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  “Wait on the Lord: be of good courage,

  and he shall strengthen thine heart:

  wait, I say, on the Lord.”


  (Psalm 27:14)


  CHAPTER ONE


  HOME AGAIN


   Mandie Shaw grabbed her bag and Snowball, her cat, and jumped down from the wagon as Uncle Ned brought it to a stop in the driveway. It had been a long journey through the North Carolina mountains from his house in Deep Creek, because travel in 1901 was slow.


  “I really enjoyed my visit at your house, Uncle Ned,” she told him.


  The old Indian smiled down at her from the wagon seat and said, “Papoose come see again. Now I go.”


  “Don’t forget to come back to see my mother and Uncle John,” Mandie said.


  “Soon.” He began turning the wagon and said, “Papoose be good and think.”


  “I will,” Mandie yelled back at him as she grasped Snowball while she swung her bag in the air and raced toward the front door, dragging Snowball along on his leash.


  Dropping her bag and leaving Snowball in the front hall, she hurried to find her mother, Elizabeth, and Uncle John, who had married her mother after her father died. They were sitting in the parlor. Mandie was overcome with joy when she saw that her mother’s cheeks were rosy and her eyes clear. Signs of the fever were finally gone!


   “Amanda, darling, I’m so glad you’re home,” Elizabeth said as Mandie rushed to embrace her.


  “I am, too, Mother. I love you. And, Uncle John, I love you, too,” Mandie said as she turned to give him a big hug.


  “And you know I love my little Blue Eyes,” Uncle John said, patting her shoulder. “But where is Uncle Ned? He brought you home, didn’t he?”


  “Oh yes, he asked me to tell y’all he had other places to go and he’d see y’all later,” Mandie explained.


  “Just like Uncle Ned,” Uncle John said, looking at Elizabeth. “He knew this would be a special time for just us, having Amanda back home.”


  Mandie plopped down on the footstool in front of her mother and asked, “Now that I’m back home, couldn’t I just stay home, Mother? Grandmother sent me a letter with Uncle Ned when he went to Asheville on business. She said my school may be sold. So couldn’t I just stay home now?”


  “No, I’m sorry, dear, but you must return to school,” Elizabeth answered. “The Heathwoods haven’t even found a prospective buyer for the school yet—and they may never find one. So back to the Misses Heathwood’s School for you.”


  “I hope they won’t ever be able to sell the school,” Mandie said with a slight smile.


  Elizabeth looked at her and asked, “Do you mean you’re hoping the school won’t change hands? And last year, you didn’t want to go there.”


  Mandie frowned as she replied, “Well, you see, Celia and I might not end up together in another school if we have to leave that one. Besides, the new owners might just fire Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal because they’re getting old.”


  Elizabeth reached to smooth Mandie’s blond hair as Mandie removed her bonnet and dangled it by the strings. “I’m sure Celia’s mother and I could agree on a school for you two if you have to leave the Heathwoods’. And I don’t imagine that school could run without Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal. Why, they’ve been there so long, they’re permanent fixtures,” her mother said.


  “I hope you’re right,” Mandie said.


  At that moment, Liza, the young Negro maid, appeared in the  doorway. She became excited when she saw Mandie. “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, I sho’ is glad you’s back,” she said. “Been too quiet heah wid you gone.”


  Mandie ran to embrace the girl and said, “I’m glad to be back, Liza. But you know I have to get ready to go back to school in Asheville in a few days.”


  “I knows, Missy ’Manda. So do Aunt Lou. You gotta see whut Aunt Lou done. She been sewin’ night and day since you went to visit dat Injun man. She made all kinda fancy dresses fo’ you to take to dat school,” Liza said, dancing happily around as she talked.


  Mandie gasped and said, “She made me new dresses? But I’ve got so many clothes now that I’ll never be able to wear them out.”


  “Dear,” said Elizabeth from across the room, “of course you’ll never be able to wear out all your clothes for the simple reason that you are outgrowing them. But there are plenty of girls we can find who need them.”


  Mandie looked at her mother, then back at Liza. “Am I outgrowing my clothes? But, Mother, I haven’t grown a fraction of an inch in the last year.”


  Elizabeth laughed and replied, “You’ll be surprised when you put on some of the dresses that were made for you a year ago to take to school.”


  Mandie glanced down at the blue gingham dress she was wearing. She flipped her skirt around. “I don’t believe this one is any smaller on me.” Then looking at Liza, she asked, “Where is Aunt Lou? I’ve just got to see how big she’s making these new clothes.”


  “She be in de sewin’ room upstairs, Missy ’Manda. And she know you home. Dat white cat, Snowball, he done been round lettin’ ev’ybody know you’s back,” Liza said.


  Mandie glanced at her mother. Now that she was home, she didn’t want to leave her mother for a single moment. She had almost lost her when the fever struck.


  “Go ahead, dear. Aunt Lou may need to do some fitting,” Elizabeth told her.


  “I won’t be gone long,” Mandie promised. She followed Liza out into the hallway and picked up her bag.


  Mandie found Aunt Lou laying out material on a worktable in the sewing room and rushed to embrace the old Negro woman. “I love  you, Aunt Lou. I’ve missed you,” Mandie told her as she threw her arms around the woman’s large waist.


  “I’ve missed you, too, my chile,” Aunt Lou replied, squeezing Mandie against her, then holding her back to look down into Mandie’s face. “But we got work to do. We’se gwine make you de bes’ dressed young lady at dat school in Asheville.” She pointed around the room at several dresses, hanging from whatever their hangers would catch on.


  “Oh, Aunt Lou! They’re all so beautiful!” Mandie cried, rushing from one to another. She stopped suddenly to ask, “But, Aunt Lou, how did you know what size to make these dresses when I wasn’t here to try them on?”


  Aunt Lou reached for Mandie’s hand and pulled her up beside her. “Heah,” the old woman said as she marked Mandie’s height against her own shoulder. “You done growed. Last time I made dresses you could walk under my arm. Now you reach my shoulder. You see?”


  Mandie gasped in surprise. “Why, I didn’t realize I had grown any at all. Mother said I had, but I didn’t really believe her.” She smiled and looked up. “Pretty soon I’ll be as tall as you are, Aunt Lou.”


  “Now I doubts dat, my chile. You done turned thirteen year old, and most times when people reach dat age they done growed all they gwine grow.” Aunt Lou turned back to the table where she had been cutting out a dress and said, “Now git along wid you. I got one mo’ dress heah to make ’fo’ you goes back to school—and dat ain’t long off.”


  Mandie ran her hand across the smooth, pink silk material as Aunt Lou laid a pattern on it. “Oh, Aunt Lou, it’s so soft and silky. Thank you for making me such beautiful clothes,” she said. She picked up her bag, which she had left by the doorway, and added, “I have to take this to my room and then I’ll go back downstairs. See you later.” She threw the old woman a kiss as she left the room.


  After Mandie had left the bag in her room, she raced down the stairs, almost colliding with Jason Bond, Uncle John’s caretaker, at the foot of the steps.


  “Slow down there!” the gray-haired man told her with a big smile as he caught her by the arm to keep her from falling. “I want to take you back to school in one piece,” he laughed.


  Mandie looked up at him, smiled, and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Jason. Are you going to take me back to school?”


   “That’s what Mr. Shaw said. He doesn’t want to let your mother out of his sight, and she’s not well enough to travel,” Mr. Bond explained.


  “I’m glad Uncle John is taking such good care of my mother,” Mandie said. “And I’m glad you’re going to Asheville with me.” She paused and sniffed the air. “M-m-m-m! I smell something good cooking. I’ll just slip into the kitchen and see what Jenny’s doing.”


  Mr. Bond smiled at her and continued on down the corridor. Mandie softly pushed open the door to the kitchen and looked inside. Jenny, the Negro cook, was bending over the oven door of the big iron cookstove.


  “A cake!” Mandie cried.


  “Sh-h-h-h! Don’t shake de floor or it won’t be no cake. It’ll fall,” Jenny told her.


  Mandie caught her breath and stood perfectly still. “I’m sorry, Jenny,” she said. “I know it’ll make the cake go flat if I shake the floor. It smelled so good I had to see what you were doing.”


  Jenny pulled the broomstraw out of one of the layers of cake in the oven and stood up to look at the straw. “It be done anyhow,” she said. She picked up two heavy towels to use as potholders and took the pans from the oven.


  Mandie watched and counted, “Four layers! Oh, Jenny, that’s going to be a big cake!”


  Jenny closed the oven door and straightened up. She held out her arms and Mandie ran to her embrace.


  “It be special, it do,” Jenny said. “You done got home and yo’ mama done got bettuh. We celebrate wid a big four-layer cake all covered wid chocolate icin’ ’cause it gwine be a while ’fo’ Missy gits back home agin from dat school.”


  “Oh, thank you, Jenny!” Mandie exclaimed with a big smile. “I sure won’t be late for supper.”


  The back door opened, and Abraham, Jenny’s husband, pushed through, his arms loaded with wood for the cookstove. He hurried to the bin nearby to stack it.


  “Abraham! I’m back home,” Mandie said, excitedly rushing to squeeze the black man’s big hand as he straightened up.


  Abraham squeezed Mandie’s hand and said, “I see you is. We done be missin’ you, Missy ’Manda.”


   “But I won’t be here long. I have to go back to that school in Asheville, and it’ll be a long time before I can get a holiday to come home,” Mandie told him.


  Abraham frowned and looked at Mandie seriously as he told her, “But, Missy ’Manda, don’t you fuss ’bout dat. Be thankful you kin git eddicated.”


  Mandie quickly became solemn as she replied, “I am thankful, Abraham. I just hate going off and leaving my mother so long when I only found her last year.”


  “Dat bad yo’ mama and papa got separated when you born, but you ought not dwell on bad things,” Jenny spoke up. “Think how good things be now.”


  “You are both right. I can’t change the past. I can only hope to help make the future brighter,” Mandie said. “And right now I’ve got to go back to see my mother. See y’all at suppertime.”


  Mandie hurried back to the parlor and sat down next to her mother just as Liza came hurrying in to say, “Missy Polly, she be at de do’.”


  Polly Cornwallis was Mandie’s next-door neighbor. Mandie tried to be friends with the girl, but sometimes Polly was hard to be nice to. Mandie wondered what Polly wanted now.


