to look all around the yard, still holding on to Snowball.


  “Of course we will come back tomorrow and see if he has returned,” Joe promised.


  Mandie didn’t reply but started up the lane and quickly turned off onto the road that led up the mountain to the cemetery where her father was buried. Joe silently followed.


  When she reached the top, Mandie ran to her father’s grave and knelt down. Snowball managed to escape unnoticed. Through a sudden rush of tears she noticed there were spring wildflowers on it. With a terrible pain in her heart, she murmured, “Oh, God, please take care of my daddy!”


  Joe had come to her side, and he put an arm around her shoulders.


  “He will, Mandie. He will,” he whispered in her ear as he drew her closer to him.


  Mandie sat on the ground, still sobbing, and allowed Joe to pull her over against his shoulder. She remembered the day so vividly almost two years before when her father had been laid in his grave. And it hurt as bad now as it had then to look at the mound of earth. Why, oh why, did he have to die?


  The two sat there a long time, Joe silent and Mandie’s sobs finally ending. She straightened up and wiped her tear-stained face with the end of her shawl. “I’m sorry, Joe,” she said, trying to catch her breath.


  Joe reached with his handkerchief to dry her tears. “Sorry for what, Mandie?” he asked. “I understand, but I certainly wouldn’t understand if you didn’t shed any tears. I know how much you loved your father.”


  Mandie allowed him to dab at her eyes with his handkerchief.


  Suddenly she heard a loud, angry meowing and quickly looked around. “Snowball!” she said, standing up.


  Joe jumped up and looked over at the road. “I see him,” he said. “He didn’t get very far. His leash is tangled up in the bushes.” He went over to pick up the cat and had to unhook his leash to get him free.


  “I’ll hold him,” Mandie said as she came up behind Joe.


  Joe handed the white cat to Mandie and bent down to untangle the leash. “I suppose it would be safer if we put this back on, don’t you think?”


  “Yes, we’d better,” Mandie agreed as Joe found the ring on the cat’s collar and snapped the leash back in place.


  Mandie started down the road, and Joe picked up his rifle and the basket and silently followed. Neither said a word until they reached the driveway to the Woodards’ house. Then they both stopped.


  “Could we go by first thing in the morning to see if Mr. Smith has come back before we go to meet Sallie?” Mandie asked.


  Joe smiled and said, “That is what I was going to suggest. Then if he is not back we can come by there again on our way home tomorrow afternoon.”


  “Thanks, Joe,” Mandie said, quickly squeezing Joe’s hand that was holding the basket.


  They hurried down the driveway to the Woodards’ house and were both surprised to find Uncle Ned, Mandie’s father’s old Cherokee friend, sitting in the parlor with Dr. Woodard.


  “Uncle Ned, I’m so glad you came,” Mandie said, putting Snowball down and unhooking his leash. She removed her shawl and threw it on a chair as she hurried to the old man sitting by the fireplace. Snowball went to curl up on the hearth.


  “Nice to see you, Uncle Ned,” Joe added, stepping forward to the warmth of the fire after he left his rifle and the basket in the hallway.


  “John Shaw send message,” Uncle Ned told Mandie as she sat down near him and Dr. Woodard.


  “Uncle John sent a message?” Mandie asked. “But where did you see Uncle John?”


  “Not see,” Uncle Ned explained. “John Shaw see Jessan, son of Wirt, in Asheville. Jessan take baskets to sell in Asheville. John Shaw see him. Tell Jessan when he come home today to tell Dr. Woodard he not be back till Saturday. He busy with business.”


  Mandie’s blue eyes grew wide with happiness. “Saturday! Then I get to stay that much longer!” she exclaimed, looking at Joe.


  Joe smiled at her and said, “I was hoping for a miracle.”


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned, for coming to let me know,” Mandie told him.


  “Sallie say you come back to school tomorrow,” Uncle Ned said. “See mica.”


  “Oh yes,” Mandie replied, and she explained to him and Dr. Woodard about finding the mound of mica.


  “I don’t remember ever seeing any mica in that particular place,” Dr. Woodard said.


  “No place for mica,” Uncle Ned agreed. “Wrong place. We see.”


  “Are you going with us tomorrow, Uncle Ned?” Joe asked.


  The old man nodded and said, “Dr. Woodard say I stay here tonight. So I go with you when sun come up.”


  Mandie looked at Dr. Woodard and asked, “Dr. Woodard, do you have any idea where Mr. Jacob Smith is? We came by there and he wasn’t home.”


  “And his horse was gone,” Joe added.


  “No, I haven’t seen him since last week, but I wouldn’t imagine he has gone far because he knew you were coming any day,” the doctor replied.


  Mandie looked back at Uncle Ned and explained, “We thought we would go by to see Mr. Smith first thing in the morning on our way to see Sallie.”


  “Fine, we go see,” Uncle Ned agreed.


  At that moment Mrs. Woodard came into the parlor. She looked around the room and said, “Now that we’re all here, I believe it’s time to go and eat supper. Mrs. Miller has been keeping it warm for us.”


  “I need to clean up,” Joe said, rising from the chair where he was sitting next to Mandie. “It’ll only take me a couple of minutes, Mother.” He started to leave the room, glanced back at Mandie, and said, “Your face is dirty, Mandie.” He grinned at her.


  Mandie quickly stood up and said, “I know it’s bound to be after all we’ve been through today. I’ll run up to my room and wash.”


  “Both of you, now don’t be too long,” Mrs. Woodard cautioned them as she sat down in the chair vacated by Mandie.


  “Yes, ma’am, I’ll hurry,” Mandie called back to her. She followed Joe out the door into the hallway.


  “That was not very nice of you, telling me my face was dirty in front of everybody,” Mandie said with a slight frown as they went down the hallway.


  Joe stopped and turned back to look at her. “I just wanted to tell you something without everyone hearing.” He smiled at her.


  “Tell me something? Like what?” Mandie asked, standing in front of him.


  Joe looked at her and then shifted his gaze over her head as he said, “Like—like—” he looked directly into her blue eyes and finished—“like, oh shucks, Mandie, I’ve missed you something awful, just knowing I was so far away in New Orleans and you were in school in Asheville.” He quickly cleared his throat and added, “That’s what I wanted to say. That’s all.”


  Mandie felt herself cloaked in happiness. Joe really missed her. “I’ve missed you, too, Joe,” she told him. “Even though it hasn’t been a real long time since I saw you, it has felt like years.” Then she quickly added, “Now we’d better get washed up or your mother will come looking for us.” Mandie started to walk on down the hallway.


  Joe followed Mandie and said, “I’ll work real hard and try to get enough time off from school to come home at least for a few days this summer.”


  Mandie felt giggly silly as she told him, “You’d better or I might just find some other boy who likes to solve mysteries.” She kept walking.


  Joe reached forward and grasped her hand to stop her and turn her around to face him. “You’d better not do that because I might not like it,” he said, looking down at her.


  “But you must have pretty girls down at the college,” Mandie teased, her blue eyes sparkling with laughter.


  “There are some girls there. I told you that, but I wouldn’t know whether they’re pretty or not. I haven’t talked to any of them,” Joe replied. “And I don’t want to talk to any of them. I’ll save all my talk for you when I come back.”


  “Joe, let me go,” Mandie said with a laugh as she pulled her hand free. “I don’t want your mother holding up supper because of us.” She turned to go up the stairs. “I’ll get washed and beat you back to the parlor.” She ran up the steps two at a time.


  Joe followed and turned down the opposite end of the hallway upstairs. “You’d better hurry, then,” he called to her.


  Mandie rushed on down to the room she used when she visited the Woodards. “What a silly conversation,” she mumbled to herself. “What has got into Joe, and me, too, I suppose?” She hummed to herself as she thought about it.


  She quickly went to the washstand in her room, poured water from the pitcher into the bowl, and washed her face and hands. Then she went over to the bureau, unbraided her blond hair, and brushed it out. Quickly finding a ribbon in the drawer she tied it back. “That ought to look better,” she said to herself as she looked in the mirror.


  She rushed to open the door to the hallway and hesitated. “Joe is really growing up, but I don’t think I am,” she said aloud to herself as she paused with her hand on the doorknob. Then she added, “Or maybe I am and I don’t know it.” She giggled to herself and went out into the hall. She wasn’t sure she wanted to grow up yet, but what could she do about it? Nothing, absolutely nothing.


  Deep in thought she went on down the stairs to join the others in the parlor.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  HERE WE GO AGAIN!


  The next morning everyone got up early and ate breakfast together. They made their plans for the day.


  “How did you get here, Uncle Ned?” Joe asked the old man. “Did you drive your wagon?”


  “No, ride horse,” Uncle Ned replied, finishing his cup of coffee.


  Mrs. Woodard spoke up, “Then, Joe, you should hitch up my cart for you and Amanda.”


  Dr. Woodard pushed back from the table and stood up. “Yes, do that, Joe,” he said. “Now I must get going. I have to go all the way over the mountain to see about Mrs. Coleman.” He walked up behind his wife’s chair and bent to plant a kiss on her cheek with a whispered, “Love you.”


  Mrs. Woodard squeezed his hand and said, “Be careful, darling.”


  “Uncle Ned, nice to have seen you. Come back soon,” Dr. Woodard said as he got his coat and hat from the pegs by the back door and put them on. He took down his medical bag from the shelf above.


  “Soon,” Uncle Ned agreed as he, too, rose from the table. “Must come see my house soon, too.”


  “We will,” Dr. Woodard promised as he opened the back door. “You young ones don’t get into any trouble today.”


  “We won’t,” Mandie and Joe said together as the doctor went out the back door.


  “I think I’ll wear my cloak today,” Mandie said, pushing her chair away from the table. “I’ll get it and be right back down.”


  Joe got up and went to get his coat from the pegs. “All right,” he said. “I’ll see about the cart. Meet you at the barn.”


  Mandie rushed upstairs and got her cloak. By the time she got back downstairs the kitchen was empty, except for Snowball. He came to meet her with a loud meow from where he had been eating near the cookstove.


  “Yes, I know you want to go, too. You always do,” Mandie said, stooping to fasten his red leash to his collar and then picking him up. “Let’s go.”


  When she got to the barn, Uncle Ned had saddled his horse and Joe had the cart waiting.


  “Don’t forget. We’re going by to see Mr. Jacob Smith first, aren’t we?” Mandie reminded them.


  “Of course,” Joe agreed.


  “Yes,” Uncle Ned said.


  Mandie jumped into the cart and they started down the road to Mr. Smith’s. Uncle Ned followed. When they got there, Mandie was disappointed again. There was no sign of Mr. Smith. Joe promised they would come by again on their way home that afternoon.


  Since they were riding and it wouldn’t take long to get to the place where they had seen the mica mound, they decided to go there next.


  “It’s down the slope over there,” Joe called to Uncle Ned as he halted the cart and he and Mandie jumped down. She carried Snowball.


  Uncle Ned dismounted and tethered his horse to a bush nearby.


  Mandie walked over to look down the slope and quickly turned to Joe. “Are you sure this is where we saw the mica?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Joe replied as he and Uncle Ned came to stand by Mandie. “Oh no!” he added.


  “It’s gone!” Mandie exclaimed.


  Uncle Ned looked around the area and asked, “Sure this place?”


  “Yes, it is the right place,” Joe replied. Turning to Mandie, he said, “Remember Snowball ran down there and we went down to get him? Remember the way we went down those rocks there?” He pointed down the slope.


  “Yes, I recognize some of the rocks and bushes,” Mandie replied. “But how did that whole mound of mica disappear? And where did it go?”


  “That’s what I’d like to know, too,” Joe said, frowning as he paced back and forth.


  “The mica was down there in that big clearing,” Mandie explained, pointing below.


  Uncle Ned looked in that direction and said, “Go, look, see.” He started down the slope.


  Joe asked Mandie, “Why don’t you tie Snowball in the cart if you’re going down there, too?”


  “It would be easier without him,” Mandie agreed and walked back to the cart.


  Joe came to help her fasten Snowball’s leash to a rope tied on a hook inside the cart. “There, now he’ll be safe,” he said.


  The two hurried back to follow Uncle Ned, who was already going down the hill. Mandie tried to catch up with him.


  “Don’t rush so or you may slide down,” Joe warned Mandie as they stepped down the rocks on the hillside. “No hurry now. That mica’s long gone.”


  “I know, but we might find it some other place down there,” Mandie told him. She didn’t dare look up at him for fear of making a wrong step and falling. “It has to be somewhere. It couldn’t have just—gone away—evaporated.”


  “Well, it’s sure not here now,” Joe said.


  They got down to the plateau and saw Uncle Ned bending over now and then to look at the ground. Mandie knew he was probably trying to trace tracks of some kind.


  “The mound was over there next to that line of trees,” Mandie told him, pointing to the left.


  “Yes, see,” the old man told her, walking to the place she indicated. He bent to scoop a handful of loose dirt and held it out to them. “Mica. See.”


  Mandie and Joe both looked at the dirt as he scattered it back on the ground. Particles of mica sparkled like diamonds as it fell.


  “I don’t understand how a mound of mica that big could just disappear overnight,” Mandie said.


  “Was big?” Uncle Ned asked.


  “Oh yes, sir,” Joe told him. “It was higher than a house and at least thirty feet long.”


  “We find trail,” Uncle Ned told them. He led the way along the trees, stooping now and then to check the ground for mica particles. Mandie and Joe helped. They were making progress until the clues went straight into the river. The three of them stood there gazing into the water.


  “Do you suppose they dumped it all into the river?” Mandie asked.


  “I don’t think so,” Joe said. “It would make the river overflow its banks, that much mica would.”


  “Yes, too much mica to be in river. Maybe part in river,” Uncle Ned told them.


  “But how can we find that out?” Mandie asked.


  “We search river,” the old man replied. “Look in water, see if mica in water.”


  “But I can’t swim,” Mandie protested.


  “But I can,” Joe said with a big grin.


  “You’ll get your clothes all wet if you go in the river,” Mandie told him as she stood there staring at the water.


  “We go get Sallie, and we go home for clothes,” Uncle Ned explained.


  “Oh yes, Sallie must be thinking we’re never going to get there today,” Mandie agreed. “Are you going to your house, Uncle Ned, to get a change of clothes?”


  “Yes, my house,” he agreed. “Then we come back, look in river.”


  “Do you think you might have some clothes I could borrow?” Joe asked. “Or should I go back to my house and get something to change into?”


  “Plenty clothes at my house. Now we go,” Uncle Ned said, turning back the way they had come.


  Mandie hurried along with Joe and Uncle Ned, but she didn’t much like the idea of them going into the river when she couldn’t join them because she didn’t know how to swim. One of these days she was going to learn to swim and surprise them all. Almost everybody she knew could swim, even Sallie, and she hated being the only one who couldn’t. She wondered why the fancy school she attended in Asheville, the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls, didn’t teach swimming, but then she supposed it was not a ladylike thing to do. Sometimes her grandmother, Mrs. Taft, for all her wealth, acted in unladylike ways when it was not to her liking to do something. Maybe Mandie could talk her into allowing swimming lessons, wherever they taught such stuff. She would see about that.


  “I think I hear that white cat,” Joe called back to her as he hurried up the slope.


  Mandie distinctly heard Snowball’s angry meows. “He probably thinks we’ve forgotten about him,” Mandie said, following Joe.


  Uncle Ned, bringing up the rear, laughed and said, “White cat spoiled.”


  “I know he is,” Mandie agreed as she stepped onto the road above. “But remember, Uncle Ned, Snowball is special. I brought him with me from my father’s house when my father ... when my father went to heaven.” She looked up at the old man with tears in her eyes.


  Uncle Ned embraced her and said, “Yes, white cat special.”


  Joe had already reached the cart and he called back, “No wonder he is yelling. His leash is all tangled up.” He reached into the vehicle trying to get Snowball loose.


  Mandie rushed to untangle her cat and then held him tightly in her arms. “I’m sorry, Snowball,” she said, rubbing her face on his soft white fur. “I won’t leave you alone again. I promise.”


  “Come on, Mandie. We’ve got to go,” Joe called from his seat on the cart.


  Mandie quickly glanced at Uncle Ned, who was already on his horse. She rushed to step up into the cart.


  As they rode along to the Cherokee school to pick up Sallie, Mandie thought again about asking Joe what it was that he was trying to tell her from the train when he had gone off to college. But she decided it was not the right time. She didn’t want to try to discuss it while riding in the cart over the bumpy dirt road, jolting and swaying and having to hold on to her seat in some places. But she did need to make a certain time when it would be right to ask him about this.


  When they arrived at the Cherokee school, Sallie was waiting just inside the schoolroom. Carrying Snowball on her shoulder, Mandie opened the door and saw the missionary schoolteacher, Riley O’Neal, sitting at the front of the room before quite a few Cherokee teenagers. Sallie rose from the bench by the door to greet her.


  “Mandie, I am so glad you could come,” Sallie said, and added as Joe came inside behind Mandie, “And you, too, Joe.” She looked behind Joe and saw her grandfather. “And my grandfather is here, too.” She was surprised.


  With Mandie and Joe adding their comments, Uncle Ned quickly whispered to Sallie an explanation of what they were planning to do. They didn’t want to disturb the class.


  Then Mandie heard the schoolmaster rise and say to the pupils, “Keep reading your books. I will return in a few minutes to ask you questions.” Riley O’Neal came quickly to the back to greet them.


  “It is so nice to see everyone,” he said, looking at Joe and Uncle Ned and then at Mandie. “And, Miss Amanda, it is always a pleasure to have you visit.” He still had his Boston accent, Mandie noticed as she looked up at his smiling blue eyes.


  “Thank you, Mr. O’Neal. I’m always happy to visit my friends,” Mandie replied, thinking the Misses Heathwood would be pleased with her ladylike deportment.


  Sallie began explaining to Riley O’Neal about the mica and its disappearance. Mandie noticed he seemed to be listening, but he continued to stare at her instead of Sallie, which made her feel uncomfortable. She moved closer to Uncle Ned to break Mr. O’Neal’s line of vision but without any luck. Her face burned as she remembered how she had met the man. She had been running away from home and had slipped on the mountainside and came tumbling down right in front of his wagon. Very embarrassing, she thought. And now he was here to stay for a while at least. He had been able to get his missionary group to build this school to educate the Cherokee children.


  “I regret that I cannot join you,” Riley O’Neal was saying to Uncle Ned. “But as you see, I have students who will be here until two o’clock. That is if they don’t get bored and decide to go home. Sallie here is very good at keeping them interested in their studies, even when it’s impossible for me to do so on occasion. I am hoping she will become a teacher someday. She would make a very fine one.” He looked at Sallie, then turned his gaze back on Mandie and said, “Is there any hope of making a teacher out of you?”


  Mandie smiled at him and said, “I’m not sure right now. All I can think of for the future would be to become a farmer like my father was.”


  Uncle Ned, Joe, and Sallie all smiled at this remark, but Mr. O’Neal frowned and said, “Well, now, we do have to have farmers or we would all starve to death.”


  Mandie felt as though he was teasing her with that remark. She turned to Uncle Ned and said, “If we are going all the way to your house and then back to the river, shouldn’t we hurry? Mrs. Woodard is expecting Joe and me back before suppertime.”


  “Yes,” Uncle Ned agreed.


  They said their good-byes and started for the door. Riley O’Neal followed them and said, “Perhaps when I get finished here I can find you at the river, Uncle Ned.”


  “Yes, look there,” the old man replied.


  Snowball squirmed to get down, and Mandie hurried on outside to the cart. Sallie followed and asked, “Will you be going into the river also, Mandie?”


  Mandie sighed and said, “No, Sallie. Remember, I don’t know how to swim.”


  “I forgot,” Sallie replied as they climbed up into the cart and Joe rushed after them.


  Mandie looked back and saw Riley O’Neal hurrying to say something to Uncle Ned, who was mounting his horse. The old man nodded and rode over to the cart. Riley O’Neal went back to the schoolhouse front porch and stood there waving good-bye.


  “He say wagons missing,” Uncle Ned told Joe. “Do not leave cart alone.”


  “Wagons missing?” Mandie repeated, holding tightly to Snowball.


  “Yes,” Sallie said. “Dimar came by the schoolhouse to tell us this morning that three wagons are missing. His mother’s disappeared from their barn yesterday. Last night Jessan, father of Tsa’ni, could not find his wagon in their yard. Also, your uncle Wirt, father of Jessan, lost his wagon while it was in his barn.”


  Uncle Ned had been listening from where he sat on his horse and now he said, “We go my house.”


  The three young people discussed the missing wagons as they rode behind Uncle Ned to his house.


  “As big as a wagon is, I don’t see how anybody could steal a wagon and hide it,” Joe remarked.


  “But Dimar says he and Jessan have been searching all over the mountain and have not found one yet,” Sallie said.


  When they arrived at Uncle Ned’s house, Morning Star, his wife, was not home. Uncle Ned said she had gone to visit sick people in the Cherokee hospital.


  “I wish I had time to go to the hospital and see everything,” Mandie remarked to Sallie as they waited in the cart for Uncle Ned and Joe to find clothes in the house that they could wear in the river.


  “Perhaps the next time you visit you will have more time to see it,” Sallie said.


  “Don’t forget we need to discuss with your grandfather our plans to visit each other this summer. You said he would help us,” Mandie reminded her.


  “Yes, he will do that,” Sallie said. “As soon as we have time.”


  Joe and Uncle Ned came out of the house then, and Mandie noticed that they were wearing old clothes and carrying the ones they had had on. Uncle Ned hitched up his wagon so Sallie would have a way back home without Joe having to bring her back.


  They traveled back to the slope and parked where they had before. This time Mandie carried Snowball with her when they went below to look for the mica. Uncle Ned was an expert in tracking anything. The others followed him as he found traces of the mica along the way.


  Mandie smiled at Joe who kept rolling up the legs of the trousers he was wearing. Evidently they were made for Uncle Ned’s long legs.


  “They were the shortest ones he could find,” Joe remarked, grinning at her.


  “I hope you don’t drown in them,” Mandie replied with a laugh.


  They had worked their way back to the river where Uncle Ned had brought them before.


  “Now we look in water,” the old man told Joe. He stepped out onto a large rock at the edge of the water.


  Joe followed him, and the girls watched them as they stepped from boulder to boulder and waded in the water between. They bent down now and then and scooped up silt from the bottom where it was shallow. Uncle Ned closely examined each handful and stooped occasionally to peer into the water.


  “I don’t believe they are finding anything, or Joe would be yelling at us about it,” Mandie said, letting Snowball down to walk at the end of his leash.


  “No, there is no mica in the river,” Sallie said. “I can see that my grandfather has not found any and he is puzzled.”


  Soon Uncle Ned and Joe gave up and returned to the riverbank where the girls were waiting. They were both dripping wet and could hardly walk in the soaking wet clothes.


  “No mica,” Uncle Ned declared as they joined Mandie and Sallie.


  “Let’s go back to the cart so we can change into our dry clothes, Uncle Ned. It’s not exactly warm enough today to go swimming,” Joe remarked with chattering teeth and a big grin. He ran up the slope and the others followed.


  As Uncle Ned and Joe retrieved their clothes from the wagon and the cart, Uncle Ned told the girls, “Sit in cart. We go back here, change clothes.” He motioned to a thicket behind the place where they were parked.


  Sallie and Mandie waited in the cart, and when Uncle Ned and Joe came back, they were dried off and wearing their clothes. They threw the wet clothes in the wagon. And to Mandie’s surprise, Uncle Ned took a large basket from his wagon and brought it over to the cart.


  “Now we eat,” he said, stepping up into the cart.


  Joe quickly followed, grinned at Mandie, and said, “Uncle Ned thinks of everything. I didn’t remember to bring any food.”


  “I think time to eat,” the old man said, opening the lid on the basket. He pulled out a folded tablecloth and spread it on the floor of the cart. Then he brought out the food—biscuits, fried chicken, corn on the cob, and baked potatoes.


  “My goodness, Uncle Ned!” Mandie exclaimed as she watched. “Where did you get all this food in such a hurry?”


  “Morning Star leave food,” the old man said with a big smile.


  “My grandmother cooked before she went off today because she knew my grandfather would be back,” Sallie said, passing around tin plates from the basket.


  Snowball went wild when he smelled the food. Uncle Ned picked the gizzard out of the bowl of chicken and handed it to Mandie. “Give white cat,” he said.


  Mandie took it and looked around. She didn’t want Snowball to grease up the floor of the cart. Spotting a folded burlap bag in the back, she asked Joe, “Is it all right if I put this on that bag so Snowball won’t drag it all over the place?”


  “Go ahead,” Joe agreed. “He won’t hurt anything.”


  After the cat got his dinner and everyone had settled down with food, Uncle Ned told them, “Mica not here. Mica traveled downriver.”


  “But I thought y’all didn’t find any mica in the river,” Mandie said in surprise.


  “No mica in river. Mica ride on raft or boat downriver,” the old man explained.


  Mandie’s eyes opened wide and she said, “My goodness, it would take one of my grandmother’s ships to haul all that mica down the river.”


  “Maybe some by river, some by wagon. Schoolman say wagons missing,” Uncle Ned replied.


  “Oh, I see,” Mandie said. “But it sure would take a long time to move that mica by any means, wouldn’t it, Joe?”


  “Yes, that’s what I told Uncle Ned. It was a huge pile,” Joe agreed.


  “We find missing wagons, we find missing mica,” Uncle Ned insisted.


  “So what do we do now?” Mandie asked between bites of fried chicken.


  Uncle Ned paused from eating the corn off the cob and replied, “We look for wagons.”


  “Mr. O’Neal said he might join us later today, so maybe he will show up and help. This is going to be an awfully big job,” Joe remarked, digging into a baked potato.


  “We have done bigger jobs before,” Sallie reminded him. She was also eating a piece of chicken.


  Joe looked at the two girls, grinned, and said, “Here we go again!”


  “We haven’t found a mystery yet that we couldn’t solve,” Mandie reminded him. “It’s just that we don’t have a lot of time for this one, because I have to go home Saturday. We’ll have to hurry.”


  Mandie began thinking of possibilities for the solution of this mystery.


  CHAPTER SIX


  THE STRANGER IN THE WOODS


  After they had consumed most of the food in the basket, Uncle Ned put the remaining food in a pouch with his bow and arrows. The young people waited for Uncle Ned’s suggestions as to how to begin this search for the missing wagons as they all sat in the cart.


  “Three wagons missing, three different parts of country,” Uncle Ned told them. “Jessan live Deep Creek. Uncle Wirt live Bird-town. Dimar live up mountain betwixt. Take long time to steal from all three people. Take long time to hunt all three places.” He paused to think.


  “Uncle Ned, maybe we should split up and go in three different directions at one time. That way we’d get finished quicker,” Mandie suggested, holding the end of Snowball’s leash as he prowled around the inside of the cart.


  “No, no, too dangerous. Must stay together. We nearer Dimar now. We go find Dimar,” he spoke decisively, standing up and jumping down from the cart.


  “Are we going in two different vehicles?” Joe asked as he, too, stood up and stepped down.


  “No, only to Dimar house,” Uncle Ned told him. “We leave cart with mother of Dimar.”


  Uncle Ned led the way up the mountain in his wagon. Joe, driving the cart, followed with the girls and Snowball. When they arrived at Dimar’s house, they found Jerusha Walkingstick at her home, but her son, Dimar, was not there.


  “Dimar gone look for wagon,” Jerusha told them as they stood at the front door of her cabin in the mountain woods.


  “We go look for wagons, too,” Uncle Ned told her. “Dimar come home, tell him we search. Need him help.”


  “He went to look in woods by house of Uncle Wirt in Bird-town,” the woman replied. “Not gone long.”


  “We go look by Uncle Wirt’s house. Find Dimar maybe, too,” the old man told her.


  “Dimar told us your wagon was in the barn yesterday and then was not there last night,” Sallie said. “Did anyone come this way yesterday?”


  “No, no one I see,” Jerusha replied.


  “We leave cart here and go in wagon. Be back for it,” Uncle Ned told her.


  Jerusha nodded and said, “Leave cart front where I see.”


  Mandie spoke up. “What color shirt is Dimar wearing?”


  Everyone looked surprised at that question. Jerusha frowned as she replied, “Wear color brown shirt, with deerskin jacket.”


  “I wanted to know because we might be able to spot him at a distance in the woods by the color of his shirt,” Mandie explained.


  Joe smiled at her and said, “Yes, I remember how we were followed one time by someone in a white shirt, and we were able to identify him later by the shirt.”


  “We go now,” the old man told the young people. He started down the front path and waved his hand back at Jerusha in the doorway.


  Joe rushed to the cart and got his rifle, which he had brought from home. Everyone followed and scrambled into Uncle Ned’s wagon. Joe had already tethered the horse and cart in view of the front door. Mandie held on to Snowball.


  Uncle Ned usually drove at a slow pace but today he was in a hurry. He rushed over bumps and ruts in the dirt road, causing Mandie’s teeth to chatter. She looked at her friends. They were also being shaken about as they clung to the side of the wagon. Joe was riding on the seat beside Uncle Ned and grasping the side rail. Sallie smiled at Mandie and held on with both hands as she sat on the floor of the wagon bed. And Snowball, with his leash tied to a hook on the rail, was loudly protesting as he looked at his mistress.


  “One thing for sure, going at this speed we’ll soon be at Uncle Wirt’s house,” Mandie said to Sallie over the rattle of the wagon.


  Sallie smiled at her and agreed. “Yes.”


  When Uncle Ned pulled the wagon up into the front yard of Uncle Wirt’s house, they were immediately surrounded by Mandie’s Cherokee kinpeople. Her grandmother had been Uncle Wirt’s sister and had died many years before Mandie was born, but these people knew Mandie and loved her as one of them.


  “Welcome, my daughter,” Uncle Wirt said, embracing Mandie as she stepped down from the wagon.


  Mandie knew the Cherokee people did not classify kinpeople like the white people do. She was really Uncle Wirt’s great-niece. And most of her relatives called each other brother or sister. It had been confusing for her to learn this, and even now she had to stop to think what the exact connection was with all these kinpeople.


  “I love you, Uncle Wirt,” Mandie said, standing on tiptoe to plant a kiss on the old man’s cheek. Then she turned to his wife, Aunt Saphronia, and hugged her.


  The little old woman probably had a million wrinkles that increased as she greeted Mandie with a big smile.


  After everyone had been greeted in the yard, Uncle Wirt led the way into their log cabin. “Sit,” he told them.


  Uncle Ned remained standing and said, “We come, look for wagon. Look for Dimar to help.”


  “Yes, wagon leave barn. I not see,” Uncle Wirt replied with a frown as he, too, stood nearby. “Dimar look, not find.”


  “Where is Dimar now, Uncle Wirt?” Mandie asked as she perched on a handmade chair.


  “Dimar here this morning,” Uncle Wirt explained. “Go up to woods. Look for three wagons. Puzzle. Not figure out.” He shook his head and his long, silver-streaked hair swung about his face.


  “We go find Dimar, help together,” Uncle Ned replied. The young people stood up as the old man turned back toward the front door.


  “We do have to hurry because my mother expects Mandie and me back home for supper,” Joe reminded everyone.


  “Me go?” Uncle Wirt asked Uncle Ned as he pointed to his chest.


  “No,” Uncle Ned replied. “Stay here. Wait for Dimar. We go to woods, tell him. We not sure we find him, but we look for wagons in woods.”


  “Yes, we tell Dimar,” Uncle Wirt agreed, and turning to Mandie he said, “Come back, see Cherokee kinpeople.”


  “As soon as I can, Uncle Wirt. I have to go home Saturday, but I’ll be back when school gets out for the summer,” Mandie promised.


  The young people piled back into the wagon, and Uncle Ned headed toward the thick woods on the mountain. Mandie knew that at some point the wagon would not be able to get through the dense forest and that Uncle Ned would leave it parked somewhere and they would proceed on foot. She had been through many mysteries with the old man and was familiar with the fact that the countryside had very few roads that were passable for a wagon.


  Shortly thereafter Uncle Ned pulled the wagon into a clearing among the thick chestnut trees. The road ahead didn’t look wide enough for the wagon to pass through.


  “Now we walk,” he told the young people as he tethered the horse to a bush nearby.


  Everyone jumped down. Mandie looked around. She could see an old log cabin through the trees above them and wondered if anyone lived there. Then Uncle Ned answered that question.


  “Red Bird live up there. Know wagon, watch wagon,” he said to the young people.


  “Hadn’t we better go tell him you’re leaving it here?” Joe asked.


  “No, he see. He see everything,” the old man said, starting to climb a path in the opposite direction. “Now we walk, round, round, look at everything. Maybe see tracks from wagons.” He was watching the ground as he walked. “Maybe see Dimar. All look.” He glanced back at the young people.


  Everyone immediately began watching the ground as they walked. Mandie had learned a little about tracking from the old man, and Sallie was an expert at it, but Joe had never been able to figure it all out. He would know a wagon wheel rut when he saw one, but he wouldn’t know what kind of wagon or how fast it had been going.


  “Joe, maybe you should just keep watching for a brown shirt and deerskin jacket as we walk through the woods,” Mandie said as he walked by her side.


  “That’s a good idea. I can keep my rifle handy in case we run into trouble,” Joe agreed. He put his rifle across his shoulder, straightened up, and kept looking in every direction as they proceeded up the mountain.


  After a while the tiresome climb up the mountain ended on a level cliff of rock. Uncle Ned motioned for everyone to stand still.


  “Now we see everywhere,” he told them. He waved his hands around.


  “I can see lots from up here, but where are we, Uncle Ned?” Joe asked.


  “Almost to top of mountain. Then we go down other side,” the old man explained. “Look now for wagons. Look for Dimar.” He again motioned all around them as he turned.


  At that moment a shot rang out through the woods. Everyone jumped.


  “Down!” Uncle Ned told them as he quickly stooped down.


  Mandie sat down on the rock and hugged Snowball tightly. He was about to act up, and she didn’t want him making any sound that some enemy might hear. And she was sure that shot must have come from an enemy, although she had no idea as to what direction it had been fired from or how near it had come to them.


  Joe knelt on the rock beside Uncle Ned and held his rifle ready. The old man drew an arrow out of his bag in case he needed to shoot with his bow.


  Everyone was silent, even Snowball. Mandie couldn’t hear another sound in the woods, and she wondered if the person who shot the rifle was silently creeping up on them. She was afraid and didn’t want her friends to know it, so she rubbed her face on Snowball’s white fur, which also kept him quiet.


  After a few minutes, Uncle Ned looked at the young people and said, “No more shots. We go, but we keep ready, watch, listen, see anything moves in woods.” He slowly stood up, balanced the pouch holding his bow and arrows on his shoulder, and all the time he kept watching the woods around them.


  The young people silently followed him over the rock and up the last slope to the tip of the mountain, continuing to watch the ground for tracks. They didn’t hear another sound.


  Just as they reached the summit, another shot rang out, causing the three to stumble over each other as they tried to get down out of sight in the bushes nearby. Uncle Ned stooped down and readied his bow. This time he aimed and shot. Mandie could hear a singing sound as the arrow flew through the air into the woods beyond them.


  “Did the shot come from the woods over there?” Joe asked. “Should I fire my rifle?”


  “No, not yet,” Uncle Ned answered as he kept looking in the direction his arrow had taken. “Enemy not know we have rifle. They come closer. We surprise them.”


  Joe silently agreed. He held his rifle ready.


  “Look!” Mandie whispered, pointing above them. “I see someone in a white shirt up there.”


  Everyone looked in that direction. Joe turned his rifle that way. Uncle Ned squinted his black eyes and silently watched as the person with the white shirt slowly moved to their left on the crest of the hill.


  They were too far away to be sure, but Mandie thought it was a man, a tall man at that and not very heavy, but she couldn’t tell whether the person was white or Cherokee. While she was debating this in her mind, the person suddenly slipped and slid down some rocks.


  Uncle Ned immediately jumped up and raced up the hill toward the person. Joe followed with his rifle.


  Mandie looked at Sallie and asked, “Should we go, too?”


  “No, we might get in their way. We stay here,” Sallie said from where she had sat down on the ground.


  Mandie, afraid to stand up, crawled over to her friend, holding the white cat’s leash firmly in one hand. “Could you tell who it was?” she asked.


  “Too far away,” Sallie replied.


  The girls watched as Uncle Ned and Joe overtook the person on the cliff. There was a scuffle during which Mandie held her breath, but then she could tell that Uncle Ned had succeeded in tying the person’s hands behind their back. She breathed a sigh of relief.


  Mandie and Sallie were so intent on watching the scene above, they were suddenly frightened speechless as someone approached them from behind.


  Mandie instantly turned around and then burst into laughter. “It’s Dimar!” she said, getting up to meet him as he came through the bushes.


  Dimar was a tall, good-looking Cherokee boy, about Joe’s age, and he had been Mandie’s secret admirer from the first time he had seen her a long time ago. At least he thought he had kept it a secret, but Mandie knew every time she looked at him. And it made a problem for her because she believed Sallie was secretly interested in Dimar. And Sallie was her best Cherokee friend.


  He reached for Mandie’s hand, squeezed it, then did the same to Sallie’s. “What are you girls doing here?” he asked.


  They both tried to explain at once, and when he finally understood, he looked up the hill. Uncle Ned and Joe were bringing the person down toward them.


  “Do you know who that is?” Mandie asked him as the three continued watching.


  “No, he is not Cherokee,” Dimar replied, frowning.


  As Uncle Ned and Joe got down to them, Mandie could see the man was white and probably not much older than Joe. He was wearing a white shirt and brown pants. Evidently he had been carrying a rifle because Uncle Ned now held a rifle in his hand.


  When they finally approached the girls, Mandie could also see that the man’s hands were tied behind him. She looked at Dimar to see if he recognized the man. He shook his head at her.


  “This man shoot,” Uncle Ned explained. “Say shoot for rabbit, but we say he shoot at us.” He turned to Dimar and said, “Good we find you. Know this man?”


  “No, Uncle Ned, I’ve never seen him before,” Dimar replied. “But maybe he knows something about the stolen wagons.”


  Joe spoke up. “He said he would tell us what he knows if we will let him go. So we brought him down here to talk.”


  “What do you know about the wagons?” Dimar asked. “I ain’t had nuthin’ to do with your wagons, or whatever it is that you’ve got missing,” the man sputtered in anger as Joe kept his rifle pointed at him.


  “Then how can you tell us something about the wagons?” Mandie asked.


  The man quickly looked at her and said, “I ain’t had nuthin’ to do with stealin’ no wagons.”


  “Then how do you know about the stolen wagons?” Dimar asked.


  “I ran across this tall Injun man looking for stolen wagons back down the mountain,” the man stuttered as he evidently tried to think of an answer that would be satisfactory.


  “And who was this Indian man? Why did he talk to you about stolen wagons?” Dimar demanded.


  “Said his name was something like Jessie, and said he lives at Deep Creek and someone stole his wagon and two more,” the man told them.


  “Jessan,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, Jessan’s wagon was stolen,” Dimar agreed. Looking at the man, he asked, “Where were you yesterday? And last night?”


  “I walked over the mountain yesterday, and last night this here fella at some kind of schoolhouse or something that I came across let me sleep inside his building where he lived. I left before daylight and been walking ever since,” the man told them.


  “Riley O’Neal,” Mandie said, looking around the group.


  Everyone nodded in agreement.


  “Where are you from? Where are you going?” Joe asked.


  “I come from Tennessee. I’m on my way to Georgia,” the man said.


  “Why are you going to Georgia?” Mandie asked.


  The man instantly turned his attention to her. He smiled and Mandie thought he was not bad looking and didn’t look like a crook. Maybe he was not guilty of a crime.


  “I’m looking for work. Can’t find nuthin’ to do in Tennessee and hear tell there’s jobs on farms in Georgia,” the man explained.


  Mandie noticed that everyone was looking at everyone else. She was sure they were trying to decide what part of the man’s story was true, because that’s exactly what she was doing. And she felt he was telling the truth.


  Finally Uncle Ned said, “You go on over mountain with us. Then we let you go on to Georgia. But must behave.”


  “I will. I promise,” the man said, his blue eyes lighting up with relief.


  Everyone looked at Uncle Ned as though to question his decision. The old man nodded and said, “White man not need three wagons. We let him go.”


  “I believe you are right, Uncle Ned,” Dimar agreed. “Besides, whoever stole the wagons didn’t even steal a single horse, so how could this man drive a wagon without a horse?”


  “Thank you,” the young man told Dimar. “I may be a bum, but I ain’t no thief.”


  “Now, we take off rope but must keep walking with us. We have bow and arrow and rifles,” Uncle Ned warned him as he walked over to untie the rope holding the man’s hands.


  “Thank you again,” the man said, rubbing his wrists.


  “You must have a name. What is it?” Mandie asked.


  The man smiled at her again and said, “My name is Beethoven Jones.”


  Everyone laughed.


  “I suppose you were named after the famous Beethoven,” Mandie queried.


  “Yes, my mother was a famous concert pianist in New York before she married my pa,” the man explained.


  “My grandmother is making me learn to play the piano at school, and I haven’t decided whether I like it or not,” Mandie remarked as the group started moving ahead. Then she became aware of her friends’ silent stares and decided to say no more.


  Uncle Ned led the group up over the mountain. From there Mandie could see a road below winding through the trees. The old man pointed as he said to the man, “Here is your rifle. We trust you not shoot us.”


  “I wouldn’t ever shoot anyone, mister, honest. Thank you,” the man said, bowing as he took his rifle from Uncle Ned. “But I do need something to eat. Is it all right with you if I shoot a rabbit?”


  Uncle Ned opened the pouch he had been carrying on his shoulder with his bow and arrows and pulled out the remains of the food they had had at noon. “Take,” he told the man, holding it out to him wrapped in a napkin. “Better than rabbit. Cooked. Not raw.”


  The man was overwhelmed with Uncle Ned’s kindness. He bent and kissed the old man’s hand as he accepted the food. “Thank you, sir, thank you,” Beethoven said, and looking toward the sky, he added, “And thank you, my dear Lord, for taking care of me.”


  Mandie felt tears rise in her eyes as she realized they had almost made a big mistake. The man certainly was not a criminal, and she was so glad they had the food to give him. She stepped forward, took the man’s hand, and said, “I have a special verse that I always say when I’m in trouble or scared or worried, if you would like to use it, too.”


  “Oh certainly, miss,” Beethoven told her.


  “It goes like this, ‘What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee.’ And after you say it, you will feel better and everything will work out,” she promised him.


  “ ‘What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee,’ ” the man repeated. “Thank you again. I will always remember that.”


  The group stood there watching the man disappear down the side of the mountain, eating out of the napkin as he went. Mandie felt happy that they had done a good deed.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  WHERE IS MR. SMITH?


  After the stranger went on his way, Uncle Ned decided it was time for Mandie and Joe to return to the Woodards’. The sun was setting behind the mountain and darkness would soon come.


  “Time you go home,” Uncle Ned told Joe as they stood on the top of the mountain. “I take you back to get cart, then I go with Dimar to look more for wagons.”


  “I wish we could stay longer,” Joe replied. “But I know my mother will be awfully put out if we don’t get back in time for supper.”


  “Maybe we could meet up with y’all tomorrow and help look some more,” Mandie said. Turning to Sallie, she asked, “Will you be at the school tomorrow?”


  “No, I do not go tomorrow,” Sallie said.


  “I just thought about something,” Joe told Uncle Ned. “Remember that Mr. O’Neal said he might meet up with us at the river. I wonder if he went and waited there?”


  “Me and Dimar, we go see,” Uncle Ned told him. “We take Sallie home first.” He looked at Dimar and asked, “How you come to mountain?”


  “My horse is tied up down by Red Bird’s house, where you left your wagon,” Dimar explained. “That’s how I found you. Red Bird told me you came up this way.”


  “So Red Bird did see us,” Mandie said, smiling at Uncle Ned.


  “Yes, he always see,” the old man agreed.


  “Can we help look again tomorrow, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked.


  Uncle Ned nodded and said, “Meet at schoolhouse early. My house too far. I bring Sallie. Dimar come, too.”


  Everyone agreed, and they all went to Dimar’s house to get Joe’s cart. There they said good-bye, and Joe and Mandie headed for the Woodards’ house.


  “Do you think we’d have time to go by and see if Mr. Jacob Smith is home?” Mandie asked as they traveled down the road. Snowball was asleep in her lap.


  “Sure, we can stop by for a minute,” Joe agreed, loosely holding the reins as the horse pulled the cart.


  They soon approached Mandie’s father’s house, where Mr. Smith lived, and Mandie said in disappointment, “I don’t see any smoke coming out of the chimney. I’m afraid he’s not home.” She felt really frustrated. Where was Mr. Jacob Smith? Were they never going to catch him at home?


  Joe turned the cart down the lane to the house. “Let’s look in the barn first to see if his horse is there,” he said, halting the cart by the barn and jumping down.


  Mandie held tightly to Snowball, who was awake now, stepped down, and followed Joe to the barn door. “No horse! Oh shucks!” The barn was empty.


  “I don’t understand why we can’t catch up with him,” Joe said, shaking his head as he turned to look at the house.


  “Maybe he had some urgent business of some kind and had to go somewhere,” Mandie suggested as she, too, gazed at the house. “I think we ought to go knock on the door just in case he is in the house and the horse is gone for some reason.”


  “Yes,” Joe agreed.


  They hurried over to the house and went up the front steps. Mandie knocked hard on the door. They listened but only silence greeted them.


  “Maybe he has gone over to my house,” Joe told Mandie. “He knew you were coming this week, so he could have gone to see if you were there.”


  “Then we’ll soon find out,” Mandie replied.


  They went on down the road to Joe’s house, and he drove the cart to the barn. Mandie jumped down and waited while he took care of the horse. Since it was suppertime, Joe put the horse in its stall for the night.


  “I don’t see my father’s buggy, so he’s not home yet,” Joe remarked as he looked in the other corridors of the barn.


  “We’re not having much luck catching up with people today, are we?” Mandie said with a little laugh.


  “Come on. At least my mother should be home,” Joe said.


  They hurried to the back door of the house and on into the kitchen. There they found Mrs. Miller, who was preparing supper.


  “Well, I’m glad to see somebody will be here to eat supper,” Mrs. Miller said as they shut the door behind them and began removing their wraps. Mandie set Snowball down, and he ran for the heat of the cookstove and sat down there, washing his face.


  “My father hasn’t come home yet, has he?” Joe said.


  “No, not yet, and neither has your mother,” Mrs. Miller replied as she stirred the contents of a pot on the stove.


  “My mother is not here?” Joe asked. “Where did she go?”


  “She went to a quilting bee down at Miss Abigail’s right after noontime,” Mrs. Miller told him. “Said she would be home in time for supper.”


  Mandie walked over to the stove and held her hands out to the warmth. “Who are they making a quilt for?” she asked.


  “Some widow lady way over yonder on the other side of Bryson City,” Mrs. Miller told her.


  “Do you know if Mr. Jacob Smith has been by here today?” Joe asked as he joined Mandie by the stove.


  “Not that I know of,” Mrs. Miller said, lifting the lid to another pot. “I’ve been here all afternoon and have not seen hide nor hair of him.”


  “We’ve been by his house several times and he never is at home,” Joe told her.


  “According to what I hear, he is still traveling back to his house in the mountains,” Mrs. Miller told him. She checked the roast in the oven. “Seems he has things up there that he’s gradually moving down here.”


  “Mandie, maybe he just plain forgot that I told him on Friday that you were coming to visit,” Joe said. “He must be gone back to his old house for something.”


  “I hope he gets back before I have to go home,” Mandie replied. She glanced at Joe as they both stood by the warm cookstove, and she thought again about his farewell to her when he had gone away to college. She just had to ask him what he was trying to tell her as the train pulled out of the depot that day, but she had to pick the right moment to do this because she felt it might be something she didn’t want anyone else to hear.


  “Why so deep in thought?” Joe asked her, breaking through her memory.


  Mandie shuffled her feet and said, “I was just thinking.”


  “I know. I could tell that from the expression on your face. It must have been some awfully serious thinking,” Joe replied with a smile.


  Mandie felt her face blush. She wouldn’t meet Joe’s gaze and looked across the room instead. “I doubt that it was anything serious,” she said with a little nervous laugh.


  “That’s all right if you don’t want to tell me what it was. I won’t tell you what I was thinking when I looked at you, either, then,” Joe teased.


  Mandie giggled and said, “Oh, so you were thinking, too.”


  Mrs. Miller had moved across the room to the cabinet and was taking down the dishes for the supper table. “Do you suppose y’all could stop doing all that thinking long enough to tell me whether y’all want to eat now or wait for Mrs. Woodard to come home? Goodness knows when the doctor will be back.”


  Mandie quickly looked at Joe and said, “I think I’d rather wait for your mother, so she can tell us all about that quilting bee.”


  Joe laughed and said, “All right, fine, but I don’t imagine there’s much to talk about concerning a quilting bee.” Looking at Mrs. Miller, he said, “We’ll just wait for my mother.”


  Mrs. Miller was setting the table as she replied, “Then I’ll just keep everything warm.”


  At that moment the back door opened and Dr. Woodard came in. “Well, well, looks like I’m just in time for supper,” he said, looking at the table and the young people standing by the stove.


  “Yes, sir,” Mrs. Miller said with a big smile. “I’m waiting for Mrs. Woodard. She ought to be here any minute now.”


  Dr. Woodard set down his medical bag and removed his coat and hat. He looked at Mrs. Miller and asked, “And where is Mrs. Woodard?”


  “She’s over at Miss Abigail’s—” Mrs. Miller started to explain.


  “At that quilting bee,” the doctor interrupted. “Sorry, I forgot she told me about that this morning.” He looked at Joe and asked, “And did y’all have a productive day?”


  “Well, you see, we—” Joe began.


  “Never mind,” Dr. Woodard interrupted Joe this time. “Let me go get cleaned up, and I’ll be right back to hear about it.” He quickly picked up his things and left the room.


  “Always in a hurry,” Mrs. Miller remarked under her breath.


  Joe heard her and said, “I wish he could take a day or two off now and then, but people just keep on getting sick and he keeps on doctoring them.” He sighed loudly.


  Mandie said, “That’s exactly why I wouldn’t want to marry a doctor.” She grinned at Joe and added, “But who knows? I may never get married at all. I may be too busy with a career of my own to be a housewife.” Suddenly realizing she shouldn’t have said such a thing, because she knew Joe would immediately pick up on it, she quickly said, “Maybe your father knows where Mr. Jacob Smith is.”


  “Maybe,” Joe agreed.


  Mrs. Woodard came in the back door then with her sewing basket. “I hope I didn’t keep supper waiting,” she said to Mrs. Miller.


  “No, ma’am,” Mrs. Miller said. “The doctor just got home, and now that you are here, I’ll have it all on the table right away.”


  Joe looked at his mother and asked, “We had your cart; how did you get to Miss Abigail’s house?”


  Mrs. Woodard began unbuttoning her coat as she walked on toward the door to the hallway. “Mrs. Amberson came by and got me, since she had to drive right by here anyway, and then she brought me back on her way home,” she explained.


  Looking at Mandie, she added, “I’ll get rid of these things, and we’ll talk about your day, Amanda, at supper.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “We had an interesting day.”


  When Mrs. Woodard returned to the kitchen a few minutes later, Dr. Woodard was with her, and everyone took their places at the supper table, which stood at one end of the long room. The Woodards had a dining room like the one Mandie was used to at home, but they only used it when they had lots of company, or in the summertime when the weather was warm enough that no fire had to be built in the huge stone fireplace and the heat from the iron cookstove was uncomfortable in the kitchen.


  “Mrs. Miller, you take your food and go on home now and eat. I’m sure Mr. Miller must be waiting for his supper,” Mrs. Woodard told the woman as she set the last dish on the table.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Woodard. I’ll be back by the time y’all finish and clear everything away,” Mrs. Miller replied. She went to the stove and began filling dishes from the pots and putting them in a large wicker basket. It was understood that she cooked enough at every meal to have food to take home for her husband and herself.


  As they began the meal, Dr. Woodard asked questions about their day’s activities. “Did y’all figure out anything about that mica mound you found?”


  “It’s gone,” Mandie told him.


  “And we weren’t able to find it,” Joe added. “Not only that, did you know about the wagons that are missing?”


  “Wagons missing?” Dr. Woodard asked, looking up from his plate.


  Between them, Mandie and Joe explained about the missing wagons and Uncle Ned’s decision that the wagons and the mica were connected.


  “This may be a dangerous situation,” Mrs. Woodard spoke up, looking at her husband.


  “I can’t see that there’s any real danger in all this,” Dr. Woodard told her, setting down his coffee cup. “It sounds more like a prank to me, someone moving all that mica about the countryside. And I’d say Uncle Ned is right in thinking the wagons are connected with it.”


  When the two young people told them about the stranger named Beethoven, whom they had met on the mountainside, Mrs. Woodard immediately looked at her husband again and said, “This stranger could have been a criminal.”


  Dr. Woodard shook his head and said, “No, not this particular man. I haven’t seen him myself, but old Mrs. Montgomery was telling me that a stranger by that name had stayed at the Cherokee schoolhouse last night. Seems Riley O’Neal allowed him to sleep there.”


  Mandie and Joe looked at each other.


  “That’s what the man told us,” Mandie said, laying down her fork.


  “And we were going to check it out with Mr. O’Neal when we see him again,” Joe added. He smiled as he swallowed the bite of meat in his mouth.


  “So he was telling the truth,” Mandie said.


  “We’ll have to tell this to Uncle Ned in the morning,” Joe said.


  “I don’t think y’all should go around talking to strangers unless Uncle Ned or some other adult is with y’all,” Mrs. Woodard told them.


  “We’re supposed to meet Uncle Ned and Sallie and Dimar at the Cherokee schoolhouse tomorrow morning to continue searching for the wagons,” Joe said.


  “And looking for the mica,” Mandie added.


  Looking at his mother, Joe asked, “Will you be needing your cart tomorrow? Or are you finished with the quilting?”


  “You go ahead and take it. Mrs. Amberson has promised to stop by and pick me up on her way back to Miss Abigail’s tomorrow morning,” Mrs. Woodard told him. “We’ll probably have another week or two of working on the quilt, but while Amanda is here it’s easier for y’all to get about using the cart.”


  “Thank you, Mother,” Joe told her.


  “I appreciate your thoughtfulness, Mrs. Woodard,” Mandie said, then she realized she was sounding like one of the Misses Heathwood’s young ladies. She wondered if the school was going to change the way she acted and talked. Was it getting to be a habit? She wasn’t sure she wanted to change, so she added, “It sure is nice to visit back here in the country. I don’t have to act so proper. I can just be me, Mandie Shaw.” She smiled at Mrs. Woodard.


  “Oh, you will always be you, Amanda, no matter where you go to school or where you live. You’re just a dyed in the wool country girl,” Mrs. Woodard replied, sipping her coffee.


  “That’s right,” Dr. Woodard agreed, taking a biscuit from the platter in front of him. “I’ve always heard that you can take the girl out of the country, but you can’t take the country out of the girl.”


  Mandie and Joe both laughed.


  Mrs. Woodard told Dr. Woodard, “No, no, it’s the boy the old saying is about, not a girl.”


  “Well, anyhow, I think it would apply to Miss Amanda,” the doctor said with a smile for his wife. Looking at Mandie, he added, “I can’t imagine Miss Amanda ever turning into a real city girl.”


  In order to change the subject, Mandie asked, “Dr. Woodard, have you seen Mr. Jacob Smith today? We went by his house again—this morning and late this afternoon—and he wasn’t home.”


  “No, I didn’t see him today,” Dr. Woodard told her.


  “Mrs. Miller said he was going back to his old house now and then to haul some of his things down here,” Joe said. “Do you suppose that’s where he is?”


  Mrs. Woodard frowned as she looked at Joe and said, “You know, Miss Abigail was wondering where he is, too. She said he borrows her cart to haul his belongings down here, since he doesn’t even have a wagon yet. He was supposed to come by yesterday and get her cart, but he never showed up.”


  “Maybe he didn’t need the cart,” Dr. Woodard suggested.


  “No, he definitely needed Miss Abigail’s cart,” Mrs. Woodard explained. “He had told her he was going to bring a huge trunk down from the old house. He’s afraid the place might be ransacked if people up there find out he’s no longer living there.”


  “Oh shucks,” Mandie said with a slight frown. “Do you mean we have to go searching for Mr. Smith, on top of looking for the wagons and also the mica? This is getting to be a complicated mystery.”


  “Yes, it is, and you love it,” Joe teased.


  “I don’t know exactly how y’all are going to look for Mr. Smith when no one has any idea as to where he has gone,” Mrs. Woodard told them.


  “I’ll ask on my rounds tomorrow if anyone has seen Mr. Smith. I’ll be traveling in the direction he would take to his old house, but of course I won’t be going that far,” Dr. Woodard said, laying his fork down and looking across the room. “Now, I do believe I see a chocolate cake over there on the sideboard.” He turned to grin at Mandie.


  “I believe I do, too,” Mandie agreed, grinning back as she looked in that direction.


  “Well, I know for sure there’s a chocolate cake over there on the sideboard,” Joe said with a laugh.


  “Since you are so sure there’s a chocolate cake over there, why don’t you just go get it and bring it to the table? I’ll get rid of the plates,” Mrs. Woodard said, rising and beginning to remove the dinner plates.


  Mandie quickly stood and helped take the dirty dishes to the sink. Snowball had remained asleep on the woodbox by the stove until Mandie bent to put some scraps on his plate. Then he quickly woke up, and without bothering to stretch or wash his face, he came bounding to see what was there.


  “Now, don’t drag it out onto the floor,” Mandie told him. “Maybe I should stay right here and see that you don’t.”


  “No, Amanda, let him be and come on back to the table,” Mrs. Woodard said as she began slicing the cake that Joe had set in front of her and putting the slices in the the cake plates already on the table.


  “You’d better hurry before I eat it all up,” Joe warned her.


  “Impossible,” Mandie declared as she slipped back into her chair at the table.


  They sat around the table eating cake and talking until Mrs. Miller returned. Then they went into the parlor.


  Dr. Woodard settled down next to a lamp and began reading a medical journal. Mrs. Woodard sat near another lamp with her Bible. She had told Mandie that she was in the process of reading straight through the book, and it was going to take some time to do that.


  As Mandie and Joe sat on low stools by the fireplace, she said, “I suppose we could go back early in the morning to see if Mr. Smith is home, and if he’s not, we could stop by and ask Miss Abigail if he ever came to get her cart.”


  “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Joe told her. “It is strange that no one has seen him and no one knows where he went.”


  Mandie had a sudden idea. “You don’t think he could be involved in the mica mystery, do you?” she asked.


  “The mica?” Joe repeated. “No, I doubt that he would be because, for one thing, Uncle Ned thinks the stolen wagons are connected with the mica. I can’t see Mr. Smith stealing wagons, much less moving a mound of mica.”


  With a sigh, Mandie agreed, “You’re right. He was my father’s friend, and I don’t think he would be stealing anything. But I do wish we could find him.”


  “We will sooner or later,” Joe promised.


  “Well, I hope it’s sooner than later,” Mandie replied with a little laugh. “I would like to see him before I have to go home.”


  After she went to bed that night, Mandie thought about Mr. Jacob Smith for a long time. Where had he gone? Why had no one seen him? He wouldn’t have just pulled up stakes and left the country. After all, he had restored her father’s house and was living in it to take care of it until someday in the future when she would decide what to do with it.


  There was something strange about the whole situation.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  SEPARATED IN THE MOUNTAIN


  The next morning Mandie and Joe took Mrs. Woodard’s cart and rode by to see if Mr. Jacob Smith was home. But the place was still deserted, so they went on by Miss Abigail’s house.


  Miss Abigail was sweeping off her front porch when Joe stopped the cart in her driveway. “My, my! Y’all are sure up early this morning,” the lady greeted them with a smile.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Joe said as he jumped down from the cart. “We are looking for Mr. Jacob Smith, and my mother said he usually borrows your cart to haul things from his old house. We wanted to find out if he has been by to get it.”


  “Why, no. I was saying yesterday that he was supposed to come and get it on Monday, but he never did show up,” Miss Abigail replied, stopping to lean on a post by the walkway. “Today’s Wednesday, and I still haven’t seen or heard from him.”


  “In case he does come by, Miss Abigail, would you please tell him I’ve been trying to find him?” Mandie asked as she remained seated in the cart. “I have to go home Saturday, and I want to see him before I leave.”


  “Of course, Amanda,” Miss Abigail replied. “I’ll ask around to see if anyone knows where he is, and I’ll let you know if I learn anything.”


  “Thank you, Miss Abigail, and we’ll let you know if we catch up with him,” Mandie promised.


  They continued on their way to the Cherokee schoolhouse. Mandie held firmly to Snowball’s leash as he curled up in her lap. When Joe turned the cart into the school yard, Mandie saw Uncle Ned’s wagon and Dimar’s horse tied up under a tree, but no one was in sight.


  “They must all be inside the schoolhouse,” Joe said as he brought the cart to a stop next to the wagon.


  “Yes, let’s go see,” Mandie replied as she held Snowball and jumped down. She started toward the front door, and Joe quickly followed.


  “Good morning,” Sallie called to them as she came to the open doorway.


  Mandie and Joe returned the greeting as they came up to the porch.


  “Have y’all been here long?” Mandie asked. She set Snowball down to walk and held his leash tightly as they entered the schoolroom.


  “We just arrived,” Sallie replied.


  Uncle Ned and Dimar were seated in the back of the schoolroom talking with Riley O’Neal.


  “Good morning,” Mandie said as she looked at the three. “Did y’all find out anything after we left yesterday?”


  Uncle Ned and Dimar shook their heads in the negative.


  “No, nothing,” the old man said.


  “Not a thing,” Dimar added, smiling at Mandie.


  Riley O’Neal spoke up. “They didn’t find anyone or the wagons, but I did confirm for them that the man called Beethoven spent the night here at the schoolhouse. He seemed harmless and in dire need of something to eat and a place to sleep.”


  “I didn’t think he looked dangerous,” Mandie said, sitting down next to Uncle Ned on the bench. “In fact, I thought he looked humble.”


  “I believe you are a good judge of people, Miss Amanda,” Riley O’Neal told her, smiling as he leaned forward from his seat on the other side of Uncle Ned.


  Joe and Sallie sat down next to Dimar on the other bench.


  “What are you planning to do today, Uncle Ned?” Joe asked.


  “We look more,” the old man replied. “Six of us now. We split and go two ways.”


  “Six?” Mandie questioned. She looked at Riley O’Neal and said, “Then you must be planning on going with us.”


  “No school today, so I thought I might be able to help in the search,” Mr. O’Neal said.


  “No school? But today’s Wednesday. Don’t the Cherokee children go to school every day during the week like we do?” Mandie asked.


  “No, we are not full time yet,” Riley O’Neal explained. “You see, the Cherokee children have to get used to the idea of going to school every day, so I am gradually adding one more day to the week. So far we are up to three days—Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday.”


  “Well, I wish I went to that kind of school,” Mandie replied with a laugh.


  “It sure would take you a long time to get educated,” Joe teased.


  “And you would be old before you finished enough school to get into college,” Sallie reminded her.


  “Oh shucks, I didn’t really mean that. In fact, I’d like to go to school seven days a week and get it all over with in a hurry,” Mandie replied.


  “We go now,” Uncle Ned said, standing up and smiling at Mandie as he added, “And get it over with in hurry.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie agreed.


  As they walked across the yard, Uncle Ned turned to look at them and said, “We go to mountain bottom,” and then pointing to each one he added, “There we split. Me take Sallie, Mr. Schoolteacher, and Dimar take Mandie and Joe.”


  “Do we take the cart?” Joe asked.


  “Yes,” Uncle Ned replied. “Take cart. We take wagon.”


  As Mandie climbed into the cart with Dimar and Joe, she said, “I suppose you know which way to go from there, Dimar?”


  Dimar looked at Mandie and Joe and explained, “He is dividing us this way because he and I know the trails. We will leave the wagon and the cart at the bottom of the mountain.”


  Mandie noticed that Dimar had his rifle with him, as did Joe, so she felt well protected. She sat between the boys on the seat, and Snowball decided he wanted to lie down on the floor, but Mandie held tightly to the end of his leash.


  They followed Uncle Ned to the valley below the mountain where the old man pulled his wagon to a stop. He looped the reins loosely to a bush, giving his horse plenty of slack to graze. Joe tied up his horse and cart nearby. The area was full of young trees with new springtime leaves that provided the horses with plenty of shade in case the sunshine warmed up the valley before they returned.


  Mandie jumped down from the cart, holding Snowball in her arms.


  “Are you taking that cat with you? We have to climb up the mountain, you know,” Joe said.


  “Well, I can’t leave him here,” Mandie replied, stopping to look at Joe.


  Dimar spoke behind her. “No, you cannot leave him here. He might get loose, or someone might come by and let him loose.”


  “That might not be such a bad thing to happen,” Joe teased Mandie as they hurried over to where the others were waiting.


  “Then you would have to help me find him,” Mandie told him.


  Uncle Ned explained his plans. “You go that trail.” He pointed to a dense path leading up the mountain on his left. “We go that trail.” He indicated another faint trail to the right.


  Mandie thought about what he was saying and asked, “Then how do we get back together again, Uncle Ned?”


  “Sun straight up we come back, eat,” the old man told her.


  “Eat?” Joe asked. “Mandie, we forgot to bring any food.”


  Uncle Ned smiled at him and said, “Morning Star make plenty food in wagon for all.”


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said. “I was about to say we ought to rush back to Joe’s house and ask Mrs. Miller for something to eat later.”


  Riley O’Neal looked at Mandie and said, “I’m not used to such outings, so I didn’t bring any food, either.” Turning to Uncle Ned, he said, “Please tell Morning Star I am grateful she remembered to send food.”


  Uncle Ned nodded and started off to the right. “Go now,” he said.


  Sallie paused as she followed her grandfather and told Mandie, “I would help you carry Snowball but my grandfather is sending us in two different directions.”


  “Thank you, Sallie, but he won’t be that much of a problem,” Mandie replied. She hurried to catch up with Joe and Dimar.


  The trail was steep in places, and Mandie found it was a struggle to hold on to Snowball and grasp bushes along the way to keep from sliding backward. Joe and Dimar both offered to help carry the cat, but Mandie knew it was her responsibility and she wouldn’t dare admit she wished now she had left Snowball at the Woodards’ house.


  Dimar was in the lead and turned to say, “We searched this side of the mountain yesterday. We will search the other side after we go over the top.”


  “Going down the other side will probably be easier than all this climbing,” Joe said.


  “The other side is steep, too steep for my horse,” Dimar said. “I have been there many times before. I always leave my horse below.”


  “Dimar,” Mandie said, stepping closer as the three of them stood on a large rock jutting out of the side of the mountain. “What exactly are we supposed to be looking for in this mountain?”


  “Wagons, mica, people—anything that does not belong to the mountain,” Dimar explained.


  “And what do we do if we suddenly come upon someone?” Mandie asked.


  Dimar touched his rifle over his shoulder. “We ask questions,” he said. “However, we are prepared for more.”


  “Yes,” Joe agreed, lifting his rifle.


  “I have been thinking I should get myself a rifle,” Mandie told the boys with a serious expression.


  Joe smiled at her and said, “You wouldn’t know what to do with it if you had a rifle.”


  Mandie frowned and said, “I could learn to shoot it.”


  “Yes,” Dimar agreed. “I could teach you how.”


  Joe quickly said, “I could teach you how, too, but you don’t have to get a rifle. I can take care of you.”


  “But what about when you aren’t with me?” Mandie asked.


  Dimar quickly said, “Get a rifle. I will teach you how to shoot it. Now we must go on.” He began climbing the trail again.


  As Mandie followed the boys, she thought about her father. She was sure he had had a rifle, and she wondered if it was still in the house where Mr. Jacob Smith lived now. If she could ever catch up with Mr. Smith, she would ask him about it.


  After what seemed hours to Mandie, they finally reached the crest of the mountain. Dimar led the way to a small clearing where they flopped down in the grass to rest. Mandie let Snowball play at the end of his leash.


  “Five minutes,” Dimar told Mandie and Joe. “Then we go down the other side.”


  “How far are we going? Uncle Ned said to come back to his wagon at noontime,” Mandie told Dimar.


  “It will not take long to go down the mountainside, and then I know a shortcut to the wagon,” Dimar explained. “But we have to watch and search as we go down.”


  “If Uncle Ned finds anything, or anybody, on his trail, how will we know?” Joe asked, stretching out in the grass.


  “He will send a smoke signal. If we find anything, we will send him a smoke signal,” Dimar explained.


  “I haven’t been looking up or watching the sky. Do you think we will see it if he does send one?” Mandie asked, pulling on Snowball’s leash as he tried to break free.


  “Yes, I have been watching,” Dimar replied with a smile. He stood and motioned around him. “Look, you can see everywhere from here.”


  Mandie rose and looked around as she held Snowball’s leash. She could see several lower peaks with valleys in between. Evidently they were on the highest part of the mountain. She wondered where Uncle Ned and the others were in all that landscape.


  “The trail we came up was at an angle and not straight. We began down that way,” Dimar explained, pointing down to his left.


  Joe stood up and joined them. “There is one question I have,” he said. “Suppose Uncle Ned runs into trouble somewhere and is not able to send us a message? How will we know that?”


  “Uncle Ned is fast. He will send us a message somehow,” Dimar told him. “Now we must go on.”


  Mandie picked up Snowball, and they started down the other side of the mountain. She found it was no easier going down than coming up. The small rocks under her feet seemed to roll and make her skid, causing Snowball to growl and want down. She tried walking him with his leash, but he kept sliding and she had to pick him up again.


  Dimar, in the lead, kept looking all around them, and Mandie watched him for signs of anything he might see. Joe came down the trail behind her.


  Since it was impossible to talk as they walked, Mandie had lots of time to think. She remembered that Uncle Ned had said at least part of the mica seemed to have been moved down the river, but they weren’t even near the river that she could see. And she couldn’t imagine how anyone could get a wagon on this mountain, so Uncle Ned must be looking for the people who moved the mica and who probably stole the wagons. But why would the people who stole the wagons leave them somewhere and then come to the mountain? So far she had not seen any sign of anyone living on the mountain—there were no houses of any kind and there was nothing but wilderness. But she knew Uncle Ned was always right in his decisions concerning mysteries.


  Eventually the trail began leveling out and turning in a curve to their left.


  “This will take us back to the wagon,” Dimar explained as they finally reached flat ground again and were able to walk side by side and talk.


  “So what good did it do to go up that mountain?” Mandie asked.


  Dimar looked down at her with a smile. “To be sure no one was hiding up in the mountain,” he said. “Next we will search the river.”


  “After we eat, I hope,” Joe said.


  “Yes, we will eat while Uncle Ned makes plans for us to follow this afternoon,” Dimar said.


  When they came within sight of the wagon, horses, and cart, Mandie said, “I don’t see anyone. The others must not be back down yet.”


  “They had a longer trail to go,” Dimar explained. “We will wait for them before we eat.”


  “I guess we’d better wait for them since Uncle Ned brought the food,” Mandie said with a little laugh.


  “My mother also sent food,” Dimar told her. “I had given it to Uncle Ned to carry in his wagon.”


  “Well, in that case we could go ahead and eat what you brought, if Uncle Ned and Sallie and Mr. O’Neal don’t hurry up and get back,” Joe said with a grin.


  “Joe, that wouldn’t be nice,” Mandie rebuked him as they approached the vehicles and horses. “I think I’d rather rest a few minutes before I eat.” She sat down on the grass in the shade. “It feels warm down here after being up on that mountain.”


  “There is a spring a few paces down that pathway if you would like water,” Dimar told her, motioning into the woods.


  “Water?” Mandie said, sitting up. “Yes, I would really like some water.” She stood up, holding on to Snowball’s leash.


  “I have a pail and some cups in the cart,” Joe told her. “My mother insists they stay in the cart all the time for any unexpected emergencies, and I’d say this is one. I’ll get them.” He walked over to the cart and stepped into it.


  “What about the horses? Shouldn’t we take them to the water?” Mandie asked Dimar.


  “Yes, after we eat we will water the horses,” he told her.


  Joe came back with the pail and cups. “I could go fill this up and bring it back up here,” he told them.


  “I want to go with you,” Mandie said.


  “I will stay here to watch for Uncle Ned,” Dimar told them.


  “We won’t be gone long, and I’ll bring a bucketful back for you,” Joe promised.


  Mandie picked up Snowball and followed Joe down the path. Just a few yards inside the cluster of trees they found the spring. The crystal-clear water was ice cold to the touch when Mandie stuck her finger into it. Snowball struggled to get to the water, and Mandie held his leash tight enough to keep him from walking into it. He growled as he licked the water.


  Joe filled the pail and washed out the cups. Mandie took a cup from him, filled it, and drank almost all of the water in one long swallow. She coughed and shivered.


  “That was colder than I thought it would be,” she sputtered as she breathed deeply to inhale warm air.


  “Glad you warned me. I’ll wait and drink after we get back to the wagons,” Joe said.


  They rejoined Dimar and sat in the grass, drinking the cold water as they waited for Uncle Ned, Sallie, and Riley O’Neal to return. The three talked about various things, but Mandie kept wondering when the others would return. It had been an awfully long time since they had come back, and the others should not have been far behind them.


  “Dimar, don’t you think all the others should have been back by now?” Mandie finally asked.


  “Yes, they should have been back,” he agreed. “They may have had some problems somewhere.”


  “Problems?” Mandie asked. “You mean trouble?”


  Dimar quickly looked at her and said, “No bad trouble. Uncle Ned would have signaled to us.”


  “But he might not have been able to,” Mandie replied, a feeling of worry enveloping her.


  “Maybe we should go look for them,” Joe suggested.


  “No, we do not know which way they are coming back,” Dimar replied.


  “Which way?” Mandie asked. “There is more than one way to come back down here?”


  “Yes, several different paths,” Dimar replied. “But do not worry. Uncle Ned will get himself and the others back without any trouble.”


  No matter how reassuring Dimar tried to be, Mandie was beginning to really worry about her friends. What if someone had managed to capture all of them? They wouldn’t be able to send a message back. She didn’t know how much longer she could wait, but what could she do? Dimar seemed so confident about the situation. Therefore, she wouldn’t be able to talk him into going to look for them. She decided she would wait awhile longer, and then she would go by herself if the boys didn’t want to accompany her. She had to find her friends because she had a feeling they were in trouble.


  CHAPTER NINE


  THE LONG, LONG TRAIL


  After what seemed like an hour of waiting for the others to return, Dimar stood up and said, “I will get the food my mother sent and we will eat.” He started toward Uncle Ned’s wagon, which was nearby.


  “That sounds like a good idea,” Joe agreed, rising to follow him.


  Mandie walked Snowball on his leash and said, “Dimar, if the others haven’t come back by the time we eat, do you think we could go look somewhere for them? We could leave a note here in case they come back and we miss them.” She watched as Dimar and Joe brought a pail and a blanket from the wagon.


  “Perhaps they will return before we finish eating,” Dimar replied, stooping to spread the blanket on the grass. “If they have not, then we will go search for them.” He looked up and smiled at Mandie.


  “That is a good decision. We can’t just sit here all day waiting,” Joe told him as he helped smooth out the blanket.


  “Thank you, Dimar,” Mandie said. “What can I do to help?”


  “Help eat,” Dimar said, smiling again as he reached for the pail that Joe had set down.


  Mandie watched as Dimar spread a small cloth over the center of the blanket and began taking biscuits out of the pail and laying them on it.


  “My mother only sent biscuits, but you will find sausage in some and ham in others, and also some apples,” Dimar explained.


  “Oh, that sounds just right,” Mandie said, sitting on the edge of the blanket.


  Joe carried the pail of water that they had filled earlier over to the spread and set it down along with the cups. “Somebody might want some water,” he said.


  The three sat there and ate quickly. Even Snowball gobbled down the bits of food Mandie gave him. Everyone was so wound up with the suspense that no one had much to say.


  Mandie looked at the boys and said, “I guess we’re all on pins and needles, aren’t we?”


  Dimar quickly returned her look. “Pins and needles?” he asked.


  Mandie smiled at him, remembering he was full-blooded Cherokee and probably didn’t know all the white people’s expressions. “Well, not real pins and needles,” she tried to explain. “That means we can’t sit still for wanting to go do something and solve the problem.”


  Dimar gave her a big smile and said, “I think I understand. Imaginary pins and needles are sticking you to urge you to do something.”


  Joe laughed and said, “I don’t feel anything sticking me.”


  “I feel lots of them,” Mandie said, laughing.


  As soon as they finished eating and returned everything to Uncle Ned’s wagon, Dimar told them, “We will go up the trail they took and look for markings and follow them. Then we will be sure we are on the same path they went.”


  “You mean bent twigs, pieces of broken vines, and all that, like Uncle Ned taught me to mark a path,” Mandie said, carrying Snowball, who now wanted to run off.


  “Yes,” Dimar agreed. Picking up his rifle, he slung it over his shoulder and led the way toward the trail the others had gone up the mountain.


  Mandie followed, holding tightly to her white cat, and Joe brought up the rear with his rifle.


  As soon as they started up the trail, they found markings. Being careful not to disturb anything, they walked single file up the mountain. Coming out on a level clearing, Dimar quickly stooped to inspect the ground, motioning for Mandie and Joe to halt.


  Mandie bent to watch. “You are looking for tracks to see if anyone else besides them was there, right?” Mandie asked, preventing Snowball from jumping down.


  “Yes, and also to see which direction they went,” Dimar explained carefully. “We must do this before we walk here and disturb their footprints,” he added.


  Joe removed his rifle from his shoulder and asked, “Would it do any good if we fired a shot?”


  Dimar quickly stood up and said, “No, no, that would not do. Anyone we are pursuing would be alerted by a shot. Uncle Ned said no shots except in trouble.”


  “You are right,” Joe replied.


  Dimar moved forward, still looking at the ground. “They went this way,” he said. He slowly moved to the left and continued up the trail, carefully watching for tracks and markings.


  Mandie stayed close behind him and noticed markings as he discovered them. Footprints were not distinct in the hard, rocky pathway, but Dimar seemed to be able to spot them. She looked back at Joe and saw that he was also searching for clues as they went.


  Halfway up the mountain they came to a split in the trail. Dimar quickly examined the trail going off to the left and found tracks. Stooping to look closely, he said, “These tracks do not belong to Uncle Ned. They must have been made by Mr. O’Neal.” Moving back to the fork, he inspected the trail to the right. “These are Uncle Ned’s tracks ... and also Sallie’s.” He stood up, looking puzzled as he glanced around.


  “I wonder why Mr. O’Neal went off one way and Uncle Ned and Sallie went the other,” Mandie said, frowning as she glanced up both trails from where she stood at the fork.


  “I can see bent twigs up both paths,” Joe remarked, squinting ahead.


  “Yes,” Dimar agreed.


  “Do you know where these trails go? Have you been up them before?” Mandie asked the Cherokee boy.


  “Yes, they come back together near the top of the mountain,” Dimar replied.


  “Why would they split up, especially sending Mr. O’Neal off on a trail by himself? He probably got lost or something. He’s from up north, you know, and doesn’t know about things like this,” Joe said.


  Dimar turned to smile at Joe and said, “He is a fast learner. Uncle Ned has taught him many things. Mr. O’Neal even knows how to shoot a rifle.”


  “I’m glad he does. He might need to use one up here in these woods,” Mandie said. She let Snowball down to walk at the end of his leash.


  “So what are we going to do? Split up, too?”


  “Yes, that is necessary to cover both trails,” Dimar told him. Turning to Mandie, he said, “You know how to look for markings on a trail. Do you want to go with Joe up one path and I will take the other one? We will meet at the top.”


  “All right,” Mandie agreed. “I’m not real good at finding markings, but between Joe and me I think we’ll be able to find the clues.”


  “You are one-fourth Cherokee. You will see everything,” Dimar said, smiling at her as he put his rifle across his shoulder and turned to the path at the right. “I will go up this one. I remember that it is longer because it winds around in places. Wait for me at the top.”


  “If you get there first, wait for us,” Mandie called to him as she and Joe started up the trail to the left. She stooped to pick up Snowball. It would be better to carry him so he wouldn’t disturb any footprints along the way.


  Mandie and Joe carefully walked to one side, following Mr. O’Neal’s footprints. They kept watching for bent twigs and markings but found none until they were a long way up the trail.


  “There’s a broken branch on that bush,” Mandie said, pointing ahead to a limb hanging half off a small holly tree. She hurried to look at it as Joe followed her.


  “Mandie, this looks like an old break,” he said, examining the limb. “See, the leaves are beginning to turn brown.”


  Mandie looked closer as she put Snowball down and held on to his leash. “But, Joe, the joint where it was broken looks fresh. It’s still green,” she told him.