  Before anyone could reply to Liza, Polly appeared behind her in the hallway and stepped through the doorway. “I’m glad you’re home, Mandie. I just wanted to talk to you for a few minutes,” Polly said, glancing at Elizabeth and John Shaw.


  “Go ahead, dear,” Elizabeth urged Mandie, who was reluctant to talk to the girl. “We’ll see you at suppertime. That’s not long off.”


  “All right, Mother,” said Mandie. She stood up and joined Polly in the doorway and said, “Come on, let’s sit on the front porch.”


  The two girls went to the veranda and sat in the swing, and Mandie pushed it back and forth with her foot.


  Polly put both her feet on the floor and said, “Be still a minute, Mandie. I have some exciting news.” She turned to face Mandie. Her eyes, black as chinquapins, sparkled with excitement.


  “What?” Mandie asked, not too interested.


  “I am going to your school this year,” Polly began with a big smile.


  Mandie was immediately interested. Polly had been going to a very expensive girls’ school in another city. “Why?” she asked.


   Polly frowned and asked, “Why? You don’t want me to go to school with you?”


  “Oh, Polly, I didn’t say that,” Mandie replied. “Why are you not going back to the school you’ve been attending?”


  “Well, give me a chance to explain,” Polly said. “My mother has decided Asheville is much nearer home. Therefore, I could come home more often. And not only that, but Miss Prudence Heathwood has cut her prices. They are putting the school up for sale. Therefore, they are trying to get more girls to go there so it will look good to prospective buyers.”


  Mandie sighed and said, “I know. My grandmother wrote me that they were trying to sell the school. But my mother says they may never be able to. I hope they keep it until I finish there. I have three more years to go, I suppose.”


  “And I will probably stay there until I finish, too,” Polly added. She suddenly stood up and said, “I have to go home now. I just couldn’t wait to tell you that I’ll be going to school with you.”


  Mandie stood up and asked, “Are you going with me when I go back to school?”


  “Oh no, my mother has to take me, but I’ll be seeing you there,” Polly said. “Maybe we’ll even share a room. That would be fun.”


  Mandie groaned inwardly. Sharing a room with Polly would never work out. Besides, Mandie had taken it for granted that she and Celia would be able to share the same room they had the previous school year. She’d just have to get back to school before Polly and make sure she and Celia ended up together.


  “When are you leaving?” Mandie asked as Polly walked down the steps of the porch. “I’ll be going back to school next Monday.”


  “My mother and I have already been there to get me registered,” Polly said. “Miss Prudence gave me permission to be a day late checking in. We’re having some important company at our house, and they won’t be leaving until the day you leave for school. So I’ll be coming along the next day.”


  Polly turned and strolled slowly down the walkway and into the side yard. “See you then,” she called before she hurried on through the trees toward her house next door.


  Mandie sighed and went back inside the house. She glanced into the parlor and found it was empty. When she looked at the big grandfather  clock standing in the hallway, she realized she’d have to hurry to bathe and change clothes in time for supper.


  “Thank goodness I’ll be getting to school a day ahead of Polly so I can be sure Celia and I get our old room back,” Mandie mumbled to herself as she flipped through the dresses hanging in her chifferobe. She quickly pulled down a pink, flowered cotton dress and spread it across her blue-covered bed.


  Before long, Mandie was ready to go downstairs to supper. She saw that her mother and Uncle John were waiting for her in the parlor. When Jason Bond came in right behind her, they all went into the dining room and seated themselves at the table.


  “Mother, did you know Polly is going to my school this year?” Mandie asked as Liza started bringing in the food.


  “Yes, dear. In fact, I told her mother it would be all right for you to wait until Tuesday to go back to school so Polly could go along with you and Mr. Bond. That way her mother wouldn’t have to make the trip,” Elizabeth explained.


  Mandie gasped and said, “But, Mother, I . . . I . . . don’t want to wait till Tuesday. I want to go Monday.”


  Elizabeth looked at her in surprise and said, “I thought maybe you’d like an extra day at home before you leave.”


  “Oh no, Mother,” Mandie began—and then she realized her mother might think she was in a hurry to leave home again. “I mean, Mother, I . . . well, to be honest, I just want to get to school before Polly does. She said we could maybe share a room. But I don’t want to share a room with her. I want to get the same room with Celia again this year.”


  Elizabeth smiled and said, “All right, dear. That’s fine. I understand.” She turned to Mr. Bond and said, “Then you will be leaving Monday instead of Tuesday.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mr. Bond said with a big grin. Mandie knew he understood.


  “Thank you, Mother,” Mandie said. And with a big smile she added, “It’s not that I want to leave you a day earlier than I have to. I just don’t want to be stuck with Polly. We don’t . . . understand each other too well sometimes.”


  “That’s fine, dear,” Elizabeth said as she began passing the food. “I’m sure Polly’s mother won’t mind. In fact, I believe some of the  relatives who are coming to visit them will be going back through Asheville, and Polly could just go with them.”


  Suddenly the swinging door to the hallway was pushed open and Joe Woodard appeared. “Hello,” he said, looking around the room. “My father had to come to see some patients here in Franklin, so I came with him.”


  Aunt Lou came in behind him and said, “I lets him in, Miz ’ Liz’beth.” She turned to Joe and showed him to an empty chair at the table next to Mandie. “Jes’ you sits down right dere and I gits ’nuther plate.”


  Joe did as he was told, and everyone began talking at once while Aunt Lou went back to get dishes and silverware for him.


  “I’m glad you were able to come with your father, Joe,” Elizabeth said as she passed the biscuits. “Help yourself now.”


  “Thank you, ma’am,” Joe replied as he took a biscuit and accepted the bowl of mashed potatoes from Mandie. “My father will be back tonight after he makes his rounds.”


  “Then you’re going to be able to stay a few days?” Mandie asked excitedly.


  “That is, if your mother asks us,” Joe said with a laugh.


  “Joe, you know you don’t have to wait to be asked,” Elizabeth told him. “You and your father are always welcome here—and your mother, too, whenever she can make it.”


  “Thank you, ma’am,” Joe said.


  “Oh, Joe, I’m glad you came,” Mandie said. “You’ll never believe what’s happened.”


  Joe quickly looked at her, but Elizabeth stopped the conversation. “I think we’d better eat first, then you and Joe can talk,” she told Mandie.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said with a disappointed sigh. She looked at Joe and smiled. “Let’s hurry and get through.”


  “It won’t be hard for me to hurry. I’m starved, and all this food smells so good!” Joe exclaimed as he accepted the bowls and platters passed around the table toward him.


  “It sure does,” Mandie agreed. She glanced at her mother’s plate. She seemed to be eating better now. When Mandie had gone to visit Uncle Ned, her mother was just recovering from the fever. Now she seemed almost completely well.


  Uncle John noticed Mandie observing her mother and said, “Nothing  to worry about now, Amanda. You see, your mother is getting back to her old self.”


  Mandie remembered the relatives who had come to visit during Elizabeth’s illness. “Do you think the kinpeople will come to visit again?” she asked.


  “They promised they would,” Uncle John replied. He grinned big and added, “They all seemed to be taken with you. I wonder why?”


  Before Mandie could reply, Joe laughed and said, “Yes, I wonder why?”


  “Oh, let’s just finish our supper so we can go talk,” Mandie said with a sigh. “There is something I want to discuss with you.”


  “Not another mystery, I hope,” Joe said. He smiled as he cut the piece of ham on his plate and watched Mandie out of the corner of his eye.


  “Of course not,” Mandie said. “It’s more important than a mystery.” She gave Joe a solemn look, and the smile immediately faded from his face.


  Mandie was anxious to discuss her visit to Uncle Ned’s house with Joe, and she also wanted to tell him about Polly. She could hardly wait to get away from the supper table.


  But then Jenny brought in the huge chocolate-covered cake, and Mandie’s attention became focused entirely on it. Joe devoured two pieces before everyone left the table. Afterward, Mandie quickly led him out onto the front porch to talk.


  CHAPTER TWO


  TROUBLE BEGINS


   Mandie led the way and she and Joe plopped down in the swing on the front porch.


  “Well?” Joe questioned as he turned to look at her.


  “Well, it’s like this,” Mandie began with a deep frown. “Polly Cornwallis is going to my school this year and—”


  “Mandie, it’s not your school. You don’t own it,” Joe teased.


  “You just gave me an idea. Maybe I could get Uncle John to buy it. It’s for sale, you know,” Mandie said thoughtfully.


  “I can’t imagine your uncle John buying a girls’ school, but what is it that you’re upset about?” Joe asked.


  “As I said, Polly is going to my school and, not only that, she wants to share a room with me, which I absolutely refuse to do,” Mandie said firmly.


  “There’s no rule that says you have to, is there?” Joe asked.


  “No, but my mother told her mother that I would even wait a day to return to school so Polly could go with me and Mr. Jason,” Mandie explained. “Anyhow, I told my mother I didn’t want to share a room or wait for Polly, that I wanted to get back on time because I hope Celia and I will be able to share a room again this year.”


  “I don’t see any problem, then,” Joe said, smiling. “Remember, if  Miss Prudence gives you any trouble about sharing a room with Celia, just ask your grandmother to speak to her.”


  “That’s another good idea,” Mandie said. “My grandmother does have a lot of influence with Miss Prudence. I’m glad she lives near the school.”


  “Tell me what you did at Uncle Ned’s house,” Joe said. “Did anything exciting happen?”


  “I’ll say exciting things happened,” Mandie said with a big grin. “But we got it all worked out. Two strange men were digging all over the mountain. Uncle Wirt disappeared and then Sallie got kidnapped. Oh, I wish you could have been there.” Mandie went into detail about her visit to Uncle Ned’s house, and Joe listened to every word.


  “A lot of things sure did happen in a short time,” Joe said with a sigh.


  “Yes,” Mandie agreed. “And I suppose things will seem dull at school.”


  Joe cleared his throat, ran his long fingers through his unruly brown hair, then said with a big grin, “I’ll come and liven things up if you’d like.”


  “You will?” Mandie asked quickly. “But how?”


  “I don’t know. My father has to go to Asheville soon for a few days, and he has promised I can go with him,” Joe explained, still smiling.


  “Oh, that would be great!” Mandie exclaimed. Then she looked at Joe and asked, “But how are you going to do that? You’re supposed to go to school, you know.”