  “You’re right,” Joe agreed. He fanned through the sticky leaves. “The leaves must have been damaged somehow before. Do you think Mr. O’Neal broke the limb to mark his way?”


  Mandie stooped to look at the ground. “He at least stopped here. See the footprints where he moved around a little bit, and then they go on up the trail,” she said. Snowball meowed in protest as she squeezed him.


  “So we go on up the trail,” Joe agreed.


  “Right,” Mandie said, turning to look at Joe. “You know, it has been so long since we all started up the two trails this morning that I imagine Uncle Ned, Sallie, and Mr. O’Neal are a long way from here and we’ll never be able to catch up with them.”


  “But, Mandie, we don’t know where they went yet,” Joe reminded her. “They might have seen someone or something and left the trail for another one way up ahead somewhere.”


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie said loudly as she stomped her foot. “This whole thing is so mixed up. I don’t think we should have separated. There are so many possible complications that we may never find them. Then we would have to go back and sit by the wagon to wait for them to show up.”


  “If we don’t find them, they will return to the wagon sooner or later,” Joe told her. “Come on. Let’s go. We haven’t even made a good start yet.”


  “Oh well!” Mandie said with a loud sigh.


  The two continued on up the trail and found Riley O’Neal’s footprints all along the way. But there were no bent twigs or any signs of marking. Mandie silently decided Riley O’Neal didn’t know how to do such a thing, regardless of what Dimar had said about Uncle Ned teaching Riley all these things. She was bored with the whole business. This was not the way she would go about solving the mystery of the stolen wagons and the mica mound that had disappeared, and she wondered why Uncle Ned was doing his investigation this way.


  Snowball was tired of being carried. He wriggled in Mandie’s arms and tried to escape.


  “Snowball, be still!” Mandie commanded as she tightened her hold on the white cat, stopping to hold him up and look into his blue eyes. “You can’t get down,” she added.


  Joe had walked on up the other edge of the trail and Mandie hurried to catch up with him. When she got alongside him on her side of the trail, Joe was slowly investigating the dirt, looking for footprints.


  “Let’s go faster, Joe, so we can hurry and get to the top,” she told him as she, too, looked at the trail for signs. “We’re supposed to meet Dimar up there, and then I suppose we’ll have to work our way down the other side of the mountain. By that time Uncle Ned and Sallie and Mr. O’Neal may be waiting for us at the wagons.”


  “I’m willing to go faster, but how about you? This is awfully steep terrain and pretty hard to walk up in some places,” Joe reminded her, straightening up.


  Mandie grinned at him and said, “I can make it if you can.” She moved Snowball’s weight from one arm to the other.


  “Even with that cat? I know he’s heavy. Why don’t you let me carry him?” he offered.


  “I’ll just put him down to walk at the end of his leash in places where the ground is level enough, but, you know, cats can climb, so maybe I’ll just let him trail along and do his own climbing,” Mandie replied.


  “Please don’t let him get away. That’s all we need to slow us up,” Joe reminded her.


  Mandie knew Snowball had a habit of running away whenever he got a chance, but she was tired of being reminded of it. “If he manages to run away, I’ll go after him. You won’t have to bother with it,” she said as she set the white cat down and held tightly to his leash.


  Joe looked at her and frowned but didn’t say anything. He started on up the trail.


  Mandie felt sorry for her snappy remark but turned her attention to the cat and proceeded along the way. Snowball was delighted to have the run of the leash and he inspected everything they passed.


  There were no trail markings that they could see, only the footprints belonging to Mr. O’Neal, and they reached the top of the mountain quicker than they expected. Dimar was already there, sitting on a stump and waiting for them.


  “You must have worked awfully fast,” Mandie said, catching her breath and flopping down on a nearby boulder as she held Snowball’s leash. She looked out over the valley, hoping to see some sign of her other friends, but there was no one else in sight.


  “I am more experienced than you and Joe are,” Dimar said with a big smile. “I only found Uncle Ned’s and Sallie’s prints, but they did leave a lot of markings along the way.”


  “We didn’t find anything but Mr. O’Neal’s footprints,” Joe told him as he sat down on a fallen log nearby.


  “Dimar, this is taking an awfully long time,” Mandie said with a big sigh. “Couldn’t we do something a little faster?”


  “It will be faster going downhill than it was coming up,” Dimar reminded her. “There are two valleys between here and the foot of the mountain, and we will have a better view of our surroundings. But, alas, there are several trails. I hope Uncle Ned, Sallie, and Mr. O’Neal all went down the same pathway.” He stood up and stretched.


  “So do I,” Mandie agreed.


  “Have you seen any sign of anyone else? Any other prints, that is?” Joe asked. He rose and picked up his rifle.


  “Nothing,” Dimar replied.


  “So we are probably wasting all this time for nothing,” Mandie said, standing up to tighten her hold on Snowball’s leash as he tugged to run away.


  “No, not for nothing,” Dimar told her. “We have to investigate all possibilities until we come to the right one.”


  “Dimar, whoever stole those wagons couldn’t possibly bring them up this mountain,” Mandie told him.


  “It is possible on certain trails to get a wagon up the mountain if someone knew how to do this,” Dimar replied.


  “In other words, it would have to be Cherokee people to figure that out,” Joe said.


  “Yes,” Dimar replied. “This mountain is no mystery to the Cherokee people, only to the white people.”


  “Then you believe whoever stole the wagons and moved the mica were Cherokee people,” Mandie said, frowning as she thought about this.


  “Yes, and Uncle Ned also believes this,” the Indian boy said. “That is why we are searching this mountain. He thinks we will find their trail somewhere near here.”


  “I hope we do soon,” Mandie said as the three of them continued on the trail.


  Dimar was right. There were valleys now and then and a clear view, but they saw nothing suspicious and didn’t meet up with anyone. Now and then the mountainside seemed to drop straight down, and it was in one of these places that Mandie suddenly slid on loose rock and Snowball managed to get away when the leash slipped out of her hand.


  Joe quickly reached to grab Mandie to keep her from falling. “Are you all right?” he asked.


  “Yes.” She caught her footing as she saw the white cat disappear into the bushes. “Snowball!” She started after him.


  “He will not go far in the bushes before his leash will catch and stop him,” Dimar told her as he and Joe followed.


  But Snowball was experienced at this, and he managed to dodge between bushes and disappear. The cat had cut across the mountainside rather than continue on down the trail they were following.


  The three pushed their way through the thicket and followed. Mandie was in the lead, and she suddenly stopped and exclaimed, “Here he is, and look at what he has found!” She stood staring into a clearing.


  Joe and Dimar quickly came to her side and gasped in surprise. There ahead of them was one of the missing wagons, and Snowball had jumped up into it. The three rushed forward to investigate.


  “Whose wagon is this?” Mandie asked as she reached her white cat, whose leash was now tangled up on a hook in the wagon bed. She got it loose and picked up her cat.


  “This wagon belongs to Uncle Wirt,” Dimar said, examining the vehicle.


  “It doesn’t look wrecked or anything,” Joe remarked.


  Mandie gazed around their surroundings and said, “It’s a miracle to me how anyone got it into this space through all those trees.”


  Dimar quickly went over to one side and pulled at some bushes, which immediately moved, revealing a hidden pathway. “These bushes are not growing here,” he said. “Someone put them here to block the way.”


  Mandie suddenly remembered what they had been doing all this time and asked as she bent to look around, “Are there any footprints here?”


  “No, you will not find prints. The thieves made sure to erase all signs,” Dimar replied.


  “Well, what are we going to do about this wagon?” Joe asked.


  “We will leave it here, since we do not have a way to move it,” Dimar replied. “And we will look for more wagons and people now that we know they have been here.”


  Mandie held Snowball, who was trying to get back down into the wagon, and she watched as Dimar shook out a blanket in the wagon bed. Beneath that was a wad of paper that had evidently held food and the cat smelled it. “Snowball, you are a smart cat,” she said. “You smelled food and led us right to this wagon.”


  “But what if there had not been food smells for him to go after?” Joe asked.


  “Then we would just chase him until we caught him somewhere,” Mandie replied, holding tightly to her cat.


  Dimar examined the ground and decided the best thing to do was keep on the trail they had been following. The thieves had covered their own prints, so the three would continue following Uncle Ned’s, Sallie’s, and Mr. O’Neal’s.


  “Just think,” Mandie said as they walked on. “Uncle Ned must have missed that wagon completely because it is off the trail we are following.”


  “Perhaps,” Dimar said.


  “I hope we soon catch up with them,” Mandie said with a big sigh. “This has been a pokey day.”


  CHAPTER TEN


  MORE MYSTERY


  And it got to be a pokier and pokier day as the three traveled through the mountain. They followed the tracks and markings left by Uncle Ned, Sallie, and Riley O’Neal on several different smaller pathways and then found they looped right back onto the main trail and ended up at the base of the mountain, but not anywhere near where they had started.


  “Where are we, Dimar?” Mandie asked, looking around the clearing where they had emerged and holding on to Snowball, who was trying to get down.


  “We are near the river,” Dimar replied, stooping to look for tracks.


  “The river,” Joe repeated as he watched Dimar.


  “The river,” Mandie said, rushing out into the clearing to look around. Suddenly she remembered that she shouldn’t be recklessly walking around and perhaps obliterating tracks. She stood still and called back to Dimar, “I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t ruin any footprints.”


  Dimar stood up and smiled at her from a distance as he said, “No, you went the wrong direction. The tracks go this way.” He pointed to his right.


  Mandie sighed with relief and came back to join the two boys. She and Joe followed as Dimar expertly traced the footprints. She was amazed to see that the tracks led straight to the river when it came into view around a bend.


  “Down to the river,” Dimar remarked as he led the way, still watching for prints.


  The three stood still, staring at the footprints that ended at the riverbank. There were three distinct tracks, belonging to Uncle Ned, Sallie, and Riley O’Neal.


  “Well, now what?” Mandie asked, frowning as she looked out over the river.


  “There must have been a boat or something here for them to go off on,” Joe remarked.


  “Yes,” Dimar agreed. “They left by boat or raft. I don’t think they would have gone swimming out into the water because the current is too swift at this particular place.”


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie exclaimed, stomping her foot in the sand. “How do we find them now?” She squinted from the glare of the sunshine on the water.


  “We survey the river,” Dimar said. “We follow the water and watch for markings in the river.”


  “Markings in the river?” Mandie and Joe both asked at once in surprise.


  “Yes, we look for broken twigs on branches that overhang the banks, or anything that is not usual for the river,” the Cherokee boy explained.


  “Like particles of mica floating in the water maybe?” Mandie asked.


  “That is possible. Something caused Uncle Ned to go out on the river,” Dimar replied. “We also need to find the place where they left the river.”


  “Dimar, you are so smart to figure all this out. I would never be able to even start solving this mystery,” Mandie told him with a big smile. She tightened her hold on Snowball as he tried to get free.


  Dimar bowed his head and wouldn’t look at Mandie as he said, “We must begin now. This will take time.” He turned to start walking down the bank by the river.


  Mandie stayed close behind him and let Snowball down on his leash. Joe followed. They had to walk single file in order to stay close to the river as the banks narrowed to almost nothing in places with trees and bushes growing to the very edge of the water. Dimar stopped to stoop down and examine the ground now and then, but they found no footprints, no broken twigs or any other markings at the water’s edge where Uncle Ned could have reached out to mark his path from the boat that he, Sallie, and Riley O’Neal had evidently traveled in.


  A long time after they began their search along the river, they rounded a bend and Mandie was the first to exclaim, “I see a boat way down there ahead!” She pointed, then snatched up Snowball who was walking at the end of his leash, and started running toward it.


  “Yes, that is a canoe,” Dimar agreed and hurried after her.


  “But I don’t see anyone in it,” Joe told them as he, too, raced along the riverbank.


  Out of breath, Mandie stopped on the high bank and looked down at the canoe tied up below in the water.


  “Please, do not move around,” Dimar cautioned Mandie and Joe as he began searching the ground for prints.


  “I’m sure I can see flakes of mica in the boat,” Mandie told the boys, pointing to the vessel.


  Dimar straightened up to look.


  “Yes, so do I,” Joe agreed.


  “You are right. That is mica in the canoe, tiny flakes,” the Cherokee boy added.


  Mandie looked down at the ground where they were standing. “Dimar, can you see any footprints?” she asked. Snowball meowed angrily in her arms as he tried to escape.


  Dimar pointed to the dirt of the bank going down into the river. “There are tracks coming up this way from the canoe. Then they go into the bushes here,” he explained, motioning toward the brush growing nearby. “Now we will follow and see where they go.”


  Dimar was able to track the prints through the woods, and Mandie found broken twigs along the way, but since she had to carry Snowball, who didn’t like it at all, she missed a marking now and then, which Joe was quick to show her.


  “You missed one,” Joe said with a big grin, pointing to a broken twig.


  “Why, Joe, you are getting to be good at this,” Mandie teased back.


  “It’s the company I keep,” Joe replied, still grinning.


  Soon Dimar led them out of the woods into a clearing. Mandie looked around and was amazed to see Joe’s cart and Ned’s wagon in the distance, and there were Uncle Ned, Sallie, and Riley O’Neal sitting on the grass by the vehicles.


  “Look!” Mandie called out excitedly to the boys as she raced toward the others.


  Dimar and Joe quickly followed, and the three plopped down on the ground by their friends, out of breath.


  “We waited and y’all never came back,” Mandie said, gasping for breath.


  “And we tracked you all the way across the mountain, and, mind you, that was quite a job,” Joe told them.


  “Canoe all we find. We bring it down here,” Uncle Ned told them.


  “Oh, Uncle Ned, we found Uncle Wirt’s wagon,” Mandie told him.


  “Actually, Snowball found it,” Joe corrected her.


  “Where?” the old man asked.


  Mandie explained where the wagon was and said, “You missed it because it was not on the trail that we went.”


  “It was covered with bushes,” Dimar added.


  Uncle Ned looked at the young Cherokee boy and said, “Tonight, we go get wagon.”


  “Yes, we will get it,” Dimar agreed.


  “I will go and help,” Riley O’Neal told the old man.


  “Yes,” Uncle Ned agreed.


  “Where else are we going to look for the other wagons and the mica?” Mandie asked as she held the end of Snowball’s leash while he played in the grass.


  “You find wagon in woods. We need look all way in woods there,” Uncle Ned replied. He looked up at the sun now low on the horizon. “Late now. We go when sun rise tomorrow.”


  “It’s not really late, Uncle Ned,” Mandie protested. “Couldn’t we look a little more somewhere else today?”


  Uncle Ned looked at Joe and asked, “You go home now?”


  Joe frowned as he thought about it and replied, “We don’t have to go this very minute, but we do have to be home in time for supper.”


  “Then we do have a little more time, don’t we?” Mandie quickly asked Joe.


  “Maybe a little, but not enough time to go back up that mountain. So where else do you want to go?” Joe asked her.


  Mandie looked at Sallie and said, “You haven’t said a word, Sallie. Do you have any ideas as to where we should look?”


  “Since you found Uncle Wirt’s wagon up the mountain that we searched, I would think the other two wagons may be in that mountain. But that is too far and takes too long for the rest of today,” Sallie replied, glancing at her grandfather.


  “Yes, too far,” Uncle Ned agreed.


  “Do you have any more ideas about who stole the wagons and moved the mica?” Joe asked Uncle Ned.


  “Not yet,” Uncle Ned replied. “But must be Cherokee.”


  “I agree,” Dimar said.


  Uncle Ned stood up. “Now I take Sallie home,” he said to Dimar. “Then we get wagon.”


  Joe also stood up. “And now we go home, Mandie,” he said. Looking at Uncle Ned, he asked, “Do you want us to meet you at the Cherokee schoolhouse early tomorrow morning?”


  “Yes,” the old man said, starting toward his wagon.


  Sallie turned to Mandie and said, “School is open tomorrow until noon. I will join you after that.”


  “And so will I,” Riley O’Neal put in. Looking at Uncle Ned, he said, “If you will give us an idea tomorrow morning as to where you are going, Sallie and I will come and join you after we close the school.”


  “Will go back up same mountain, search woods off trail for other wagons,” the old man explained.


  “What about the mica, Uncle Ned? Do you think it could have been moved up a mountain?” Mandie asked, picking up Snowball as she rose.


  Uncle Ned stopped to look back at her on his way to his wagon. “Not found trail yet for mica but will,” he replied. “Soon.” He went on to his wagon.


  Mandie followed Joe over to his cart as Sallie, Dimar, and Riley O’Neal went to ride with Uncle Ned. They all waved good-bye, and Joe drove toward his house and Uncle Ned toward Deep Creek.


  “Do you mind if we go by to see if Mr. Jacob Smith has ever come home?” Mandie asked as they rode down the road.


  “Not at all,” Joe said with a big smile, looking at Mandie. “That is exactly what I had planned to do. I know you want to see him, but I have become curious as to why we can’t find him.”


  “I am beginning to think that he just went on back to his old house for some reason and that he’ll probably get back before I leave,” Mandie told him, holding Snowball in her lap. “At least I hope he gets back before Uncle John comes for me.”


  “Maybe Miss Abigail has some news of him. We’ll go by there after we check the house, if he’s not home,” Joe said, lightly holding the reins as the horse trotted on, pulling the cart.


  After a while they came to Mandie’s father’s house where Mr. Jacob Smith lived. As Joe drove the cart into the yard, he almost ran over a mother hen and a flock of biddies before he saw them. Quickly halting the cart, he jumped down to investigate.


  “Joe! Where did they come from?” Mandie asked in surprise as she hurried to join Joe. “You said he doesn’t have any chickens.”


  “He doesn’t, at least as of last Friday he didn’t,” Joe said in a puzzled voice. “I would like to know, too, where they came from.”


  Mandie watched the chickens roam around the yard after settling down from the fright of the cart. “They act like they belong here,” she said, holding tightly to Snowball in her arms as he tried his best to get down.


  Joe quickly looked into the barn and said, “He is still gone. His horse is not here,” he told Mandie. “Those chickens probably wandered off from their home somewhere and ended up here.”


  Mandie looked over at the chicken pen by the barn where her father had kept their chickens when he was living here. “I don’t suppose Mr. Jacob has anything to feed them, and I don’t even see any water anywhere,” she said.


  Joe glanced back into the barn and said, “No feed around that I can see. When we get back to my house, I can bring something back for them.”


  “Don’t you think we ought to catch them and put them in the pen so someone won’t run over them like we almost did?” Mandie asked.


  “We can do that when we come back with the feed,” Joe said. “Come on. Let’s go by Miss Abigail’s.”


  As they got back into the cart and Joe drove it up the path to the main road, Mandie kept watching behind them to be sure they hadn’t run over any of the baby chickens or their mama. Memories came back to her of the many chickens her father had raised. He had allowed her to pet the baby ones now and then when the mama wasn’t around. She knew the hen would peck her if she caught Mandie handling her brood. And Mandie almost never got used to the idea that someday the babies would grow into full-sized chickens and would sooner or later be made into a meal for the family. She had learned never to get too closely involved with them because of what happened later.


  Miss Abigail didn’t live very far away, and Joe was soon pulling the cart up by her front door. Mandie jumped down and Joe followed her to the front porch, where the lady was sitting in a rocking chair reading a book in the late afternoon sunshine.


  “Come in,” Miss Abigail greeted them. “Have a seat.” She indicated the swing and other chairs nearby.


  “We can’t stay, Miss Abigail,” Mandie told her as she sat on a chair, still holding Snowball. “We haven’t been able to catch up with Mr. Jacob Smith, and we were wondering if you had seen him.”


  “No, I haven’t,” Miss Abigail replied, closing her book with a bookmark. “I suppose he must have gone back to his old house for something and got delayed. But it does look like he would let me know because he was supposed to borrow my cart. Maybe it was an emergency of some kind and he didn’t need the cart right then.”


  Joe sat on the banister and said, “We keep coming by the house and there’s still no sign of him returning.”


  “Oh, Miss Abigail, we just came from there, and there was a hen and a whole bunch of biddies wandering around the yard!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Well, I wonder where they came from?” Miss Abigail said with a frown. “Now, if he hasn’t been home all week, those chickens must need feeding.”


  “We’re going to my house to get some feed and bring it back and put them in the chicken pen,” Joe told her.


  “Now, you all don’t have to go all the way back to your house for feed,” Miss Abigail objected, rising from the chair. “I have plenty of chicken feed. You just come on back here to the barn with me and get some to take over there, you hear?”


  Joe slipped down to his feet and said, “Thank you, Miss Abigail.”


  Mandie stood up, holding on to Snowball, and followed Miss Abigail and Joe down the steps of the porch and around to the barn in the back. Then she said, “We don’t know where the hen and her biddies came from, Miss Abigail. Do you think they belong to someone else and wandered away from their home? Or do you think Mr. Jacob Smith owns them?”


  “Oh dear, I just don’t know,” Miss Abigail said, pausing on the pathway to look back at Mandie. “I do know some of the neighbors were going to sell Mr. Smith some chickens when he got finished moving in. Maybe that’s where they came from.” She walked on toward the barn.


  Mandie and Joe followed. Mandie thought about that and said, “But, Miss Abigail, you said he’s still moving things from the old house, and, besides, we haven’t seen the chickens there this week and we’ve been going by every day.”


  Inside the barn, Miss Abigail handed Joe a sack and told him, “There’s plenty of feed over there if you’ll just fill this up.”


  Joe walked over to the corner and found bags of different farm necessities on neat shelves, among which were several containing chicken feed. He quickly filled the empty sack.


  “Thank you, Miss Abigail,” Joe told her when he had finished. “We’ll tell Mr. Smith where we got the feed when we catch up with him.”


  As they walked back to the front of the house, Mandie remarked, “I’m wondering if there might be more chickens there that we didn’t see.” Turning to Joe, she said, “We need to search the whole yard. There might be something else that needs to be fed.”


  “We will,” Joe promised. He put the bag of feed into the cart. “Now we’d better hurry and get this done so we won’t be late for supper.” He jumped up into the cart.


  Mandie handed up Snowball to Joe and climbed in after him.


  Miss Abigail, standing by the front steps, said, “Will you all please let me know if you find out where Mr. Smith is, or if he returns? This is most peculiar of him to act this way.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie and Joe said together as he drove the cart back up the road.


  When they got back to where Mr. Smith lived, they found the chickens still roaming around the yard.


  “Let’s get the feed and water ready first, and then we’ll catch them and put them in the pen,” Joe said, jumping down from the cart.


  Mandie quickly tied Snowball’s leash on to a hook in the cart and followed.


  Joe drew water from the well and together they washed out the long-unused water trough in the pen. Then they cleaned and dried the containers for the feed.


  Mandie happened to look behind her while they were filling the containers with the feed they had brought from Miss Abigail’s. The hen had followed them into the pen and was making daring pecks at the feed. “Look, Joe! They are hungry!” she said, straightening up and stepping back so the biddies could follow their mother to the food.


  Joe stood by, watching, and said, “The poor things. They are really hungry.”


  “I’m glad we found them so we could feed them,” Mandie said.


  Joe edged slowly toward the gate of the pen so as not to disturb the chickens. “Now we’d better get out of here and close them up before they get out again.”


  Mandie followed him, and as they closed the gate she spied a tiny straggly-looking biddie that had been left behind and was peeping loudly as it ran around the yard. “Look, Joe,” she said, slowly moving toward the stray chicken. “Let’s pen it in between us and I’ll be able to pick it up.”


  They moved around in a circle and finally Mandie got close enough to snatch up the biddie. It peeped loudly as she quickly took it to the pen and opened the gate to push it through with the others.


  “They seem to be tame,” Joe remarked.


  Mandie watched the stray biddie make its way to the feed trough. “You know, that one looks different. See the black spots on him. He doesn’t look like he belongs to the rest of the hen’s family.”


  Joe looked into the pen and said, “You’re right, but then sometimes the babies don’t all look alike. Let’s get going before my mother sends someone to look for us.” He laughed, walking toward the cart.


  Mandie followed and said, “Your mother wouldn’t do that, would she?” She climbed into the vehicle and untied Snowball’s leash so she could hold him.


  Joe jumped into the cart, picked up the reins, and said, “No, not at my age, I don’t think she would, but then, you never know.” He drove the cart up to the main road.


  “Maybe she knows something about the hen and biddies,” Mandie remarked. “Or she might even have some word about Mr. Jacob Smith. Yes, let’s do hurry!”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  ANOTHER SEARCH


  The next morning was Thursday, and Mandie realized her visit was coming swiftly to an end. Uncle John would be back to get her on Saturday, and she had not really accomplished anything concerning the mysteries she had become involved in. She thought about all this as she dressed and brushed her hair in the guest room at the Woodards’.


  “Not only have we been unable to solve the mystery concerning the mica and the wagons, but no one knows where Mr. Jacob Smith is,” she muttered to herself as she stood before the floor-length mirror. And she quickly added in a loud whisper, “And I haven’t even found out what Joe was trying to tell me from the train when he left for college. I ought to go ahead and ask him, I suppose.”


  When Mandie and Joe had returned to the Woodards’ home on the previous afternoon, they found that neither Mrs. Woodard nor Dr. Woodard had heard a word about Mr. Smith. Joe’s parents decided, like Miss Abigail, that the man had returned to his old house for some reason, maybe an emergency of some kind. They also didn’t know anything about the hen and biddies Mandie and Joe had found at Mr. Smith’s house.


  Mandie thought about this as she straightened her long skirts and went downstairs for breakfast. Joe was already there waiting for her, and Mrs. Miller had the food ready. Mrs. Woodard was sleeping late since the doctor had gone out early on calls. Snowball was hastily eating from a bowl under the stove.


  “Good morning, sleepyhead,” Joe greeted her with a big grin as he stood by the stove watching Mrs. Miller dish up the food.


  “I imagine I was awake before you were. It just takes a girl longer to dress than it does a boy,” Mandie replied, smiling at him and then greeting Mrs. Miller. “Good morning, Mrs. Miller.”


  “Good morning, dear,” the woman said as she brought food to the table. “Now y’all hurry up and eat before everything gets cold. I am packing a basket today for y’all to take with you for your noon meal.”


  Mandie and Joe hurried to the table and sat down. Mrs. Miller poured coffee for them.


  “Thanks for remembering to give us food to take with us today,” Joe told her as he passed the platter of scrambled eggs to Mandie.


  “You shouldn’t go around eating other folks’ cooking. You never know how clean it is,” Mrs. Miller told him as she took down a basket from a shelf.


  Mandie looked at her quickly and said, “Mrs. Miller, our friends shared their food with us. I have been in their houses and they are just as clean as we are.”


  Mrs. Miller’s face turned red and she became flustered as she packed biscuits into the basket. “Why, I didn’t mean your friends at all. I am packing enough that you can share your food with them today.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Miller,” Joe said. Turning to Mandie, he said, “Guess we’d better hurry so we won’t keep Uncle Ned and the others waiting.” He began eating the food he had piled onto his plate.


  “Yes,” Mandie agreed and started in on her food. “I suppose Uncle Ned and Dimar were able to get Uncle Wirt’s wagon down from the mountain last night. And I’m thinking, since it couldn’t possibly come down the narrow trail we traveled yesterday, they would have had to go in a different direction. There must be other wider paths in that mountain. And just maybe they found the other two wagons on their way down.”


  “Maybe,” Joe agreed. “Remember Uncle Ned said they were going to search the whole mountain?”


  “I remember,” Mandie answered. “My time is getting short, and I want to hurry up and solve all these mysteries before I have to go home.”


  “And before I have to return to college,” Joe reminded her.


  “I suppose Uncle Ned will keep on searching for the wagons and the mica if we don’t find it before we leave,” Mandie remarked, quickly sipping her coffee. Then looking at Joe she said with a big smile, “I’ll be ready to go as soon as you are.”


  After they finished their food, Mandie put the leash on Snowball and picked him up. Joe got his rifle and took the basket of food from Mrs. Miller. They got into Mrs. Woodard’s cart and hurried down the road to the Cherokee schoolhouse.


  Uncle Ned and Dimar were already there, talking to Sallie and Riley O’Neal in the doorway of the schoolhouse. Mandie looked inside and saw six Cherokee children sitting at desks. She had let Snowball walk on his leash and he tried to go inside.


  Uncle Ned was busy explaining to his granddaughter where they were going so that she and Riley could catch up with them when the school closed. Sallie knew the territory but Riley O’Neal didn’t.


  “We will find you,” Sallie called to them as Dimar left his horse tied up under a tree and followed Uncle Ned and got in his wagon. Mandie and Joe got back in the cart. Mandie held the white cat in her lap.


  “We go other side of mountain today where we brought down Wirt’s wagon,” the old man explained. He and Dimar had not taken time to look for the other wagons the night before because it was late by the time they had found a way to get the wagon down.


  Mandie and Joe followed the old man and Dimar, and they ended up at the foot of the same mountain but in a different place from where they had been yesterday. Uncle Ned pulled his wagon under a shade tree, and he and Dimar jumped down. Joe stopped the cart nearby, and he and Mandie joined them. Snowball insisted on getting down, so Mandie let him walk at the end of his leash.


  Suddenly Mandie remembered Mr. Jacob Smith. “Uncle Ned, we didn’t ask if you or Dimar had seen Mr. Jacob Smith anywhere yesterday. He’s still not home,” Mandie explained as the four of them stood by the wagon and cart.


  Uncle Ned shook his head. “No, have not seen him.”


  Dimar also said, “No, I have not.”


  Mandie told them about finding the hen and biddies in Jacob Smith’s yard. “Do y’all know of anyone who would have brought the chickens to his house and left them?” she asked.


  Uncle Ned and Dimar both shook their heads.


  “Maybe chickens lost,” the old man suggested, taking his bow and arrows from his wagon.


  Dimar was carrying a rifle again, and he shouldered that, ready to go up the mountain.


  “Now we go,” Uncle Ned told them, walking toward a trail beyond the wagon.


  Mandie picked up Snowball and quickly caught up with him and asked, “Are we all staying together today? We’re not going to split up like we did yesterday, are we?”


  Uncle Ned looked down at her and smiled. “We stay together. Quicker.” He walked on and the others followed him.


  The trail was not as steep as the one they had traveled yesterday, but it completely disappeared in places and they had to fight their way through bushes and underbrush. Uncle Ned was very thorough and went slow enough to examine smaller pathways on the side from time to time.


  Joe walked directly behind the old man and Mandie followed him. Dimar brought up the rear with his rifle. Sometimes Mandie allowed Snowball to walk and sometimes she carried him. She had trouble with him trying to chase after everything that moved in the bushes—squirrels, birds, chipmunks, and unseen inhabitants of the woods.


  “I could carry Snowball for a while,” Joe offered as he looked back to see Mandie quickly pulling on the leash to keep Snowball from getting away.


  “Thank you, Joe, but you have your rifle. Besides, you need to be free to use it if we run into any trouble,” Mandie replied, picking up the white cat and holding him on her shoulder.


  “Joe could carry Snowball and I could shoot my rifle if we have trouble,” Dimar said with a big smile.


  “No, no. I thank you both, but I’ll manage,” she said as they walked on.


  Mandie noticed that Uncle Ned was not leading them straight to the top of the mountain but was more or less circling around it at various intervals. At some places they had to walk on a steep incline, with one foot higher than the other, but by speaking firmly to her cat she was able to control him.


  Then they came to the place where Uncle Wirt’s wagon had been hidden. Uncle Ned and Dimar had removed the bushes hiding it, and Mandie saw that it was a good-sized clearing with a path leading out of the other side from where they were.


  “Now we rest,” Uncle Ned said, walking into the clearing and pointing toward a small waterfall coming out of the side of the mountain. “Water.” He went to it, cupped his hands, and drank.


  The others followed, doing likewise. Mandie let Snowball down to drink from the rocks where the water fell. Then they all sat on the grass and relaxed.


  “Whew!” Mandie exclaimed. “Feels good to sit down. Uncle Ned, is there a lot more of this mountain to search? Are we almost finished?”


  The old man replied, “Top.” He pointed upward. “Few minutes, then go down to wagon. Eat.”


  “Eat, that’s a magic word,” Joe said with a big grin.


  Mandie looked at Dimar and said, “You know something? We brought loads of food with us today.”


  Dimar smiled and said, “Do not need a load, only a little. Too much food will make us lazy.”


  “But I need food for strength,” Joe teased. “You are used to climbing all over mountains, and I’ve been citified all this year without a chance to exercise, like following Mandie around on her mysteries.” He turned to grin at Mandie.


  “Just think, you only have two more days to follow me, really one day, because Uncle John will be coming for me on Saturday,” Mandie replied, smiling.


  Uncle Ned stood up and said, “We go now. Make haste.”


  The three followed the old man to the top of the mountain and then all the way back down to the wagon and the cart without finding any clues whatsoever to the missing wagons or the mica. They were all tired and disgusted.


  But when the food was spread out on a blanket in the grass, Mandie saw that Uncle Ned had brought lots of fried chicken, Dimar had brought many biscuits filled with meat, and Mrs. Miller had given her and Joe ham biscuits and chocolate cake. Besides all this food, there was plenty of milk and coffee to drink.


  “Shucks, we can’t eat all that food and then travel up another mountain,” Mandie said, laughing as she tied Snowball’s leash to the wheel of the cart.


  “Not another mountain,” Uncle Ned told her as he reached for food to fill one of the tin plates he had brought. “We search valley, river, cornfields, cave.”


  “Cave?” Mandie quickly asked in surprise and almost choked on a bite of ham biscuit she was chewing. “A cave? We’re going to a cave?”


  Joe also stopped eating to listen, but Dimar, knowing the territory, sat there smiling as Uncle Ned explained.


  “Big cave across valley under mountain,” Uncle Ned said. “We go in it.”


  “But, Mandie, you remember that cave we went in and it collapsed?” Joe asked her. “Do you want to go into another cave?”


  “Well, if Uncle Ned says it’s safe,” she replied slowly, looking at the old man.


  Uncle Ned nodded and said, “Many hundred years old. Cave safe.”


  “It is safe, Mandie,” Dimar told her. “I have been in it many times.”


  “If y’all say so,” Joe managed to say with his mouth full of fried chicken.


  “Yes, if y’all think it’s safe, then it must be safe. Let’s hurry and go there,” she said, quickly digging into her food.


  They finished the meal and repacked the various utensils and leftovers. Uncle Ned and Joe took their horses to a nearby waterfall to drink and then retied them in the shade where they could eat grass.


  “We ready now,” Uncle Ned said, pulling three lanterns out of his wagon. He handed one to Joe and one to Dimar and kept the third one.


  Mandie picked up Snowball and asked, “Don’t I get a lantern, Uncle Ned? Suppose I get lost from y’all in the cave. I wouldn’t have a light.”


  Uncle Ned smiled and said, “No, Papoose, you got cat. No need for lantern. We go together.”


  “Uncle Ned, I was thinking about Sallie and Mr. O’Neal,” Mandie said as they started to follow the old man. “Do you think they will find us?”


  “School may be late, but they find us later,” Uncle Ned replied. “I tell Sallie where we go.”


  They traveled across the valley, pausing only to search behind clumps of bushes and trees here and there. Then Uncle Ned led the way through a dense forest to a cluster of huge boulders that seemed to be the base of the mountain. Uncle Ned and Dimar set down their lanterns, rifle, and bow and arrows, and walked right up to the stones and began pushing on a large one.


  “Here, let me help!” Joe quickly lay his rifle down beside Mandie and handed her the lantern he was carrying, then ran to assist them.


  Evidently the stones were not as heavy as they looked, because the large one rolled to one side and uncovered the mouth of a cave. Mandie watched in fascination. She had seen caves before, at least two of them, but had never seen one closed up with a boulder for a door.


  Uncle Ned and Dimar stepped back and picked up their things while Joe retrieved his rifle and lantern.


  “Now we go in. Must stay together. Must. Remember that,” he said as he bent to light his lantern.


  Dimar did the same with his lantern. Joe, watching, quickly struck a match to his lantern, also.


  “But, Uncle Ned, why was the boulder in front of the door to the cave?” Mandie asked as the old man motioned for her to walk directly behind him.


  “Keep out animals, hide cave from other people,” Uncle Ned explained. “Now we go.” He continued into the cave with Mandie right behind him.


  Even with the lanterns, the inside of the cave looked spooky. Snowball didn’t seem to like the place and tried to scratch Mandie in an effort to get down. She quickly scolded him, and he clung to the shoulder of her dress.


  The entrance was like a long hallway, not very wide and with a low ceiling. As they continued, Mandie was amazed to find they were coming into another part that had several large rooms opening off the hallway. From what she could see, the place was furnished with enough necessities, such as beds, dishes, water pails, blankets, and quilts, that it could be lived in.


  “Does someone live here, Uncle Ned?” she asked, finding that her voice echoed as she tried to lower it.


  “Now and then,” the old man said. “For special people, special times. Old days Cherokee people hide here from white people when white people take our land and make us move.” He stopped to look at her.


  “But your people never lived here, did they? My great-grandfather Shaw built that tunnel in the house where Uncle John lives now to hide your people until all those horrible things were over,” Mandie reminded him.


  “My people all live in house of your great-grandfather in tunnel. Your great-grandfather man of God, loved all people,” Uncle Ned said with sadness in his voice.


  Mandie reached forward to squeeze his old wrinkled hand as they continued into the cave.


  They examined the whole place. Uncle Ned inspected the dishes and blankets and then decided that no one had been in the cave. He turned to lead the way out. When they almost reached the entrance to go outside, Mandie suddenly heard Sallie calling to Uncle Ned.


  “My grandfather!” she was saying from outside the cave. “Are you in the cave, my grandfather?”


  “Yes, my granddaughter,” Uncle Ned called back as they reached the exit.


  Sallie and Mr. O’Neal were standing there, waiting for them.


  “Oh, Sallie, I’m so glad you caught up with us,” Mandie told her friend as she let Snowball down to walk.


  “I am glad, too,” Sallie replied. Looking at her grandfather, she asked, “Have you found anything yet?”


  “Not yet, but we will,” Uncle Ned told her as he extinguished his lantern.


  “Then we are not too late to help a little,” Riley O’Neal told him.


  Uncle Ned nodded and pointed across the valley. “We go now, across cornfields,” he said.


  Dimar and Joe put out their lanterns, and everyone started across the clearing. To Mandie it looked two miles wide, and Snowball was really heavy, but he would slow things up if she let him walk.


  As though Sallie had read her mind, the girl held her arms out and said, “Let me carry Mr. Snowball. He is heavy, and you have been carrying him all day.”


  “All right, for a little while,” Mandie agreed and handed over the white cat. Snowball knew Sallie and didn’t cause any trouble.


  They followed Uncle Ned across the huge cornfields and out onto another road. There was no sign of anyone anywhere. They passed an old barn and later a shack, but didn’t see a living soul. Finally Uncle Ned paused on the road.


  “We go two more miles, then we turn off toward wagon and cart,” he said. He looked up at the sky and said, “Getting late.”


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie exclaimed. “If we don’t find anything or anybody within the next two miles, then we have to quit, and I only have one whole day left to help.”


  Uncle Ned smiled at her and said, “Maybe we find wagons. Maybe we find mica. We look two more miles for them.”


  They walked the two additional miles and still didn’t see anyone. Then Uncle Ned turned left at the intersection of another road. A small country church stood there with a small cemetery walled in around it.


  Mandie had taken Snowball back from Sallie and was letting him walk at the end of his leash since they were on a smooth road. He suddenly decided he wanted to run away and managed to jerk the leash out of Mandie’s hand. She raced after him down the road toward the corner where the church stood. He slowed down now and then to see if his mistress was following, then he ran on. This was an old game with him.


  Everyone also walked faster to try to help catch the cat. Mandie chased him right up to the iron gate in the wall where he had to slow down, and she managed to capture him.


  “I got him!” she called out to her friends as she held him tightly in her arms. As she turned around to look back at her friends, something in the cemetery sparkled and caught her attention. She gasped in disbelief as she stared through the iron gate. There was all that mica, spread all over the cemetery.


  “I can’t believe it!” she screamed, and everyone came running to see.


  “There is the mica!” Joe said, excitedly grasping the rods in the gate.


  Uncle Ned and the others stood staring, too, with various exclamations.


  Mandie quickly grasped Uncle Ned’s hand as tears formed in her blue eyes. “Uncle Ned, how could anyone do this?”


  Uncle Ned patted her blond head and said, “We find who did this. Take time, but we find.”


  “I would like to find them myself,” Mandie said, angrily wiping a tear from her eye. “We have to clean it all off, Uncle Ned.”


  “We go home now. Come back tomorrow, clean mica away,” the old man said.


  Mandie jerked on his hand as she said, “Not tomorrow, Uncle Ned. We need to clean it all off today. Today, Uncle Ned!”


  Uncle Ned looked down at her and said, “No tools. No way to get it out. Must come back tomorrow with tools.”


  Mandie stomped her feet and said, “No, no, Uncle Ned! We can go right now and get some tools and get it all out. Oh, it’s horrible to do such a thing to graves.”


  Uncle Ned was silent a moment and no one else said anything. Then he said, “All right, Papoose. We go get wagon, get tools, and come back today.”


  Mandie smiled through her tears and said, “Thank you, Uncle Ned.”


  She knew this was going to be a big job and would take time, but she also knew she wouldn’t sleep that night knowing all those graves were buried under all that mica. She silently thanked God that He had persuaded Uncle Ned to return and remove it today.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THE MESSAGE


  As Uncle Ned promised, they went back and got his wagon and Joe’s cart, then they went to the Cherokee schoolhouse, where Riley O’Neal gave them tools to remove the mica. Riley and Dimar rode their own horses back with them, because it would be late when they finished the job and everyone could just go on home without someone having to go out of their way to drop someone off.


  When they entered the cemetery, Mandie looked around and asked Uncle Ned, “Where are we going to put all this mica when we take it out of here?”


  “Old barn back there behind wall. We throw it all by barn and take it away later,” Uncle Ned replied.


  “Take it away? Where?” Mandie asked.


  “Must belong to mica mine somewhere. We find,” Uncle Ned told her.


  So they began the huge task of loading Uncle Ned’s wagon and then Joe’s cart with the mica and then dumping it out by the old barn.


  As she shoveled the mica, Mandie wandered back into the far corner of the cemetery, looking at gravestones, when she thought she heard one of her friends say something. But they were all at the other end of the cemetery, so she called to them, “What did you say?”


  Everyone looked at her in surprise and said, “Nothing.”


  Mandie thought they didn’t understand what she said, so she went back to work shoveling the mica into a pile when she definitely heard someone crying, “Help!” in a muffled voice. She quickly walked around and looked, but couldn’t see anyone else near her. She stopped by a six-foot-tall monument with an angel on top and tried to figure out what was going on.


  “Help!” came from the monument, and she got goosebumps for a moment as she thought the angel had spoken. She quickly moved back, and when she did she saw a man’s face looking up at her from under the bench part of the monument. He was covered entirely with the mica except his face, and evidently he was alive.


  Mandie’s heart almost stopped beating as she imagined all kinds of things, from thinking she had imagined it to believing someone in a grave had come back alive. Then Joe came rushing up to join her. She was so frightened she couldn’t speak, but pointed toward the monument.


  “What is it, Mandie?” Joe asked, looking at her and then to where she was pointing. He immediately saw the man’s face and fell on his knees to start uncovering the man. “Come on, Mandie! Help me.”


  Mandie finally realized what was going on, and she joined Joe in his effort to dig the man out of the mica. When they had removed enough mica that the man could sit up, Mandie gasped in surprise. “Oh, it’s Mr. Beethoven! Mr. Beethoven, how did you get buried?” She reached to brush the mica out of his hair.


  The others had come running when they saw what was going on, and they soon had Mr. Beethoven out of the mess of mica. The man remembered seeing them in the mountain and tried to thank them, but he could hardly speak.


  “Water,” Uncle Ned told Dimar, who rushed back to the wagon to get Uncle Ned’s water jug.


  Uncle Ned helped Beethoven move away from the pile of mica, and when he did the old Indian spied an arrow under where the man had been buried. He picked it up and muttered, “Tsa’ni!”


  Mandie and the others heard the name. “Tsa’ni? Did he do this, Uncle Ned?” Tsa’ni was a young Cherokee boy who hated white people, and everyone knew him for his bad deeds.


  Uncle Ned nodded as he still examined the arrow and said, “Arrow belong to Tsa’ni.”


  “What are we going to do about it?” Joe asked.


  “I tell Council,” Uncle Ned said. “Council do something.”


  “I’m glad he won’t get away with doing all this,” Mandie said. “Why, he could have killed Mr. Beethoven here.”


  Dimar had returned with the water, and Beethoven slowly drank from the jug. He finally regained his voice. “I had been walking a long time and decided to take a nap in here. With the wall around the cemetery, no wild animals could get in, so I thought I was safe. I lay down in the shade under that monument and went to sleep. When I woke up, I couldn’t move. I was covered all over with that mica, but the bench part of the monument had shielded my face,” he told them.


  “But who dumped the mica on you? Why didn’t you run away?” Joe asked.


  Beethoven shook his head and said, “I don’t know who did it. I was asleep.”


  “Arrow say Tsa’ni did it,” Uncle Ned said firmly. He handed the arrow to Dimar and said, “Put arrow in safe place under seat in wagon. Now we finish moving mica.”


  Dimar did as Uncle Ned said and then hurried back to help load more mica. When they had the wagon and the cart full, Dimar drove the wagon and Joe the cart toward the old barn outside the wall of the cemetery.


  Joe was ahead of Dimar and couldn’t decide where the best place was to dump the mica, so he started to circle the old barn and look around. He drew the horse up short suddenly, almost causing Dimar to run his wagon into the back of the cart. With the heavy mica, it was hard to stop the vehicles.


  Glancing quickly back at Dimar, he yelled, “Look!” He pointed ahead. “There are the two missing wagons.” Joe jumped down to investigate, and Dimar hurried to join him.


  “Yes,” Dimar agreed with a big smile. “My mother’s wagon and Jessan’s wagon.” He examined the vehicles.


  Joe quickly looked in the bed of each one. There were definitely mica particles in both.


  Mandie had been near the gate when the two boys drove their loads out, and she stepped outside to see where they had gone. When she saw the two vehicles standing there in the field, she wondered where Dimar and Joe had gone and hurried to investigate.


  “Joe! Dimar!” she called as she came closer. “Where are y’all?” Then as she rounded the corner of the barn, she saw the boys with the two missing wagons. She rushed over to look.


  “Here are the two wagons we’ve been searching all over the mountain for,” Joe told her with a big grin.


  “Of all places!” she exclaimed. She looked at the barn and asked, “Have y’all looked in the barn? There might be something else hidden in there that was stolen.” She started for the door, which was barely hanging on its hinges.


  “Here, wait, I’ll open that. It might fall off on you,” Joe told her. He and Dimar carefully swung the door back, and the three of them entered the dark interior of the barn and were greeted by a strange snoring sound.


  Mandie froze in her tracks. “What was that?” she asked.


  “I do believe it’s a horse,” Joe said, going toward a stall at the end of the corridor. “That’s what it is,” he immediately called back.


  Dimar and Mandie followed him. In the dim light coming through cracks in the wooden wall of the barn, Mandie could see the horse. Then she also spotted something else lying on the floor and almost screamed as she backed away.


  “No!” she cried.


  Joe and Dimar quickly investigated the floor.


  “It’s a man all tied up and gagged!” Joe told her. “Run and get the water jug out of my cart! It’s under the seat.”


  Mandie raced outside, grabbed the jug from under the seat, and returned, holding it out to Joe, who was stooping over the man.


  “Mandie, set the water down a minute. You don’t have to be afraid,” Joe told her. “It’s Mr. Jacob Smith!”


  “Yes,” Dimar confirmed as the two boys worked quickly to remove the ropes and the gag in Mr. Smith’s mouth.


  Mandie watched, and as soon as they got the gag out of the man’s mouth, he tried to speak. She grabbed the water and held it up to his mouth. He drank and then spluttered as he tried to talk.


  When the young people were gone too long, the others came to look for them and hurried across the field to the two loaded vehicles, then into the barn.


  Uncle Ned was the first one inside, and he looked at Mr. Jacob Smith as the boys finished untying him and asked, “Who did this?” He knelt by the man who was now sitting up.


  Jacob Smith shook his head and mumbled in a dry voice, “Don’t know them. All Cherokee boys.”


  “Tsa’ni!” Uncle Ned said angrily. “Council will take care of him. I find other boys and Council will take care of them, too.”


  “Let’s get the wagon unloaded so we can put Mr. Smith in it and get him out of here,” Riley told the boys.


  With everyone pitching in, it didn’t take but a few minutes to clean the wagon out and then the cart. They got Mr. Smith into the wagon and drove the vehicles back to the gate of the cemetery.


  “I will water the horse, Mr. Smith,” Dimar told him. “There is a creek down the hill behind that barn.” He hurried back to do this.


  Mandie excitedly asked questions as soon as Mr. Smith was able to talk. “How long have you been in that barn? We’ve been going by your house looking for you every day this week,” she told him as he lay against the side in the bed of the wagon and she and Joe knelt nearby.


  “I had to go back to my old house,” Mr. Smith said between gasps for breath. “Got word someone wanted to rent it. Went up there last Saturday, I think it was. Came back down this road yesterday and caught those boys throwing mica all over the cemetery.” He paused to lick his lips and swallow a little water. “Told them if they didn’t stop, I was going to find someone who would stop them. They overpowered me. More of them than I thought.” He stopped to breathe.


  Uncle Ned had been listening as he stood beside the wagon. He told Mandie, “Must go now. Take Mr. Smith and other man home to Morning Star. She doctor.”


  “I’m all right. I can go on to my house,” Mr. Smith insisted, but he fell back against the side of the wagon and gasped for breath.


  “No, we go home to Morning Star,” the old Cherokee man insisted. Turning to Dimar, he said, “We get other man in wagon.” Then looking at Mandie, he said, “I promise we come back tomorrow, finish moving mica. Must take sick men home now.”


  “I understand, Uncle Ned,” Mandie replied. “That’s the right thing to do.”


  Dimar came back with Riley O’Neal, the two of them almost carrying Beethoven to the wagon. They lifted him and set him beside Mr. Smith.


  Mandie looked at Mr. Smith and explained, “This man was buried alive under all that mica in the cemetery.”


  “You don’t say!” Mr. Smith said in surprise as he looked at Beethoven.


  Beethoven was trying to resist being put into the wagon and tried to get out, but was too weak to do that. “Got to git to Georgia. Got to git a job,” he kept muttering.


  Mandie quickly explained to Mr. Smith who Beethoven was and how they had met him.


  Mr. Smith looked at Beethoven, reached out his hand to shake hands, and said, “Man, you done got a job. I need someone to help me real bad.”


  “But I ain’t got to Georgia yet,” Beethoven argued.


  “You’re almost to Georgia. Anyhow, you got a job,” Mr. Smith said, still offering his hand.


  Evidently Beethoven was woozy from his ordeal, and he waved his right hand out and managed to connect with Mr. Smith’s. “I thank you, mister. I thank you,” he said and stopped trying to get out of the wagon.


  Uncle Ned told Dimar, “We tie Mr. Smith’s horse behind wagon. You ride yours. We don’t leave horse here. We come back for two wagons.”


  Joe rushed around, gathering up the tools and putting them in the back of Uncle Ned’s wagon. Mandie and Sallie helped, and they were all soon ready to go.


  “Mr. Smith, I have to go home Saturday,” Mandie called to him as Uncle Ned got ready to drive away with the wagon. “If you’re able, will you come to see me?”


  “That I will,” Mr. Smith answered as she jumped into Joe’s cart, untied Snowball from the hook where she had left him, and Joe started down the road.


  Mandie took a long breath and said, “Oh, I think I’m tired!”


  “I know I’m tired, and I know I’m hungry and my mother will be wondering where we are,” Joe told her as he shook the reins.


  They were late for supper, but Dr. and Mrs. Woodard had gone to a friend’s house for supper and left Mrs. Miller to serve the two young people. When Mandie and Joe walked in the back door, Mrs. Miller turned from the stove, where she was inspecting the contents of a pot. Her eyes widened and she exclaimed, “For pity sakes, what happened to y’all?”


  Mandie and Joe both laughed then as they realized they must have mica particles all over their clothes.


  “It’s a long story, but first we need to get cleaned up, if you don’t mind holding supper a few minutes more,” Joe told her as he smiled and headed for the door to the hallway.


  “No rush. Your ma and pa ain’t here anyhow,” Mrs. Miller replied. “They’ve gone to the Thompsons’ for supper. I suppose you don’t know because you didn’t see them this morning.”


  “That’s fine. At least we didn’t hold up their supper,” Joe replied.


  “I’ll be right back down as soon as I can get rid of all this mica,” Mandie said with a laugh as she followed Joe out the door.


  When they came back downstairs, cleaned up for supper, the two related the events of the day to Mrs. Miller, who probably didn’t believe everything they told her.


  “Uh-huh,” Mrs. Miller kept saying, glancing at Mandie and then at Joe as she served the food. “Uh-huh.”


  “I know all this is hard to believe, but it really and truly happened,” Mandie told her.


  “You don’t say,” Mrs. Miller muttered.


  Mandie whispered to Joe, “No use telling her anything. She doesn’t believe us.”


  “I know,” Joe whispered back, and then raising his voice he said, “Let’s take our coffee and sit in the parlor when we finish.”


  “Of course,” Mandie replied with a grin.


  When Joe’s parents came home that night and found them in the parlor, Mrs. Woodard immediately told them she would expect them to stay home the next day because she had not had any time with them and also friends had been by and missed them.


  So the next day was taken up with people dropping in to say hello and with Mrs. Woodard keeping a table filled with food all day long.


  Then the next day was Saturday. When Mandie got up that morning, she knew Uncle John would be coming to get her and she still hadn’t had a chance to talk to Mr. Jacob Smith. She also knew all her friends had been working on the mica the day before and had been too busy to come by.


  But Saturday was different. The first thing that morning, Uncle Ned and Sallie arrived, bringing Riley O’Neal with them. They reported that Mr. Jacob Smith had been able to go home the day before, taking Beethoven Jones with him. Then Mr. Smith himself, with Beethoven Jones in tow, showed up.


  “Oh, Mr. Smith, I’m so glad you and Mr. Beethoven are recovered and came by to see me,” Mandie told them as everyone gathered in the long kitchen where Mrs. Woodard had had Mrs. Miller set out a table full of food.


  “And we’re glad of that, too,” Mr. Smith said, his eyes lighting up with a smile.


  “I wanted to ask you something,” Mandie began. “Do you happen to know whether my father’s rifle was still in the house when you moved in?”


  “I sure do,” Mr. Smith said. “It’s hanging right over the door where he always kept it. I’ve been keeping it cleaned and oiled. I knew you would want it someday.”


  With tears in her blue eyes, Mandie reached to squeeze his hand and said, “Thank you, Mr. Jacob.” She took a breath and added, “Would you keep it for me? I’ll get it one day, but I’ll know it’s safe with you.”


  “That I will,” he said, squeezing her hand back.


  Joe was seated nearby and said, “I heard someone else drive up outside.” He went to look out the window and turned back to Mandie. “It’s your uncle John, and guess who’s with him?”


  Mandie looked at him in surprise and asked, “Who?”


  Joe grinned and said, “Your grandmother, Mrs. Taft.”


  “Grandmother?” Mandie repeated, and then sighing, she added, “And I know why she came. She wants to talk you into traveling this summer.”


  Joe went to open the door. Dr. Woodard had also seen them and came across the room to greet them with Joe.


  “Come in, come in,” Dr. Woodard told them.


  “Howdy,” John Shaw said, stepping into the kitchen as he helped Mrs. Taft through the door.


  “Grandmother, how did you get with Uncle John?” Mandie asked. It had just dawned on her that she had left her grandmother at Uncle John’s house, but Uncle John had been in Asheville on business all this time, or was supposed to be.


  As Mrs. Woodard came into the room and went to greet the new arrivals, Mrs. Taft explained, “He was in Asheville, so I decided to go on home to Asheville. Then he came by the house and asked if I would like to come with him to bring you home.”


  “I’m so glad you could come,” Mrs. Woodard told her, and the two women went on into the hallway.


  “Why did Uncle John do that?” Mandie whispered under her breath to Joe.


  Later that day Mandie found that they weren’t going to be leaving until the next day, Sunday. All her friends left in the afternoon, and that night she, Uncle John, and her grandmother sat in the parlor with the Woodards, talking about nothing in particular.


  Then suddenly Mrs. Taft looked directly at Joe and asked, “Would you like to come along on a vacation trip with Amanda and me this summer?”


  Joe quickly replied, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Taft, but I’m not sure I’ll be having any vacation time away from school. You see, I might have to go to school all summer to catch up enough to become a full college student in the fall.”


  “But the school will most likely give you some breaks over the whole summer, won’t they?” she asked.


  “I don’t know for sure right now,” Joe told her.


  “Well, Amanda, Celia’s mother has given permission for Celia to travel with us on a vacation to wherever you want to go,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie.


  “But, Grandmother, I had already told you I wanted to visit with my friends, all of us going from one house to the other, remember?” Mandie replied.


  “But that won’t take all summer, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’ll tell you what I had in mind. Remember Senator Morton from our journey to Europe? He has invited us to visit him at his home in Florida, and you know I can’t very well go to a man’s home by myself. But if you would come along, we could also bring Celia and it would all be nice and proper. What do you say, dear?”


  Mandie took a deep breath and was at a loss for words. She looked at Joe, who kept a solemn face. She glanced around the room. Everyone seemed to be looking at her and waiting for her reply.


  Finally Mandie turned to Joe and asked, “Are you sure you have to go to school all summer?”


  “Mandie, I told you I was not sure, but I do know I will have to attend a class for the first two weeks of vacation. I know I won’t be home before then,” Joe told her. “And if I do come home, I thought we’d be visiting with our friends.”


  Mandie looked at her grandmother and asked, “When are you planning to visit Senator Morton?”


  “Well, plans are flexible. After hearing that Joe will definitely be tied up the first two weeks of vacation, I’m sure you and Celia and I could go then,” Mrs. Taft replied. “That way you’d be back home by the time Joe gets home, and you and your friends could visit as you wanted.”


  Mandie looked at Joe again and then back at Mrs. Taft as she slowly replied, “All right, Grandmother. I’ll go for those two weeks.”


  “Thank you, dear,” Mrs. Taft said with a big smile. “I’m sure you will enjoy Florida because you’ve never been there.”


  The adults got involved in their own conversation then, and Mandie stood up and motioned to Joe. “Let’s go out on the porch,” she said.


  Joe silently followed and they went to sit in rocking chairs on the long front porch. The air was cool but not really cold, and it was very dark.


  Mandie had decided it was now or never. She had to ask Joe what he had been yelling back to her from the train that day in Franklin when he had left for college.


  They were both silent for a few moments and then Joe said, “I suppose we need to write to Jonathan in New York and find out when he’s getting out of school so we can at least make some plans to get together.”


  “But how can we make plans when you don’t know whether you’ll even be home or not?” Mandie asked.


  “Just make the plans, and if I get home I’ll join in. Otherwise, the rest of you can get together,” Joe told her.


  “I don’t think I like the uncertain schedules of colleges if they’re all like yours,” Mandie said.


  “But, Mandie, this is just a special case because I didn’t have all the requirements to get in full time. I’ve explained all that to you before,” Joe reminded her.


  “Speaking of colleges,” Mandie began slowly, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye. “Remember that day you left Franklin to go to college?”


  “I sure do,” Joe said with a little laugh. “The happiest day of my life.”


  “Do you also remember that you were yelling something out the train window when it pulled out of the station? I couldn’t understand what you said, except that you said you’d write and you never did write. All I ever got from you was that note saying you’d be home for the spring holidays,” she quickly finished.


  Joe leaned forward to look at her and said, “But that was it. That note. I was trying to tell you I might be able to come home for the spring break. I did write and let you know.”


  Mandie couldn’t believe her ears. She took a deep, deep breath and said, “Oh shucks!”
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  CHAPTER ONE


  OFF TO THE SEASIDE


  Mandie Shaw and her friend Celia Hamilton gazed in wonderment as they traveled through the beautiful seaside territory after the train left Jacksonville, Florida. Now and then they spotted the rippling ocean behind the huge dunes of glistening white sand. Clusters of palm trees waved their fronds in the wind. Sea gulls fluttered about as the noise of the train disturbed them.


  “I smell the water!” Mandie declared, taking a deep breath as she leaned against the window.


  Celia looked at her friend and asked, “But how can you smell it when all the windows are closed?”


  “Because the doors at the ends of the cars are open,” Mandie reminded her. She looked at her grandmother, who was sitting in the next seat.


  Mrs. Taft smiled at her and said, “You may open the window one inch—just one inch, now. I don’t want to blow away and get covered with dirt.”


  “Oh, thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said, quickly grasping the window latch. “Here, Celia, get the latch on your side and I’ll push on mine.”


  With Celia’s help, the window slowly moved upward until Mandie decided it was an inch, and they stopped. The girls immediately knelt down on their seats and put their faces next to the opened window.


  “Oh, now I can feel the sand in the air!” Mandie exclaimed, rubbing her hands together.


  “And I can almost hear the roar of the ocean above the clackety-clack of the train,” Celia said.


  Mandie looked at her friend and asked, “Can’t you almost taste the smell of the ocean?”


  Celia frowned, took a deep breath, and replied, “Why, I believe I do.”


  At that moment Mandie’s white cat, Snowball, who had been sleeping on the floor, rose, stretched, and jumped up into the seat with his mistress. He stood up on his hind paws as he reached up to the opened window.


  Mandie smiled at him and said to Celia, “Even Snowball is interested in the ocean.”


  “I hope he’s not interested in it enough to run off from Senator Morton’s house while we’re there. You know your grandmother said the senator lives near the ocean,” Celia said.


  Mandie glanced at her grandmother, who had her eyes closed and was either dozing or just resting and not wishing to be disturbed. Turning back to Celia, she said, “At least we’re only going to be at his house for two weeks out of this year. 1902 is just flying by.”


  “Two weeks is long enough for you to find a mystery and solve it,” Celia teased.


  “I don’t know what kind of a mystery we could find at Senator Morton’s house,” Mandie said. Then she lowered her voice, hoping her grandmother couldn’t hear her over the noise of the train, and added, “I’m just wishing the time away until we can get back home and get together with Sallie and Jonathan and Joe, I hope. It’ll be just terrible if Joe has to stay at college all summer. It will ruin our plans to visit each other’s houses this summer.”


  “The rest of us could still go ahead with the plan,” Celia told her.


  The train gave a sudden lurch as it rounded a curve, and both girls sat down hard on their seats. Mrs. Taft straightened up and opened her eyes.


  A uniformed attendant who was pushing a tea trolley entered their car, and Mrs. Taft beckoned to him. As he approached, she asked the girls, “Would y’all like tea or something?”


  “Oh yes, ma’am,” Mandie quickly replied as she watched the man and tried to see exactly what he had on the cart.


  “So would I, Mrs. Taft, thank you,” Celia said, also turning to inspect the contents of the trolley.


  The man stopped in front of Mrs. Taft’s seat and said, “Madam, we have hot tea, hot cocoa, hot coffee, and sweet biscuits.” He waved his hand over the items on his cart.


  “Tea, please,” Mrs. Taft told him.


  “Cocoa, please,” both girls said at once.


  “Thank you,” the man said. He placed a lap tray on the empty seat beside Mrs. Taft, filled two cups with cocoa and one with tea, and set them on the tray with three sweet biscuits, each on a separate little china plate. Then fanning out three folded white linen napkins, he handed one to Mrs. Taft and the other two to the girls. “Is there anything else, madam?”


  “No, thank you, this is fine,” Mrs. Taft replied, reaching to pick up her cup of tea.


  The girls watched the man go on down the aisle with his cart and then turned to get their cups of cocoa.


  “This train is so much nicer than any I’ve ever been on,” Mandie remarked, sipping the cocoa and looking around at the plush furnishings.


  “Yes, I agree,” Celia said, picking up her cup.


  “I don’t suppose either of you has ever been on this line,” Mrs. Taft told them. “This is the Florida East Coast Railroad, and it was built for luxury to entice those wealthy northern people to come to Florida.”


  “And did it work?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes. According to Senator Morton, his hometown, St. Augustine, has become a real tourist attraction,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “Like New York?” Celia asked.


  Mrs. Taft smiled and said, “Oh, nothing like that. St. Augustine is really just a small town, even though it is the oldest city in the United States.”


  “Well, since it’s the oldest city in our country, I would expect everything to be old and worn out,” Mandie told her, holding her cup with both hands as the motion of the train shook the contents. Snowball came to sit by her, hoping for food.


  “Watch that cat, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft told her. “Don’t let him cause you to spill that cocoa. And no, everything in St. Augustine is not old and worn out. It’s old, of course, but the architecture is beautiful and the buildings are well preserved.”


  “Does Senator Morton live alone?” Mandie asked as she settled down in her seat. “I mean, I know he doesn’t have a wife.”


  “No, Senator Morton’s wife died shortly after your grandfather Taft passed away, many years ago,” Mrs. Taft explained. “Because your grandfather was also a senator, Senator Morton and I were close friends.”


  “Does he have children?” Celia inquired as she, too, sat down.


  “They never had any children,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Senator Morton has several servants who have been with him a long, long time. One of the servants, Pedro, was raised by Senator Morton and his wife. Pedro’s parents were employed by the Mortons, and they were both killed suddenly in an accident when Pedro was a small child. Senator Morton has a kind heart and gives a home to people who are needy and would like to work.”


  “No children,” Mandie repeated. Looking at Celia, she added, “Sounds like no fun.”


  “Amanda, there are probably some young people in his neighborhood and among his friends,” Mrs. Taft told her. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to have fun.” She smiled at her granddaughter.


  As the train finally came into the city of St. Augustine, the girls became excited. The town was indeed beautiful, with large, ornate buildings that had many fancy architectural curlicues. There were several landscaped parks with water fountains and benches. Lots of people, richly dressed, strolled about the streets as the train passed through.


  Senator Morton was waiting for them at the train station. Mandie and Celia watched as he squeezed Mrs. Taft’s hand when she stepped down onto the platform. The girls looked at each other and smiled.


  Ever since they had met the senator, which was on the ship going to Europe during the previous summer, they had discussed the two grownups behind their backs. Their conclusion was that Senator Morton was in love with Mrs. Taft, but they never could decide about Mrs. Taft. Sometimes she seemed in love with the man, and other times she was only polite and friendly. This visit could turn out to be interesting after all, Mandie decided. At least she and Celia would have something to discuss.


  After greetings were exchanged, Senator Morton led them to his carriage, which was parked nearby. Mandie held tightly to her white cat while the servants took care of their luggage. The short journey to his house was exciting as they passed by old houses built of a strange-looking kind of stone and in shapes and sizes the girls had never seen before. The city was nothing like Mandie’s hometown back in Franklin, North Carolina, with its greenery and rolling hills and mountains. St Augustine’s streets were narrow, and the houses were built close together.


  “Here we are,” the senator spoke from the front seat beside Mrs. Taft.


  The girls quickly looked ahead and gasped as the vehicle came to a halt in the yard of what looked to them like a castle. The senator helped Mrs. Taft alight from the carriage, and the girls followed.


  “You live here?” Mandie asked as she gazed at the huge house and held tightly to Snowball.


  “Oh, it’s enormous,” Celia said.


  Senator Morton looked back at the girls and smiled as he led Mrs. Taft to the front door. “It’s not really any larger than your grandmother’s house in Asheville, North Carolina, Miss Amanda.”


  “It sure looks like it is,” Mandie declared.


  “That’s because it has all the fancy trimming,” the senator replied.


  Suddenly a tall, dark-skinned man in uniform stepped up to Mandie and reached for her cat. She moved back and said, “No, thank you, I’ll carry him.”


  The man insisted on taking the cat.


  Mandie shook her head and repeated, “I’ll take him inside. He’s afraid of strangers and might scratch you.”


  Senator Morton turned back and said, “Miss Amanda, that is Juan. He can’t hear or speak.” He reached to touch the man on his shoulder and shook his head as he motioned with his hands for the man to go ahead. “No,” he mouthed to the man.


  Juan smiled at Mandie and then went to help the other servants with the luggage.


  Mandie walked close to Celia and said under her breath, “That poor man can’t hear or talk. How awful!”


  “Yes,” Celia agreed. “He scared me, insisting on taking Snowball from you.”


  Mandie bent closer to her friend and said, “I think I’ll try to avoid him while we’re here. We may have some more misunderstandings.”


  “Good idea,” Celia replied.


  The girls were delighted to find that Senator Morton did have a friendly and helpful woman housekeeper. She was waiting just inside the front door for them. They saw Mrs. Taft being escorted toward the staircase by another servant, a younger woman with long, shiny black hair.


  “I will show you room,” the woman said. She pointed to herself and said, “Name Maria.” She was short and plump and middle-aged.


  “Thank you,” Mandie told Maria as the woman turned to lead the way to the stairs. She noticed she seemed to waddle rather than take definite steps. Mandie and Celia exchanged smiles as they followed the woman up the stairs.


  Maria opened the door to a bedroom and stepped aside for the girls to enter. “Put both in same room,” she explained. Looking back she added, “Trunk come.”


  Mandie and Celia both turned and saw two servants bringing their trunks up the steps. They went into the room and showed the men where to set the luggage. As the men left, Maria told Mandie, “Box for cat. There.” She motioned toward the far corner.


  Mandie rushed across the room and dropped Snowball into the box filled with pure white beach sand. “Thank you,” Mandie told the woman.


  Maria smiled and stepped inside the room, going toward the trunks. “I unpack,” she said, bending to open Mandie’s luggage.


  Mandie quickly came to her side and pulled a key out of her handbag. She unlocked the trunk while Celia opened hers.


  “We can hang up our things,” Celia told the woman.


  “No, no, I do,” Maria insisted as she took a dress from Mandie’s trunk, shook out the folds, and went to hang it in a huge wardrobe on the other side of the room.


  “Oh well,” Mandie said, walking over to the window, which gave them a good view of the town. There were people walking about, many houses nearby, and what looked like business buildings in the distance. She was anxious to explore and wondered when she and Celia could get away from the adults and venture out on their own. This was going to be an interesting city. She may not run across any mystery to be solved here, but she was sure there were lots of things to explore.


  When Maria had finished emptying the trunks, she told the girls, “Tea ... parlor ... few minutes.”


  “Tea,” Mandie repeated, smiling at Maria. “I could use a cup of tea or something after that long train ride.”


  “Yes,” Celia agreed.


  The girls quickly freshened up after Maria left. They combed their hair and straightened their skirts rather than changing clothes. While they were discussing the senator and his house and servants, there was a knock on their door.


  “I’ll see who it is,” Mandie said, crossing the room to open the door. She was surprised to see the tall man named Juan standing outside. “Well?” she asked, moving her shoulders.


  Juan smiled and motioned with his hands that they should go downstairs. Then he put one hand up to his mouth like he was drinking from a cup.


  Mandie frowned as she nodded her head in the affirmative and said “Thank you,” even though she knew he could not hear her. She started to close the door, but Juan quickly held the door and motioned to go down the stairs.


  Celia had come up behind Mandie. “He’s telling us he’ll show us the way, I believe, Mandie,” she said.


  “All right. Let’s go,” Mandie agreed. She looked back and noticed that Snowball had already curled up on the big bed.


  Juan led them to the parlor and then left. Senator Morton and Mrs. Taft were already in the room, and another maid, whom they had not seen earlier, brought in the tea tray behind them. The girls sat down near the adults.


  “How many servants does one man have?” Mandie said to her friend under her breath.


  “Probably a dozen,” Celia exaggerated with a short laugh.


  After everyone had finished their tea, Mrs. Taft said to the senator, “We have been cramped up in that train so long, I believe I would like to walk about for a little while.”


  “I was going to suggest that very thing,” Senator Morton agreed as he smiled at her.


  “That is a very good suggestion, Grandmother,” Mandie spoke up.


  “Yes,” Celia agreed.


  “Then let’s be on our way,” Mrs. Taft said, rising from her chair.


  “Just let me run back up to the room and get Snowball. I’m sure he needs some exercise,” Mandie said, starting for the door.


  “Don’t take too long, dear,” Mrs. Taft called to her.


  Mandie ran up the stairway to the room that she and Celia had been assigned. Just as she started to push the door open, it suddenly opened from the inside, and there stood Juan on the other side.


  “What were you doing in our room?” she quickly asked, a bit startled by him.


  The man completely ignored her question and seemed in a hurry to get down the hall.


  Mandie was upset as she watched him leave, then she remembered that he could not hear. Rushing inside the bedroom, she picked up Snowball, fastened on his red leash, and turned to leave the room. She stopped and looked about, checking to see whether anything had been disturbed. Everything seemed to be as they had left it. She wondered what the man had been doing in their room. It was not likely that Senator Morton would send a male servant up to their room for anything when he had so many women working for him.


  Holding Snowball tightly in her arms, Mandie shivered a little and pulled the door closed as she stepped into the hallway. This was a strange situation. She could think of no reason for the man to come into their room. And she hoped she could avoid him. There was something sinister about him. Never in her thirteen years had she met up with such a strange man.


  CHAPTER TWO


  THE MYSTERY CONTINUES


  Snowball pranced ahead of Mandie, pulling tightly on his leash, as Mandie walked beside Celia down the narrow street. The girls whispered as they watched Mrs. Taft hold on to the senator’s arm. “Grandmother is acting like she’s old and decrepit, holding on there like she’s going to fall,” Mandie said, giggling behind her hand.


  “She certainly is,” Celia agreed, smiling at her friend. “We’d better not get too close behind them or they’ll hear what we’re saying.”


  “But we can’t get too far behind or Grandmother will look back and tell us to hurry up,” Mandie replied. Then, leaning closer to Celia as they walked on, she added, “I didn’t get a chance to tell you without them hearing me, but when I went to our room to get Snowball, that man who can’t hear or speak was coming out of our room—”


  “You don’t say!” Celia interrupted, quickly moving a little closer to Mandie. “What was he doing in our room?”


  “I don’t know. I was wondering the same thing myself,” Mandie replied. “When we go back, we’d better look through all our things to see if anything was disturbed.”


  “Amanda! Celia!” Mrs. Taft called to them as she paused to look back. “That’s the old fort up ahead there.” She was pointing toward a huge structure down the road.


  “Oh, the one the Spaniards built back in sixteen hundred and something!” Mandie excitedly replied as the girls stopped to look ahead.


  “I remember reading all about it,” Celia added.


  “Are we going to see it, Grandmother?” Mandie asked.


  “Not right now, but we will while we’re here,” Mrs. Taft told her. She started back in the direction from which they had come. “I think we should go back and rest a little while now.”


  “Yes, I know you must all be tired,” Senator Morton agreed, also retracing his steps as he held his arm out for Mrs. Taft, which she quickly took.


  Mandie and Celia smiled at each other and followed. Snowball tried to get free, but his mistress held tightly to his leash, and he had to go with them.


  Mrs. Taft turned her head to glance back at the girls. “Tomorrow we can take the ferry and go over to see the lighthouse, if you girls would like.”


  Mandie skipped ahead to get closer to her grandmother. “Get a ferry? We have to get a ferry to go see the lighthouse?” she asked.


  “Yes, it’s on Anastasia Island over that way,” Mrs. Taft said, waving her hand to the right.


  “It’s not far,” Senator Morton spoke up as they paused on the street. “You see, our town is surrounded by rivers and bays and such. We are on the very edge of the land going out to sea.”


  “So we will be able to go out to the beach, like we did at the beach in Charleston when we visited Tommy Patton, then?” Mandie asked, trying to keep Snowball still at the end of his leash.


  “Yes, we have a beach,” the senator told her. “Our beach is known for its beautiful white sand.”


  “I remember seeing the white sand as we came down on the train,” Mandie said.


  “Now let’s get on back, girls,” Mrs. Taft told them. “We probably have time to rest a little before we change clothes for the evening meal.” She started to walk ahead with the senator.


  When they got back to Senator Morton’s house, the girls went to their room and began inspecting everything for any sign of Juan’s having been there.


  “Everything looks like it’s right where I left it,” Mandie remarked after looking over her personal belongings.


  “I don’t see anything that’s been disturbed,” Celia agreed.


  “I just can’t imagine why the man was in our room,” Mandie said, walking around. “Maybe I came in as soon as he had stepped inside, and he hadn’t had time to do whatever he had come in here for.”


  Celia agreed as she flopped on the ivory crocheted counterpane on the big bed, where Snowball had curled up. “You’re probably right,” she said.


  Mandie walked over to the huge mahogany wardrobe and opened the door. “Now, what am I going to wear down to supper tonight?” she said to herself. She reached inside to look through her dresses that Maria had hung there. Frowning, she added, “Now, that’s strange. Half of my clothes are hung one way and the other half the other way.”


  Celia quickly came up behind her and asked, “What do you mean, Mandie?” She looked over Mandie’s shoulder at the contents of the wardrobe.


  “Maria hung up all our clothes, remember? Now, why would she hang them two different ways?” Mandie asked, puzzled.


  “Oh, Mandie, so are mine!” Celia exclaimed. “Mine are split up that way, too.” She reached to examine her dresses.


  Maria had hung all of Mandie’s clothes on the left side of the wardrobe and Celia’s on the right.


  “Well, I’m going to turn mine all the same way, and I am going to ask Maria about this when I get a chance,” Mandie said, quickly taking down each dress and rehanging it in the right direction.


  Celia watched as Mandie rearranged her clothes and then said, “Now let me do mine. It makes me feel like I’m cross-eyed or something to look at dresses hanging two different ways.”


  Mandie stepped back while Celia rearranged hers.


  “And now we’d better decide what we are going to put on,” Mandie told her.


  Celia took down a pale green voile dress and moved out of Mandie’s way as she said, “I think I’ll wear this one.”


  “And I’ll wear my white one with the red embroidery,” Mandie quickly decided, removing a frilly white dress with red rosebuds embroidered all over it.


  The girls quickly took off their travel clothes, freshened up in the bathroom, and put on their fresh dresses.


  Mandie went to look at her dress in the full-length mirror that was on a stand in the corner. She straightened her long, full skirt and tied the red sash around her waist, while Celia used the mirror on the huge bureau. Mandie glanced out the open window and said, “We have a view of the park up the street from here, and I do believe I see Juan walking through it. Come look.”


  Celia hurried to her side and said, “Yes, that does look like Juan. I suppose Senator Morton has sent him on an errand.” She turned back to the mirror to brush her long auburn curls.


  “Probably,” Mandie agreed, fluffing out the huge bow on the back of her dress where she had tied the sash.


  As Celia pulled back her hair with a ribbon to match her green dress, she said, “I wonder what time we are supposed to go downstairs? I don’t remember anyone telling us, do you?”


  “I don’t think so, but I suppose someone will come to let us know,” Mandie replied, twirling around in front of the long mirror. She stopped and looked at her friend. “I wish some of our friends could have come with us. This is going to be a poky, uninteresting two weeks, I’m afraid.” She went to sit in a chair nearby. “And I just don’t know why Joe Woodard had to go off to a college so far away as New Orleans when there are lots of other colleges much nearer home.”


  “Oh, Mandie,” Celia said with a loud sigh as she sat down in another chair, carefully spreading out her skirts as she did so. “You know why. That’s the college that accepted him even though he didn’t have all the subjects required for admission.”


  “I know,” Mandie said, blowing out her breath. “And he has to work real hard to catch up for the entrance into the regular college level in the fall. It all sounds so complicated. I’m glad our school will have us prepared for college when we finish there.” She paused and looked at her friend. “I wonder where Tommy Patton and Robert are planning to go to college?”


  “Since they aren’t both going to finish Mr. Chadwick’s school for boys for two more years, they have time to decide,” Celia replied, smiling.


  Mandie smiled back. “I know exactly what you’re thinking,” she teased. “You are hoping you and Robert Rogers will go to the same college.”


  Celia fluttered her eyelids, looked away across the room, and said, “Well, it would be nice to have someone at college that I already know.”


  “And it would be nice if your mother agrees to whatever you’re planning,” Mandie added.


  “That goes for you, too. Don’t forget, your mother might just send you off to New York or somewhere else way off for college,” Celia reminded her.


  “But don’t forget, I have two more years at school to talk her out of anything I don’t want to do,” Mandie replied with a big grin. “Besides, Uncle John is always on my side.”


  “I know,” Celia agreed. “Aren’t you glad he married your mother?”


  Mandie’s smile faded as she replied, “Since I lost my father, I’m glad I have Uncle John, because he’s my father’s brother.”


  “I envy you. I don’t have a father or an uncle,” Celia said sadly.


  “But you do have Aunt Rebecca,” Mandie reminded her, “and I don’t even have an aunt.” She rose to walk back over to the window and look out.


  At that moment someone knocked on their door, and Celia went to open it. Mandie turned to see who it was. The maid who had taken Mrs. Taft to her room when they arrived was standing there.