  “Don’t forget we have harvest break back in the country. My father and I will come then because we don’t have to harvest our crops. My father has tenant farmers looking after everything and—”


  “Oh, Joe, I’m so glad you’re coming to Asheville,” Mandie interrupted. “We can have a great time.” Her tone suddenly changed, and she asked, “Have you been up the mountain lately?”


  Joe reached for her hand and held it tightly. “Yes, I was going to tell you. I took flowers up to your father’s grave the last thing before we left home,” he said softly. “And everything looked fine.”


  Mandie put her other hand on top of his and replied, “Thanks, Joe. I hope I can go up there sometime soon. It’s been a long time, even though it was only April of last year that I lost my father.”


  “I went up the road near your father’s house, but I didn’t see anyone  around there—not your stepmother, her husband, or her daughter. It seemed empty. There weren’t any chickens in the yard, but I couldn’t go close enough to be sure. I don’t believe there was a single cow or a horse around, either,” he explained.


  Mandie withdrew her hands, straightened up to look at Joe, and asked, “Do you suppose those people have moved out of my father’s house?”


  “I’m not sure, but I’ll find out for you when I go home,” Joe promised.


  “Someday I’m going to get my father’s house back,” Mandie said wistfully.


  “You sure are,” Joe promised with a smile. “Because I am going to get it back for you when we grow up, so you will have to keep your promise and marry me.”


  “We’ll see,” Mandie said. She looked down the long walkway and saw Dr. Woodard stop his buggy, step down and open the gate, then drive on into the yard.


  “Your father is here.”


  “So I see,” Joe said as he stood up. “I’ll take the horse for him.” He hurried down to meet his father.


  Mandie watched as Dr. Woodard turned the buggy and horse over to Joe and came on over to the front porch. Joe drove the vehicle around to the backyard.


  “And how is Miss Amanda?” Dr. Woodard said as he came up the steps. He removed his wide-brimmed hat and wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. “It’s certainly warm for this time of the year.”


  “Yes, it is, Dr. Woodard. Come on in. Aunt Lou has saved supper for you,” Mandie said as she rose, and he followed her through the front door.


  Aunt Lou had not only saved supper for Dr. Woodard, but the adults were still sitting around the dining room table drinking coffee. Aunt Lou seated Dr. Woodard, and Mandie and Joe sat down next to him.


  Mandie had a reason for sitting at the table again. As soon as she could get a word in, she said, “I have a great idea, Uncle John. Why don’t you just buy my school from Miss Prudence and Miss Hope? I’m sure it wouldn’t cost a whole lot.” She smiled at him as he turned to look at her.


  “Oh now, Amanda,” Uncle John said as everyone at the table  became silent. “I don’t think I would want to engage in the business of a young ladies’ school. This young lady right here named Amanda is quite a handful for me.” He laughed.


  Mandie frowned and tapped her foot under the table as she impatiently replied, “Uncle John, I’m serious. You could at least buy it and keep it until I finish, and then you could sell it.” She wanted to make sure she sounded serious.


  “Amanda,” Uncle John said, still smiling. “Most of the time I know I let you have your way, but this time it’s just not feasible for me to buy a school over in Asheville.” He paused, then continued, “Say, why don’t you ask your grandmother to buy it? Mrs. Taft lives in Asheville and just might be interested.”


  “Do you think so?” Mandie asked, excited about this new possibility.


  “Yes, I truly think so,” her uncle said.


  Mandie looked at her mother. Elizabeth smiled and said, “You know, my mother owns so many other things that it probably wouldn’t be any trouble for her to take on a girls’ school, too. We should have thought of this before.”


  “De Lawd haf mercy on dat po’ grandma,” Liza muttered from where she stood by the sideboard.


  “I agree,” Joe remarked with a big grin. “Because knowing Mandie, she won’t stop until she gets what she wants.”


  Mandie frowned as she looked at him and said, “That’s not so, Joe Woodard. I only plan to talk to my grandmother about buying my school. I can’t make her buy it.”


  “Now, Amanda, you know those blue eyes can melt your grandmother’s heart just like they do mine,” Uncle John teased.


  “But not mine,” Elizabeth said. “Now, I think we’ve heard enough of this for the time being.”


  “Yes, Mother. I’ll let y’all know what my grandmother has to say after I see her,” Mandie promised.


  Mandie and Joe left the table to go outside for a walk in the yard, which Mandie decided was a big mistake when she saw Polly Cornwallis rushing over to follow them around. Mandie knew Polly was only doing this to get a chance to talk to Joe.


  After the three had walked together for a short distance, Mandie decided to be blunt with Polly about her plans for going to school. She  stopped and looked at the dark-haired girl, saying, “I am not going to wait until Tuesday to go back to school, Polly. I am leaving Monday just like I’m supposed to. My mother says your relatives will be able to take you back to Asheville with them on Tuesday.”


  Polly quickly looked at Mandie and said, “That’s all right. I don’t mind going with my relatives.” She turned to Joe and asked, “How long are you staying with the Shaws? Will you still be here on Monday?”


  Mandie instantly understood why Polly wanted her to go to Asheville on Monday. Polly was hoping to have time alone with Joe after Mandie left.


  “I don’t know right now,” Joe said. “My father hasn’t told me yet. But I do know that as soon as he finishes his calls we will go home.”


  Mandie secretly hoped Dr. Woodard would be ready to return home on Sunday.


  
    

  


  As it happened, the doctor was finished with his work in the area, so he and Joe left on Sunday.


  “Don’t forget to come to my school,” Mandie called to Joe as he climbed into the buggy. “Let me know when.”


  “I will,” Joe promised and threw a kiss Mandie’s way as Dr. Woodard got the vehicle moving.


  The rest of the day was rushed for Mandie. Aunt Lou had finished the new dresses and other garments and had neatly packed them away in Mandie’s trunk. Mandie left out her navy blue traveling suit to wear to school.


  Monday morning before sunrise, she was up and getting dressed because Mr. Bond had said they needed to get to the depot on time just in case the train was early. Mandie knew things never seemed to run on schedule with the railroad.


  While she was dressing, there was a soft tap on Mandie’s door, and it slipped open. Liza poked her head inside. “I didn’t want to wake you but I sees you done up and gittin’ dressed,” the Negro girl said as she danced into the room.


  “Come on in, Liza,” Mandie said as she searched among the trays and ornate jewelry boxes on her dresser. “I’m looking for my locket.” She pulled a chain out, and the gold heart on the end of it came into  sight. “Here it is,” she added. She opened the face of the locket and gazed at the only picture she had of her father.


  Liza came to her side and said, “Heah, Missy ’Manda. Lemme fasten dat on fo’ you.”


  Mandie turned to show the girl the photo. “That’s my father,” she said in a shaky voice.


  “I knows,” Liza said softly. “Now, let me fasten it round yo’ neck so’s you don’t lose it.” She reached for the locket as Mandie closed its face.


  “Be sure you get the clasp closed tight. I don’t want to lose it,” Mandie told her.


  Liza fastened the chain and stood back. “Now you all fixed up. ’Ceptin’ dat white cat. Whut you plannin’ to do wid dat animal?”


  Mandie looked at Liza in surprise and said, “Do with him? Why—” She hesitated. She had not made plans for Snowball, but she quickly made up her mind. “Why, I’ll just take Snowball with me.”


  Liza danced around the room and shook her head. “You knows dat school woman don’t like no cat now.”


  “I’ll take him with me and leave him at Grandmother’s house. She’ll keep him for me, and that way I can see him when I visit Grandmother,” Mandie decided.


  “Better ask yo’ mama,” Liza warned her.


  “Oh, she’ll agree,” Mandie predicted.


  And Elizabeth did agree for Mandie to take Snowball with her. Mr. Bond would leave Snowball with her grandmother after he left Mandie at the school.


  When the train arrived in Asheville, Uncle Cal from the school was waiting. He had been meeting every train as the students arrived, taking them and their luggage to the school.


  Mandie rushed off the train ahead of Mr. Bond, and even with Snowball in her arms, she managed to give Uncle Cal a quick hug.


  “I’m so glad to see you, Uncle Cal. How’s Aunt Phoebe?” Mandie asked.


  “She be all right, even if’n dat Miz Prudence try to work her to death to git dat school more den spotless,” the old Negro man replied as he helped Mr. Bond get Mandie’s luggage and load it in the school rig. “Fo’ two weeks now, all’s we kin heah is ’Git dat flo’ mopped, straighten dat curtain, move dat chair, wash dem bedspreads, go, go,  go,’ mawnin’ to dark, jes’ to put on airs fo’ de parents whut be comin’ wid de girls to start school.”


  Mandie frowned as she listened to Uncle Cal. She had never heard him complain about anything before. Miss Prudence really must be on an unreasonable streak to stir up the old man so much. Mandie loved him and his wife, Aunt Phoebe, and she didn’t like seeing them mistreated.


  Mandie reached to touch Uncle Cal’s sleeve as Mr. Bond gave her his hand to step up into the rig and said, “Don’t worry about it, Uncle Cal. I am going to ask my grandmother to buy the school, and I know when she does she won’t be mean to y’all.” She sat down with Snowball in her lap behind Uncle Cal, and Mr. Bond took the seat next to the old man.


  Uncle Cal glanced back and said, “I doubts you kin git yo’ grandma to do dat.” Then motioning to Snowball, he added, “You knows dat Miz Prudence, she don’t want no cat in her school.”


  “I know, Uncle Cal. Don’t worry about it. Mr. Jason is going to take him to my grandmother’s house as soon as he leaves me at school,” Mandie explained.


  “That is if Uncle Cal will be good enough to take me by there on my way back to get the train home,” Mr. Bond said with a smile.


  “Oh, dat I will, dat I will,” Uncle Cal promised.


  When they arrived at the school, Uncle Cal drew the rig up to the front door. He and Mr. Bond unloaded Mandie’s luggage and placed it in the front hallway. There were already several other trunks and bags sitting there, and a few of the students were standing around the foyer. Mandie quickly looked about for her friend Celia Hamilton, but there was no sign of her. Then Mandie remembered Celia’s train probably wouldn’t arrive until later.


  “You be a nice young lady, Miss Amanda, and I’ll see you when you come back home,” Mr. Bond told her as he gave her a quick squeeze around her shoulders.