  “Downstairs,” the girl was saying. “Now.”


  “Oh yes, thank you,” Celia replied.


  “We’ll be right down,” Mandie added. She walked across the room as Celia closed the door.


  Both girls glanced in the mirror one final time and then went down to the parlor. They left Snowball asleep on the bed.


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were seated near a French door that opened out to a patio. They stopped talking and looked up when the girls entered the room.


  “The cat, Amanda, did you leave the cat in your room and close the door?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  The girls sat down on a small settee near the adults.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. “He was asleep on the bed, and he has a sandbox in our room, so he’ll be all right till it’s time to feed him.”


  “Are you sure he doesn’t know how to open the door?” Senator Morton joked with a big grin.


  Mandie looked at him thoughtfully and said, “I’m not sure. Snowball has done some intelligent things, like untying knots in ropes and leaving a room by way of the chimney when the door was closed. But I can’t remember him ever opening a door, unless it was partly open, of course, and I made sure our door was closed.” She laughed.


  “Yes, I remember some incidences with him on the ship when we all went to Europe. I’d say he is a very educated cat,” the senator said, still grinning.


  “Educated,” Mandie repeated and looked at her grandmother. “What will I do with him when I go away to college? Will they allow me to bring Snowball with me? I can’t go way off to school somewhere and leave Snowball home all that time.”


  “Amanda, I don’t believe they would allow a cat to live at any college, so don’t plan on it,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  Mandie worried for a moment and then said, “Grandmother, I know what we can do. You could just buy a college somewhere ... like you bought the school where Celia and I go ... and then we could make our own rules.”


  “Amanda, buying a girls’ school and buying a college are two quite different transactions,” Mrs. Taft told her. “Besides, you won’t be going off to college for another two years. By that time you will have to get used to the fact that you will not be able to take that cat everywhere you go.”


  “Oh,” Mandie muttered to herself.


  “In the meantime, we’ll take Snowball sight-seeing with us tomorrow,” Senator Morton told her.


  “Thank you, Senator,” Mandie said. “And thank you for allowing me to bring Snowball to your house.”


  “He’s just as welcome as you are, dear, anytime. I had a dog when I was your age, and I wouldn’t go anywhere my dog was not welcome. I understand,” the senator said with a smile. “And Zeke lived to be almost fifteen years old, so he got in a lot of traveling in his lifetime.”


  “I know it must have been sad when Zeke died,” Mandie said. “Snowball is already over two years old. His birthday was January fifteenth. You see, after my father died, I brought Snowball with me when I went to stay with Uncle John.”


  “That’s not old at all. He has many more years ahead of him,” Senator Morton said. He suddenly looked beyond Mandie, who had her back to the door, and said, “Thank you, Juan.” He then rose and said, “I believe the food is on the table.”


  Mandie quickly turned to look at the door. Juan was standing there, making motions that evidently meant it was time to go eat. She thought he must not have gone far when she saw him crossing the park, and he must get around quickly. He seemed to turn up everywhere.


  Mandie and Celia followed the adults to the dining room, where they both looked excitedly around the huge room. There were large French doors at both ends with lots of floor-length windows in between. The floor was made of polished stone and was covered down the middle with a carpet of many brilliant colors, on which the long table stood. Plants grew in pots inside the windows. A great stone fireplace took up almost one whole wall, guarded by suits of armor at either end. Above it, swords and paintings of old ancestors in antique frames covered the wall. The table had approximately twenty-six chairs around it, which Mandie quickly tried to count. Several ornate silver candelabras stood along the middle of the table. Crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceiling at each end of the room.


  Senator Morton led them to the table, and Mandie was glad to see they were all placed at one end. She imagined trying to talk from one end to the other! Also, she tried to imagine what it was like for Senator Morton to eat alone at the huge table, but then she thought he probably had another small dining room somewhere in the big house where he ate his meals when he didn’t have guests.


  As they sat down, Mandie noticed several servants hovering around the sideboards that held the food along one wall. Senator Morton seemed to have plenty of everything—house, servants, food, and all.


  Mandie watched as the servants served the food, but she didn’t see Juan among them. Evidently he had only come to let the senator know that the meal was ready and had then gone elsewhere. Mandie suddenly wondered where the man was. Had he gone back to their room? He knew they were in the dining room and would be there for a while. She leaned close to speak to Celia as she watched the senator and her grandmother occupied with their own conversation at the table.


  “Where did Juan go?” she whispered.


  Celia quickly looked around the room. “I don’t see him,” she whispered back.


  “He’s not in this room,” Mandie spoke softly again.


  “No, he isn’t,” Celia agreed.


  During the entire meal, Mandie was wishing the time away so she could go upstairs and check their room. She tried and tried to think of some excuse to leave the table for a few minutes, but she couldn’t come up with any that she thought would meet with her grandmother’s approval.


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton mostly kept up their own conversation, but now and then they would say something to the girls. Mandie only gave short answers to anything they said to her. She didn’t want to be drawn into a conversation with them because she wanted to watch the room in case Juan returned.


  Finally it was time for dessert. Mandie was enjoying the seven-layer chocolate cake with creamy icing when she thought she saw a flash of white near the door to the hallway. Then she almost choked when Snowball suddenly appeared under her chair and began rubbing around her legs. Someone had let him out of their room.


  “Snowball!” she exclaimed, pushing back her chair to reach down and pick him up. She stood up, quickly looked at her grandmother and the senator, and said, “I’m sorry. I’ll take him back upstairs.” She started toward the door.


  Both Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton looked at her and the cat in surprise.


  “Wait,” the senator said. “He needs to be fed anyway, so I’ll get someone to take him out to the kitchen.” He started to push back his chair.


  But Mandie was determined to check out their room immediately. “I’ll be right back,” she called to her grandmother as she rushed out of the room.


  Keeping an eye out for Juan, Mandie hurried down the hallway to the stairs. She took the steps two at a time, almost tripping on her long skirts until she reached down and pulled them up with one hand. She didn’t see a single servant until she got to the hallway where their room was. Then suddenly a man came walking toward her, a man whom she had not seen before. He was tall and dark, with a thin mustache and curly black hair. She was not exactly sure where he had come from. There was a short cross hall before their room, and he could have been in any of the rooms around that corner.


  When the man saw her, he turned and went the other direction. She hurried on to her room. The door was shut tightly, and she knew immediately that someone had to have let Snowball out.


  “Be quiet, Snowball,” she whispered to the cat as he clung to her shoulder. She slowly opened the door to her room.


  Quietly crossing the room, she looked around behind the furniture and in the bathroom. No one was there. She couldn’t see that anything had been disturbed.


  “But someone was definitely in here,” she whispered to her cat. “How I wish you could talk.” She set him down and added, “I’ve got to go back. Now, if anyone else comes in here, you just hiss and scratch them for all you’re worth, you hear?”


  “Meow,” Snowball agreed as he jumped up on the bed and began walking in circles before he settled down and curled up.


  “And don’t get too comfortable, either,” Mandie cautioned him. “I will be back soon to get you for your supper.”


  Still looking around the room, she went back to the door, opened it, stepped into the hallway, and closed the door firmly. She checked it to be sure it wouldn’t come open.


  As she hurried back down to the dining room, she wondered who the man was she had seen on the upper floor. Senator Morton seemed to have different servants at every turn she made. He had so many servants that she wondered how he kept up with all of them, especially since he spent a great deal of time in Washington. Because he was away a lot, he would have to have people working for him whom he could trust, but somehow she just didn’t trust Juan. She wondered where he was.


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE LIGHTHOUSE VISIT


  Everyone retired to their rooms early that night. Mandie and Celia got ready for bed, but they were too excited to go to sleep. They walked over to an open window and knelt down to lean on the windowsill and gaze out into the darkness. Many lights were still visible in other houses.


  “I wish we didn’t have to waste time sleeping. I want to see everything,” Mandie fussed, pushing back her long blond hair.


  “But sleeping is not wasting time, Mandie,” Celia reminded her. “If we didn’t sleep, we would soon run out of the strength to go on. I’m sure we’d feel absolutely awful.”


  “Back home, when I mentioned we were coming to St. Augustine, so many people told me to see this or do that. There must be lots to do here in this town,” Mandie said.


  “I’ve heard that, too,” Celia agreed. “My mother has visited here before, and she was saying—”


  Mandie quickly leaned her head out the window as she interrupted, “Celia, isn’t that Juan walking up the street over there? That way, toward the park.” She pointed.


  Celia pushed forward to see. “It looks like him.”


  “I wonder where he’s going this time of night?” Mandie said, watching the figure move quickly up the street and into the distance.


  “Mandie, there are lots of places he could be going,” Celia replied. “He lives in this town, you know.”


  “But he’s headed for the same park where we saw him go before,” Mandie said, squinting to see into the darkness that now blocked Juan from her view.


  Celia moved back inside the window and said, “We’ll have to give up on him tonight. He’s gone.”


  Mandie turned back into the room on her knees. “Oh well, we have lots of other things to talk about,” she said. “I have even heard that St. Augustine has ghosts. Can you imagine, ghosts?”


  “Ghosts?” Celia questioned. “Do you believe in such things?”


  “Just that they’re some kind of mystery someone is trying to make,” Mandie replied with a big smile. “I’m sure I could solve the whole thing if we happened on to one of these so-called ghosts.”


  “But suppose there really is such a thing as a ghost?” Celia asked. She shivered as she added, “I sure hope we don’t run into one.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “I’ll take care of it if we do. It might be fun to solve a mystery about a ghost, because I’m sure there aren’t any real ghosts.”


  Mandie was so certain there was no such thing as a ghost that she had no problem falling asleep later. But her certainty was shaken the next morning in their conversation at breakfast. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were discussing several points of interest they thought the girls might like to visit.


  “I would say top preference should be given to the old fort,” Mrs. Taft said, looking around the table. “A tour of it would be both educational and interesting.”


  “Yes, ma’am, you are so right,” Senator Morton agreed, setting down his coffee cup. Looking at Mandie and Celia, he asked, “Would you young ladies like to visit some of our ghost-occupied places?”


  “Ghosts? Real ghosts?” Celia asked, laying down her fork.


  “Yes, Miss Celia, what some people declare are ghosts,” Senator Morton replied.


  Mandie was speechless with surprise for a moment. Then she asked, “Grown-up people believe in ghosts?”


  “There are some adults who do, Miss Amanda,” the senator told her.


  Mrs. Taft spoke from across the table. “Amanda, there’s nothing unusual about that. There have always been some people who believe in such things,” she said. “I never have, but I have known others who absolutely have sworn they have seen ghosts.”


  Mandie looked back at the senator and asked, “And you know people here in St. Augustine who actually believe in ghosts, you say?”


  “Oh yes, in fact, I’ll introduce you and Miss Celia to some of these folks,” Senator Morton promised.


  Mandie thought about the possibility of meeting someone who actually believed in ghosts. She didn’t believe anyone could actually confirm that they had seen a ghost because in her opinion there were no such things as ghosts. She could easily solve such a mystery, just as she had told Celia.


  “Amanda, Celia, if we’re going to spend time out at the lighthouse, we should hurry now and get finished with our breakfast,” Mrs. Taft reminded the girls.


  “Oh yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied quickly, then drank her coffee.


  “I am already finished,” Celia announced as she laid her knife and fork across her empty plate.


  “So am I,” Mandie added, setting down her empty cup.


  “Then I’ll see about our basket of food that the cook is preparing for us to take along,” Senator Morton said, rising from the table.


  “We’ll get our hats and wait for you in the parlor, then,” Mrs. Taft told him as she, too, stood up.


  “I’ll get Snowball,” Mandie said, rising and following the senator toward the kitchen, where her cat had been given his breakfast while they ate.


  As they walked down the hall toward the kitchen door, Mandie asked the senator, “Do you really know people who believe in ghosts, Senator Morton?”


  The senator stopped to look down at her and said, “I certainly do, and I have an idea you are anxious to meet them.” He smiled at her.


  “Yes, sir, I am,” Mandie agreed. “I just never knew anyone who believed in ghosts, and I have lots of questions to ask these people. Do you think I could question them?”


  “Why, you certainly can, Miss Amanda,” he replied as he pushed open the door to the kitchen. “In fact, that kind of people always like to talk about what they’ve seen and heard.”


  “I’m glad it’s all right,” Mandie said, following him into the kitchen, where Snowball came running to her. “Let’s go, Snowball,” she said, picking up the white cat. She glanced at Senator Morton, who had gone down to the other end of the long room and was talking to the cook.


  Mandie carried Snowball and hurried upstairs to her room to get his leash and her hat. Celia was ready and waiting.


  “I suppose we have to be nice to these people who believe in ghosts. When we meet them, we better not stare,” Celia said, following Mandie across the room.


  Mandie reached for Snowball’s leash on the bureau and turned to look at her friend. “And not stare?” she asked. “Now, why would we stare at people like that?” She stooped to fasten Snowball’s leash.


  “Well, I figure they must be strange people to believe in such things,” Celia explained.


  Mandie quickly stood up, rushed over to the wardrobe, and got her straw hat. “They probably are a little odd,” she agreed as she stood in front of the mirror to put on her hat. “But we can still be polite to them. Besides, I want to ask them lots of questions, so I know I’ll have to be nice to them if I want any answers. Come on. Let’s go.” She quickly picked up Snowball and headed for the door. Celia followed.


  Even though it was only a short distance to the dock to get the ferry that traveled back and forth to Anastasia Island, Senator Morton had Juan waiting with his carriage to drive them there.


  The girls sat in the backseat, and while the senator and Mrs. Taft were busy talking, Mandie whispered to her friend, “I would think it’s dangerous for Juan to drive if he can’t hear.”


  “But he can see,” Celia whispered back.


  Mandie held on to Snowball in her lap as they turned a corner. “He can’t see forward, backward, and to both sides at one time—like your ears can hear in every direction.”


  “Well,” Celia replied thoughtfully, “I suppose you are right. But maybe other drivers in this town know he can’t hear and watch out for him and stay out of his way.”


  “I hope so,” Mandie said. “He is a strange person. I’ve been wondering about his friends. How can he communicate with them? He can’t carry on a conversation.”


  “The poor man may not have many friends,” Celia said.


  “I sure wish he could talk. I’d like to ask him why he was in our room,” Mandie said. She bent closer to her friend and added, “Maybe we can follow him sometime, when we see him leave Senator Morton’s house.”


  “Are you serious?” Celia asked in surprise.


  “I don’t trust him.” Then she quickly added, “You know, he may have a family here in town somewhere. He may not actually live at the senator’s house. What do you think?”


  “Yes, that could be so,” Celia agreed.


  “Maybe we can find out somehow or other,” Mandie said. Straightening up in her seat, she saw the dock coming into view. “This must be the place where we get the ferryboat. See the water and all the little boats tied up there.”


  Mrs. Taft turned from her seat to look back at the girls. “Amanda, please be careful with that cat,” she said. “We would never find him if he got away from you here.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied, squeezing Snowball tightly in her arms as the carriage rolled to a stop. “Snowball, you heard Grandmother. You’d better behave now,” she added, looking down into the white cat’s blue eyes.


  Snowball meowed in response and reached a paw up to touch her face.


  The cat did behave well on the ferry. But once they landed and stepped ashore, he decided he wanted to run away, forcing Mandie to carry him. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Juan watching her as he carried the picnic basket, and she hurried to walk near the senator. She wished one of the other servants had come with them instead of Juan.


  “Mandie, look how big the lighthouse is!” Celia exclaimed as they neared the structure.


  Mandie gazed up and asked, “Do you suppose we can go all the way to the top of it?”


  Senator Morton, walking ahead with Mrs. Taft, heard the question and turned to reply, “Of course you young ladies may go all the way to the top if you wish, but my legs are not as young as they used to be, so I’ll stay on the ground.”


  “So will I,” Mrs. Taft added as she and the senator paused in front of the girls. “However, Amanda, you and Celia may walk up to the observation tower, provided you don’t let that cat get loose. That would cause a lot of trouble.”


  “I’ll hold on to him, Grandmother,” Mandie promised.


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton sat down on a bench near the entrance to the lighthouse to wait for the girls. Mandie and Celia went inside and began the long climb to the top. Mandie happened to glance back from the first landing and saw Juan also coming up the steps.


  “Don’t look back,” Mandie whispered to Celia as they continued on their way, “but Juan is behind us.”


  “Oh no!” Celia whispered back without turning.


  At that moment, Mandie tripped on her long skirts, and Snowball managed to get free. He raced up the stairs ahead of them and disappeared around a corner. Mandie quickly pulled up her skirts and sprinted after him.


  “The leash came unhooked,” she told Celia as her friend ran with her up the steps. She held up the red leash, which she had wrapped around her wrist to prevent Snowball from escaping. “Snowball! Come back here!” she called up the stairs.


  Other people going up the stairs moved aside as the girls raced past them. Mandie kept watching for the cat and was surprised to see Juan quickly pass them, evidently in pursuit of the cat.


  Carefully inspecting each turn in the stairs, Mandie kept calling, “Snowball, come back here!”


  Celia, gasping for breath as she stayed right behind Mandie, said, “I just hope he doesn’t fall out a window!”


  “Oh no!” Mandie cried, glancing back at her friend and hurrying faster.


  Finally the girls reached the top and came out onto the observation deck. Mandie heard Snowball squealing before she saw him. Juan was stooping near the rail and was holding Snowball by his collar as the cat tried to get loose. He was trying his best to bite and scratch Juan, who somehow managed to avoid the fight.


  Mandie rushed to fasten the leash to Snowball’s collar. Juan immediately stood up and hurried back down the stairs without looking directly at Mandie.


  “Thank you, Juan,” Mandie called to him, even though she knew he could not hear her. After securely hooking the leash, Mandie picked up her cat. “Snowball, just wait until Grandmother hears about you running off like that. If you don’t start behaving better, one day she’s going to stop letting you go places with us.”


  Snowball purred.


  “Look, Mandie!” Celia exclaimed from the railing. “You can see forever from here!” She waved her hand around in the air.


  Mandie joined her at the rail and looked out over the water, which disappeared into the distance. The bouncing waves glowed in the bright sunshine, ushering a strong salt-laden breeze up the shore. The girls had to hold their hats with one hand and their long, full skirts with the other. Since Mandie had Snowball on her shoulder, she bent her arm around him and tried to hold her hat with that hand. Finally she leaned against the rail to keep her skirts from billowing out.


  “How beautiful!” Mandie exclaimed as she took a deep breath of the fresh, salty air. Looking at Celia, she said, “I wonder why Juan didn’t stay up here to look at the scenery after he made the long climb up.”


  “Yes, he was already going up when Snowball escaped, so he didn’t come up for just that,” Celia commented as she continued to turn and survey the view from the lighthouse. “But he sure left in a hurry when you took Snowball from him.”


  “Let’s walk around to the other side and see what we can see from there,” Mandie said, grasping Snowball firmly in her arms as she slowly moved around the huge tower.


  Celia followed, holding tightly to her hat and skirts as the wind continued to blow. “Don’t go too fast, Mandie,” she said. “It’s hard to move around in this wind.”


  “Now we can see back the way we came,” Mandie remarked as she stopped to gaze at the people who were walking in the direction of the ferry they had come on.


  Celia came to her side and looked down. “I can’t see your grandmother and the senator down there. But they sat so close to the lighthouse, we probably can’t see that part of the grounds from up here.”


  “Yes,” Mandie agreed as she peered off into the departing crowd. Suddenly she reached to touch Celia’s arm. “Celia! Look! That woman down there in the black dress and hat!” she exclaimed. “That looks like the strange woman who followed us around when we went to Europe! Remember?” She bent forward to stare below.


  “Where?” Celia asked and looked in the direction Mandie was pointing. “I can’t tell from up here. She’s so far away, but I see the woman you’re talking about.”


  “I’m pretty sure it’s her! Come on, let’s see if we can catch up with her!” Mandie exclaimed, quickly turning to rush toward the steps.


  Celia followed as Mandie practically flew down to the ground level. “She was too far away. She’ll be gone,” she said as she gasped for breath and raced outside after Mandie.


  “Come on!” Mandie called back as she squeezed Snowball tightly and continued running in the direction the crowd had gone. They were completely out of sight now.


  Finally Mandie gave up and dropped onto a bench along the way. She was so out of breath that she couldn’t speak for a few minutes. Celia sat by her, also trying to catch her breath. Snowball meowed loudly.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie finally managed to say. “She’s gone!”


  “Right,” Celia agreed, straightening her long skirts and her hat.


  “I’m almost certain it was that woman,” Mandie said, pushing her straw hat back in place. “I wonder what she was doing here.”


  “Mandie, if it was that woman, she was probably just visiting like we are,” Celia replied, still breathing hard.


  “Well, it sure is odd that we should run into her all the way down here in Florida,” Mandie remarked.


  “And, Mandie, we don’t know for certain that it was that woman,” Celia reminded her. “It could have been someone who just looked like her.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “There is no one who could even resemble her. Remember how she used to turn up everywhere we went in Europe, and how she used to meddle in our business about Jonathan? She is one of a kind, I can assure you.”


  “Oh, I remember that, all right,” Celia agreed. “She thought we weren’t very ladylike sometimes.” She smiled.


  “Well, I suppose we should go back to the lighthouse,” Mandie said, rising and shaking out her skirts.


  “Yes, before your grandmother misses us,” Celia agreed. She got up and once more straightened her hat.


  As the girls walked back the way they had come, Mandie was surprised to see Juan coming toward them. She whispered to Celia, “Look, there’s Juan. I wonder where he’s going this time?”


  “I don’t know,” Celia whispered back as the man, seeing them, suddenly stepped to one side of the pathway.


  Mandie led the way, knowing she would have to pass Juan and feeling a little afraid of him. Why was he following them around, and what was he doing standing right in the middle of the way?


  “Ignore him,” Mandie whispered to Celia as they walked on.


  Both girls looked the other way when they passed Juan. They hurried on down the lane toward the lighthouse and rushed around to the side where they had left Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton. The adults were still sitting on the bench.


  “Amanda, where were you and Celia going in such a big hurry?” Mrs. Taft asked as the two young people came up.


  “I sent Juan after y’all to see if something was wrong,” the senator added.


  “You did?” Mandie asked with a sigh of relief. “Grandmother, do you remember that strange woman on the ship who followed us all over Europe last summer? Well, I believe she was here. We were trying to catch up with her, but she was too far ahead with the crowd going back to the ferry.”


  “Amanda, are you sure?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “I’m pretty sure, Grandmother,” Mandie replied.


  “It did look like her,” Celia added.


  “You young ladies are speaking of Miss Lucretia Wham, I take it?” Senator Morton asked.


  “Yes, sir, that’s the strange woman’s name,” Mandie agreed.


  “This could be very interesting, having her show up here in St. Augustine,” the senator said thoughtfully.


  “But the girls are not positive it was Miss Wham,” Mrs. Taft reminded him.


  Mandie smiled at her grandmother’s precise way of deciding matters. “But I am half positive, I’d say,” Mandie told her.


  “If that was Miss Wham, we will find out sooner or later,” Senator Morton remarked.


  Mandie wondered what he meant by that remark. How would he find out whether it was the strange woman from the ship? And what was the woman doing in St. Augustine?


  Mandie and Celia discussed the woman the rest of the day. And then at one point of recalling the events of the day, Mandie suddenly wondered how the senator had communicated with Juan, who couldn’t hear, and asked him to follow her and Celia. There were too many unanswered questions, and she meant to find the answers.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  THE OLD FORT


  The next day, which was Wednesday, May 28, was another day full of mystery and unanswered questions. Mandie and Celia went with Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton to visit the old fort that the Spanish had begun building in 1672 and finished in 1695, while Spain owned Florida. Juan accompanied them this time, too, with another picnic basket full of food.


  “What a huge building!” Mandie exclaimed as she held on to Snowball and stopped to look ahead.


  “Yes, and it’s the oldest masonry fort in the United States,” Senator Morton added as the others paused in front of it.


  “Is it still a fort? I see men in uniforms walking around over there.” Mandie pointed toward one side.


  “Yes, it’s still a fort, but we will be allowed to go inside,” the senator replied. He stepped ahead and spoke with one of the men, then motioned for the others to follow him.


  “Amanda, please hold on to that cat while we’re inside. It gets rather dark in places, and he could get lost forever,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie as they joined the senator.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied, looping the end of Snowball’s red leash around her wrist and checking the hook to the collar. “He’ll be all right, Grandmother.”


  “I’ll help you carry him,” Celia offered as they followed the adults into the fort.


  The light was dim, but Mandie could see men here and there, going about their business, whatever it was. Senator Morton spoke to several people as they continued through the building, and he turned to recite historical facts about the fort now and then. Everything looked old and dark with lots of nooks and crannies, and eventually they ended up in the cellar.


  “This is really scary down here,” Celia remarked, moving closer to Mandie as everyone stopped in the center of a large room.


  Mandie grinned at her friend and said, “Yes, awfully mysterious.” She glanced back the way they had come and realized Juan was no longer with them. “Where’s Juan?” she added in a whisper to her friend.


  Celia looked around and shrugged.


  “When the British owned Florida during the Revolutionary War, they used it for prisoners after they captured Charleston, South Carolina,” Senator Morton was saying as the girls turned back to listen. “In fact, three signers of the Declaration of Independence were imprisoned here.”


  Mandie was only half listening as she kept glancing around. Where did Juan go? And what was he doing? She was anxious to keep moving on through the place so she could eventually find the man.


  Senator Morton stepped into one of the cells as he talked, and Mrs. Taft followed him.


  Mandie instantly pulled Celia’s hand and raced around the corner of a wall to look for Juan. Celia hurried behind her.


  “Mandie, where are you going? We’ll get lost in this spooky place,” Celia complained.


  “No, we won’t. I’m looking for Juan,” Mandie whispered, holding tightly to Snowball, who was protesting the fast movement.


  Mandie quickly looked around every corner in the darkness and was about to return to the adults when she suddenly spotted Juan and another man standing in one of the small rooms. The man was talking rapidly in a low voice, and she could not hear what he was saying. But Juan was looking directly at the man as though he could hear every word.


  “Sh-h-h!” Mandie whispered as she put out a hand to stop her friend and pointed ahead. “Look!”


  Celia gasped and moved closer to Mandie as she, too, saw the men.


  Suddenly, Juan looked into the corridor and saw the girls standing there. He quickly motioned to the other man, who immediately walked off in another direction.


  Mandie, a little frightened at being caught, began talking to Snowball as she walked back the way they had come. “Now, Snowball, don’t you run off again, you hear?” She squeezed him in her arms. The cat purred loudly.


  Celia hurried alongside Mandie and kept glancing back.


  “Are we being followed?” Mandie asked as she snuggled Snowball on her shoulder.


  “No, he’s gone,” Celia replied.


  As usual, Mandie was more interested in a mystery than in sightseeing. She spent the rest of the day watching Juan, who joined them as Senator Morton continued leading them through the fort. When they eventually went up on the gun deck, her attention returned.


  Rushing over to one side, she exclaimed, “Look, Celia, there’s the lighthouse!”


  “I can see people down there by the water,” Celia added, leaning forward.


  Mandie turned to look back at the adults and realized Juan had disappeared again. She sighed as she wondered where he had gone this time.


  Senator Morton looked at the girls and said, “In case you young ladies are hungry, I’ve sent Juan to get the food from the carriage. We will go down by the water and find a place to spread our meal.”


  Mandie smiled at him and was glad he had solved the disappearance of Juan. “Yes, sir, I’m starving, and so is Snowball,” she replied, holding tightly to the white cat and following the adults as they descended the steps.


  “So am I,” Celia added, hurrying alongside Mandie.


  “That other man who was with Juan, I wonder where he went? Keep a watch out for him,” Mandie whispered to her friend.


  “Mandie, it was so dark in there, I don’t think I could recognize him if I saw him,” Celia replied.


  “Well, anyway, we can observe whether Juan meets up with anyone else around here,” Mandie told her.


  By the time everyone had walked down to the water, Juan had selected a spot and was spreading out quilts to sit on and a tablecloth for the food. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton sat on a low wall nearby while the girls got comfortable on the quilts. Mandie looped Snowball’s leash around an old rock post near her and breathed a sigh of relief.


  “At least we got through that place without Snowball running off,” she told Celia.


  “Yes, but we aren’t finished here yet,” Celia agreed.


  Juan kept watching the girls as he served the food. Mandie felt uncomfortable with his gaze and ignored it as she talked to Celia of other things.


  “I forgot to watch for that strange woman today,” Mandie said, suddenly sitting up straight and looking around. “You didn’t see her anywhere, did you?”


  Celia laughed and said, “Of course not, Mandie. I would have let you know if I had. You know, we aren’t even positive that was Miss Wham we saw out at the lighthouse.”


  “I believe it was,” Mandie replied, pushing back a stray strand of hair as the breeze from the water drifted past them. “You know, I wish Jonathan were here. He was involved in that mystery with the woman.”


  “Mandie!” Celia exclaimed as she accepted a plate of food from Juan and thanked him. “You’ve been wishing away the time until you can see Joe, and now here you are wishing you could see Jonathan. You are one fickle young lady.” She laughed teasingly.


  Mandie grinned and replied, “Maybe I am, but I have lots of friends and I like them all.” Juan handed her a plate of food. She looked up at him, smiled, and said, “Thank you.”


  To her amazement, Juan smiled back. Did he hear what she said? Well, no, he was deaf, but he could see her smile. That was it. He saw her smile and returned it. She quickly looked down at her food and began eating.


  Senator Morton and Mrs. Taft carried on their own conversation. From where Mandie was sitting, she could not hear anything they were saying. But from the expressions on their faces, it seemed to be a serious discussion. Juan sat alone with his food.


  “I’ll be glad when I can go back home,” Mandie remarked. “If Joe has not come home by then, maybe he will have written me a letter.”


  “But Joe is so busy studying to catch up, he may not have time to write,” Celia told her as she ate a bite of the potato on her plate.


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. Then lowering her voice, she leaned closer to her friend and said, “At least while we’re here with Juan, we know he isn’t in our room.”


  Celia gasped and looked at the man, who was staring straight at Mandie. “Let’s talk about school, Mandie,” she said. “I’ll be glad to go back in the fall so I can see Robert.”


  “Robert,” Mandie repeated with a big grin. “I have an idea you like that fellow. And I know he likes you a whole lot.”


  Celia blushed as she replied, “Mandie! How do you know that?” She stopped eating to look at Mandie.


  “Oh, anyone could tell that if they were around you and him long enough,” Mandie said with a big grin, swallowing a bite of her food.


  Snowball suddenly decided he didn’t want to stay tied up. He began meowing and trying to pull loose from the post.


  “All right, Snowball, you’re hungry. Sorry, but I forgot to give you anything,” Mandie told him. She started to take a bite of food from her plate when Juan suddenly handed her a small plate of food for the cat. She looked up at him and smiled again, saying, “Thank you.” She took the plate and placed it where Snowball could reach it.


  Watching from under lowered eyelids, Mandie saw Juan return to his spot on a rock nearby to finish his food. She felt like she was continuously saying thank-you to the man. Even though he couldn’t hear, he always seemed to understand.


  After everyone had eaten, Senator Morton led them around the area, and they investigated various old buildings along the way. But finally it was time to return to his house because Mrs. Taft was tired and wanted to rest.


  Mandie was tired of being around Juan and wanted to get away from him. Snowball seemed tired, too, so she picked him up as they returned to the carriage.


  “It’s not time for supper yet, so what are we going to do in the meantime?” Celia asked as they followed the adults to the vehicle.


  “When we get back to Senator Morton’s, maybe we can stay outside and walk around a little,” Mandie suggested.


  “All right, provided we don’t get lost,” Celia agreed.


  “This town is so small. How could we get lost?” Mandie asked.


  “It’s bigger than you think, Mandie,” Celia replied.


  “All right, we’ll just walk all the way around the town and see how big it really is,” Mandie said as they stopped by the carriage. Senator Morton helped Mrs. Taft step up into it and followed her inside. Then Juan, who was standing by, walked over to the girls and made a motion that he would assist them into the carriage.


  Mandie quickly pulled away from him and rushed inside. Celia was right behind her. As they sat down on the seat, Mandie whispered, “I’m glad that’s over with.” She held Snowball in her lap.


  “Yes,” Celia agreed.


  When Juan pulled the carriage up in front of Senator Morton’s house, he stood back and watched the girls. He did not offer to help them from the carriage. Mandie was anxious to get away from him and hurried into the house right behind the adults.


  Mrs. Taft turned to speak to the girls. “We will rest a little, Amanda, and be refreshed for the evening meal,” she said.


  “Grandmother, would it be all right if Celia and I walk around outside while you rest?” Mandie asked, setting Snowball down at the end of his leash.


  Mrs. Taft looked up at Senator Morton without replying, and he said, “I will ask one of the maids to go with them if you like.”


  “But, Senator Morton, we don’t need anyone to go with us,” Mandie protested. “Celia and I walk around all the time without adults escorting us.”


  “Amanda, this is a strange town to you, and I won’t have you going off by yourselves and getting lost or into some kind of predicament,” Mrs. Taft quickly told her. “Senator Morton has graciously offered the services of a maid, and if y’all want to go on a walk, then you must allow the maid to accompany you.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied, and then looking up at the senator, she asked, “Do you think we could have Maria go with us, then?”


  “Maria?” the senator questioned. “Well, normally that’s not her position, but I’ll ask her to walk with y’all.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “Thank you, Senator Morton.”


  “All right, I’m going up to my room. I want you girls to be on your best ladylike behavior,” Mrs. Taft said, walking toward the staircase.


  “Yes, ma’am,” both girls chorused.


  “And I’ll get Maria,” the senator said, going down the hallway. But when he returned to the parlor, he had the younger maid with the long, shiny black hair with him. “Maria is not here, but Lolly will go with you young ladies. She will walk with you wherever you wish to go, but I have told her to be sure you are all back in time for supper.”


  The girls thanked the senator, and he left the room as Lolly stood waiting.


  Mandie looked at Lolly and said, “We would just like to walk around to see how big this town really is.”


  “I see,” Lolly agreed, going toward the front door. “Then we go.”


  As they stepped outside, they met Juan, who was coming toward the house. Mandie noticed that Lolly seemed to be all smiles for the man, and he smiled back at her.


  “Back soon,” Lolly said to Juan as she passed him.


  He smiled back again.


  Mandie looked at Celia as they followed the girl. Catching up with her, Mandie said, “But Juan can’t speak or hear, and you spoke to him.”


  The girl seemed to be completely flustered as she looked at Mandie. “Juan cannot speak or hear, but we all talk to him. He knows what we say,” she said, leading the way to the street.


  “How can he know what you say if he can’t hear you?” Mandie insisted.


  Lolly shrugged and said, “He knows. He just knows.”


  Mandie looked at Celia and rolled her eyes. This seemed to be a dead-end explanation. She thought the girl must be infatuated with Juan.


  Celia smiled and said, “I believe we’re headed for the park that we can see from our room.”


  Mandie looked ahead and agreed. “Yes, we are,” she said. Turning to the maid, she asked, “Where does this park go?”


  “Go?” Lolly asked in puzzlement.


  “Yes, if we go through this park, where will we come out?” Mandie asked.


  “Lots of things on other side of park,” Lolly replied. Then turning to smile at Mandie, she said, “Ghosts live in the park at night. Never come here then.”


  “Ghosts? You believe in ghosts?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “Believe in ghosts?” Lolly questioned her as they entered the pathway through the park. “I know ghosts live here.”


  “How do you know ghosts live here?” Mandie asked.


  “I see ghosts. I know ghosts when I see ghosts,” Lolly insisted, glancing at Mandie with a deep frown.


  Mandie was surprised at the girl’s statement. “You’ve seen ghosts?” she questioned her. “What did they look like?”


  Lolly frowned again and replied, “Different ghosts look different. I see different ghosts.”


  “Mandie, Senator Morton did say some people here believe in ghosts,” Celia reminded her.


  “Would you come back here with us after dark so we could see the ghosts, too?” Mandie asked the girl.


  Lolly said, “Ghosts may not like you. You not from St. Augustine.”


  “Well, what would they do if they don’t like us?” Mandie asked.


  Lolly shrugged and said, “Do not know. Ghosts like me.”


  “Do the ghosts like Juan? Does he see ghosts in this park, too?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, big ghost with beard Juan see,” Lolly said.


  “How do you know that? Does he tell you that?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, he tell me,” Lolly replied.


  “Now, if he can’t talk, how did he tell you that?” Mandie quickly asked, watching the girl closely.


  “He ... he tell me on paper,” Lolly explained.


  “On paper? You mean he writes it down?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, he write down,” Lolly said and blew out a breath.


  Mandie didn’t believe the girl. She doubted that Lolly knew how to read and write. She would test her and see what happened.


  Looking across the park, Mandie could see a Flagler Hotel sign. She put her hand on Lolly’s arm to stop her and pointed at the sign. “Can you see that sign over there? What does it say? What’s over there?”


  “That is Flagler Hotel,” Lolly immediately told her, smiling, and added, “Big place. Lots of people. Lots of money.”


  “Well, Mandie,” Celia said, “that didn’t work.”


  “No, but I’m not giving up,” Mandie replied. She put Snowball down to walk at the end of his leash.


  Mandie tried other places for Lolly to identify, but she knew every one of them. Evidently, she had everything memorized. They passed many beautiful buildings and eventually came to the other side of town. Then they turned back, and Lolly took them on different streets back to Senator Morton’s house.


  “Well, I’m tired now,” Mandie said as they entered the front door. “Thank you, Lolly, for going with us.”


  Lolly smiled at her and continued down the hallway. The girls went up to their room.


  “I suppose we have to change clothes to go down and eat tonight,” Mandie said after putting Snowball down and unfastening his leash. “What will I put on? I didn’t bring a whole lot of clothes with me.”


  “Oh, Mandie, you brought more than I did. I saw what you’ve got in the wardrobe,” Celia said, going over to open its doors. She reached inside to sort through her dresses. Mandie stood behind her waiting to get to hers.


  “Mandie, look!” Celia suddenly exclaimed as she stepped back to allow Mandie to look inside.


  Mandie immediately saw that all their clothes had been turned the wrong way again. “I would like to know what’s going on around here,” she said.


  “Who do you think is doing this?” Celia asked.


  “I don’t know,” Mandie muttered impatiently as she began removing the clothes to turn them around. “It couldn’t have been Juan, unless he did this while you and I and Lolly went out for a walk.” Then she remembered the young man she had seen in the hallway when they first came but had not seen since. “I wonder who that man was I saw up here in the hallway that night,” she added. “I haven’t seen him again. Maybe he’s the one doing all this. I’m going to find out just who this man is.”


  “I hope you can,” Celia agreed, helping to rearrange the clothes.


  “Just like I am going to find out who these so-called ghosts are in that park. You wait and see. I’ll solve the whole thing. It may take a while, but I’ll figure it all out.”


  Senator Morton’s house was full of servants, and it could have been any one of them, but Mandie was determined to find the culprit.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  QUESTIONS IN THE DARK


  The day’s events were discussed at the supper table that night. Mandie could hardly wait to inform the senator that Lolly believed in ghosts. Waiting for a lull in the conversation so she would have everyone’s attention, the opportunity finally came.


  Dessert and hot coffee had just been served and were the focal point of the adults’ attention. Mandie laid down her fork on the side of the plate that held her slice of chocolate cake, cleared her throat, and looked at Senator Morton as she asked, “Did you know Lolly believes in ghosts? She took us through the park today and told us there were ghosts in there and that they liked her.”


  Senator Morton laughed as he replied, “I put nothing past Lolly. She has a very vivid imagination.”


  “Well, Senator Morton, are there really ghosts in that park?” Mandie asked, determined to pin him down for a yes or no answer.


  “I can’t rightfully say, since I don’t believe in ghosts myself. I’ve always heard that if you don’t believe in ghosts, then ghosts will never allow you to see them,” he replied, picking up his coffee cup and then setting it back down. “Did Lolly tell you what kind of ghosts she sees in the park? What they look like, maybe?”


  “No, sir, not really,” Mandie replied as she tried to remember the exact remarks Lolly had made. Turning to Celia, she asked, “Lolly didn’t describe the ghosts she claims live in the park, did she? Do you remember?”


  “No, Mandie, I don’t believe she did,” Celia replied. “However, she did mention that there was a big ghost with a beard who Juan sees.”


  Senator Morton quickly laughed and said, “Juan believes in ghosts? I don’t think so, even though Lolly said he did. Lolly lives in her own fantasy sometimes.”


  “Is Lolly in love with Juan?” Mandie asked with a big grin.