  Mandie clasped his big hand and promised, “I will, Mr. Jason.” She held out Snowball to him and said, “Thank you for bringing me and taking Snowball to my grandmother’s.” She smiled up at him. He was Uncle John’s caretaker, and he was the first one Mandie had met when she had come to her uncle John’s house to live after her father died.


  Mr. Bond took Snowball, and Uncle Cal motioned for him to get  in. When Mr. Bond joined him in the rig, Mandie stood on the huge veranda waving good-bye until they disappeared down the road. Then she turned and reentered the front hallway.


  Mandie looked around and didn’t see anyone she cared to talk to. “I’ll just sit here and wait for Celia to arrive or for Uncle Cal to come back and take my trunk upstairs,” she said to herself as she sat down in a big upholstered chair in an alcove. The long, floor-length windows gave a clear view of the front driveway, where Celia would arrive.


  Suddenly Mandie remembered something. She did not know which room would be assigned to her this year. How would she find out? She got up and walked around the huge hallway as she looked for Miss Prudence or Miss Hope, the schoolmistresses.


  She finally spotted Miss Hope stepping into the hallway from the office and going in the opposite direction. Mandie ran to catch up with her.


  “Miss Hope!” she called. “Miss Hope, could I ask you something?”


  Miss Hope stopped upon hearing her and turned around to wait for Mandie to catch up. “Did you have a nice vacation, dear?” she asked as Mandie stopped alongside her.


  “Oh yes, ma’am, I’ll tell you all about it when you have time, but right now would you please tell me what room I’ll be in this year and who my roommate will be? Please, please let it be Celia.”


  “Why, of course, you and Celia will room together this year in the same room you had last year. Did your grandmother not tell you?” Miss Hope asked with a big smile.


  Mandie grabbed the lady’s hand, squeezed it, and said, “Oh, thank you, thank you, Miss Hope. No, my grandmother hasn’t told me because I haven’t seen her since I came back home from visiting Uncle Ned and Sallie.”


  “Well, you know how it is,” Miss Hope said, still smiling. “My sister Prudence always likes to please our biggest benefactors and, of course, your grandmother is our most generous one. She stopped by last week, and we made arrangements then for you and Celia to continue on in the same room.”


  “I’m so thankful, Miss Hope. You see, my next-door neighbor, Polly Cornwallis, is coming to school here this year and she wanted  to share a room with me. But I didn’t want to do that because Celia is my best friend.”


  “Yes, I met Mrs. Cornwallis and Polly when they came to register. Now, dear, I have lots to do so I’ll see you later. Just tell Uncle Cal to take your things and Celia’s to your old room.” Miss Hope smiled as she turned and hurried on down the corridor.


  Mandie went back to the foyer to watch for her friend Celia. While she stood looking out the window, she heard Miss Prudence speak in an angry voice to Aunt Phoebe. She turned around to see what was going on.


  “You know we have all the parents coming in here today and that the place must be absolutely spotless. Now, be sure you keep it that way.” Miss Prudence was standing in the hallway facing Aunt Phoebe, who was carrying a mop and bucket.


  “Yessum, yessum, it stay dat way,” Aunt Phoebe said as Miss Prudence walked on down the hallway. The old Negro woman wiped up a spot on the shiny parquet floor with her mop.


  As soon as Miss Prudence disappeared, Mandie ran to greet Aunt Phoebe.


  “Aunt Phoebe, I’m so glad to see you again,” Mandie said, reaching to embrace the old woman.


  “I’se glad to be seein’ you, too, Missy, but right now I’se got work to do,” Aunt Phoebe said as she stepped away from Mandie. “You git on wid yo’ bidniss whilst I does mine now.”


  Mandie was surprised. She had never seen Aunt Phoebe so upset before. And Uncle Cal had been short-tempered, too. Evidently Miss Prudence was on what the students called “her warpath.”


  “I’m sorry, Aunt Phoebe. I’ll see you later when you get caught up,” Mandie said as she turned away.


  “You be’s sho’ you does dat,” Aunt Phoebe said with half a smile as she glanced up at Mandie from the floor she was cleaning.


  “I will,” Mandie promised as she walked back to the front of the hallway.


  Just as Mandie reached the window to look out again, she was shocked to see Uncle Cal pull up in the rig with Snowball in his arms and with no sign of Mr. Bond. She quickly met the old man on the front porch.


   “What happened?” Mandie asked. “Why did you bring Snowball back?”


  “I tuck Mistuh Bond to de depot and den tuck dis Snowball to yo’ grandma’s, but ain’t no sign of nobody at huh house, so I hads to bring him back heah. Miz Prudence, she gwine raise de roof when she see him,” the old man said as he handed the squirming white cat to Mandie.


  She took Snowball and held him tightly in her arms. “Oh, Uncle Cal, what am I going to do? I wonder where my grandmother is? I would think some of the servants would have been at the house,” Mandie complained.


  “Sorry, Missy, I dones de best I could. Now I got to git de luggage upstairs,” he said, going through the front door to survey the bags sitting around the hallway that would have to be carried to rooms upstairs.


  Mandie followed him and said, “But, Uncle Cal, you can’t handle all these by yourself up those stairs.”


  “I knows. But I got help,” the old man told her, and he pointed toward a young Negro man coming toward them. “Miss Prudence done borrowed Chuck heah fo’ de day from Mistuh Chadwick, whut runs de boys’ school.”


  Mandie stepped out of the way and watched as the two men carried trunks and other bags up the winding staircase. Then she remembered her own small bag that held all her jewelry and special little items. She wanted to carry that bag herself and save the men from having to take it up. Still holding Snowball tightly in her arms, she located the bag and picked it up.


  Afraid of what would happen if Miss Prudence saw Snowball, Mandie went to sit in an alcove, out of sight from the hallway. From there, she could still watch through the window for Celia. She held Snowball in her lap and put the bag on the floor by the chair. Mandie feared an unpleasant confrontation with Miss Prudence, and she kept trying to figure out how to solve her problem.


  CHAPTER THREE


  WHERE IS GRANDMOTHER TAFT?


   Uncle Cal and Chuck had taken most of the girls’ luggage to their rooms by the time Mandie finally saw Celia and her aunt Rebecca step down from a hired hack. Uncle Cal saw them at the same time and rushed outside to bring their luggage inside.


  Mandie knocked on the windowpane in an effort to get Celia’s attention, but without success. She was afraid to step out into the main front hallway because Miss Prudence might see Snowball. So when she heard the front screen door open, then shut, she stuck her head around the corner and hissed at Celia.


  “Celia!” Mandie said in a loud whisper, motioning to her friend to come into the alcove.


  Celia looked at Mandie in surprise and came toward her. “What’s the matter?” Celia asked in a loud voice.


  “Sh-h-h-h!” Mandie warned her, holding a finger at her own lips. “Come in here. Quick!”


  Celia looked back at her aunt and said, “I’ll be back, Aunt Rebecca, by the time you check into the office.”


  “All right, dear,” the lady said as she continued on down the hallway toward the office.


   Mandie reached for Celia’s hand and pulled her into the alcove. “I’m in trouble,” she said.


  “Oh, Mandie! Not already!” Celia said with a moan as she looked at Snowball in Mandie’s arms.


  “It’s Snowball,” Mandie explained. “You see, Mr. Jason and I brought him with us, and Mr. Jason went on back home. Uncle Cal went by my grandmother’s to leave Snowball, but there’s no one at her home. So I’m stuck.”


  “Well, you can’t stay in here all day,” Celia reminded her. “I’d say you just better explain things to Miss Prudence.”


  “No, Miss Prudence is on the warpath. She is being mean and unreasonable with Aunt Phoebe about keeping the place clean,” Mandie said. “And guess what? Polly Cornwallis is coming to school here. She won’t be in until tomorrow, but she wanted to share a room with me. I told her no. I asked Miss Hope when I got here, before Uncle Cal brought Snowball back, and she said that you and I were to have the same room we had last year. Isn’t that great?”


  “Oh, I’m so glad, Mandie. I’ve been worrying about where they would put me this year,” Celia said. “But, Mandie, I’m going to have to go. My aunt Rebecca will be here for a little while, until the next train goes back to Richmond.”


  “Your train must have been awfully late coming in, wasn’t it?” Mandie asked.


  “Terribly late, and I’m terribly hot and tired. I’d like to get out of these traveling clothes,” Celia said as she glanced down at the brown traveling suit she had on. She leaned back and took a look into the hallway. “I see Aunt Rebecca coming back now, and she’ll want to rest in our room until it’s time for her to leave.”


  Aunt Rebecca had spotted Celia and she came to the corner of the alcove. “Well, hello, Amanda dear,” the lady said. “I see you brought your cat to school with you.”


  Mandie quickly explained about the cat.


  “Well, it’s not your fault really,” Aunt Rebecca said. “If I were you, I’d ask Uncle Cal to check at your grandmother’s again. If there’s still no one at her house, I’d take the cat up to your room and keep him shut in there until your grandmother does come home.”


  “That’s a good idea, Aunt Rebecca,” Mandie said as Snowball  squirmed to get down. “Y’all go ahead up to our room, and I’ll come up as soon as I can.”


  While Celia and Aunt Rebecca went upstairs, Mandie stayed in the alcove watching for Uncle Cal. There was more luggage sitting in the hallway, but he had not been back in a while. Then she saw three boys from Mr. Chadwick’s School for Boys bring in several cartons.


  “Let’s bring those books into the office, please, boys,” Miss Prudence called to them from down the hallway.


  They followed her, and Mandie didn’t see them come back out, but she thought it was because she was trying to watch the front door, too. The school rig was not outside, so evidently Uncle Cal was out with it.


  In a little while, Mandie saw Uncle Cal pull up in front in the rig with April Snow and Etrulia Batson. The two girls stepped down and came inside. Mandie watched until the old Negro began bringing the luggage into the hallway, and then she slipped out of the alcove long enough to speak to him.


  “Uncle Cal, when you have time on one of your trips to the depot, would you please circle by my grandmother’s again and see if there’s anyone there yet?” Mandie asked. “I don’t know what to do with Snowball.”


  “Sorry, Missy, but I been gwine by dat house ev’ry trip ’cause it be almost on de way to de depot, but ain’t nobody home yet. I’ll keep checkin’,” the old man told her as he went back outside.


  “Thank you,” Mandie called after him as she stepped back into the alcove.


  Mandie knew it would soon be time for supper, and she would have to be present at the table. She was also feeling more and more uncomfortable in her traveling suit. She saw Uncle Cal return twice more, but he just shook his head at her as he unloaded luggage.