  Mrs. Taft quickly caught her breath and spoke up. “Amanda, you shouldn’t ask such questions. That is not your business.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said meekly and quickly concealed a smile.


  “I can answer that for you, Miss Amanda,” the senator said with a smile. “Lolly is in love with any man who will look her way. She was orphaned as a baby, and Maria raised her. But I’m afraid Maria never had children of her own and didn’t exactly know what to do when Lolly grew up into a young woman who looks for love around every corner. I would say you shouldn’t believe everything Lolly tells you.”


  “How do I know which part to believe, then?” Mandie asked, puzzled.


  “After you’ve been around Lolly for a while, I’m sure you’ll notice the glow that surrounds her when she is fantasizing and when she won’t look you straight in the eye. That’s when she is living in her own make-believe world.”


  “I will try to notice and remember,” Mandie replied, picking up her fork to dig into the huge slice of chocolate cake. Then she thought of another question. Laying down the fork after one bite, she asked, “Senator Morton, can Juan hear at all? I mean, sometimes he seems to understand what we are saying.”


  “No, Juan can’t hear a thing,” Senator Morton told her, “unless it might be a loud explosion or something like that. I believe he did react to a cannon being fired in a celebration we had a while back, but he can’t hear ordinary conversations.”


  “He seems to understand when someone stands directly in front of him and mouths the words,” Celia put in.


  “Yes, I believe sometimes he can understand part of it,” the senator agreed.


  “Senator Morton is having a small party tomorrow night, girls,” Mrs. Taft told them. “Y’all should decide what you want to wear and hang it out to be pressed. I understand Maria will see to that.”


  Mandie immediately remembered the wardrobe. “Grandmother, Senator Morton, someone keeps coming into our room and turning our clothes the wrong way in the wardrobe. We hang them up all nice and neat, and when we come back to get something, they are all jumbled up and turned the wrong way.”


  “Oh dear,” Mrs. Taft said with a sigh.


  “Are you sure, Miss Amanda?” Senator Morton asked.


  “Yes, sir, it has happened twice,” Mandie told him.


  “Yes, sir, it did,” Celia added.


  “I can’t imagine what is going on, unless one of the maids slips in there to look at your beautiful clothes. Maybe that’s what’s happening,” Senator Morton said thoughtfully. “I’ll ask Maria to see that the maids do not go in your room unless you ask for them.”


  “But Juan has been in our room, too,” Mandie quickly told him. “The other night when I went up there to take Snowball, I met him coming out of our room.”


  Senator Morton frowned and said, “I have no idea what Juan would be doing in your room, but you can rest assured I will find out. I’m sorry, and I’ll see that it doesn’t happen again.”


  “I didn’t think you would be sending Juan up to our room when you have all these maids working here,” Mandie told him.


  “If it does happen again, please come directly to me,” the senator said.


  Mandie looked at Celia. She was really puzzled now. If the senator had not sent Juan to their room, and Juan knew he was not allowed in there, why was he in their room? She knew Celia could read the questions in her mind.


  After a quiet evening in the parlor, everyone went to their rooms early. Mandie and Celia were not sleepy, and they knelt by the open window in their room to gaze out into the darkness and discuss the day’s events.


  “Mandie, do you believe Lolly really thinks she sees ghosts in the park over there?” Celia asked.


  “She may just be teasing us with such stories,” Mandie replied.


  “But she claims Juan has seen a ghost, too, over there,” Celia reminded her.


  “Yes, and she said the ghosts might not like us because we are not from St. Augustine,” Mandie replied. Suddenly she stood up and said, “Let’s just go over there and see for ourselves what’s in that park after dark. Want to go?” She looked down at her friend.


  Celia rose and said, “Mandie, do you really want to go into that dark place? Couldn’t we just walk through it again in the daytime?”


  “But, Celia, the ghosts don’t come out in the daytime,” Mandie told her. “We have to go at night if we want to see them.”


  “Well, even at night we might not see any ghosts. Lolly may be just making all this up, you know,” Celia argued.


  “We could go find out,” Mandie said. “Come on.”


  “Suppose we do see a real ghost, Mandie? What will we do?” Celia asked in a shaky voice.


  “We will scare the ghost instead of letting it cause us to be afraid. Are you coming?” Mandie asked, walking toward the door of the room.


  Snowball, who had been curled up and sleeping on the bed, rose, stretched, and loudly meowed at that moment.


  “No, Snowball, you are not going this time, you hear? Just go right back to sleep,” Mandie told the cat as she rubbed his head.


  But Snowball was insistent. He meowed louder, jumped down from the bed, and rubbed around Mandie’s ankles.


  “Are you going to take him?” Celia asked, watching from across the room. “Don’t you think a cat might scare the ghosts away? I’ve heard tales about cats seeing things we can’t see.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “I don’t think Snowball could scare anyone away, but he is not going with us. I’ll be sure we shut him up here in the room while we’re gone,” Mandie said, walking again toward the door. Looking back, she asked, “Are you coming, Celia? Let’s hurry.”


  “I suppose I will go,” Celia replied, slowly joining her at the door. “I just hope we don’t see any real ghosts.”


  “There are no real ghosts, Celia. I promise you that,” Mandie said, opening the door wide enough to step into the hallway. As Celia followed, Mandie quickly closed the door, shutting Snowball inside the room. Putting her finger on her lips to motion to Celia to be quiet, she tiptoed down the hallway toward the staircase.


  The girls slowly descended into the front hallway below, and luckily none of the steps squeaked. Mandie led the way in the darkness directly to the front door. Everyone had gone to bed or to their rooms for the night, and the house was dark and quiet.


  The moon was not shining, and Mandie felt her way into the yard. Suddenly she saw two men standing not ten feet from her, talking. She motioned to Celia, and they ducked behind some shrubbery. The man who was doing the talking was speaking in such a low voice and so softly that she couldn’t understand his words. The other man seemed to be listening intently. Suddenly, from behind her, Celia stifled a sneeze, but not before she made a strange sound. Both men instantly straightened up and walked away—one went away from the house and the other man toward the house.


  “Juan!” Mandie exclaimed softly when she saw him move out of the shadows and toward the front door, entering the house quickly.


  Celia squeezed her hand. “It was Juan!” she whispered.


  “Yes! Come, let’s follow the other man. He’s headed toward the park,” Mandie whispered as she quickly led the way.


  The girls darted behind bushes along the way as they tried to keep the man in sight. He quickly entered the park, but he went in a different direction from the way Lolly had taken them. He seemed to be cutting diagonally across it to the left.


  Keeping her eyes on the man instead of what was along the way, Mandie suddenly became aware of the fact that they had entered a cemetery.


  At the same time, Celia reached to grab her hand and whispered, “Mandie! We are in a graveyard!” She walked as close to Mandie as she could without stumbling over her own feet.


  Mandie hissed at her to be quiet and hurried on following the man. She was trying to get close enough to see what the man looked like. When they came to some large tombstones, she quickly darted in and out between them to move closer. The man paused for a moment to wipe his nose with his handkerchief, and Mandie was so close, she almost collided with him. Practically dropping behind a tombstone, she watched, hoping he hadn’t seen them.


  The man cleared his throat and put his handkerchief back into his pocket.


  Mandie clearly saw his face and noticed that he had a beard.


  While the girls waited for the man to get far enough ahead so they could safely follow, the man suddenly disappeared right before their eyes. Mandie quickly looked around, trying to locate him. Was he the ghost Lolly mentioned? Where had he gone? There were several crypts near where they stopped, and this apparently gave him enough cover to disappear.


  “Oh, where did he go?” Mandie whispered in Celia’s ear as they quickly but quietly moved around in circles, trying to locate him.


  “He just ... evaporated—just like a g-g-ghost!” Celia replied in an almost tearful, shaky voice.


  “Well, he had to go somewhere,” Mandie declared, still searching among the graves and monuments.


  “He’s gone,” Celia told her. “Gone.”


  The girls stopped to look around. They were near the edge of the cemetery.


  “He just knew a quick way out of here, that’s what,” Mandie told Celia. “And that’s probably the man Lolly saw with Juan, and she thought he was a ghost here in the cemetery or in the park that she talked about.”


  “Let’s get out of here, Mandie!” Celia begged.


  Suddenly Mandie heard voices coming toward them, and she motioned for Celia to drop down out of sight with her behind a huge monument. She almost held her breath as she waited for the owners of the voices to come closer.


  Finally two figures emerged out of the shadows and walked past their hiding place. Mandie watched and saw that it was a young girl and a young man, holding hands as they slowly walked.


  “I heard that she’s one of those mountaineers and probably doesn’t know what to do with a set of silverware,” the girl was saying, “but her grandmother is dripping in wealth, so my mother says we have to be nice to her tomorrow night.”


  “I heard that she is pretty, and so is her friend, so I look forward to meeting them,” the boy replied. “Anyway, we have to go. After all, Mr. Morton is our senator.”


  Their voices faded away as they disappeared from sight. Mandie, shaking with anger, rose from her hiding place, as did Celia. They grasped each other’s hands.


  “Mandie—” Celia began.


  “Yes, they were talking about us,” Mandie interrupted. “It was just like they knew we were here listening! Just you wait until I meet them tomorrow night! I’ll fix them!”


  “What are you planning to do, Mandie?” Celia asked.


  “I don’t know yet, but I’ll think of some way to get even with them,” Mandie replied.


  “Maybe if we just turn on all our charms and be real sweet and nice to them, that would get away with them better than by being aloof and cold, Mandie,” Celia suggested. “You know, do good to evil.”


  Mandie sighed and said, “I’m not sure, but I will be ready for them when they do turn up at Senator Morton’s house tomorrow night. I just wonder who they are that they can act so uppity.” She stood there fuming.


  “Mandie, don’t you think we ought to go back to our room?” Celia asked.


  “I suppose so,” Mandie agreed. “I’ve had enough for the night.” She turned and started walking back the way they had come. “But you know, Celia, that man we followed might just be the man Lolly thought was a ghost.”


  “You are probably right,” Celia agreed, walking close to Mandie’s side as they carefully avoided stepping over graves.


  “We can come back tomorrow night,” Mandie told her.


  “No, Mandie. Remember, the party is tomorrow night. We couldn’t just leave,” Celia reminded her.


  “All right, the next night, then,” Mandie agreed.


  The girls didn’t see or hear anyone else as they returned to the house. The front door was unlocked, and they quietly entered and went back up to their room, tiptoeing up the staircase.


  As soon as Mandie opened the door, she looked around for Snowball to prevent him from racing out of the room. But he didn’t come to greet her, and he wasn’t on the bed.


  “Snowball!” Mandie called, looking around the room.


  “I don’t see him,” Celia said as she helped search.


  “Someone had to let him out because I know I closed the door,” Mandie declared. “Come on. We’ll have to search the house. We can’t let him run loose all night.”


  The girls quietly looked throughout the house, but Snowball was nowhere to be found.


  “We can’t go in people’s rooms,” Mandie whispered to Celia. “Maybe he’s in the kitchen. The door’s closed, and I don’t know whether anyone is in there or not, but we’d better check.”


  As soon as Mandie pushed the kitchen door open, Snowball came running out, loudly meowing. Mandie snatched him up. “Sh-h-h-h! You’ll wake everybody up. Let’s get back to our room before someone sees us.”


  Once inside their room, Mandie put Snowball down. He ran for the bed and curled up in the middle of it.


  “Somebody let him out,” Mandie said, walking around the room.


  Celia went over to the wardrobe to get her nightclothes down from the hangers inside. She opened the double doors and stepped back as she said, “Just come and look! Someone has rearranged our clothes again!”


  “Oh no!” Mandie said, rushing to look inside the wardrobe. She stomped her foot and said, “This has got to stop! I’m going to find out who is doing this.”


  “And we should find out why they are doing it,” Celia added.


  “You’re right,” Mandie said, beginning to rearrange her clothes. “Why are they doing it? Just to upset us? Or just to look at all our clothes? I don’t think I’ve missed anything, so they aren’t stealing.”


  “Someone must have known we went out,” Celia remarked as she put her clothes in order.


  “But we didn’t see anyone, so how did anyone know we went out?” Mandie asked. Then stopping to look at Celia, she said, “Do you suppose Juan saw us and pretended he didn’t, and then he came up here and did this while we were gone?”


  “He might have, but I wish whoever keeps doing it would stop,” Celia replied. “This is causing a lot of trouble.”


  As soon as they were finished rearranging the clothes, they went to sit by the window.


  “You know, Celia,” Mandie said, “I’m almost positive that boy and girl in the park knew we were in there. So how did they know? And who were they? Where do they live? Also, for what other reason would they have been in the cemetery at that time of the night?”


  “If we find the answers to those questions, we’ll solve the mystery,” Celia agreed.


  “Maybe someone is spying on us, but why?” Mandie asked thoughtfully. “I’ll just be glad to get back home. But before I go home, I will solve this mystery.”


  She had no clue as to how to begin, but she would find the answers no matter what!


  CHAPTER SIX


  PARTY PLANS


  The next day everyone stayed at the house preparing for the party that night, except for a short walk in the afternoon.


  Mandie kept thinking about the girl and boy in the park. She tried to decide how she would handle the situation when she met them. She wished she had Joe Woodard to discuss the matter with. Joe always had suggestions and sometimes good solutions to problems she got involved in.


  “You know, Celia, maybe I should tell my grandmother about those snobs in the park last night. But if I do, I would have to admit that you and I were out alone that late, and she wouldn’t like that,” Mandie told her friend as they lounged about in their room that afternoon after the walk.


  “Oh no, Mandie, we would really be in trouble if your grandmother knew we went out when we were supposed to be getting ready for bed,” Celia replied, stretching her legs out in front of her as she sat in a big chair.


  “I suppose we are guilty of doing something we shouldn’t have done,” Mandie agreed, “but if we hadn’t gone into that cemetery, we never would have heard those remarks about us.” She flopped onto another chair.


  “Well, which is more important, then, slipping out at night or overhearing those crude people?” Celia asked. “I mean, would it be worth it to tell your grandmother what we did in order to let her know she is also being talked about by someone who is coming to the party and who is going to act nice and proper, when all the time they are secretly making fun of us?”


  “I just don’t know, but I do know that if my grandmother knew about this, she would get back at those people,” Mandie said with a big smile. “Believe me, she would do something that would bring them down a notch or two.”


  “You are a lot like your grandmother, Mandie. More so than your mother,” Celia told her.


  “I know. My mother is so sweet and kindhearted, she wouldn’t harm a fly,” Mandie agreed. “She must have taken after her father, but I never knew him. I imagine my grandmother was the boss in the family, even though Grandfather was an important man—a senator like Senator Morton.”


  “Maybe we could speak to Senator Morton and ask him not to let your grandmother know we were out late at night,” Celia suggested. “After all, these are his friends who are coming to the party, I suppose. That boy did say they had to come because Senator Morton is a senator, didn’t he?”


  “Yes, I wouldn’t go to someone’s party just because they are wealthy or important. I think that’s a silly attitude,” Mandie replied. “I just don’t know whether to tell Senator Morton or not.”


  “He is sweet on your grandmother, Mandie, and probably wouldn’t like someone talking about her or us that way,” Celia reminded her.


  “I know, but what could he do about it?” Mandie asked. “He couldn’t say anything to them because he is a politician and he needs everyone’s vote to stay in office.”


  “He might put this above getting a vote,” Celia said. “In fact, I believe I remember hearing him say last summer on the ship that he would probably retire after this term. Do you remember something like that?”


  “No, not that I can remember,” Mandie replied. “I suppose he is getting old and probably worn out from traveling back and forth to Washington all the time.”


  “Do you think he might marry your grandmother someday? Then he would be your step-grandfather, Mandie,” Celia said with a grin.


  Mandie shrugged and said, “That would be fine with me. Then maybe Grandmother would have someone else to take along on all her journeys instead of me. However, I am not sure my grandmother would ever agree to marry him. And I believe the secret reason is that she dearly loved my grandfather.”


  Celia cleared her throat and asked with another grin, “Mandie, will you ever marry Joe?”


  Mandie blew out her breath, got up to walk around the room, and then turned to look at her friend. “If anyone else had ever asked me that, I’d say go mind your own business.” She paused and returned to her chair. “But since you asked the question, I’ll tell you the truth. I just don’t know. That would be a long time in the future, and lots of things can happen before I’d ever make a decision about getting married to anyone.” Straightening up in her chair, she asked with a big smile, “How about you? Do you plan on marrying Robert someday?”


  Celia blushed, and she didn’t look directly at Mandie when she replied, “Oh, Mandie, Robert is just a good friend. I don’t believe I’ve met my future husband yet. I’m only fourteen.”


  “I know that, but you started this,” Mandie agreed. “Therefore, you must have had something on your mind. And, by the way, you know my mother was only sixteen when she ran away and married my father.”


  “So I’ve heard,” Celia said. “According to Senator Morton, there will be several young people our age at the party tonight, so who knows what might happen? There may be someone who is not a snob.”


  “I’m not sure we’ll be able to tell the good ones from the bad ones, so to speak,” Mandie said. “I can’t imagine putting on a false front like that to make people think you are friendly when you’re not really.”


  “Well, are we going to tell the senator or your grandmother, both, or neither one?” Celia asked.


  “I’ll have to think about it,” Mandie said. “The decision might be spontaneous when I see those two snobs face-to-face.”


  “You don’t mean you would confront them right here in the senator’s house at his party, do you?” Celia asked in horror. “That would be terrible, Mandie.”


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “Uncle Ned is always telling me to think first and then act, but sometimes I don’t exactly remember. I wish he were going to be here.” Then smiling at her friend, she added, “That would be a blow to those social snobs, wouldn’t it? To find themselves at a party with a Cherokee Indian?”


  “Everybody loves Uncle Ned, Mandie,” Celia replied. “Even President McKinley invited him with us to the White House for his second inauguration.”


  “Yes, if people don’t like Uncle Ned, I’d say there’s something wrong with them,” Mandie agreed. “And speaking of the President of the United States, remember that strange woman, Miss Lucretia Wham, was really working for him when she was following us and Jonathan around all over Europe. Do you suppose she is here in St. Augustine on business for the president?”


  “I don’t know, Mandie,” Celia replied. “But since President McKinley died and President Roosevelt took over, things might have changed.”


  “I wish we could catch up with her,” Mandie said.


  “Maybe she’ll be at the party tonight. Senator Morton acted like he knew something about her when you told him you thought we had seen her,” Celia suggested.


  “But he didn’t seem to know much about where she was, so how could he have invited her to the party?” Mandie asked.


  “Mandie, you know Miss Wham. She goes anywhere she pleases without being exactly invited,” Celia reminded her.


  “But she always darts in and out of crowds and places and never stays anywhere very long,” Mandie replied. “Maybe she has been in contact with Senator Morton, and he could have invited her to the party then. I hope she does show up. I’d like to talk to her about some things.”


  “Like what?” Celia asked.


  “Like, is Juan really deaf and mute? Are there people in the park making like ghosts to scare outsiders like us away?” Mandie said.


  “Well, I don’t know how she would answer all those questions when she probably doesn’t know anything about the people or this town,” Celia said.


  “Now, Celia, don’t ever say that. Miss Wham knew everything about everybody and everything that was going on when she followed us around,” Mandie reminded her friend.


  A sharp rap on the door startled the girls, and they both jumped up and started in that direction. Mandie got there first and opened the door. Lolly was standing outside in the hallway and was holding the girls’ dresses that had been pressed for the party.


  “Come on in. I’ll take mine,” Mandie offered as she reached for the dress and stepped back, allowing the maid to enter the room.


  Celia took her dress, and both girls started for the wardrobe to hang them up on the hooks on the outside of the doors.


  “My dress looks nice. Thank you, Lolly,” Mandie told her as she fluffed out the lacy frills on the blue silk dress that matched her blue eyes.


  “So does mine, thank you,” Celia added, surveying the bright green taffeta dress on the hanger she held.


  As the two girls hung up the dresses outside the wardrobe, Lolly followed them across the room without speaking. Mandie turned around to look at her.


  “Is there something else, Lolly?” Mandie asked, going back toward the chair she had been sitting in.


  Lolly looked from Mandie to Celia and back again without saying a word. Celia returned to her chair and was about to sit down when the maid finally spoke.


  “Just want to let you know, the ghosts from the park will be at the party tonight,” Lolly said with a serious look on her face as she tossed back her long black hair.


  “What are you talking about?” Mandie asked, still standing.


  “I say, the ghosts in the park will be at the party at this house tonight,” the girl repeated.


  “Real ghosts, Lolly?” Celia asked.


  “Yes, real, big ghost with beard and others,” Lolly said.


  “Lolly, there are no real ghosts,” Mandie told her as the three of them stood there in the middle of the room.


  “Yes, real, but you no see so you not know,” Lolly argued with a big frown as she stomped her foot.


  “Will I be able to see them tonight?” Celia asked.


  “And how are we supposed to know who is a ghost and who is not?” Mandie asked impatiently.


  “You will know,” Lolly replied, starting toward the door.


  Mandie hurried to get between the girl and the door. “Lolly, there are no real ghosts,” she argued.


  “Is too,” the girl answered, stomping her foot. “You see real ghosts in park last night.”


  “In the park last night? How did you know we were in the park last night?” Mandie asked, surprised at this.


  “Just know,” Lolly said.


  “Were you following us last night? What were you doing in the park last night? And that big fellow with the beard, he is not a ghost, he is a real man,” Mandie told her quickly.


  “No, you will see!” Lolly almost shouted at Mandie as she raced for the door, ran out, and disappeared down the hallway.


  Mandie slowly closed the door, sighed loudly, and looked at Celia, who was standing by her chair. “Sounds like someone was following us last night,” she said. “And if it was Lolly, I’m pretty sure she was not alone in that dark park at that time of night.” She flopped down in her chair.


  Celia sat down, too. “I wonder why anyone would follow us,” she said.


  At that moment Snowball, who had been peacefully sleeping in the middle of the bed, jumped down and came running to Mandie. She picked him up. “I suppose we woke you up, Snowball,” she said, cuddling him in her arms. The white cat began purring loudly.


  There was another knock at the door. It opened, and Mrs. Taft entered the room, carrying a large bag.


  “Oh dear, I’m sorry girls, but this party tonight seems to be a masquerade ball. I didn’t quite understand when the senator told me about it,” Mrs. Taft said, walking over to the bed and upending the bag’s contents onto the counterpane.


  Mandie and Celia quickly followed.


  “We are supposed to wear masks, Grandmother?” Mandie asked as she looked at the pile on the bed.


  “Yes, the guests will be masked, and this is the best I could get for you girls here at almost the last minute. Do y’all think it’s possible to fix up some getup from all this?” Mrs. Taft asked as she looked at them.


  Mandie instantly thought of the girl and boy in the park the night before. They would be wearing masks, but she hoped she would be able to spot them from their voices. “Oh yes, ma’am, Grandmother, we’ll use some of this stuff,” she replied.


  “This will be fun,” Celia said, poking through the masks, ribbons, and scarves on the bed, and picking up a green and black mask. “This will match my dress.”


  “If you can’t coordinate enough things with the dresses you all had pressed, just select other dresses that will suit,” Mrs. Taft said. “Now I must hurry back and see to mine.”


  As Mrs. Taft started for the door, Mandie asked, “Grandmother, what will you be wearing?”


  Mrs. Taft turned back to smile at her as she said, “Why, I’m going to wear my black taffeta with a little white hat to make me a Pilgrim.”


  “A Pilgrim?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, a Pilgrim. Remember, we are descended from the Pilgrims,” Mrs. Taft said as she went out the door.


  “Mandie, how are we going to recognize anyone if everyone is wearing a mask?” Celia asked.


  “That’s going to be fun, because we will be wearing masks, too. So it will take everyone a while to figure out who we are,” Mandie said.


  “As long as we don’t talk,” Celia cautioned her. “Otherwise, they will know we do not have the familiar voices of their friends.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. She stood in the middle of the floor thinking for a moment, and then she said, “I think I’ll wear something other than that blue dress. Then even Lolly won’t know for sure who I am.”


  “Good idea!” Celia agreed.


  Both girls went to the wardrobe and looked through their clothes.


  “I have this white dress I haven’t worn here,” Mandie said, taking it down from the hanger.


  “I have a black one with me,” Celia said, reaching for hers. “Why don’t we dress like ghosts, you in white for a good ghost and me in black for a bad ghost.”


  Mandie looked at her and laughed. “Are there supposed to be such things, Celia?”


  “I don’t know. I just made that up,” Celia replied, shaking out the skirt of her black dress. “With all the talk around this town about ghosts, I thought we might as well make use of it.”


  “Maybe we can get Lolly to believe in us,” Mandie said, laughing as she hung the white dress on a hook outside the wardrobe.


  “We may scare Lolly.” Celia giggled.


  “I wonder where Grandmother got all that stuff she brought us,” Mandie said, going back to look through the pile.


  “Maybe Senator Morton keeps a stock of such things on hand for the parties he gives,” Celia suggested, laughing as she joined Mandie.


  The girls planned and sorted out the adornments. Snowball jumped up on the bed and tried to help.


  “Mandie, why don’t you take Snowball to the party? You could keep him on the leash,” Celia suggested. “He’s white, and you’ll have on a white dress. You could decorate him to match your things.”


  Mandie thought about that for a moment and finally said, “I suppose I could. And if he gets out of control, I can always bring him back up here and shut him in our room.” Then she smiled as she thought about it and added, “That might be a good idea. Maybe everyone will think he is a ghost cat.”


  “I doubt that,” Celia replied with a grin.


  “I’m really getting interested in this party now. Everyone will be wondering who everybody else is,” Mandie said. “But I believe I will be able to identify the girl and boy in the park by their voices, no matter how much decoration they put on themselves.”


  “I could, too,” Celia agreed.


  “I might even do something mean while I’m undercover, and before they find out who I am, like acting as though I’m a royal princess or something. That will put an end to that girl’s definition of me as a mountaineer who doesn’t even know how to use silverware,” Mandie declared, twirling around the room with a white silk scarf.


  Mandie decided this party was going to be fun after all. She loved mysteries, and all the guests, including her and Celia, would be wearing mysterious outfits. And how nice it was going to be when she finally let the boy and girl know who she was. That would be a great satisfaction.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  A-PARTYING


  Mandie and Celia experimented the rest of the afternoon with the costume accessories Mrs. Taft had brought them. Finally they were dressed and ready five minutes before it was time to go downstairs for the party.


  Mandie stood before the full-length mirror in the corner of their room to check her appearance. She carefully adjusted the white scarf she had tied around her head to hide her hair and then smoothed the rouge she had put on her cheeks and lips. She had tied more scarves around her waist to make her skirt fluffier.


  “I don’t believe anyone would recognize me if they knew me,” Mandie said. “And I don’t know any of the guests coming for the party.”


  “Even I would doubt you are Mandie Shaw,” Celia said with a laugh as she adjusted her mask.


  “Before I put on my mask I need to tie the bow on Snowball’s collar,” Mandie said. She turned to the cat on the bed and said, “Come here, Snowball. We are going a-partying, and you need some kind of costume. I’m going to put a nice big white bow on your collar.” As she talked she picked up the bow from the table nearby and began looping ribbons around the cat’s collar. Snowball squirmed and meowed, plainly not liking what she was doing.


  “I’ll hold him for you, Mandie,” Celia offered as she grasped the cat to hold him still.


  Mandie got the bow tied on, but the minute the girls let go of him, Snowball began rolling and trying to rub off the decoration.


  “Snowball, you are ruining the bow. Quit that,” Mandie demanded as she picked him up and stood him upright to fasten on his leash.


  Snowball growled angrily and managed to escape. He ran across the room, trying to shake off the bow, and then rolled on the floor.


  Mandie sighed as she watched him and said, “All right, Snowball, you can’t go to the party if that’s the way you’re going to behave. Come here. I’ll take the bow off.” She captured him and removed the bow. He immediately ran under the bed, meowing furiously.


  “I wouldn’t bother with him anymore, Mandie,” Celia told her. “Leave him here. You don’t really need him to support your act.”


  “I’ll have to bring him something to eat later, since we are having supper served during the party,” Mandie said. She hurried to put on her mask and then said, “Come on. Let’s go downstairs before any of the servants come up here to get us. If we mingle with the guests, maybe Lolly and the others won’t recognize us.”


  “Good idea,” Celia agreed, fluffing out the gathers in her long black skirt as she followed Mandie to the door.


  When they got down to the last landing, Mandie could hear voices in the parlor down the hall. “Come on. Let’s go out the side door and come in the front so everyone will think we are guests, too. Hurry!” She ran to the outside door, which opened out onto a patio. Celia followed.


  Several carriages stood in the driveway, and people in costume were walking toward the front door.


  Mandie put her hand out to stop Celia and said, “Wait. Let’s go in right behind that couple with the walking canes. We can probably slip past them without anyone noticing us.”


  The girls stayed near the bushes until the couple entered the front door, then they quickly stepped inside without being noticed by Senator Morton or Mrs. Taft, who were greeting the guests. They walked on across the large parlor to a corner where no one was standing at the moment.


  Mandie felt her heartbeat quicken as she closely watched the guests arriving in a steady stream. Evidently everyone believed in being prompt to the minute. And her grandmother had said this would be a small party. Why, a hundred guests must have entered the parlor since she and Celia had come down. She was keeping an eye out for the girl in the park. She didn’t think she would recognize her because it had been so dark in the graveyard and everyone at the party was in costume and masked. But she believed if she listened closely to the bits of conversation around her she would be able to identify the girl’s voice.


  “What are you going to do if you see that girl?” Celia asked in a whisper behind her hand.


  “I’m not sure yet,” Mandie murmured back with a frown as she thought about it. Should she walk up to the girl and announce, “I’m that mountaineer from North Carolina who doesn’t know how to use silverware”? No, she was sure the girl had planned her speech last night knowing that Mandie was nearby. She could just turn her nose up and ignore the girl. Then again, she might put on a foreign accent as she remembered the speeches of the various countries she had visited with her grandmother and Celia during the previous summer.


  After a while it seemed that all the guests had arrived, and Mandie was suddenly aware of her grandmother coming in her direction. She whispered to Celia, “Can we fool Grandmother?”


  “I don’t think so,” Celia mumbled back.


  Mrs. Taft walked right up to Mandie and said, “Amanda, you and Celia should mingle with the guests.”


  “Oh, Grandmother, we didn’t fool you for a minute, did we?” Mandie replied with a sigh. “Everyone else is masked, so how can we mingle with the guests when we don’t know who is who?”


  “That’s the fun of a masked party,” Mrs. Taft said. “You talk to everyone, and then when the masks come off later, you are usually surprised at whom you were talking with. Now move on around the room instead of just standing there.” She turned to go back toward the guests she had been talking with.


  Mandie looked at Celia and said, “I suppose we have to. But tell me how Grandmother knew who we were, with all this getup. Do you suppose everyone else will figure it out, too?”


  “Mandie, your grandmother gave us all these scarves and masks we’ve got on. Of course she would know who we are,” Celia reminded her.


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed, looking at the costumed people moving about. “Come on. We might as well get this over with. Help me look for that boy and girl in the park last night, and if you recognize them, start coughing to alert me.”


  “All right, but you do the same thing so I’ll know, too, if you spot them first,” Celia agreed.


  Mandie straightened the scarf around her head and led the way into the crowd. The parlor was full, the library was full, and the huge dining room was overflowing with people. Mandie tried to avoid looking directly at anyone in order to keep from having to enter into a conversation, and no one seemed to pay any attention to Mandie and Celia as they slowly walked through the rooms.


  “Mandie, let’s find someplace to sit down and just watch for a little while,” Celia suggested as they entered the library.


  “But, Celia, Grandmother told us to mingle with the guests, remember?” Mandie said as they passed an elderly couple who were not dressed in costumes but were wearing masks. After they walked by the couple, Mandie glanced back at them and was surprised to see the woman also turning to look at her and Celia. The woman had probably figured out who the girls were. Mandie quickened her pace. “Come on. Let’s go on into the dining room and then circle back to the parlor,” she told Celia.


  Just as they got to the door of the dining room, a couple dressed like turtles stopped them.


  “I say, there,” a male voice said in an improvised British accent from behind a dark mask, “would it be that you two are the guests of our host?”


  “Yes, I do believe they are,” a young female voice added from the second turtle.


  Mandie looked at the padded costumes the two had on and wondered how they could stand such stuff in the hot weather. Their outfits were designed to look as though the turtles were walking on their hind legs, and she doubted that real turtles could do that. Why didn’t the people just wear some kind of normal costume? She decided they were not the couple in the park last night.


  “Yes, my name is Mandie Shaw, and this is my friend Celia Hamilton,” Mandie told them.


  “How do you do?” Celia said to the strangers.


  “I am Rickard Bernadine, and this is Eleanor Morton,” the male voice replied.


  “Morton? Related to Senator Morton?” Mandie asked, smiling at the girl.


  “Yes, he is my uncle, my father’s brother,” Eleanor explained. “I am glad to make your acquaintances. I have heard lots about you two from my uncle.”


  Mandie grinned and asked, “And was it partly bad things?”


  “Oh no, quite the contrary,” Eleanor said. “He speaks highly of you and Celia and of your families, especially your grandmother, Mandie.” She also grinned.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and smiled.


  “So other people notice besides us,” Mandie said.


  “That my uncle is quite smitten with your grandmother?” Eleanor asked. “Yes, he is, and most everyone knows it.”


  “Do you think that one day your grandmother will become Mrs. Morton?” Rickard asked.


  “That’s what Celia and I talk about sometimes. I don’t know,” Mandie told her new friends. “I do know that she was deeply in love with my grandfather, according to everyone who knows her. He died before I was born, so I didn’t know him, but Grandmother has told me that my grandparents and Senator Morton and his wife were close friends for years and years.”


  “Do y’all live here in St. Augustine?” Celia asked.


  “No, Rickard is from Savannah, where I live, but his family moved to Jacksonville last year,” Eleanor explained.


  “Where do y’all go to school?” Celia asked.


  The two turtles looked at each other and smiled.


  “We have been out of school for quite a while now,” Eleanor explained. “You see, we are both twenty-two years old.”


  Mandie gasped in surprise. “I can’t tell with all the makeup and costumes y’all have on, but I thought y’all were probably around our ages. I will be fourteen in June, and Celia was fourteen in March. We go to school in Asheville, North Carolina, at the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls.”


  “Yes, I know,” Eleanor replied. “My uncle mentioned it.”


  “I understand food will be served shortly, and yes, there are the servants bringing in the food right now,” Rickard said, motioning inside the dining room, where they had stopped near the doorway.


  “Some of these people are going to have trouble eating with those masks covering their faces,” Mandie said, grinning. “Let’s watch and see how they do it.”


  “We aren’t supposed to take off our masks until midnight, so maybe those in that shape will wait until midnight to eat,” Eleanor said.


  Mandie looked back into the room they were leaving and caught her grandmother’s eye. Mrs. Taft motioned for them to move on and circulate among the guests, and Mandie understood what she was signaling to them.


  “Your grandmother is telling us to move on again, Mandie,” Celia said as she, too, saw the motions.


  “Right,” Mandie agreed. She turned to the two turtles and said, “I’m glad to have met y’all, and I’ll catch back up with you later, but my grandmother keeps watching us and insists we circulate among everybody.”


  “She’s right,” Eleanor agreed. “Everyone wants to meet y’all. We’ll see y’all later.”


  “And when you two get tired of circulating, just find us in the crowd and we’ll go take a break in a corner somewhere,” Rickard told the girls.


  “Thanks,” Mandie and Celia both said as they moved on into the dining room, heading for the door to the hallway as the servants began placing large bowls of food on the long table.


  As Mandie and Celia hurried out into the hallway from the dining room, they almost collided with Juan, who was walking in their direction.


  Mandie stopped short, took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and looked directly at the man. “I’m sorry, we got in too big a hurry,” she apologized as Juan stepped aside to avoid a collision.


  Juan looked at her, smiled, and continued on his way down the hall. Mandie turned to Celia and said, “He was coming from the direction of the staircase. I wonder if he’s been up in our room again?”


  “Well, it’s too late now to catch him in the act. After we eat, we can take food to Snowball and look around our room,” Celia told her.


  “Yes, and for right now, let’s see if we can find the girl and the boy from the park last night,” Mandie replied, leading the way back down to the parlor.


  Mandie could feel the people in the parlor turning to look at her and Celia. Evidently they were aware now of their identifications in spite of the costumes and masks. But she and Celia did not know these people and that put them at a disadvantage. As she and Celia continued across the room, she noticed a beautiful young girl about her age with long curly dark hair and no disguise except a small shiny mask over her eyes. She was wearing a long, full-skirted dress of red taffeta and had a thin black silk scarf around her shoulders. The boy with her wore the latest fashion in clothes and had donned only a small mask for the party. His hair was also black and curly.


  When Mandie and Celia started to walk past the two, the girl immediately looked at them and asked, “Are you having fun in our town? St. Augustine must be quite different from the place you live.”


  Mandie immediately turned to look closely at the two. Celia started coughing suddenly. The alarm sounded in Mandie’s head. That was their signal if they found the couple from the park. And yes, these two could be the culprits.


  Mandie quickly decided on her strategy. Stopping and looking directly at the girl, she replied in what she would have called her most highfalutin voice. “I do beg your pardon. Were you addressing us?” She watched for the girl’s reaction, which was one of surprise and puzzlement.


  Celia, who was at Mandie’s side, gave a little tug to Mandie’s sleeve and whispered, “Let’s go.”


  Mandie ignored Celia and continued with her conversation. “I do believe I asked you a question,” Mandie insisted, staring at the girl.


  The girl seemed to be unable to speak as Mandie continued. “We did see you two in the park last night, you know.”


  The girl quickly drew a deep breath, looked at the boy with her, and finally replied, “If we were in the park and you saw us, then you were also in the park.”


  The boy with her said, “That’s right. You can’t deny that.”


  “Oh, you two are the most impossible people I have ever met!” Mandie exclaimed, keeping her put-on accent.


  “And I say the same for you two,” the girl told her. Turning to the boy with her, she said, “Let’s go get our food, Ted.” She took the boy’s arm, and they quickly walked off into the room on their way to the dining room.


  Celia stomped her foot and looked at Mandie as they watched the two disappear in the crowd. “Mandie, I was not coughing to let you know that those two looked like the two in the park last night. I coughed because a man passed by who was smoking a cigar.”


  Mandie looked at her friend and exclaimed, “Oh no! What have I done! There’s no telling who those two people are. They may be good friends of Senator Morton, or my grandmother even. This is going to cause a catastrophe, Celia. If this gets back to Grandmother, I know very well what will happen. She will be furious. I’ll never hear the end of it. Oh, what can I do?”


  “There’s nothing you can do, Mandie. It’s all done,” Celia replied. “Don’t you think we’d better move along in the crowd?”


  “Yes, I suppose,” Mandie agreed as the two walked slowly on.


  “I’m sorry, Mandie, if you thought that was the signal,” Celia explained, “but that man came right by me, just puffing and puffing on his stinky old cigar, and it made me cough.”


  “It’s not your fault I made a fool of myself. I should have talked to the girl and the boy to see what they had to say before I tried anything,” Mandie said, nervously glancing around the crowd to see where her grandmother was. She hoped to avoid Mrs. Taft for the rest of the evening just in case the report of her unladylike behavior circulated to her grandmother.


  They kept moving around and finally got in line to get food from the long dining table. They took their well-filled plates and found a small nook in the corner of the library that was unoccupied and sat down on stools to eat. Tall plants in huge pots shielded them from view as other people moved in and out of the room.


  Mandie was afraid to talk for fear someone would hear her and come join them. She didn’t want any company while she silently ate her food, and she was so upset she couldn’t have told you what the food was. Celia also refrained from conversation. Finally they had finished their food and saved the scraps for Snowball.


  Mandie said in a low voice, “I suppose I should go take some food to Snowball, don’t you think?”


  “Yes, I’ll go with you,” Celia replied.


  As the girls started to rise, they heard voices come into the room, just out of view because of the plants. “Did you see her absolutely cut down Bonnie and Ted? Bonnie said she has the most vile temper,” the girl was saying.


  Mandie immediately recognized the voice as that of the girl in the park the night before. She froze and did not move. She was not going to get into more trouble than she had already created. Maybe the girl and boy would leave the room, and she and Celia could get out. She looked at her friend and saw that she had also recognized the voice.


  “Bonnie can have a so-called vile temper herself sometimes, if I remember correctly,” the boy said.


  “Oh, George, all girls have a little temper sometimes,” she said.


  “I know you do, Thelma Coty,” the boy said. “All Cotys do.”