  “Snowball, we’re going to have to take a chance on getting you to our room,” she told the white cat. She glanced into the hallway. No one was in sight. Evidently the students have all gone to their rooms, she thought, and the schoolmistresses must be in their office. “Now’s the time,” she added in a whisper as she stepped into the hallway and headed toward the stairs.


  Mandie had already put her foot on the first step when she remembered her little bag sitting on the floor near the chair in the alcove. She  quickly turned back to get it, picked it up, and started back toward the steps. For some reason Snowball suddenly became brave and managed to jump out of her arms. Mandie put the bag down in the hallway and went after the cat.


  “Come back here, Snowball!” Mandie whispered angrily, trying to watch the hallway while she retrieved him from under the stairs. She had left his leash and collar on and was able to step on the end of the leash as he crawled away.


  Snowball hissed and fought with her.


  “I think I know what’s wrong,” Mandie said with a moan. “Come on. I’ll take you outside on the grass.”


  She picked him up, hurried out the front door, and set him down quickly in the yard, holding firmly to the end of the leash. Sure enough, Snowball had only been looking for a sandbox. He scratched up dirt in the grass and used the spot where he’d dug.


  “Now, we’re going to my room and no fuss about it,” Mandie told him as he allowed her to pick him up.


  Mandie slipped back into the front hallway and looked around. There was no one in sight. She picked up her little bag from the spot she had left it, and was about to rush up the steps when she felt something wet on her ankle. Glancing down, she was shocked to see brown fluid dripping from the bag. She was puzzled because she had no liquid in her bag.


  At that precise moment, Miss Prudence came into the hallway from the office. Mandie moved ahead to the first step and turned so Miss Prudence couldn’t see Snowball in her arms. Now the bag was dripping on the stairway. Mandie kept watching the drips and looking back at the schoolmistress. She didn’t think she could get all the way up the steps fast enough to get out of sight, so she just stood on the step.


  Miss Prudence immediately spotted the brown puddle on the parquet floor and yelled at Aunt Phoebe, who was carrying a bucket and mop as she came down the hallway. “I told you to keep this front hall spotless. Parents will be in and out all day. Now, get this cleaned up. At once!” she said sharply as she motioned toward the spot.


  Aunt Phoebe stared in surprise when she saw the mess and said, “Yessum.”


  The old Negro woman bent over to mop as Miss Prudence disappeared  back down the hallway. Evidently the schoolmistress had not noticed Mandie.


  “I knows I dun cleaned dis heah flo’. I knows I has. And lawsy mercy, if this don’t be some sticky kinda mess,” Aunt Phoebe said as she rubbed hard at the stuff.


  Mandie watched silently, not knowing what to do. Finally Aunt Phoebe looked up and saw her. She noticed the drip from Mandie’s bag, but Mandie didn’t say a word.


  “Whut you dun got in dat bag, Missy? It be ruinin’ de whole flo’,” Aunt Phoebe said to her.


  “I don’t know, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie said as she finally plopped down on the step.


  “Den you bettuh be findin’ out ’cause I ain’t gwine mop and mop and re-mop dis heah flo’ all day,” Aunt Phoebe said sternly, straightening up to look at Mandie.


  Mandie was paralyzed with fear. Things were all so strange and she couldn’t reply.


  “Look in dat bag, Missy, right now, you heah?” Aunt Phoebe demanded as she started toward Mandie.


  Mandie tried to open the bag, but the hook was stuck. In the rush, Snowball managed to get away again. She let him go because she was so disgusted with everything and so tired that she just didn’t care what would happen if Miss Prudence saw Snowball.


  Aunt Phoebe snatched the bag away from Mandie and managed to jerk open the hook. Mandie snatched the bag back and dumped it onto the steps. Aunt Phoebe stood there, angrily fussing as Mandie’s jewelry spilled out and a jar of what looked like molasses tumbled out, too. The lid was missing, and Aunt Phoebe caught it before the jar emptied itself on the stairs.


  “I didn’t bring any molasses in this bag! I didn’t! I didn’t!” Mandie cried as she surveyed the mess.


  “Well, it sho’ got in dere somehow. Now git all dat junk outta my way so’s I kin clean up de mess ’fo’ dat Miz Prudence see it,” Aunt Phoebe demanded.


  Tears streamed down Mandie’s cheeks. She pulled up her skirt and picked up the jewelry and trinkets piece by piece and dropped them in her lap. Everything was sticky, and her skirt became a mess. When  she had dropped it all on her skirt, she pulled up the hem and turned to race upstairs without another word.


  Running blindly into the bathroom, Mandie dumped the whole mess into the big bathtub and turned on the water. She sat down on the floor and cried. Who has done this to me? she thought. And why? Why?


  She had not seen anyone go near the bag, but she remembered leaving it unattended on the floor several times. Anyone could have seen it and dropped the jar of molasses inside. But why? she wondered.


  There was a soft knock, which Mandie ignored. The door was pushed slowly open, and Mandie looked up to see Celia standing there. Celia rushed to her side and stooped down.


  “Mandie, what’s wrong?” she asked, anxiously grabbing Mandie’s hand in hers and then realizing it was all sticky. “What is this stuff?” Celia asked. Then she saw the jewelry in the water in the bathtub. “Mandie, everything’s going to ruin.” Celia started picking the pieces out of the water, washing them as she did, and laying them in the lavatory.


  After a moment, Mandie reached for a piece of toilet paper and wiped her eyes. Standing up, she unbuttoned her skirt and dropped the sticky mess to the floor. Between sobs she told Celia, “Somebody put an open jar of molasses in my bag.”


  Celia was shocked. Mandie tried to explain.


  “And what did you do with Snowball?” Celia asked.


  “Oh no, he got away and I forgot about him,” Mandie cried, tears flowing again.


  “I hung up your clothes for you when Uncle Cal brought up your trunk,” Celia said. “Take off the rest of that sticky mess and I’ll go get you something clean to put on,” Celia told her. “Aunt Rebecca just left to catch the train, so I’ll go with you to look for Snowball. Now hurry.” She left the bathroom and closed the door behind her.


  Mandie shed the rest of the sticky garments and washed up. When she looked in the mirror, she saw how red her eyes looked and she tried to stop crying. Celia brought her a pink voile dress and clean underwear. While Mandie dressed, Celia took the jewelry and trinkets out of the lavatory and dried them. Mandie looked at her locket on the chain around her neck, glad it had not been soiled.


  “I suppose I ruined my traveling suit,” Mandie said as she gingerly picked up a corner of her skirt from the floor.


   “You need to ask Uncle Cal to take it to the pressing club. They can get it clean,” Celia assured her. “I spilled something on my clothes once, and the pressing club near my house made them look like new.”


  Mandie rolled the clothes up into a bundle and carried them into their room. Celia brought the jewelry that she had gathered into a big towel.


  “I suppose I’d better look for Snowball,” Mandie said with a loud moan. “And I suppose it’s about time for supper, isn’t it?” She squinted at the clock Celia had placed on the table. She had a headache, and her eyes hurt so much she could hardly see.


  “In about thirty minutes,” Celia said. “Come on. We’ve got time to find Snowball before the supper bell rings.” She led the way out into the hallway.


  They went down the curving staircase and saw several other students coming and going, but Mandie avoided looking at them because she knew her face was a sight.


  “He got away from me at the bottom of the staircase when Aunt Phoebe caught up with me and that bag,” Mandie explained.


  The two girls hurried through every hallway and looked into each empty classroom. As they passed the office door, Mandie noticed that both Miss Prudence and Miss Hope were inside working at their desks. The schoolmistresses didn’t notice the girls as they went by.


  Finally Mandie said, “The only place left to look is in the kitchen, and I hate to go in there because Aunt Phoebe is angry with me.” She stopped and stared at the closed door.


  Celia laughed and started toward the door as she said, “Well, you know Snowball. If there is one bite of food around, he’ll find it.” She pushed the door open, and Mandie followed her into the kitchen.


  Aunt Phoebe and Millie were so busy with pots and pans on the big iron cookstove that they didn’t notice the girls.


  Uncle Cal saw them as he came in through the back door with an armload of wood for the stove. He looked at Mandie and said, “Missy, I done been back to yo’ grandma’s agin and der still ain’t nobody home.”


  As Uncle Cal placed the wood in a box nearby, Aunt Phoebe and Millie turned quickly to see whom he was talking to.


  “Now whut you two young ladies be doin’ in dis heah kitchen? You knows dat ain’t ’lowed,” Aunt Phoebe said.


   “I’m sorry, Aunt Phoebe, but I’m looking for Snowball. He got away from me because of that mess,” Mandie said in an uncertain tone. She was afraid the old woman would yell at her again.


  “Dat cat musta bin in de kitchen ’cause dere’s fried chicken missing from top of de stove,” Aunt Phoebe said. “And de last I seed of him he wuz hightailin’ it t’ward de office room whut Miz Hope stay in to work.” She turned to stir the contents of a big pot. “Now y’all git yoselfs outta heah ’fo’ somebody find you heah. Soon be time to eat.”


  “Thank you, Aunt Phoebe, but if y’all happen to see him will you please catch him and hold him for me?” Mandie asked.


  “We’ll try,” Aunt Phoebe said. She started fanning her hands toward the door. “Shoo now! Git outta heah!”


  Mandie and Celia left the kitchen quickly and glanced around the hallway outside the door to make sure there was no one in sight. They walked on down the corridor, and when they passed the office door, Mandie noticed that the two schoolmistresses were no longer inside.


  “Snowball, are you in there?” Mandie whispered as she stuck her head inside the office. She slipped inside to look around. Celia followed. There were lots of papers lying on the desks, and the wire wastebasket seemed to be full of crumpled paper. Mandie was about to leave when the wastebasket suddenly moved. She stepped closer and saw Snowball uncurling and stretching, evidently waking from a nap. Mandie reached down and snatched him up.


  “Oh, you crazy cat—of all places to hide,” Mandie scolded him as she held tight to the red leash.


  “Well, at least we found him,” Celia said. “I’ll run and stick my head in the kitchen door to let Aunt Phoebe know we found him. Be right back.” She raced down the corridor.


  Mandie turned to leave the room but, at that moment, Miss Prudence suddenly appeared in the doorway. She was shocked to see Mandie in her office.


  “Well, just what are you doing here?” Miss Prudence asked as she stepped up in front of Mandie. And before Mandie could answer, the headmistress saw the white cat. “And what are you doing with that animal in my school? You know that is not allowed. Speak up, young lady.”


  “I’m sorry, Miss Prudence,” Mandie began in a trembly voice. “I brought Snowball with me from home and was going to leave him  with my grandmother, but nobody is at her house, and the cat got away from me when I found the molasses and—”


  Miss Prudence interrupted, “I’m not asking for your life history, young lady. You will have to do something with that cat immediately. I won’t have him in my school. Now, what were you up to in my office here?”


  “I was just looking for Snowball,” Mandie said, “and I found him asleep in there.” She pointed nervously to the wastebasket.


  Miss Prudence scrutinized Mandie’s face. “Did you look at any of the papers on my desk?” she asked.


  “Oh no, Miss Prudence, I wouldn’t do that. No, ma’am,” Mandie assured her.


  “All the students in this school have been informed and know perfectly well that the offices are strictly off limits unless you are invited in,” Miss Prudence reminded her. “You will report to me here right after the evening meal. And you should have a solution to the presence of that cat by then.”


  Mandie backed out the door as she said, “Yes, ma’am.” She bumped into Celia in the hallway. Taking Celia’s hand, she rushed down the corridor toward the front staircase.


  Finally stopping for a breath at the steps, Mandie explained what had happened. “At least she didn’t catch you in the office,” Mandie said.


  “But I was in there, same as you. Maybe I ought to tell her I was,” Celia said, frowning.


  “No, no, no,” Mandie objected. “What good would it do? You’d only be in trouble, too. No, just don’t tell anyone you were in there.”


  “Well, if you say so. But I feel guilty knowing I should have been reprimanded same as you,” Celia said as they continued up the staircase.


  When the two girls entered their room, Mandie suddenly realized the cat would have to have a sandbox to stay there.


  “I have to get a sandbox for Snowball, Celia,” Mandie said. “I’ll be right back. I’ll ask Uncle Cal to get some sand for me so at least I won’t be caught doing that.”


  Mandie rushed out the door and down the back stairway, which came out near the back door. She stopped and listened to find out who was in the kitchen. She could hear Uncle Cal chopping wood in the  backyard. She wouldn’t have to go through the kitchen if she hurried. Pushing back the latch on the door, she ran outside into the yard.


  Uncle Cal stopped working as she rushed up to speak to him.


  “Uncle Cal, I found Snowball but I need a sandbox for him in my room until I can do something with him,” Mandie told him. “Would you please help me?”


  “You jes’ leave it to me, Missy. I’ll bring a box shortly,” the old man told her. “Now, Missy, go back inside ’fo’ you gits late for suppuh.” He set down his ax and walked toward the shed in the backyard.


  Mandie called, “Thank you,” rushed back into the house, and up to her room. Snowball was curled up asleep on the bed. Celia was relaxing in a big chair.


  “Uncle Cal is bringing a sandbox, thank goodness,” Mandie said as she plopped into a nearby chair. “Oh, what a terrible day!” She sighed loudly.


  “Do you not have any idea who might have put that jar of molasses in your bag?” Celia asked.


  “No, and I can’t imagine how they had an opportunity to do it,” Mandie said. “There were other people around, and it looks to me like they should have been afraid someone would see them. Besides, I didn’t leave the bag alone very long at a time.”


  “What are you going to do with Snowball? Miss Prudence said you have to make plans for him by the time you talk to her after supper,” Celia said.


  “There’s nothing I can do with him until my grandmother comes home. I just don’t understand why there’s absolutely no one at her house,” Mandie pondered, “and she didn’t tell me she wouldn’t be home when I got here.”


  “Maybe she needed a vacation after that long journey with us,” Celia said with a laugh. “We certainly weren’t very well behaved a lot of the time.”


  “Oh, my grandmother is used to that. She knows me well enough,” Mandie replied. She got up to walk around the room. “You know, Hilda was supposed to come back to my grandmother’s house when we returned from Europe. Grandmother left her with friends until she could come back.”


  “Well, I suppose if Uncle Cal will continue checking there when he’s out with the rig he’ll eventually find out something,” Celia said.


   Mandie suddenly remembered the other reason she wanted to see her grandmother. She stopped walking and looked at her friend. “Celia, I need to see her as soon as possible. I’m going to ask her to buy this school so we won’t have to go somewhere else or get some disagreeable new owners,” she said.


  “Your grandmother? Buy this school?” Celia asked in surprise.


  “My mother and Uncle John both think she might agree to do it,” Mandie said. “They said she owns so many other things that one more wouldn’t matter to her. She has all these business people working for her to take care of everything.”


  “I just can’t imagine your grandmother buying this school,” Celia said.


  “If she doesn’t, there’s no telling what might happen to it,” Mandie said with a deep sigh. “And we need to think up another plan if she won’t buy it.”


  “My mother and I talked about the news that the Heathwoods want to sell it,” Celia said. “She thinks they’re probably running out of money, that they aren’t charging enough to cover their expenses or something.”


  There was a knock on the door and Mandie opened it to find Uncle Cal standing there with a box of sand.


  “Where we gwine put dis now?” he asked Mandie.


  “Oh, over there in the corner will be fine, Uncle Cal,” Mandie told him as she motioned to a corner in the room. “And I appreciate this so much.”


  The supper bell in the backyard began ringing, and the girls left the old man to find a place for the box while they rushed downstairs to get in line for supper. Mandie knew she wouldn’t be able to eat much with the interview with Miss Prudence hanging over her head.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  MORE TROUBLE


   Mandie and Celia were on the schedule for the first seating at meals. The dining room couldn’t accommodate the entire student body at once, so Miss Prudence presided over the table at the first seating and watched each girl. Her sister, Miss Hope, was in charge of the second seating.


  To Mandie’s relief, she and Celia were to sit next to each other as they had the previous school year. But April Snow was also in her former place—directly across from Mandie. Mandie tried to smile at the girl who was always causing trouble, but April pushed back her long black hair and stared at Mandie with her deep, black eyes.


  The girls stood behind their chairs and waited for Miss Prudence to return thanks. The lady picked up a little silver bell by her plate at the head of the table and shook it. “Order, girls,” she commanded.


  The head schoolmistress watched to see that every head was bowed and then spoke, “We thank Thee, dear God, for this food of which we are about to partake, and ask Thy blessings on it and on all who are present. Amen.” As the girls raised their heads she continued, “Please be seated, and be as ladylike as you can make it.”


  Miss Prudence quickly sat down, then watched as the students took their seats. Mandie noticed that most of the girls were able to scoot into their chairs without making hardly any noise. The girls at this table  had almost all been at the school the previous year, and Mandie knew they realized how strict Miss Prudence could be.


  Millie, the maid, had already placed the food on the table, and now she moved around the room filling glasses with water and bringing more hot biscuits from the sideboard. She stopped at Mandie’s side, smiled, and whispered, “I’se glad you is back, Missy.” Millie watched Miss Prudence carefully to see if she saw her talking. “I feed de white cat in yo’ room.”


  “I’m glad to be back, Millie,” Mandie said under her breath as the maid moved quickly on. “Thanks.”


  Evidently Uncle Cal had told Millie that Snowball was in Mandie’s room. Mandie felt a strong wave of love surge through her heart for the Negro servants at the school. She loved them all and they always looked out for her.


  Then she caught her breath as she remembered she would have to meet with Miss Prudence after the meal, and she still didn’t know what she would do with Snowball.


  No conversation was allowed at the table, but Mandie saw Celia glance at her as she pushed the food around on her plate. Mandie couldn’t eat much while worrying about what the schoolmistress would do. She hoped for a chance to ask Uncle Cal if he had checked on her grandmother again. Maybe he might know something by now, she thought. But as Mandie watched Miss Prudence rise and dismiss the girls from the table, she motioned for Mandie to follow her to the office.


  Conversation could begin again as soon as the girls walked into the hallway, and Mandie said to Celia, “Well, I have to go now. Will you wait for me on the front porch? Please.”


  “Of course, Mandie, I’ll be there,” Celia said. She continued down the corridor leading to the front door and Mandie headed for the office.


  Miss Prudence was already sitting behind her desk as Mandie entered the room. “Come on in now, Amanda,” the lady told her. “Sit there.” She motioned to a straight chair, and as Mandie silently sat, Miss Prudence continued speaking, “Now, what have you done with that white cat?”


  “He’s in my room, Miss Prudence. You see, my grandmother is still not at home, and I don’t have anywhere to put him until she gets  back from wherever she’s gone,” Mandie explained. She practically held her breath, anticipating a reprimand.


  “You know that is not allowed, Amanda,” Miss Prudence said quickly with a deep frown. “Just where is your grandmother? She came by here last week and didn’t say anything about leaving town.”


  “I’m sorry, Miss Prudence, but I don’t know. Uncle Cal said even the servants were gone when he checked at her home for me,” Mandie said as she, too, frowned. “As soon as she gets back home, I know she’ll take Snowball for me.”


  “And just suppose she has gone on an extended journey and won’t return for several days, or even several weeks. What do you plan on doing with that cat?” Miss Prudence asked her.


  “I could write a letter to my mother and ask her to send someone to get him, but that would take a while to do,” Mandie suggested. “But really, Miss Prudence, Snowball is a good cat. He’s not bothering anyone as long as he stays in my room.”


  Miss Prudence tapped on her desk with a pencil as she replied, “It isn’t a case of whether the cat is a good cat or not. It’s a case of rules being broken, Amanda.” The lady suddenly raised her eyes and spoke to someone behind Mandie outside in the hallway. “Yes, what is it? I’m busy right now,” she said sharply.


  Before the other person replied, Mandie knew it had to be Aunt Phoebe, because Miss Prudence seemed to be continually fussing with the black woman.


  “Excuse me, Miz Prudence,” Aunt Phoebe said as Mandie glanced around to look at the servant. “I jes’ wanted to say I done tuck dat white cat out to my house in de backyard and me and Cal, we gwine keep him for Missy ’Manda till huh grandma come home.”


  Mandie jumped up and ran to squeeze Aunt Phoebe’s hand as she said, “Oh, thank you, Aunt Phoebe. Thank you.”


  “Amanda!” Miss Prudence said loudly. “You are not dismissed and you will sit back down until I am finished with you.”