  “Don’t forget that includes you. You are my cousin, you know. Even if it is about the thirteenth, you have some of the same blood, George Tollison,” the girl replied.


  “I know, I know,” George said. “Which is a lucky thing for me. I can only escort you around when you run out of friends because I’m your cousin. But that means I can also look at other girls, and I think I would like to meet those two girls.”


  “Come on, let’s see if we can spot them,” Thelma said.


  Mandie and Celia listened quietly as the other two left the room. Both girls held on to their plates with the food left for Snowball. Then Mandie whispered, “Let’s get out of here, fast.” She hurried through the room and out the door into the connecting hallway at the side of the house.


  “Mandie, where are you going?” Celia asked, following her.


  “I think we can get up to our room from an outside staircase this way. Let’s go see,” Mandie told her. “Please don’t spill the rest of your food.”


  As the two rushed up the outside staircase, Celia remarked, “Mandie, we never did get a look at those two, so we won’t know them if we see them again.”


  “All we have to do is listen. I’ll recognize them,” Mandie said, stopping to turn back to her friend as she added, “but, Celia, I’m not going to say anything to them. I’ll just ignore them. I don’t want to cause more trouble than I have already.”


  “That’s a good decision,” Celia agreed.


  When they finally found the way to their room through the outside balconies, Mandie opened the door and called to Snowball, “Come on, Snowball. We’ve brought you some food.” She quickly looked around. There was no sign of the white cat.


  “Mandie, I believe he’s gone,” Celia told her as she searched for him.


  Mandie finally stood up and said, “Yes, someone has let him out. Oh, this is going to be a job finding him with all those people downstairs.”


  “I wonder who let him out?” Celia remarked, placing her plate on the bureau.


  Mandie looked at her, rushed over to the wardrobe, opened the doors, and inspected their clothes. Everything seemed to be the way they had left it.


  “Well, at least someone didn’t come in here and turn our clothes all around again,” Mandie said, closing the doors to the huge piece of furniture.


  “No, but someone had to have let Snowball out because we were sure we closed the door, remember?” Celia said.


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. With a big sigh, she asked, “Where do you think we should start looking?”


  “Oh, Mandie, I have no idea,” Celia replied.


  “At home he heads for the kitchen when he gets out of my room. Maybe that’s where he is now,” Mandie suggested. “Maybe he smelled food and was hungry. Let’s see if we can find the way to the kitchen without going back downstairs through the guests. We ought to be able to go down the outside stairs and find an entrance in the back somewhere.”


  “Yes, lead the way. I’m right with you,” Celia agreed.


  The girls went back down the outside stairs. They practically ran into Juan at the bottom of the steps. Evidently he was in a hurry and was going up. Mandie sighed and quickly moved to one side out of his way. He smiled at the girls and rushed up the stone steps.


  “I wonder where he was going in such a hurry,” Mandie remarked as she led the way around the house, looking for an entrance to the kitchen.


  “Our room, maybe?” Celia asked.


  Mandie stopped to look back at her friend and said as she stomped her foot, “Well, I just can’t go two directions at one time. I’ll have to find Snowball first, and then I’ll see if we can find out where Juan was going.”


  This party was causing a lot of hassle for Mandie. She would be glad when the guests said good-bye and things settled back down for the night, at least. In the meantime, her beloved white cat could be just about anywhere. She had to find him.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  WHO IS WHO?


  Mandie and Celia finally located an outside door in the back of the mansion that they thought would lead to the kitchen. Mandie opened it, and they found themselves staring down a long, dark hallway. The girls stood still to look around. There were several closed doors.


  “I believe I smell food that way,” Mandie said, pointing down the corridor to the last door on the left.


  “Yes,” Celia agreed.


  They walked down the hallway to the door they had decided upon, and just before they reached it, the door suddenly opened and someone rushed out into the hallway in their direction. The girls stopped in their tracks.


  “It’s Lolly,” Mandie said, and quickly turning to Celia, she asked, “Do you think she’ll recognize us?”


  “Probably,” Celia instantly responded.


  Lolly did recognize them immediately. She came to stand in front of them and said, “You must be lost. Party is in front of house.”


  “We know that, but my cat has disappeared out of our room, and we thought maybe he had headed for the kitchen for food,” Mandie explained.


  “Sí, cat is in kitchen eating,” Lolly explained, turning to go on her way.


  “Wait,” Mandie said. “Do you know how he got out of our room and into the kitchen?”


  “Do not know. Only came to door and Cook let him in. Now I have errand to get to,” Lolly said, continuing down the hallway toward the outside door.


  “Well, maybe Cook will know how he got down here. Come on,” Mandie said to her friend.


  Walking up to the door through which Lolly had come, Mandie slowly pushed it open and was greeted with strong food odors and loud, fast talking between the servants inside the kitchen. No one noticed the two girls standing there.


  “Snowball!” Mandie called loudly over the hustle and bustle in the room.


  The noise and conversation were immediately turned off, and everyone stopped to stare at Mandie and Celia.


  Mandie, feeling uncomfortable with all the attention pointed at them, quickly said, “My cat, Snowball, is not in our room. Is he down here?”


  “Oh, sí, sí” was repeated around the room.


  An older woman in a more sophisticated uniform, which Mandie thought must make her the boss, spoke to Mandie. “Cat hungry. We feed. He eat good,” she said, pointing to Snowball, whom Mandie now saw gobbling down the food on a plate under the table. The woman shook her head and added, “Not good when cat get hungry. Must feed or cat get too thin.”


  “Yes, I know. Thank you all,” Mandie said, going to stoop down by her cat. “Hurry, Snowball, so we can take you back up to our room.”


  Snowball looked up at his mistress with his blue eyes, meowed loudly, and quickly returned to his food.


  The woman watched and then spoke again. “Cat stay here. You party. Back later,” she said. “Bella watch. You go.”


  “Thank you, Miss Bella,” Mandie said. “We’ll be back soon.”


  As the girls turned to leave the kitchen, Bella suddenly clapped her hands and called out to the other help. “Work! Get work done! Now!”


  The noise and conversation began again as the girls left the room. Outside in the hallway, Mandie blew out her breath and said, “I don’t think I would like working for Bella.”


  “Neither would I,” Celia agreed. “Now what do we do?”


  “I suppose we have to go back to the party,” Mandie said with a long groan, and then quickly added, “Let’s go check our room before we do. Hurry.”


  She rushed to the outside door and ran up the outside staircase. Celia followed right behind her. Slowing down in the upstairs hallway, Mandie put her finger to her lips to motion for Celia to be quiet. They slipped along the corridor to the door of their room. Then Mandie quietly, slowly turned the doorknob and eased the door open.


  “No one is here right now,” Mandie said, entering the room and looking around. Everything seemed to be exactly the way they had left it. “Let’s check the wardrobe,” she added and ran to open its doors.


  Celia came right behind her and watched as Mandie examined their clothes hanging inside. “Nothing bothered this time,” she said.


  “No, everything seems to be the way we hung it,” Mandie agreed, closing the doors to the wardrobe. “Now we have to get back downstairs before Grandmother misses us. And I hope that girl I spoke to and her friend Ted have not spread any talk about that. We’ll soon know.”


  When the girls slipped back among the crowd in the parlor, no one seemed to notice. Mandie glanced around for the turtle-costumed couple but could not see them. As she and Celia walked on through the parlor, Mandie suddenly spotted her grandmother across the room and gasped when she realized who was talking to the lady. The girl and boy she had had words with seemed to be in a deep conversation with Mrs. Taft.


  “Oh no,” Mandie murmured to Celia. “Look who’s talking to Grandmother.” She darted between a group of tall people nearby in an effort to keep from being seen. “Let’s go in the other room,” she whispered to Celia.


  The crowd she was hiding behind suddenly moved on in separate ways, and when she glanced at her grandmother again, Mrs. Taft had seen her and Celia. She was motioning for them to come over to her.


  “Here we go,” Mandie muttered to Celia as she slowly began making her way through the crowd toward her grandmother. Celia followed.


  The girls were halfway across the room when Senator Morton suddenly appeared before them with a big smile. “I was trying to intercept your path, Miss Amanda and Miss Celia. I have some friends I’d like y’all to meet,” he said.


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie replied. “I’d like to meet your friends.”


  “So would I, sir,” Celia added.


  “Let’s see if we can work our way through here,” the senator told them as he moved toward the other side of the room.


  Mandie was too short to see where Senator Morton was leading them, but when she finally got a view through the crowd, she gasped to herself. Senator Morton seemed to be leading them directly toward her grandmother, who was still talking with the young girl and boy. And she suddenly knew the senator’s friends would be that young couple. What was going to happen? She glanced at Celia, who nodded to show she understood, too.


  Finally reaching Mrs. Taft, the senator made the introductions. “Miss Amanda, Miss Celia, I would like for you to meet Miss Bonnie Sammons and young Mr. Ted Tilden.”


  Mandie was amazed to hear the girl say, “How do you do? It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  And the young man added, “Yes, it is a great pleasure to meet both you young ladies.”


  “How do you do?” Mandie was finally able to say.


  “Pleasure to meet you both,” Celia chimed in with ladylike dignity.


  “Amanda, Bonnie’s grandmother and I were old school chums long ago,” Mrs. Taft said. “I had lost touch, but Bonnie tells me her grandmother passed away about ten years ago.”


  Mandie was puzzled by the whole situation and could think of nothing to say. What was going on here? She quickly decided she must have been right when she thought the couple were the same ones who had been in the park doing all that talking. She remembered the girl had said she would have to be nice to Mandie because of Mrs. Taft’s wealth. Well, if Bonnie Sammons wanted to play a game, she would play right along with her until she got a chance to show the girl up for what she was like underneath all this courtesy.


  Celia stood by listening. Looking at Mandie, she said under her breath, “I don’t believe you made a mistake after all.”


  Mandie grinned at her and nodded.


  “Bonnie’s grandmother was also an old friend of mine, and I just wanted you girls to become acquainted,” Senator Morton said, glancing around the group. “And Ted’s grandparents were slightly connected to my wife’s family by marriage. Even though many people have moved here from up north in the last few years, we still have our old friends, although they are getting fewer every year.”


  “So who are you related to, Mandie?” Ted asked, surprising Mandie. He smiled at her.


  “I’m related to everyone that my grandmother is related to,” Mandie replied, not quite sure how to handle this conversation.


  “That’s on your mother’s side,” Ted said. “I hear tell you have some Cherokee connections.”


  “Oh yes, my mother is Grandmother’s daughter. But my father’s mother was full-blooded Cherokee,” Mandie told him.


  “Which makes you one-fourth Cherokee,” Bonnie added.


  “But you don’t look like an Indian, with that blond hair and blue eyes,” Ted told her.


  Mandie frowned, trying to decide whether he was being critical of her ancestry. “But I am one-fourth, and I am proud of it. That’s what God made me,” she said, straightening her shoulders and looking him in the eye.


  “Excuse me, Ted,” Bonnie said, quickly waving to someone across the room. “I see the Stones motioning for us to come over there. Remember, we promised to spend some time with them tonight.” Turning to Mrs. Taft and Mandie and Celia, she added, “If y’all will please excuse us, we will try to catch up with you later. Nice meeting you, Mandie and Celia.” She put on a brilliant smile.


  “I’m glad to have met y’all,” Mandie said, not to be outdone with her politeness.


  “Yes, it was nice,” Celia added.


  As soon as Bonnie and Ted got out of hearing distance, Mrs. Taft said, “Well, Amanda, I take it you were not interested in really becoming acquainted with those two.”


  “Well, Grandmother,” Mandie began slowly, and then looking directly at her grandmother, she added, “They were too formal, too stilted. I don’t think they were really interested in meeting us, either. They’re not my kind of people.” “Why, Amanda, what in the world do you mean by that, not your kind of people?” Mrs. Taft asked, moving over near a tall potted plant to get out of the flow of traffic.


  “Pardon me, but I believe I know exactly what Miss Amanda is saying,” Senator Morton spoke up. “Those two young people acted stuffy and too uppity. I caught that immediately. I’m sorry you are not going to be friends, but their elders were a completely different kind of people—friendly, down-to-earth, and really good friends with your grandmother and me. I just don’t understand your generation sometimes, Miss Amanda.”


  “Please, let’s not get into that,” Mrs. Taft quickly spoke up. “We made an effort, since their families were old friends of ours, but let it go at that. You girls, move on around the room and get acquainted with other people. Enjoy yourselves.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, grinning that her grandmother usually understood her so well.


  Mandie and Celia continued moving through the crowd. Several people stopped them to introduce themselves. The girls didn’t see the turtle-costumed couple again. Finally midnight came, and everyone unmasked, but there were no surprises because the girls didn’t recognize any of the guests.


  “I haven’t seen Bonnie and Ted again, have you?” Mandie asked as they stood by the doorway to the hall.


  “Yes, I saw them leave with those people they called the Stones. I suppose they had more interesting things to do,” Celia replied.


  When the rooms were finally empty, the girls told Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton good-night.


  “Be sure you girls go straight to your room and stay there, now. It’s too late to go wandering around anywhere,” Mrs. Taft told them in the parlor.


  “Yes, ma’am, we will,” Mandie told her. “I’m really tired. We have to get Snowball from the kitchen, and then we’ll go upstairs. Good night.”


  Mandie and Celia hurried down the inside hallway this time to the kitchen. The room was full of servants and noise as the cleanup after the party progressed. Bella saw them when they entered.


  “Lolly take cat upstairs,” Bella called to them. “Good night.” She turned to her duties.


  “Well, all right. Thank you, Miss Bella,” Mandie replied. She and Celia hurried back into the hallway and up the stairs to their room.


  “I’m glad to see Snowball is really here this time,” Mandie said as she opened the door and found the white cat curled up on the big bed.


  “Me too,” Celia agreed, pulling the ribbon out of her long auburn curls. “I believe I’ll fall asleep the minute I get in that bed.”


  “You mean without even discussing all those people at the party?” Mandie teased, unfastening the bodice of her dress and preparing for bed. “Why, I figured we had lots to talk about.”


  “Oh, Mandie, can’t it wait till morning?” Celia said with a big yawn as she removed her party dress.


  “I suppose so,” Mandie said, walking over to the wardrobe and opening the doors to get her nightclothes down. She glanced up at the hangers, stomping her foot. “Celia, the hangers are mixed up again.” She let out a long, loud sigh.


  “Maybe it was Lolly. Bella said she brought Snowball up here,” Celia reminded her. “Anyhow, I’m too sleepy to bother. I’m going to bed.” She quickly pulled down her nightclothes and hung up the dress she had worn.


  “All right,” Mandie agreed.


  Within a few minutes the girls were ready for bed. They jumped under the sheets and said good-night to each other.


  Soon Mandie could hear Celia’s breathing rhythm change and knew Celia was asleep, but she couldn’t go to sleep herself. She got up silently and went over to sit in the window and look out. The moon was shining, but most of the buildings in the distance were dark. The townspeople had gone to bed.


  Curled up there in the big chair, a million thoughts ran through Mandie’s head. She thought about the party, and about Bonnie and Ted, whom she was sure were the ones she and Celia had seen in the park. She wondered where Eleanor and Rickard, the “turtles,” had gone, because she believed they left the party early. Then there was Juan. Where was he right now? Was he the one who had been in their room?


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie murmured to herself as the mysteries swirled around in her head. “I need Joe to help me figure things out.”


  And Joe Woodard, what was he doing right now? Would he be able to take some vacation from college and come back home while she was out of school for the summer? She missed him and didn’t like the idea that he was so far away. Never in their lives had they been so far apart.


  Mandie slowly drifted off to sleep in the chair. She was suddenly awakened by a thud in her lap and straightened up to find Snowball there. She rubbed her eyes and yawned.


  Looking around the room, Mandie realized she had been dreaming of home. And she didn’t like what she had dreamed. She had plainly seen Joe Woodard arm in arm with a beautiful brunette, who was smiling happily at him. Mandie had been trying to find him in a maze of rooms and watched as the two walked by. Joe didn’t seem to see or hear her when she called to him. He kept his eyes on the brunette and disappeared into the next room.


  “My goodness!” Mandie exclaimed to herself. “That was a stupid dream, or was it? How do I know what Joe Woodard is doing down there in New Orleans at that college?”


  Mandie put Snowball down and stood up and stretched. She walked over to the bed and saw that Celia was still sleeping.


  “It doesn’t really matter because it was all a dream,” Mandie muttered to herself as she climbed quietly back into bed. “I’ll sort it all out tomorrow.”


  CHAPTER NINE


  WHAT IS JUAN UP TO?


  Mandie was up early the next morning in spite of the fact that she had been up late the night before. Snowball, who usually slept at Mandie’s feet, had crawled up the bed, and his purring in her ear woke her.


  “Snowball, move,” Mandie told the cat as she opened her eyes and found him curled up on her pillow. She gave him a little shove, which brought an angry meow from him as he dug his claws into the bedclothes.


  Glancing at her friend, Celia, who was still sleeping, Mandie quietly crawled out of bed, stretched, and went over to the open window for a breath of fresh air. Kneeling down at the low windowsill, she looked out into the early dawn. Faint streaks of light appeared in the east of the gray sky as the sun came up.


  “Thank you, Lord, for another day,” Mandie murmured as she watched the sky lighten.


  She thought of the many mysteries that had appeared during her visit to this old city. She had not been good at solving anything so far. One thing she was sure of was that Bonnie and Ted were the couple she and Celia had seen in the park that night. But how had they known Mandie and Celia would be in the park? She had a feeling they were up to no good, and she was waiting to catch them in their ulterior motives and expose them to her grandmother and Senator Morton.


  And who was rearranging their clothes in the wardrobe? And why? It didn’t happen every time they left their room, and that in itself was a mystery. Why didn’t the person who was doing this change the hangers every time the room was vacated?


  “And I just know that was the strange woman from the ship that we saw at the lighthouse,” Mandie murmured to herself. “So where is the woman? And what is she doing in St. Augustine? I’d like to talk to her. She might help solve some of these mysteries.”


  Suddenly Mandie caught a glimpse of two men standing under a palm tree in the yard below. She leaned forward and could just barely see that they were talking as they made gestures with their hands.


  “That’s Juan!” Mandie exclaimed to herself. “And that is the big man with the beard talking to him.” Then she really got excited because she could tell by their motions that Juan was talking to the man! Juan talking! Juan was not really deaf and mute as everyone thought. She had believed all along that he could talk and hear. So why was he playing deaf and mute? “Oh, if I could only hear what they are saying!”


  Mandie knew that by the time she put on her clothes and slipped downstairs to eavesdrop, the men would probably be gone. But she was going to try anyway. She rushed to pull down her dress from the wardrobe and get into it, then found her shoes nearby. Buttoning the bodice of her dress as she went, she ran down the stairs to the door that led outside beneath her room. Stopping inside to look out through the glass in the door, she saw the two men still in the yard.


  “If I open the door, they will probably see me,” Mandie moaned in disappointment. “How can I get out unnoticed?” She looked around.


  Trying to keep an eye on the men, she glanced around the hallway. There were several windows, but she didn’t see another door anywhere. How could she get outside?


  Turning back to look through the glass in the door again, she saw the two men shake hands, evidently saying good-bye. Juan started toward the house, and Mandie heard a faint remark from the other man. Juan instantly turned back, and, making motions with his hands, he plainly spoke to the man.


  “—meet at the boat ... tonight ...” Juan told the man, but Mandie could not hear all his words. To her it sounded like they were making a date to meet at a boat somewhere that evening.


  Mandie was so surprised at hearing Juan talk, she almost got caught by him as he entered the house. She dived behind a huge chair nearby, upsetting a lamp, which she grabbed and took down with her as she sat on the floor hidden from his view. She peeked around a corner of the chair and saw Juan look around the hallway. And then to make matters worse, Mandie heard Snowball meow and knew he was not far away. If he came to her, she would be discovered.


  Juan stooped down to rub Snowball’s head as the cat came up to him. Then the man picked up the cat and set him on the staircase nearby.


  “Go! Psst!” Juan told the cat and clapped his hands. Snowball immediately took off running up the steps. Juan laughed and went on down the hallway and disappeared through a door on the left.


  Mandie finally let her breath out. She realized she had been holding it ever since Juan came into the house. She quickly rose, set the lamp back on the table, and ran for the stairs.


  Mandie made it to her room without anyone seeing her. She stepped inside and closed the door as Snowball dashed in before her. She felt giddy with excitement as she leaned against the closed door.


  “Where have you been so early, Mandie?” Celia asked as she rose from the bed and stretched.


  “Oh, Celia, you’re awake!” Mandie cried excitedly and went to perch on the arm of the chair nearby. “Celia, I was right. Juan can talk. I heard him. He—”


  “You heard Juan talk?” Celia interrupted in surprise.


  “Yes, he was talking to that big man with the beard we saw before,” Mandie tried to explain. “And they made plans to meet at a boat somewhere tonight. I couldn’t hear all of it. Oh, Celia, I was right!”


  “My goodness, Mandie!” Celia exclaimed. “Where were they? What were you doing? Following them around or what?”


  Mandie explained how she had seen them from the window and had raced downstairs to spy on them.


  “I’ve thought all the time that Juan could hear and talk, and I was right,” Mandie declared.


  “What are you going to do? Are you going to tell Senator Morton?” Celia asked.


  “Probably later, but let’s keep this our secret for the time being so we can watch Juan and see what happens next,” Mandie told her. “I wish I could have heard where this boat is they are going to meet at, but they were talking so low I couldn’t make it all out.”


  “A boat? Well, at least we know it has to be around water if it’s a boat,” Celia replied as she got her dress down and began putting it on.


  “And there’s lots of water around St. Augustine, remember?” Mandie replied. “And there must be lots of boats, too.”


  “So many that I’d say it’s hopeless trying to figure out where they are meeting,” Celia agreed.


  “Not exactly hopeless, Celia, but hard to do,” Mandie told her, sliding back into the chair over the arm. “Now, let me see. We have to plan our strategy.” She frowned as she thought about it. “If we watched Juan tonight, we could just follow him when he leaves the house.”


  “Mandie, you are not talking about roaming around looking for a boat after dark, are you?” Celia asked, brushing her long auburn hair.


  “Celia, they said they would meet at the boat tonight, and tonight must mean after dark, I suppose,” Mandie replied. “The only problem I see is if Juan decides to leave the house while we are having supper tonight. We can’t very well watch him while we eat.”


  “There’s no telling where Juan might go when he leaves the house tonight,” Celia reminded her. “Why, we could even get lost following him, and then we’d be in trouble.”


  “Celia, we couldn’t get lost in this town,” Mandie protested. “St. Augustine is not that big.”


  “It’s too big for us to go wandering around in after dark, not knowing the streets and everything,” Celia said.


  Mandie slid out of the chair and stood up. “Celia, are you afraid to go with me?” she asked. “If you are, you don’t have to come along. I’m not afraid to go by myself.”


  “Oh no, Mandie. I couldn’t let you go alone,” Celia replied, stopping as she tied back her hair. “I’ll go with you. I just hope we don’t get into any trouble or danger.”


  “All right, then,” Mandie said, walking about the room. “When we see Juan today, we need to watch him and to try and figure out what he’s planning. I heard Senator Morton tell Grandmother last night that we would be going to an afternoon tea at his friends’ house, and I imagine Juan will go with us since he has been going everywhere else we’ve gone.”


  “Afternoon tea?” Celia asked. “Mandie, I hope it’s not one of those formal things.”


  “Me too,” Mandie agreed, going over to the bureau and picking up her brush to do her hair. “But I do hope that Bonnie and Ted are there. I’d like to show them up for their underhanded ways.”


  “On that I agree,” Celia replied.


  But Bonnie and Ted were not at the tea that afternoon. Mr. and Mrs. John Saylors hosted the tea, and only two other couples besides Senator Morton and Mrs. Taft were invited. The Saylors had a teenage daughter, Patricia, and an older son, Edward, who were present. They were both friendly but seemed at a loss as to what to say to carry on a conversation with Mandie and Celia, until Mandie asked them a question.


  The young people were seated in a corner of the huge parlor, mostly looking at one another, when Mandie suddenly realized the Saylors family had a different accent. Making a guess, she asked the young people, “Y’all don’t sound like you come from here. You’re not, are you?”


  Patricia smiled for the first time and said, “No, we are from New York. We moved down here about a year ago. Everyone notices that we don’t speak like the local people.”


  Mandie smiled back and said, “New York? Oh, I love New York. We have friends up there, and Celia and I have been to visit them. What an exciting time we had!”


  “Who are your friends?” Patricia asked.


  “Jonathan Guyer. His father is Lindall Guyer,” Mandie replied. “And also there’s Dr. Plumbley up there. He came from my hometown.”


  “I have heard the name Lindall Guyer,” Edward said, running his long fingers through his black curly hair. “I understand he is very wealthy and contributes to lots of good causes.”


  “Yes, and no one seems to know where he gets his money or what kind of work he does,” Patricia added.


  “Oh, I can tell you that—part of it, at least,” Mandie said quickly. “Mr. Guyer does secret work for the United States government. And I understand from my grandmother that he owns lots of businesses and things that he inherited.”


  “Really,” Edward said with interest. “Mr. Guyer is a secret agent of some kind. That’s very interesting. And that explains a lot of things about rumors I’ve heard.”


  “Jonathan stowed away on the ship we took to Europe last year, and we found him,” Celia said, smiling at the two.


  “Stowed away on a ship? Jonathan Guyer? Why was he doing that?” Edward asked.


  “He was running away from boarding school and hoped to make it to his aunt’s house in Paris before his father located him,” Mandie explained.


  Patricia smiled and said, “Let’s talk about you two. When are you going back to New York again?”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and shrugged.


  “I don’t know exactly, but all of our friends are trying to get something together for the summer where we would visit one another’s houses,” Mandie explained. “That would include Jonathan’s house in New York, and he would come down to North Carolina to my house and the other’s homes.”


  “That sounds like an interesting summer,” Patricia said.


  “There’s only one snag in it,” Celia said. “Mandie’s friend Joe Woodard is away at college and may have to go to school all summer to get caught up, so we’re not sure exactly what we’ll do.”


  “And my mother doesn’t like the idea of all of us young people traveling around the country without an adult, so I’m not sure how this plan will work out,” Mandie said. Then she asked, “Do y’all know Bonnie Sammons and Ted Tilden?”


  “Oh, everybody knows them,” Edward said with a big grin.


  “Y’all weren’t at the masked party at Senator Morton’s house, were you?” Celia asked.


  “No, we didn’t get back from out of town in time for it,” Patricia said. “Did you have fun?”


  “Well, in a way. But Bonnie and Ted were there, and they seemed a little strange to me,” Mandie said.


  “You’re not the only one who thinks that,” Patricia agreed. “Those two don’t mix very well with the rest of our society.”


  Mandie had a sudden idea. “Do y’all know Juan, Senator Morton’s servant who can’t hear or speak?” she asked.


  “Everybody knows of Juan, but few people know him,” Edward replied.


  “He hasn’t been with Senator Morton long, probably a few months, and no one seems to know where he came from,” Patricia added. “You know, you would expect the senator to investigate a servant when he hires one, especially since he is a senator and in Washington with the government, but if the senator knows much about Juan, he hasn’t told anyone else.”


  “Oh, Patricia, you know how Senator Morton is,” Edward said in a low voice, glancing down the long parlor toward where the senator and the other adults were sitting. “He’s always sorry for the downtrodden and will give a person a job on his own evaluation. He seems to be able to judge a person’s character pretty well. People he hires stay loyal to him.”


  “That’s what my grandmother said,” Mandie agreed. “But it’s too bad Juan can’t speak or hear, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, but he seems to understand everyone and everything all right with hand signs and motions,” Patricia replied. “There are lots of different people here in St. Augustine. Why, some of them even believe in ghosts.”


  “Ghosts?” Mandie quickly repeated. “Yes. Lolly, who works for the senator, definitely believes in them.”


  “It’s not just servants,” Patricia told them. “There are some well-to-do people who live in mansions here who claim their homes are haunted by ghosts. Can you imagine?”


  “How do they know there are ghosts in their homes? What do the ghosts do?” Celia asked.


  “Why, I’ve heard some people claim lights are turned on and off without anyone being around, and some have heard strange noises, like weeping or fighting,” Patricia explained. “And there are some who claim they have actually seen ghosts—that the ghosts appear in person sometimes.”


  “Do you think you could introduce us to some of these people? I’d love to go into a haunted house,” Mandie said with a big grin.


  Patricia looked at her in surprise. “You believe in ghosts?” she asked.


  “Not exactly,” Mandie replied. “I’d just like to talk to people who do. It would be fun trying to explain a mystery that some people think is caused by ghosts.”


  “Oh, I see,” Patricia said with a smile. “Yes, I can arrange for you to meet some of our friends before you leave town.”


  “Thank you,” Mandie replied.


  She was really going to get to meet some more people who believed in ghosts. That would be exciting. But right now she began thinking about Juan and the man he was going to meet at a boat somewhere that evening. And she couldn’t discuss this with her new friends.


  Finally suppertime came at Senator Morton’s house. After they were seated in the dining room, Mandie noticed that Juan was staying nearby doing little things to help the servants, like bringing in the coffeepot and making sure their cups stayed filled.


  Mandie watched him, and now and then she smiled at Celia. It looked like he was going to stay within their sight at least until supper was over. Then she and Celia would work out the problem of keeping up with him while socializing in the senator’s parlor that evening. Maybe Juan wouldn’t leave the house until late, after everyone had gone up to bed for the night. But even then it would be hard to watch him because they were supposed to be in their room. She’d figure out something before supper was done with.


  CHAPTER TEN


  BUSINESS IN THE NIGHT


  Mandie tried to watch Juan when everyone finished their meal and rose from the table that night. As she started to follow Celia and her grandmother and the senator out of the room, Senator Morton said to Mrs. Taft, “Excuse me for a moment. I will catch up with y’all in the parlor. I have a chore for Juan. Be right with you.” He walked back into the room.


  “Of course, Senator. Come on, girls,” Mrs. Taft said.


  Mandie glanced back as she went through the doorway and saw Senator Morton standing in front of Juan and making motions with his hands, evidently in an effort to talk to him. Oh, will the senator be surprised when I finally tell everyone that Juan can hear and talk! She smiled, anticipating the surprise.


  As the girls and Mrs. Taft sat down in the parlor, Mandie did some fast thinking, trying to figure out a way to check on Juan. Glancing at her grandmother, she asked, “Are we going for a walk?”


  Mrs. Taft replied with a loud sigh, “No, dear, I’m just not up to it after all the walking we did today. I’ll just sit here with the senator and relax with my coffee.”


  “Would you mind if Celia and I went for a walk, then?” Mandie asked, looking at Celia and then at her grandmother.


  “I suppose it would be all right, provided you girls get back in before dark,” Mrs. Taft replied. “But, mind you, I did say you must be back inside the house before dark. Remember that.”


  Mandie quickly rose and motioned for Celia to come with her. “Thank you, Grandmother,” she said. “We will get back before dark.”


  Mandie led the way into the hallway. Celia followed. Just as they picked up their hats from the hall tree, Senator Morton came toward them.


  “Are you young ladies leaving us?” he asked with a big smile.


  “Yes, sir. Grandmother gave us permission to go for a walk since she didn’t want to go,” Mandie explained.


  “You really should have someone accompany you,” Senator Morton said, pausing nearby. “It won’t be dark for quite a while yet, but maybe I should ask Lolly to walk with you.”


  At first Mandie was going to object, but then she thought it might be helpful to have Lolly along since the girl seemed to know where Juan was all the time. Smiling up at the senator with her blue eyes, Mandie said, “Oh yes, sir, that would be nice. Lolly knows her way around town.”


  Celia stood there silently listening and shaking her head behind the senator’s back. Mandie couldn’t figure out what she was trying to tell her.


  “Now, if you two will just wait right here, I’ll get Lolly,” Senator Morton said, going back down the hallway.


  “Mandie, why did you agree to have Lolly come along with us?” Celia asked.


  “Because she always knows where Juan is,” Mandie whispered. “With a little bit of urging, we can have her looking for Juan.”


  “But you said Juan was meeting that man tonight, and it’s not even dark yet,” Celia reminded her.


  “I know, but we have to keep up with him until he goes to meet that man,” Mandie said. “Otherwise, we’ll never know where he is.”


  Senator Morton came back down the hall with Lolly. “You young ladies have a nice walk, now,” he told them and went to the parlor door.


  “Yes, sir,” the girls chimed together.


  “We walk,” Lolly said, adjusting a scarf over her long hair.


  “Yes, we just want to walk around,” Mandie replied.


  They went outside and walked toward the park. Mandie stayed alert and glanced back now and then and looked all around, but she didn’t see any sign of Juan. Finally she asked Lolly, “Did Juan have to help clean up the dining room?”


  “Oh no, no!” Lolly replied emphatically. “Never! Juan no do housework.”


  “If he doesn’t do housework, what does he do?” Mandie asked as they crossed the street.


  “What the senator tells him to do,” Lolly replied. “Only senator can tell him what to do.”


  That’s interesting, Mandie thought. Juan was not an ordinary servant, then. “What does the senator tell him to do?” she asked.


  “Drive carriage, do errands, tend horses,” Lolly replied, skipping along, evidently happy at being allowed outside instead of doing housework.


  “Horses,” Mandie repeated. “I suppose he does have to look after the horses. Come to think of it, where does Senator Morton keep the horses?”


  “Stable down road,” Lolly pointed off to the right.


  “And is the carriage kept there, too?” Celia asked.


  “No. Carriage stay in house in backyard,” Lolly explained. “Servants live in house in backyard, too.”


  “They do?” Mandie said in surprise. “I thought they lived upstairs in the big house.”


  Lolly vigorously shook her head. “Only Juan and Pedro live in big house with senator.”


  “Pedro?” Mandie said. “I haven’t seen him yet. Is he away somewhere right now?”


  “No, no,” Lolly replied. “Pedro live top floor.”


  Mandie remembered the man she had seen in the hallway when they first arrived. “Does Pedro not come down to eat or work or anything?” she asked.


  “No, Pedro work at church,” Lolly said as they walked slowly on. “Pedro live private. Senator make private place for Pedro on top floor.”


  “Then he must have his own kitchen and everything up there,” Celia said.


  “What does Pedro do at the church? What kind of work?” Mandie asked.


  “Pedro stand up and tell people be good,” Lolly tried to explain.


  Then he must be a preacher of some kind, Mandie thought. And that was probably Pedro she had seen in the hallway. Mrs. Taft had told them Senator Morton had raised Pedro after his parents died, and he must have educated Pedro, also.


  “Do you know where Juan is right now? Did Senator Morton send him off on an errand?” Mandie asked as they slowly walked on.


  “Yes, Juan go check horses. Senator may go out tonight,” Lolly replied.


  Mandie stopped to turn and look at her as she asked, “Is Senator Morton going out tonight? I thought he and my grandmother were just going to sit in the parlor and talk and drink coffee.”


  “Sí, senator go out. Business. Tonight. Late,” Lolly replied.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other as they continued down the street.


  “Senator Morton goes out on business late at night? Are you sure, Lolly?” Celia asked.


  “Sí, senator go out late many times,” the girl replied.


  “You don’t know where he goes, do you?” Mandie asked.


  “No, not know that. Juan know. Ask Juan,” Lolly said.


  Mandie looked at Celia and said in a low murmur, “Maybe we’d better go back to the house and see what goes on there.”


  “I agree,” Celia whispered back.


  Mandie looked at Lolly as they went on down the street. She didn’t think the girl could have heard the conversation between her and Celia. “Lolly, I think I’ve walked enough,” she said. “Why don’t we go back to the house now.” She slowed down.


  Lolly looked surprised and said, “Tired?” She stopped and sighed loudly. “We go back, then.”


  They walked back to the house faster than they had left. Mandie was anxious to try to check on Juan. Also, she wanted to be there when Senator Morton left. She wondered if he would speak to her grandmother about where he was going.


  Mrs. Taft was surprised to see Mandie and Celia back so soon. She and Senator Morton were sitting in the parlor.


  “Y’all weren’t gone very long. Is something wrong, Amanda?” Mrs. Taft asked, setting down her cup of coffee on the table by her chair.


  “No, ma’am,” Mandie replied. “We just decided to come on back and sit down awhile. In fact, I need to see about Snowball. He probably needs to walk around in the yard and get some fresh air. I’ll take him out in a little while.” She sat next to Celia on a small settee near the senator.


  “We did do a lot of walking around town today, so I’m not surprised you two decided to call it quits,” Senator Morton said.


  After a short while Mandie and Celia went up to their room, got Snowball, and took him out in the yard. They kept watching for Juan but didn’t see him anywhere. The evening dragged on, and eventually it was time to go to bed.


  “Good night,” Mandie told Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton. “I’m going up to my room.”


  “That’s a smart idea,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “I’ll be doing the same myself shortly. Good night, girls.”


  But Mandie and Celia had no intention of going to bed when they got in their room. They planned to stay up and watch out the window for anyone going and coming in the yard below.


  “I just wonder where Juan went,” Mandie remarked as they sat surveying the town below.


  Celia suddenly gasped. “Mandie, there is Juan down there! See? He’s leaving the yard behind those bushes.”


  “Come on!” Mandie quickly replied and raced for the door, with Celia following closely.


  By the time they got down to the yard, Juan had disappeared, and they walked around in circles in the darkness trying to spot him. Then they saw Lolly suddenly run out of the house and go directly to Juan, who was hidden by a tall bush as he walked away.


  “Juan!” the girl called.


  Mandie knew he could hear, but he ignored her call and walked on. Lolly finally caught up with him and grabbed his hand. She couldn’t hear what Lolly was saying, but Juan shook his hand loose and pointed back to the house for Lolly to go back. He started on his way again, and Lolly finally turned back toward the house.


  Mandie and Celia silently circled around to avoid Lolly and then picked up Juan’s trail. They followed him directly into the park. He went on through the graveyard there, and they kept following. It seemed to them that he was walking in circles, but he finally made his way down to the dock where they had boarded the ferry for the lighthouse.


  Mandie motioned to Celia to stop behind some scrub palmettos that would keep them out of sight. After all the exertion, Mandie’s breathing was so fast she was afraid someone would hear her. She heard a faint noise behind her and turned to see Snowball standing there. They must not have closed the door to their room. She grabbed him up in her arms to keep him from meowing.


  “Where is Juan going?” Celia whispered, stooping behind the bushes.


  “Looks like he’s going right into the water,” Mandie whispered back.


  Juan stopped on the bank and looked around. In a few moments a small boat came to the shore. Two men brought it in and stepped forward to meet Juan.


  “Oh shucks! We’re too far away to hear what they’re saying,” Mandie complained.


  “There aren’t any other bushes nearer where we can move without being seen, Mandie,” Celia said.


  “Look! One of the men is giving Juan a piece of paper!” Mandie exclaimed in a whisper as she stared into the darkness.


  The two men waved good-bye to Juan, went back to their boat, and pushed it out into the water to leave. Juan rolled up the paper, stuck it inside his shirt, and started back.


  Mandie and Celia lay down on the ground to keep from being seen. They held their breath and tried to watch Juan through the bushes. Mandie glanced back at the departing boat. There was someone else down there on the bank. She squinted and rubbed her eyes. It was the strange woman from the ship to Europe. What is she doing here?


  “Look!” Mandie murmured to Celia, who had also spotted the woman.


  The woman quickly disappeared behind bushes as she went in the opposite direction of Juan.


  Juan came within a few feet of the girls as he strolled on back toward town, evidently not in a hurry. Mandie wished he would hurry past. She wanted to chase after that woman. Finally he got up to the top of the long bank and disappeared.


  “Come on,” Mandie called excitedly to her friend as she jumped up, ran down the bank, and began searching for the woman. She got to the edge of the water and looked back just in time to see the woman farther down the bank, riding off on a horse.


  Mandie finally straightened up as she stopped and stomped her foot. “Oh shucks! They both got away!”


  “So we might as well go back to the house now,” Celia remarked. “Juan probably walked back that way, but that woman was going in the opposite direction.”


  “I want to catch up with her,” Mandie said impatiently, stomping both her feet as she began walking back toward the road. “Just wait till next time.”


  The girls returned to the house and went up the outside stairway to their room. They didn’t see or hear anyone, and the house was dark except for lamps in the hallway left burning for the night. Pushing open the door to their room, Mandie suddenly realized the door had been completely shut.


  “Celia, someone let Snowball out. We did close the door,” she told her friend as she set the cat down inside their room.


  “If you ask me, there are all kinds of strange things going on around this house,” Celia remarked.


  Mandie quickly went over to the wardrobe to check their clothes. “No one has bothered our clothes this time,” she told her friend.


  The girls sat back down at the window to rehash the night’s events.


  “I’d like to know what that paper was that those two men gave Juan,” Mandie remarked. “And I’d like to know who they are.”


  “I wonder why they came in a boat like that, in the darkness,” Celia said.


  “We’ve just got to figure out what’s going on around here with Juan,” Mandie said. “He is right in the middle of whatever it is. And especially since he is not really deaf and mute, I’d say he is guilty of a whole lot of something.”


  “And I believe Lolly may be involved, too. She seems to be chasing after Juan all the time,” Celia added.


  “And that strange woman, Miss Wham, she really is here in St. Augustine. I knew that was her we saw at the lighthouse,” Mandie said. “I sure can’t figure out how she would be connected to anything down here.”


  “Maybe we can find her somehow,” Celia suggested. “It would be very interesting to be able to find her and ask her questions, wouldn’t it?” Mandie agreed.


  “We don’t know for sure whether she and Juan had contacted each other, or whether one or the other was spying on the other one,” Celia remarked.


  “And our time here is running out, Celia,” Mandie reminded her. “We have to figure out at least part of this puzzle, and soon.”


  “Mandie, we don’t even know where Juan went tonight, or whether he came back to the house or not,” Celia remarked.


  “I know, but we had to wait for him to get out of the way before we could start back,” Mandie agreed. “I just wonder where Lolly’s room is here, and whether she might still be up. Let’s go investigate.”


  “This time of night, Mandie?” Celia questioned her.


  “Celia, it’s not really all that late. Everyone went to bed early. Come on, let’s go investigate,” Mandie said, going toward the door. “And this time, let’s be sure Snowball is shut up in here.”


  Mandie waited for Celia to go out into the hallway, then she closed the door tightly behind her. Snowball was definitely shut up.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  TWO MEN AND A BOAT


  Mandie and Celia slipped back down the outside stairway without seeing or hearing anyone. They crept through the bushes to the backyard and stopped to look up at the small house where the servants lived in the upstairs part. Walking slowly around the building, they couldn’t see any lights at all upstairs.


  “Everyone must have gone to bed,” Mandie whispered.


  “And we’d better go back and go to bed ourselves, Mandie,” Celia replied.


  At that moment there was the sound of horses’ hooves and a vehicle entering the front driveway. The girls quickly ducked behind the bushes growing around the house and tried to quietly slip back to the big house to see who was there. They found a space through which they could look into the front yard. Senator Morton was descending from the vehicle.


  “Thank you, Pedro,” he was saying to the driver. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He walked quickly to the front door, and the carriage was driven to the garage behind the house.


  “That was Pedro driving and not Juan,” Mandie whispered excitedly to Celia.


  “Yes,” Celia agreed. “That’s what Senator Morton called the driver. Mandie, let’s go back to our room now.”


  “We have to wait until Pedro goes in the house or he’ll see us,” Mandie told her.


  The girls waited silently behind the bushes for a long time, watching for Pedro to come out of the garage and go into the house. He never appeared.


  Mandie whispered to Celia, “Let’s go. Be careful and don’t make any noise.” She moved forward toward the house. Celia followed.


  The girls moved slowly from bush to bush and made their way around to the outside staircase and into the mansion. There was no sign of anyone. They finally reached their room. Snowball was curled up asleep in the middle of the big bed.


  Mandie quietly closed the door behind them and blew out her breath. “I wonder where Senator Morton had been,” she said, going to the window to look down outside.


  “Lolly told us he goes out late at night sometimes,” Celia reminded her as she took down her nightclothes from the wardrobe.


  “But she said Juan goes with him when he goes out, remember?” Mandie said, bending out the window to look down into the yard. “And that was Pedro driving the carriage tonight.” Then she pulled the chair up to the window so she could sit down.


  “I know, but I am going to bed, Mandie. It’s late,” Celia told her. She began changing into her nightclothes.


  “Good night,” Mandie said, watching the yard below.


  “Good night,” Celia replied as she finished putting on her night-clothes. She crawled into bed, upsetting Snowball, who began meowing and jumped down to join Mandie at the window.


  Mandie couldn’t see the carriage garage from that side of the house, but she was hoping Pedro would come around there and go up the outside steps to his rooms that Lolly said he had in the top of the house. She wondered why Pedro had driven the senator when Lolly had said it was always Juan who accompanied him when he went out late at night. But then Lolly was probably guessing at a lot of things she had been telling Mandie and Celia. Mandie didn’t believe everything the girl had to say.


  “Snowball, be still or I’ll put you down,” Mandie said to the white cat as he tried to curl up in her lap.


  Snowball meowed once more and settled down. Mandie’s thoughts were jumbled with all the events that had taken place since they had arrived in St. Augustine. Finally she nodded off to sleep in the big chair.


  “Mandie!” Celia was calling her name and tapping her on her shoulder. Mandie opened her eyes and looked at her friend. “Mandie, you slept all night in this chair.”


  Mandie straightened up. Snowball jumped down and ran across the room. She stretched and yawned. “I did?” she asked. “I must have dropped off to sleep while I was watching for Pedro down there.” She stood up and stretched again.


  “It’s almost time for breakfast. You’d better hurry and get dressed,” Celia told her as she went across the room to the wardrobe and took down a dress.


  “That was dumb of me,” Mandie muttered to herself as she, too, went to find something to put on.


  “I overslept,” Celia said, hurriedly getting into her clothes. “Mandie, we have been staying up too late since we came down here.”


  “I know, I know,” Mandie agreed as she quickly took off her clothes from the night before and put on a fresh dress. Turning to smile at Celia, she added, “But you know we could always take a nap in the afternoon like Grandmother does sometimes, and then we could stay up later at night.”


  “Oh no, not me,” Celia protested, going over to the bureau to brush her hair.


  “Anyway, we’ll make it to breakfast on time,” Mandie said, looking in the floor-length mirror to check her dress.


  The girls did make it on time, but without a minute to spare. As they got to the bottom of the staircase, they saw Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton going through the doorway into the dining room. They rushed in right behind them. Mandie noticed Juan was presiding over the coffeepot again.


  As soon as the meal was over, Mrs. Taft told the girls, “The senator and I have some business to attend to in town, Amanda, so you and Celia entertain yourselves while we’re gone. We should return by noon.”


  “Is it all right if we take Snowball for a walk around the neighborhood?” Mandie asked.


  “Lolly can go with you young ladies,” Senator Morton put in. “I’ll tell her.”


  “Oh no, sir. I mean, we aren’t going off anywhere,” Mandie quickly said. “We’ll stay within sight of the house.”


  “Well, if you don’t go farther than that, it will be all right. But if you decide to go farther away, you’d better ask Lolly to accompany you,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie. “Is that understood?”


  “Yes, ma’am. I’ll remember to ask her if we do,” Mandie agreed.


  Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton left, and the girls rushed upstairs to get Snowball. Mandie hooked his leash to his collar and carried him down the stairs.


  “Aren’t you going to feed him before we go out?” Celia asked.


  “I suppose,” Mandie said, turning down the hall toward the kitchen.


  When she pushed open the door, she was surprised to see Juan sitting by a table drinking coffee. Lolly and another maid were moving about the room, stacking dirty dishes for washing, and putting food away.


  “Cat need food,” Lolly said when she saw the girls with Snowball.


  Mandie’s mind went to work quickly. Juan had not gone with Senator Morton and her grandmother, so Pedro must have driven the carriage for them. She had to find out why. “No, not right now, Lolly. Would you please just save something for him for later?” Mandie replied, holding on to Snowball, who was trying to get down.


  “Sí, miss,” Lolly said, putting scraps in a saucer.


  “And, Lolly, Senator Morton said we were to ask you to go with us if we went for a long walk. Do you mind going?” Mandie asked, glancing at Juan, who was pretending he had not heard a word she said.


  “Now, miss?” Lolly asked, looking up at her.


  “If you can go now, that would be fine,” Mandie told her. “We’d like to walk all the way across town, so we might be gone for quite a while.”


  “Un momento, ready in a minute, miss,” Lolly said, removing her long white apron and hanging it on a hook by the back door.


  Mandie caught Celia’s eye and smiled at her. She knew her friend was wondering what she was up to now. Then looking back at Lolly she said, “Lolly, we will meet you back here in about two minutes. We have to go back to our room for something.”


  “Sí, miss,” Lolly agreed.


  Mandie and Celia rushed out of the room. They hurried up the steps to their room, and once inside, Mandie closed the door and talked in a low whisper. “Have you figured it all out yet? Juan did not go with the senator, which means he will be around here doing who knows what. I put on the show for his benefit down there. He will think we have left with Lolly and should be gone for a long time. However, when we get far enough away from the house, we are going to park Lolly somewhere and tell her to wait for us. Meanwhile, we will come back to the house and see what Juan is up to.”


  “But Juan may not be up to anything, Mandie,” Celia argued. “And how are we going to get Lolly to just sit and wait for us somewhere?”


  “I just feel Juan is up to something or he would have gone with the senator,” Mandie said. “And you know Lolly. She likes to loaf. Now come on. Let’s go.”


  Mandie opened the door, stepped into the hallway, and hurried for the stairs, watching as she went for any sign of Juan. Celia followed, and they went back to the kitchen to get Lolly. The maid was ready to go. There was no sign of Juan.


  Mandie’s plan fell into place easily. After they had walked all the way across the park, Lolly blew out her breath and said, “You walk fast.”


  Mandie smiled at her, aware that they had been walking very fast, and said, “Lolly, why don’t you rest on that bench over there by that shop? Celia and I will just walk around a little more, then we’ll come back for you.”


  Lolly looked at her in surprise. “No want me to walk with you?” she asked.


  “Oh yes, we do, but we want you to rest a little,” Mandie declared. “Just sit on that bench over there, and we will be right back.”


  “Sí, I will,” Lolly said with a big smile as she walked over to the bench and sat down.


  “Wait for us, now,” Mandie told her as she and Celia walked on down the street.


  “Mandie, what are you up to now?” Celia asked as soon as they were out of Lolly’s sight.


  “Now we rush back to the house and see what Juan is doing,” Mandie told her. “Like I said, he thinks we will be gone a long time. And without Lolly, we can slip back into the house and he won’t know it.”


  “We are going to leave Lolly here?” Celia asked.


  “Just for a little while. We can come back and get her,” Mandie explained.


  “I hope we don’t get in some kind of trouble,” Celia said.


  They hurried back to the house and stayed behind bushes as they made their way to the outside staircase.


  “I have to take Snowball back to our room and shut him up so he won’t give us away,” Mandie explained in a whisper as they quickly went up the steps.


  Once in their room, Mandie said, “I’m going to put him in the bathroom for a little while so we can look around.” She started for the door when she happened to glance at Snowball’s sandbox in the corner. Someone had brought him a saucer filled with food and placed it there. “He has food. That will keep him quiet.” She picked up the saucer and took it into the bathroom. Placing the food nearby, she set Snowball down and he immediately began devouring it. She quickly closed the door.


  “Now what?” Celia asked, sitting on the bed.


  “We go snoop around and find out where Juan is,” Mandie said in a whisper.


  Suddenly both girls heard footsteps in the hallway and looked at each other. Whoever it was had paused outside their door.


  “Quick!” Mandie whispered, grabbing Celia’s hand and diving under the bed. Celia followed.


  Mandie held her breath and tried to see the door from under the bed. Her voluminous skirt was twisted around her legs and she couldn’t move them, but she managed to slide on her stomach far enough to be out of sight from anyone entering the room. Celia was beside her, gripping her hand. Mandie knew she was frightened.


  The girls stayed hidden under there for what seemed like several minutes, and Mandie was beginning to wonder if anyone was coming into the room after all. Then she saw the bottom of the door as it opened silently and a pair of men’s shoes entered the room. The door closed slowly, and the shoes walked around the bed.


  They’re going to the wardrobe, she thought as she twisted around, trying to see. Then she heard the doors to the wardrobe open. Someone was going to rearrange their clothes again. This time she would wait until they were ready to leave the room, then she would crawl out from under the bed in a hurry and catch them.


  She could hear the hangers being moved about and waited for the intruder to close the wardrobe doors and leave. Suddenly she realized there was another noise—a strange noise in that direction, a clickety-click noise that sounded like—no, it couldn’t be. It couldn’t. But the noise kept on, and she became confident that whoever it was had a wireless like the one the stationmaster had at the train depot and was busy sending some kind of message. She felt Celia grip her hand tighter and realized Celia had figured it out, too.


  But she had moved clothes in and out of the wardrobe several times every day since they had arrived here, and she had not seen a wireless or anything that even resembled a wireless in the wardrobe. So where did this person get the wireless? And why were they using her room to send messages on it? And most importantly, who was doing this, and who was receiving them at the other end? She became a little frightened just thinking about all this. Therefore, when the intruder finished and silently left the room, she didn’t move until he was gone.


  Finally scrambling out from under the bed, Mandie rushed over to the wardrobe, opened the doors, and looked inside. Celia was right behind her. Their clothes were rearranged again just like before.


  “Mandie, that was a wireless,” Celia said in a shaky voice, watching while Mandie pushed the clothes back and forth, searching for the contraption.


  “That’s what I decided, too, but what would it be doing in our wardrobe?” Mandie said, bending to look inside on the wardrobe floor.


  “I kept expecting you to come out from under the bed and confront whoever it was,” Celia said.


  Mandie straightened up for a moment, looked at her friend, and said, “I was afraid, and it was impossible for us to say our verse, Celia. Whoever it was would have heard us.”


  “I know, Mandie, but we can say it now, because he might come back and catch us or something,” Celia told her, reaching for Mandie’s hand.


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. Together they recited the Bible verse that helped them in times of trouble. “ ‘What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee,’ ” they said.


  “Now everything will be all right,” Mandie declared and went back to searching the wardrobe.


  “Yes, it will,” Celia agreed.


  Finally Mandie gave up. “There just isn’t anything in here that could possibly be a wireless. Everything belongs to us,” she declared. “But I am positive that I heard a wireless.”


  “I am, too, Mandie,” Celia agreed. “Maybe it wasn’t in the wardrobe but was close by somewhere, in a drawer or something.”


  “Maybe,” Mandie said.


  The girls began searching all the furniture in the room and didn’t find a thing.


  “But why would they rearrange our clothes?” Mandie asked, staring at the tall wardrobe. Then she suddenly said, “Maybe it’s on top of the wardrobe.”


  Both girls reached for the top, but it was too tall for them to touch.


  “Let’s pull that big chair over here,” Mandie said, rushing across the room to tug at a huge chair. “I’ll stand up on the back of it. I ought to be able to reach the top of the wardrobe that way.”


  Celia came to help, and the two finally managed to push the chair in front of the wardrobe. Mandie stood up in it, then stepped onto the arms and thought about stepping up onto the back of the chair, wondering what she could hold on to in order to keep her balance.


  Stepping down, Mandie said, “Let’s open the doors on the wardrobe, and that way I can hold on to the shelf in the top of the inside if I start to fall.”


  “Good idea,” Celia agreed.


  They had to move the heavy chair in order to open the wardrobe doors and then had to push it back. Mandie quickly took off her shoes, then stepped up into the chair and onto the arm. She could barely reach the shelf as she slowly moved up onto the back of the chair. She carefully looked on top of the wardrobe. There was nothing there. Nothing at all.


  “Not up here,” she told Celia as she slowly stepped down into the chair. She slid on down into the seat and reached for her shoes, which she quickly put back on.


  “Mandie, have you forgotten about Lolly? We need to get back to her,” Celia reminded her.


  “Oh, you’re right,” Mandie agreed as they pushed the chair back into its proper place.


  “Let me just straighten out the hangers with our clothes, and then I’ll be ready to go,” Celia said, walking back toward the wardrobe.


  “No, no, Celia,” Mandie quickly told her. “Leave them the way that person left them. Then if they come back while we’re gone, they won’t know we’ve been in here.”


  “You’re right,” Celia agreed.


  Leaving Snowball in the bathroom, Mandie and Celia crept back down the outside steps and worked their way through the yard behind some bushes until they were clear of the house. Then they hurried back to where they had left Lolly.


  When they came within sight of the place, Mandie said, “She’s not there!” She rushed on toward the empty bench, looking around as she went.


  Mandie and Celia stood there for a minute gazing around the area. Then Lolly came rushing around the corner toward them.


  “Sí, I am here,” she called to them.


  “Where have you been, Lolly?” Mandie asked as the girl caught up with them.


  “You no come back. I walk,” Lolly told her. “I think maybe you no come back at all.”


  “But, Lolly, I told you we would be back,” Mandie said. “I’m sorry we took so long, but we did get back. Now let’s go back to the house.”


  As the three started down the street, Lolly looked at Mandie and then at Celia and said, “White cat. You no have.”


  “Oh no, we don’t have him with us right now,” Mandie said, not wanting to tell her they had been back to the house.


  However, Lolly had her own explanation. “I wait and I wait,” she said. “Then Juan, he come. I tell him you go back toward house and do not come back here—”


  “Juan was here?” Mandie interrupted. “You saw Juan?”


  “Sí. Juan come from house, go that way for business,” she said, pointing off to the left as they walked. “I tell him I wait for you.”


  “Lolly, if Juan cannot hear or speak, how can you talk to him or he talk to you?” Mandie asked.


  Lolly looked confused for a minute, then she said, “We talk with hands and make motions. Juan understand. I understand.” She smiled at Mandie.


  Mandie didn’t believe her and figured Lolly knew Juan could hear and talk all the time. She wondered how Juan managed to keep Lolly from betraying him.


  “Mandie, we’d better hurry, remember,” Celia said.


  “Yes, we have to hurry, Lolly. My grandmother may be back anytime now,” Mandie told the girl.


  When they got to the house, they didn’t see anyone. Lolly headed for the kitchen, and Mandie and Celia went upstairs to their room. They both rushed over to look at the wardrobe. They couldn’t see anything different.


  “I’d better get Snowball out of the bathroom,” Mandie said.


  She brought him back to the room, and he immediately jumped on the bed, curled up, and went to sleep.


  “So Lolly guessed that we came back to the house and told Juan that we did,” Mandie said with a big sigh.


  “Do you think it’s Juan who has been coming into our room and going in the wardrobe?” Celia asked.


  “I just don’t know,” Mandie replied. “He would have had to move awfully fast to get done with that wireless we heard and find Lolly way up there where we left her.”


  “This whole thing is a mixed-up mess,” Celia remarked.


  “Yes, it is,” Mandie agreed. “Even Pedro’s involved now. He seems to be driving the senator instead of Juan. And then that strange woman appearing on the beach. Is she in cahoots with Juan, or spying on him? I don’t know how we are going to figure all this out, but I think we can if we just keep at it.”


  Mandie had always been able to figure out mysteries, and she was not going to let this one go unsolved.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THE WAY IT ENDED


  For several days nothing mysterious happened. Patricia Saylors sent a message that she had made an appointment to take Mandie and Celia to visit her friends Mr. and Mrs. Margalosa, who said they had ghosts in their house, if the girls were still interested in going.


  Mandie discussed the invitation with Senator Morton and Mrs. Taft at the noontime meal that day. She showed the neatly written note to them and asked, “Would it be all right if Celia and I went?”


  “I don’t personally know Mr. and Mrs. Margalosa, who own the enormous mansion on the other side of town, but I have heard they claim to have ghosts inhabiting the dwelling with them,” Senator Morton said with a smile. “Of course, I do know the Saylors family, where we took you two to visit.”


  “I really think you should have an adult along with you, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “But, Grandmother, Patricia and her brother Edward will pick us up and then bring us home,” Mandie protested.


  “I could send Lolly with them if you would like,” the senator told Mrs. Taft.


  Before she could reply, Mandie shook her head and said, “No, please, Grandmother. We are old enough. We don’t need anyone to go with us. Please, Grandmother.”


  “Well, I suppose it will be all right, provided you go straight there and back, mind you,” Mrs. Taft reluctantly agreed.


  “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said, smiling at Celia.


  Mandie was excited as they drove to the Margalosas’ mansion, but Celia was a little frightened to be visiting a house where ghosts were said to live. Mrs. Margalosa was an elderly woman dressed in complete black.


  “Please come in,” Mrs. Margalosa greeted them at the front door. She stepped back and motioned them into a wide, long, dark hallway. “And how are you, Miss Patricia and Mr. Edward?”


  They all exchanged greetings, standing there in the hallway. Mrs. Margalosa pointed to a young man at the other end of the hallway. “That is my son, Antonio.”


  Mandie noticed the son did not speak but quickly disappeared through a doorway back there.


  Mrs. Margalosa took them into the parlor where her husband was reading. After she introduced him, they all sat down. Mr. Margalosa had only nodded in their direction.


  “Please tell Mandie and Celia about your ghost,” Patricia said.


  Mrs. Margalosa looked at the two girls, frowned, and said, “We’ve been trying to locate him to see what he looks like, but all we get is a steady tapping, and we haven’t been able to track that down to its location. But this ghost does make noises sometimes in the middle of the night, which was upsetting until we became used to it. Now we pay it no never mind.”


  “So you haven’t really seen a ghost, then?” Mandie repeated. “Then how do y’all know it is a ghost?”


  Mrs. Margalosa looked at her and smiled. “Because we can’t find it. Therefore, it must be invisible, which I understand most ghosts are.”


  “And is it always in the middle of the night when you hear this ghost?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, we’ve been here nigh on to two years, and we haven’t heard it in the daytime at all,” the woman said.


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie exclaimed. “Then we won’t be able to hear it since it’s daytime right now.”


  “You are welcome to come at night, but it’s usually late at night that we hear it,” Mrs. Margalosa told her.


  “We’ll have to get permission,” Mandie told her.


  The four young people prepared to leave. Mrs. Margalosa accompanied them to the front door. They stood in the hallway near the open double doors to the parlor.


  “I’m sorry, Mandie.” Patricia said. “I didn’t realize the ghost can be heard only at night.”


  “All ghosts creep around in the night,” Edward, her brother, teased.


  “Then let’s get going,” Celia suggested.


  Mrs. Margalosa opened the heavy front door while the young people stood there saying good-bye and then stepped outside. Suddenly there was a tap-tapping sound from somewhere back in the house.


  “Listen!” Mandie cried, turning back.


  “Thank you for coming,” Mrs. Margalosa said and quickly closed the door in their faces.


  The young people looked at one another.


  “Did y’all hear that?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes,” the others agreed.


  “Must have been the ghost protesting because we were poking into his business,” Edward said with a laugh.


  “Do you think we could get back inside the house?” Mandie asked Patricia.


  “No,” Patricia replied. “You saw Mrs. Margalosa close the door in a hurry. I don’t believe she wants anyone investigating her ghost.”


  The Saylors young people dropped Mandie and Celia back at the senator’s house with a promise to see if they could find another place where ghosts lived.


  Mandie and Celia went up the outside steps to their room. Mandie had left Snowball closed up and planned to take him out for a walk. There was no sign of anyone else around.


  Mandie opened the door to their bedroom and looked around for her white cat. “Snowball, where are you?” she called.


  “I don’t believe he’s here,” Celia commented as she helped look.


  Suddenly there was a loud noise that sounded like meows and scratching.


  “Where is he?” Mandie asked quickly. “The wardrobe. He must be inside the wardrobe.” She ran to open the doors to the piece of furniture. Snowball jumped out and ran across the room, meowing and licking his claws.


  “How did he get in there?” Celia asked, coming to look.


  Mandie surveyed the contents of the wardrobe and said, “Celia, there’s something behind our clothes.” She quickly began removing the clothes on hangers, and Celia helped.


  At last they could see the interior of the wardrobe. On the back side there was a small opening, like a door, standing open. Mandie quickly investigated and gasped at Celia, “There’s a wireless inside the wall of the wardrobe. Look!”


  “Mandie, I wouldn’t touch anything! Senator Morton ought to be told so he can examine whatever it is,” Celia cautioned her.


  “We didn’t imagine things. That was a wireless we heard when we were under the bed,” Mandie said. “I wonder what it’s doing in there.”


  “Mandie, let’s get Senator Morton,” Celia insisted.


  Closing the wardrobe door, Mandie turned and quickly left the room with Celia right behind her. They finally located the senator and Mrs. Taft in the parlor. The girls rushed into the room.


  “Senator Morton, there’s a wireless in our wardrobe!” Mandie told him breathlessly. “And we—”


  “A wireless?” Mrs. Taft interrupted.


  “A wireless?” the senator repeated. He rose quickly and added, “Would you young ladies please show me what you are talking about?”


  Mandie and Celia led the way up the stairs and to their room. Senator Morton followed with Mrs. Taft. The girls rushed across the room to their wardrobe and flung open the doors.


  “In there! In that secret panel at the back,” Mandie told him as she moved so he could look inside.


  “Where, Miss Amanda? I don’t see anything like that,” Senator Morton replied.


  Mandie and Celia both crowded forward to look into the wardrobe. The wireless was gone! The secret compartment was empty.


  “It was here, Senator Morton. I saw it with my own two eyes,” Mandie insisted.


  “I did, too,” Celia added.


  “Then what happened to it?” Senator Morton asked, bending inside the piece of furniture to examine the compartment. “I don’t see any sign of it.”


  “Somebody must have heard us when we found it, or when we told you,” Mandie said. “But it really and truly was there. We both saw it. And we also heard it the other day.” She explained about crawling under the bed that day.


  Mrs. Taft looked at Senator Morton and said, “You must have some dishonest people around here.”


  Then Mandie remembered hearing the sound at Mrs. Margalosa’s house and told the senator about that.


  “Seems there’s a lot going on around here,” the senator said thoughtfully. “Don’t you young ladies worry about this. I’ll look into everything and take care of it.”


  Mandie could see the senator did not intend discussing any suspicions with her, or giving any explanations if he was aware of the setup. He and Mrs. Taft went back to the parlor. The girls went outside to walk Snowball around the garden.


  “Senator Morton didn’t seem very interested in the fact that someone had put a wireless in that wardrobe, did he?” Mandie remarked as she held on to Snowball’s red leash.


  “He might not have believed us, Mandie,” Celia told her.


  “I think he believed us, but that he also knew about it,” Mandie said.


  “Knew about it?” Celia repeated.


  “Yes, it must have been some kind of setup he had for some reason or other,” Mandie said thoughtfully.


  “Do you mean you think it was Senator Morton who has been coming in our room and going into the wardrobe to use that wireless?” Celia asked.


  “Maybe,” Mandie replied. Snowball jumped after a butterfly in a bush and almost jerked the leash out of her hand. “Snowball, leave that pretty butterfly alone.” She tightened her grip to pull him back. “Anyhow, I am going to watch Juan every minute that I can. He may be the one. After all, he is pretending he can’t speak or hear.”


  Although the girls were on the lookout for Juan after that, they didn’t see him again for two days. They were again in the yard when he suddenly rushed through the shrubbery from the carriage house in the backyard and into the back door of the house. They tried to follow, but he was too quick, and they were unable to tell where he had gone.


  That same night Mandie and Celia were sitting in their window before going to bed and saw Juan below in the front yard.


  “Look, that’s Juan down there,” Mandie said. “Let’s go down and watch him.” She raced for the door, and Celia came right behind her.


  The moon was shining brightly, and the girls slowed down outside to keep within the shadows of bushes and trees as they made their way toward the spot they had seen Juan.


  “There!” Mandie whispered in Celia’s ear, pointing ahead. Juan was standing in the shadows next to the trunk of a large palm tree.


  The girls quickly darted behind another tree to watch the man. Almost immediately another figure came up to Juan in the dark. Mandie gasped to herself when she realized it was none other than the strange woman, Miss Lucretia Wham. Her heartbeat quickened as she grasped Celia’s hand and tried to listen. Miss Wham was speaking rapidly to Juan, and he seemed to be hearing what she was saying.


  “—Margalosa ... Antonio ...” were about the only words Mandie could make out. Miss Wham was talking about the Margalosas for some reason.


  Then Juan straightened up and said plainly, “They have all been taken in by the marshal tonight.”


  “Then I will return to Washington tomorrow,” Miss Wham said.


  Mandie was itching to run out from her cover and speak to the woman, but for some reason she was afraid to, and she wanted to make sure she heard everything she could.


  “I will tell the senator immediately,” Juan replied.


  At that moment there was the sound of footsteps near them, and Mandie cautiously looked behind her and saw Lolly rushing through the yard toward Juan. When she looked back at Juan, the strange woman had disappeared and he was alone. He must have seen Lolly approaching because he did not seem surprised that she was there when she came up to him.


  “Get your things ready. We leave before daylight tomorrow,” Juan told the girl.


  “Then we have accomplished what we came for,” Lolly said in an educated voice, surprising Mandie. The girl must have been posing as a maid and was not really one after all.


  “Yes, I am going now to inform the senator. Be ready before the sun comes up,” Juan said, walking toward the house.


  “Yes, sir. I’ll be waiting for you,” Lolly said, and she walked off toward the back of the house, where she lived in the upstairs of the carriage house.


  Mandie stood there completely confused. What is going on? Lolly was not really a maid, and Juan was some kind of partner with her. Could it be that those two had set up the wireless for some crooked reason, and now that Mandie and Celia had discovered it, they had decided to move on out of town?


  “Let’s go,” Celia urged Mandie.


  “This is strange,” Mandie whispered as she and Celia carefully made their way back to the outside steps.


  Once back in their room, the girls tried to figure out the mystery. Mandie sat down near the window to watch below again. Celia began getting ready for bed.


  “What do you think that was all about, Mandie?” Celia asked, taking down her nightclothes from the wardrobe.


  “Well, to begin with, I believe Senator Morton knew all the time about the wireless,” Mandie replied. “And there must be something going on between Juan and Lolly. And Miss Wham is involved in all this. It sounded to me like the Margalosas are in trouble of some kind.”


  “Yes, I agree,” Celia said, putting on her nightclothes and then going over to sit by Mandie. “Aren’t you going to get ready for bed?”


  “No, because I want to watch for Lolly and Juan when they meet before daylight like they planned,” Mandie replied. Looking at her friend, she asked, “Did you hear Miss Wham say she was returning to Washington tomorrow?”


  “Yes, I did,” Celia replied. “And, Mandie, I figure she is still working for the president or at least for the government, don’t you believe?”


  “That is exactly what I thought, too,” Mandie agreed. “But I wonder what it could be about.”


  “I see someone else down there, over to the left ... under that huge tree,” Celia told Mandie.


  Mandie quickly squinted and leaned out the window. “Yes, there are two men down there!” she exclaimed. “I am going back downstairs.” She raced for the door.


  “Soon as I get my dress back on, I’ll come, too,” Celia called to Mandie as she went out the door.


  As Mandie reached the yard, a fire ignited over in the front corner. The bushes and trees seemed to be burning. Mandie kept running toward it to see what was happening. The two men were nowhere in sight, and they had evidently set the fire. Turning back to the house, she started screaming as loudly as she could, “Fire! Fire! Come quick, somebody. Fire!” She ran as fast as her wobbly, frightened legs would take her and almost collided with Juan as she opened the front door. He was rushing outside.


  “Why do you scream?” Juan asked, putting out a hand to stop Mandie.


  “Fire! Fire! Out there!” Mandie gasped for breath as she pointed.


  Juan immediately raced outside with Mandie following. When he saw the fire, he called to her, “Wake everyone! Call Lolly, call Pedro, all the servants. Quick!” He ran out toward the fire.


  Mandie reentered the house, screaming as she rushed toward the kitchen, not knowing where to find the servants at this hour of the night. When she pushed the door open, she found Lolly drinking a cup of coffee by the stove. Lolly looked up at her in alarm.


  “Fire in the front yard! Juan said call everyone to help!” Mandie cried with her last breath as she collapsed into a chair.


  Lolly handed Mandie her cup of coffee and turned to leave the room. “Drink this!” she exclaimed as she ran to the door.


  Mandie took a swallow of the hot liquid, set it down, and ran for the stairs. Her grandmother was asleep upstairs, and the fire could spread to the house. Reaching her grandmother’s room, Mandie didn’t bother to knock. She opened the door and went to wake Mrs. Taft, who was already sitting up.


  “Grandmother, get dressed. The front yard is on fire,” Mandie told her. “I have to get Snowball and Celia.” She quickly left the room and ran on to her room.


  Celia had heard the screaming and was fastening on Snowball’s leash when Mandie got there. “Is it bad?” Celia asked as she handed the white cat to Mandie.


  “It will probably spread if they don’t get it out real fast,” Mandie told her, cuddling Snowball in her arms.


  As the girls rushed back down to the yard, Mandie told Celia what had happened. “I saw two men, and they disappeared. I believe they were the men Juan met at the boat,” she said between breaths.


  When they came down into the yard, all the servants were fighting the fire as Senator Morton shouted orders. When he saw the two girls, he called to them, “Stay back. We can handle this, and y’all might get hurt.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie replied, and turning to Celia, she said, “Snowball is afraid. Would you mind holding him and walking back toward the house away from the fire? I have to help, no matter what the senator says.” She held out her cat.


  Celia took Snowball and tried to calm him. “Mandie, he told us to stay away,” she reminded Mandie as she slowly backtracked toward the house.


  “I know. I’ll catch up with you in a little bit,” Mandie replied. She rushed toward the fire on the side away from the senator. The servants had large pieces of carpetlike material that they were beating at the fire with. She grabbed up an extra piece from the pile nearby and began helping.


  It was a tough job, but after a while the people were able to smother out the last remnants of the fire. They had kept it from progressing toward the house. Everyone paused for a breath, and Mandie looked around the group. She saw her grandmother standing in the background with Celia. Senator Morton, tired and dirty, started toward Mrs. Taft. Mandie quickly put out a sooty hand to detain him.


  “Senator Morton, I think I know who set the fire,” Mandie told him. “Juan met two men in a boat one night, and I believe that’s who did this. I saw two men in the dark, and it looked like them.”


  “Yes, that is what we figured,” Senator Morton said. “I thank you for sounding the alarm before it got completely out of control.”


  “If you really want to thank me, would you please explain what is going on?” Mandie replied, looking up at the senator with her blue eyes in a sooty face. “Celia and I have been watching and listening, and we think we have it all figured out. Would you please tell me what has been happening since we came?”


  “I suppose it is no longer secret information,” the senator replied after a long pause. “There has been smuggling going on down on our coast—boats from Cuba, which makes it a federal case. Juan works for me in my Washington office, and when I was asked to investigate, I brought Juan down here. Then Miss Lucretia Wham, whom you previously knew, appeared, apparently sent down by the president himself. Juan had set up the wireless in your wardrobe to keep in touch with other government people, and your room was not supposed to be occupied. But when the maid put y’all in there, I figured it would be all right.” He stopped to smile at her.


  “What about the Margalosas?” Mandie asked. “I heard some conversation regarding them.”


  “Yes, they are involved. They were trying to intercept Juan’s messages,” the senator explained. “They were picked up by federal agents last night.”


  “And Lolly? She is not really a maid, is she?” Mandie asked.


  Senator Morton smiled and said, “I do believe you would make a good agent for the government when you grow up, Miss Amanda. No, Lolly actually works for Miss Wham.”


  “Oh, I see,” Mandie replied. “And when Celia and I found the wireless in our wardrobe, that started things moving faster.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he agreed. “Now that you know, do you mind if I join your grandmother over there to see if she is all right?”


  “Oh, thank you, Senator Morton,” Mandie replied. “I thank you for helping me solve the mystery.” She smiled at him and started toward Celia.


  Mandie raced over to Celia to share the information. They discussed it as they started toward the outside stairs. It was still nighttime, so the girls cleaned up and got in bed and continued their conversation into the wee hours of the morning.


  The next morning at the breakfast table, Mrs. Taft told Mandie, “You and Celia should get dressed when we finish our food. We are going to visit the Saylors family again.”


  Mandie looked at her in surprise, and then down at the perfectly good dress she was wearing. “But, Grandmother, I am dressed,” she said. “This is a nice dress.”


  “Let’s just put on something more dressy,” Mrs. Taft insisted.


  Mandie looked at Celia, who was smiling, and said, “I suppose that includes you, too.”


  “Yes,” Celia agreed.


  Mandie wondered why they were visiting the Saylorses in the morning. Visits were usually made in the afternoon or at night. Oh well, her grandmother came up with her own ideas sometimes. And Mandie looked forward to relating the events of the night before to Patricia and Edward. Senator Morton had said she could talk about the mystery now that it was solved.


  Patricia and Edward were expecting the girls, and Mandie was surprised to see that they were also dressed in what she liked to call their “Sunday-go-to-meeting” clothes.


  “So you saved the house from the fire,” Edward said with a big grin for Mandie.


  “Well, I don’t know about that, but I saw those two men down there, and, of course, I figured they were up to no good,” Mandie replied.


  “But I heard that you actually got out with the servants and helped extinguish the fire. That was very brave of you, Mandie,” Patricia told her.


  “Not really. I didn’t stop to think about danger or anything. I just knew I didn’t want Senator Morton’s house to catch on fire,” Mandie said with a shrug. She was always uncomfortable with compliments.


  The conversation centered around the fire for the next hour, and then Senator Morton spoke from across the room. “Those are two brave young ladies. They even helped track down lawbreakers for the federal government.” Looking at Mandie, he added, “It’s all right if you would like to tell your friends about it. The case is wound up and closed.”


  “Oh, thank you, Senator,” Mandie replied. She immediately went into a fast account of finding the wireless and seeing the two men in a boat.


  “How exciting!” Patricia exclaimed.


  “And also dangerous,” Celia added.


  “It certainly is dangerous to snoop into things like that. I’m so glad you two girls came out unscathed,” Edward told them.


  Mandie noticed for the first time that Edward was evidently trying to flirt with her. He was good-looking and seemed to have a friendly personality, but he couldn’t compare with Joe Woodard. And she wished she could see Joe to relate all these adventures she and Celia had been having since they came to St. Augustine. She thought about home.


  Mandie was suddenly aware that her grandmother had risen and was speaking to her. “Amanda, I think we will be returning to Senator Morton’s now.”


  Mandie stood up quickly. “Oh yes, ma’am.” She turned to Patricia and Edward and said, “I’m so glad I got to know y’all, and I hope y’all will come visit me sometime.”


  “Oh yes, we will,” Patricia promised.


  “Soon,” Edward added with a smile.


  Since Juan had left for Washington that morning, Pedro was now driving the senator’s carriage. He pulled up in front of Senator Morton’s house, and everyone stepped down.


  “Amanda, let’s just go in the parlor for a minute before you girls go upstairs to your room, or wherever you are headed,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  Mandie looked at her grandmother, wondering why, and said, “Yes, Grandmother.”


  When the girls and Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton stepped into the front hallway, Mandie noticed the door to the parlor was closed. The senator reached forward to open it, remarking, “Now I just wonder who closed this door.” He flung the double doors wide.


  Mandie stood there frozen with surprise, while shouts of “Happy Birthday!” came from within the parlor. There were her friends, every one of them, she decided as she looked around. Tears of joy began streaming from her blue eyes. She had forgotten today was her birthday, but her friends had not.


  Uncle Ned, her father’s old Cherokee friend, stepped forward, put his arm around her, and led her into the room. “Happy birthday, Papoose,” he said.


  Mandie turned, buried her face on his shoulder, and cried uncontrollably.


  Then Joe was tugging at her hand, “Come on, crybaby,” he said, “We’ve got chocolate cake.”


  Sallie, Dimar, Jonathan, and Morning Star crowded around her. Mandie turned to look at them and spied her mother and Uncle John in the far corner, smiling and watching the greetings. Mandie broke loose and ran to her mother.


  Elizabeth squeezed her daughter in her arms. “This is such a special day. Fourteen years ago you were born, my dearest darling,” she said.


  “Oh, Mother, I love you so much,” Mandie said in a shaky voice, and reaching to hold Uncle John’s hand, she added, “You, too, Uncle John.”


  The party began. Mandie and her friends talked nonstop the rest of the day. Then Mandie learned they would all be staying that night with the senator, and the next day everyone, including her and Celia, would be going home.


  “Yes, we need to get back and see what’s going on at home,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “And if there’s not a mystery there, Mandie will find one,” Joe said, squeezing her hand. He bent to whisper in her ear, “I love you, Mandie Shaw.”


  Mandie felt her face turn red, and she looked around. Evidently no one else had heard that remark. Then looking up at the tall boy, she said, “I’ve missed you, Joe Woodard.”


  The two looked at each other and smiled. Mandie felt her heartbeat quicken and her hand shake a little as it was held by Joe Woodard. There were lots of things ahead for the summer, and Joe had actually made it home from school.
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