  Mandie quickly went back to her chair and, as she glanced back to Aunt Phoebe, noticed that the old woman had already vanished down the hallway.


  “Now that we have that temporarily solved, I need to get to this other problem. I understand from Aunt Phoebe that you had molasses in a bag and let it drip out all over the front hallway,” Miss Prudence  said, frowning at Mandie. “And I want you to know that we will not put up with such things. Do you understand?”


  “But, Miss Prudence, I didn’t even know the molasses was in my bag,” Mandie protested. “It wasn’t in the bag when I got here from home today. Somebody put it in there.”


  “Amanda!” Miss Prudence again tapped her desk with the pencil. “You do not accuse someone else for your misdemeanors. You are off to a bad start this year, and if anything else happens, please remember that we will take stringent measures. Now you may go.” Standing up, she dropped the pencil onto her desk.


  Mandie quickly rose and said, “I understand, Miss Prudence. Thank you.”


  She hurried out into the hallway and rushed toward the front porch to find Celia. Miss Prudence never cared to hear the other side of an argument. Mandie knew that from past experience. Fortunately, she had not been punished for something that was not her fault. Somebody had put that jar of molasses in her bag to cause her trouble, and now it was up to her to find out who.


  When she pushed open the front screen door, Celia was talking to Etrulia Batson at the corner of the porch. Celia saw Mandie and quickly came to join her.


  “Let’s walk,” Mandie said to her friend as she went down the front steps. Celia followed.


  When they were out of hearing of the other girls on the porch, Celia whispered, “What happened?”


  “You know Miss Prudence,” Mandie said with a big sigh as they sat on a bench under a huge magnolia tree. “She wouldn’t listen to me when I told her I hadn’t put the molasses in my bag and messed everything up.”


  “Is she going to punish you?” Celia asked.


  “I don’t think so. She didn’t say she would, but she reminded me that if anything else happens she will,” Mandie explained. Then she remembered Snowball. “Oh, guess what! Aunt Phoebe took Snowball out to her house to stay until Grandmother comes home.”


  “She did? But I thought you said Aunt Phoebe seemed to be angry with you when your bag leaked on her clean floor,” Celia said, pushing back her long auburn hair.


  “Oh, she definitely was, but she just gave me a warning about  anything else happening,” Mandie said as she stood up. “Let’s walk. I can’t sit still.”


  Mandie looked down the hill on which the schoolhouse stood and glanced at the mountains in the distance. “Asheville, North Carolina, is a hilly town, isn’t it?” she said as she and Celia strolled on.


  “It sure is,” Celia agreed. “But don’t forget, we have terribly big mountains in Virginia where I live.”


  “I know, but so do we back home in Franklin,” Mandie replied. She stopped to pluck a leaf from a shrub. “I wish my grandmother would come on back home. I want to ask her about buying this school. I’m afraid someone else will come to look at it, see the beautiful mountains, and decide to buy it.”


  “I’m not so sure the school will be sold that easily,” Celia remarked. “Have you thought about the promise they made a long time ago that the school was going to get electric lights and a furnace? That has never happened. I imagine a buyer would want those things included.”


  Mandie turned to look at her friend. “You’re right,” she said. “I had forgotten all about that. I wonder why they haven’t had those installed.”


  “Probably because of the cost,” Celia said. “I’m sure it would take a lot of money.”


  “Yes, and I suppose Miss Prudence and Miss Hope would not want to put money into the school for remodeling if they aren’t sure they can get all the money out of it when they sell it,” Mandie said as she sauntered about the bed of roses in the yard.


  “I wonder when we’ll be having the boys from Mr. Chadwick’s school over?” Celia said, glancing at Mandie.


  “Soon, I hope,” Mandie said. “I want to talk to Tommy Patton about our school being for sale.”


  “And Robert Rogers, too,” Celia added. “But what will they be able to do?”


  “Well, I don’t want Miss Prudence to sell the school to some stranger while we’re students here,” Mandie said as they continued strolling about. “And I thought we might be able to prevent that somehow until I can talk to my grandmother about buying it.”


  Celia laughed and said, “But, Mandie, I don’t see how we can prevent Miss Prudence from selling the school to whomever she wants.”


   Mandie grinned and said, “Oh, Celia, there are ways to cause prospective buyers to lose interest in it.”


  Celia gasped and said, “Mandie, you are not going to do something to get into trouble, are you? Remember, Miss Prudence warned you about that.”


  “I have some ideas, but I want to talk to Tommy and Robert about this first,” Mandie said with a grin. “I may need the boys’ help.”


  “What are you planning on doing?” Celia asked as she stopped and faced Mandie.


  “I don’t know for sure yet,” Mandie said. “But there must be things we can do to stop the sale.”


  “We?” Celia said quickly. “Don’t count on getting me into trouble with you.”


  “That’s all right. I’m sure the boys will help me,” Mandie said with a shrug. She started back up the hill to the schoolhouse.


  Celia hurried alongside her. “Mandie, please don’t do anything to get into trouble,” she begged.


  Mandie stopped and stamped her foot. “Oh, Celia, I’m not going to get into trouble,” she said. “And you don’t have to get involved. But one thing I am going to do is find out who put that jar of molasses in my bag.”


  That caught Celia’s attention. “I hope you can,” Celia said. “It just wasn’t fair at all for somebody to do that to you. But how are you going to find out who did it?”


  “It had to be somebody who came into the hallway while my bag was sitting in the alcove,” Mandie said. “The problem is, there were a lot of people coming in and out—parents, the girls, the boys with boxes of books from Mr. Chadwick’s school. I just have to remember who all that included.”


  “That’s going to be a job,” Celia remarked.


  “I thought maybe if I sat down and made a list of people I recall seeing, that would help me remember everybody,” Mandie said. “In fact, I think I’ll go to our room and get some paper and a pencil and start right now.”


  “I think I’ll stay down here awhile,” Celia told her as the two girls reached the front porch. Several of the other students were sitting or standing about talking.


  “All right,” Mandie said, reaching to open the front screen door.  She turned back to Celia and said, “If you’re going to be down here awhile, would you do me a favor? If you see Uncle Cal, would you please ask him if he has checked on my grandmother again to see if anyone is home yet?”


  “Sure. If I see Uncle Cal, I’ll come up and let you know if he has any news,” Celia promised as she walked toward the corner of the porch.


  Mandie hurried up to their room and pushed the door open. Her mind was trying to remember who had been in the front hallway when she had left the bag in the alcove.


  She was thinking so hard that she didn’t notice anything out of order until her shoes crunched on something on the floor. She looked down and gasped in horror at seeing the sand from Snowball’s sandbox scattered all over the rug. The box was upside down in the corner where Uncle Cal had left it.


  “Oh no!” she cried to herself. “Who did this? Who?”


  Mandie stood there in shock for a few moments, and then realized she’d have to clean up the mess. But how? She puzzled over the problem. She couldn’t ask Aunt Phoebe to clean up after her again, not after that mess with the molasses. Where in the world could she find a broom? The only brooms and mops and pails she had ever seen were kept in a small room next to the kitchen.


  “How can I find something to clean this up?” she asked herself as she stepped back out of the sandy mess. “If Miss Prudence sees this, I’ll be in real trouble.”


  Mandie looked about the room to see if anything else had been disturbed. Everything seemed to be in place. Her eyes stopped on her hairbrush lying on the bureau across the room.


  “The hairbrush!” she exclaimed as she lifted her long skirts and reached for it. “Now all I need is something to brush it onto.” She looked around the room again. “The pin tray,” she said as she picked up a shallow silver tray and emptied the pins, needles, and thread onto the bureau.


  Mandie quickly turned the sandbox upright and pulled up her long skirts as she knelt to begin the cleanup. It was a slow process with such small equipment. She became frustrated and sat back on her heels. “Just wait,” she exclaimed angrily to herself. “I’ll get whoever did this!”


  At that moment there was a light tap on the door, and Mandie  quickly looked up to see Aunt Phoebe coming in. Mandie tried to get up, but she slipped on the sand and sat hard on the floor.


  “Lawsy mercy, Missy, whut you done now?” Aunt Phoebe asked as she surveyed the mess of sand everywhere.


  Mandie managed to get up and said, “Oh, Aunt Phoebe, somebody dumped out Snowball’s sandbox while I was downstairs. I just came back and found it.”


  Aunt Phoebe put her hands on her hips and said, “Missy, you don’t hafta tell me a story. I’ll git de broom and shovel and clean it up fo’ you. I was jes’ comin’ to git dat sandbox to take it ovuh to my house fo’ dat white cat.”


  “Aunt Phoebe!” Mandie said sternly. “I did not make this mess! I was trying to clean it up before Miss Prudence found out about it.”


  “No nevuh mind, Missy. I git de broom. Be right back,” the old woman said as she quickly left the room.


  Mandie angrily threw the silver hairbrush across the room. It missed the floor-length mirror standing in the corner by only a fraction of an inch. “I get blamed for everything! Nobody believes me!” she cried as she dropped into a big chair.


  At that moment Celia came into the room and stopped in surprise when she stepped into the sand.


  “What’s happened now?” Celia asked as she looked at Mandie.


  Mandie jumped up and walked around the room. “Somebody dumped out Snowball’s sandbox,” she said angrily. “And when I find out who did it, they’re going to wish they hadn’t done it!”


  “My goodness!” Celia exclaimed, shaking off the hems of her long skirts. “Why would anyone do such a thing?” She looked at Mandie and asked, “It didn’t just turn over, did it?”


  Mandie stopped walking around and stamped her foot. “Celia! I told you—somebody dumped it out,” she said sternly.


  Before Celia could reply, Aunt Phoebe came in carrying her broom and shovel. Without a word she began sweeping up the sand and putting it back into the sandbox.


  “Aunt Phoebe, I appreciate your doing this for me,” Mandie said to the old woman.


  Without glancing up, Aunt Phoebe told her, “Jes’ don’t go round makin’ no mo’ messes, else you gwine end up in trouble wid Miz Prudence.”


   Mandie sighed and gave up. There was no use trying to convince Aunt Phoebe that she had not made the mess. Celia stood by silently watching, and no one spoke until the old woman had finished and was picking up the sandbox to take with her. Then Mandie said, “I really thank you, Aunt Phoebe, and l really appreciate your keeping Snowball for me.”


  Aunt Phoebe set the sandbox out in the hallway, came back, and picked up her broom and shovel. “ ’Night now,” she muttered as she left the room.


  “Good night,” Mandie and Celia both called after her.


  “I just don’t know what else can happen,” Mandie said as she flopped down on the window seat and stared out into the twilight.


  Celia joined her. “I’m sorry, Mandie, if I sounded as though I doubted you when you explained what happened,” she said. “It was such a shock to see sand all over our rug.”


  “That’s all right, Celia,” Mandie said, still looking outside. “I’m beginning to think somebody doesn’t like me, and I don’t think I like them very much.”


  “I came up to tell you I saw Uncle Cal right after you left, and he went back by your grandmother’s. But there’s still no one at home,” Celia explained.


  Mandie turned around to face her friend. “I just can’t figure out where my grandmother is,” she said. “I’ve never known her to go off and not leave any servants at the house.”


  “Uncle Cal said he’d check by there again when he goes to the depot in the morning to pick up some more students who are coming in,” Celia said. “And we have to start classes tomorrow. Miss Prudence made an announcement after you came upstairs that our schedules will be handed to us at breakfast.”


  “I hope we’ll be in the same classes this year,” Mandie said. “And I’m glad we got this room again. It’s so far from the other girls’ rooms that we have a little privacy, but it also gives someone a chance to do things like dumping out the sandbox.”


  “You’re right, but this room is near the back stairs, where you can slip out and meet Uncle Ned when he comes to visit, remember?” Celia reminded her.


  “I wish I could talk to Uncle Ned about all this trouble that has  been happening,” Mandie said. “But he probably won’t come to visit me for a couple of weeks.”


  “Well, I think I’ll get ready for bed and then read awhile,” Celia said as she rose and walked toward the chifferobe.


  “I might as well, too,” Mandie said. She stood up and yawned. “I guess I’m tired.” She followed Celia to the chifferobe to hang up her clothes. She stopped suddenly as she remembered something. “Oh, Celia, Polly Cornwallis will be here tomorrow. I wonder which room they’ll put her in.”


  “Probably down on the second floor in one of those huge rooms with all those girls,” Celia said as she took down her nightclothes from a hanger. “Do you think she might stir up some trouble here like she does at home?”


  “I doubt it,” Mandie said as she stepped out of her skirt. “Anyway, I can’t blame her for these things that have been happening to me because she’s not here yet.”


  “No,” Celia agreed as she slipped out of her dress and into her nightgown.


  “But I’ll find out who is responsible, just you wait and see,” Mandie promised.


  She thought it might take a while to uncover the culprits, but she was determined to expose the troublemakers. She just hoped they didn’t do anything else to her before she solved the mystery.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  A TERRIBLE POSSIBILITY


   After Mandie and Celia had dressed for bed, Celia curled up on her pillows with a book to read. Mandie decided she must make herself a list of people she had seen in the front hallway. Taking her notebook and a pencil, she sat down in one of the big chairs in their room.


  “The boys bringing in the books from Mr. Chadwick’s school,” she began, thinking out loud. “Aunt Phoebe, Miss Prudence, Miss Hope, Aunt Rebecca, Celia, Uncle Cal, and Chuck from Mr. Chadwick’s School, Mr. Jason Bond, Etrulia Batson, April Snow—April Snow! She is always causing trouble. Maybe she is guilty again.” Looking up at Celia, Mandie said, “April Snow! Maybe she put the molasses in my bag and turned over Snowball’s sandbox. What do you think?”


  Celia looked up from her book and said, “Well, I know she has caused a lot of trouble before but, Mandie, when would she have had a chance to do all this?”


  “I don’t know, but then when did anyone have a chance to do it?” Mandie replied thoughtfully. “Someone got a chance somehow.”


  “Yes, and I suppose April had as good a chance as anyone else did,” Celia said.


  “I know,” Mandie said with a loud sigh. “I think the best thing I can do is just watch everyone from now on and keep notes about whom I see where.”


   “That will be some job,” Celia told her.


  “Most of the time, when we go from class to class, we have our notebooks with us, so I can just keep a sheet of paper inside and write down names as I see people. When I don’t have my notebook with me, I’ll put a piece of paper in my pocket,” Mandie decided as she stood up and stretched.


  At that moment, the huge iron bell in the backyard began ringing. Both girls jumped at the sudden sound, then laughed.


  “We are back at school, and the bell tells us it’s ten o’clock and time for all lights to be put out,” Mandie said. She blew out the kerosene lamp by the chair where she had been sitting and then made a dive for the bed.


  “Here goes this one,” Celia said as she extinguished the lamp by the bed.


  It was a clear, moonlit night, and therefore not very dark outside. Mandie looked around the room as she and Celia caught up on what they had been doing since they parted after their journey to Europe with Mandie’s grandmother.


  “I wonder when Joe will come to Asheville,” Mandie said. “I hope it’s soon.”


  “Don’t forget,” Celia reminded her. “Polly Cornwallis will be here at this school ready to pounce on him when he arrives.”


  “I’m not worried about her. Joe and Dr. Woodard will probably stay at my grandmother’s house anyway, and you and I can go over there on weekends—if my grandmother ever gets back home again,” Mandie said.


  “Mandie, I know your grandmother will return home when she gets good and ready. You know her. She goes and comes when she wants to. That’s the good thing about living alone,” Celia said.


  “Oh, don’t forget, she doesn’t live alone anymore. She has Hilda to take care of, remember?” Mandie said as she half sat up, resting back on her elbows.


  Celia sat up and said, “Of course she has Hilda, but you know she has people she can leave Hilda with when she wants to go off, like when she took us to Europe. Maybe she’s gone to get Hilda from those friends who kept her while we were gone.”


  “But all the servants are gone, too,” Mandie said. “She wouldn’t  take all the servants with her to do that.” She lay back down on the bed and rumpled up her pillow.


  Celia yawned as she curled up on her side of the bed. “ ’Night. Remember, we have to get up early because we are on the first sitting for breakfast, and that means seven-thirty sharp down in the dining room.”


  “Right,” Mandie mumbled. “ ’Night.”


  Both girls were tired, and quickly drifted off to sleep. But when the bell in the backyard rang for the students to get up the next morning, Mandie felt as though she had just gone to bed.


  Mandie yawned as she took down a dress from the chifferobe. “I think I’ll go to bed early tonight,” she mumbled.


  “Me too,” Celia agreed as she started dressing.


  When they were finished and ready to go to the dining room, Mandie remembered her plan and turned back. “I have to get a piece of paper and a pencil to put in my pocket. We won’t have our notebooks until we come back after breakfast to go to class,” she said. She quickly pulled a sheet out of her notebook on the table, folded it, and tucked it and a pencil into her deep pocket on the full skirt of her dress.


  Celia waited in the doorway. “Hurry, Mandie. We don’t want to be late on our first morning of school,” she urged her.


  “I’m ready,” Mandie said. The two girls rushed down the long corridor, and then descended the two flights of steps to the first floor.


  Mandie drew in a deep breath at the foot of the stairs and said, “Whew! It’s a long ways down from the third floor!”


  “It’s worth it, though. I’m glad we’re not in one of those big rooms with so many girls,” Celia replied.


  They turned the corner in the downstairs hallway and joined the line of girls waiting to enter the dining room. Most of the students were talking in soft tones. This was permissible while they were in line, but once they went through the doorway, all talking was forbidden.


  Mandie quickly took the paper from her pocket and folded it smaller so no one could see what she had. Glancing out of the corner of her eye, she jotted down the names of all the girls she could see. She knew their names because these students had all been here the year before, and some even longer. The new students would be put into the second sitting.


  “I just remembered something,” Mandie said to Celia. “Polly will  be new here, so she will have to join the second group for meals. She won’t be eating with us.”


  “You’re right,” Celia agreed. “But I don’t think Polly has arrived yet. It’s too early in the morning.”


  “No, she’ll come on the same train in the afternoon that I took yesterday. The one in the morning is too early,” Mandie said as she continued writing down names.


  Suddenly the French doors were thrown open, and the girls began moving into the dining room, where they stopped to stand behind their assigned chairs. Mandie pushed the paper and pencil back into her pocket and glanced around the room to be sure she had listed everyone present.


  After Miss Prudence returned thanks for the food and everyone was seated, she picked up the little silver bell by her plate and shook it, even though the room was already quiet.


  “Young ladies,” the schoolmistress began. “As I call your names, please come forward and get your schedule.” She picked up a stack of papers from beside her plate and began.


  Knowing they were not allowed to talk in the dining room, Mandie and Celia quickly exchanged schedules when they returned to their seats. Mandie smiled when she saw that the two of them would be together in their classes. Celia smiled back.


  When she had finished, Miss Prudence beckoned to Millie at the sideboard to bring the biscuits and coffee. The food was already in covered dishes on the table, and Miss Prudence began passing the bowls and platters.


  Because talking was not allowed at the table, the girls automatically ate fast and were soon finished.


  Miss Prudence tinkled the little bell again when the meal was over and said, “Young ladies, we have six new students coming today. Remember how it was when you first came here. Most of you didn’t know a single soul, so please make them feel at home. You are dismissed now.”


  All the girls hurried out of the dining room. Mandie and Celia stopped for a moment in the hallway to compare their schedules again.


  “I can’t believe it,” Mandie said with a big smile. “We got our same room back this year, and now we’re going to be in classes together.”


   “It might have been better, Mandie, if we had been in separate classes—” Celia began.


  Mandie looked at her sharply and interrupted, “In separate classes? Why—”


  “Mandie,” Celia interrupted her, “you didn’t let me finish. If we were in separate classes, then you could watch the girls in your class and I could watch the girls in my class, and maybe we could catch up with whoever is doing all these terrible things to you.”


  “I’m sorry, Celia,” Mandie said. “You’re right about that, but I’d rather be in classes with you anyhow. I’ll catch the culprit sooner or later.”


  The girls for the second sitting were already forming a line in the corridor, and Mandie quickly pulled out her piece of paper to write down the names of the ones she knew.


  “Mandie, please hurry,” Celia told her. “We have to go upstairs to get our notebooks before we can go to classes.”


  Mandie stuffed the paper and pencil back into her pocket and said, “I’m finished.”


  They hurried to their room and came back downstairs with their notebooks. As they walked toward the room for their first class, Mandie remembered something.


  “Go ahead, Celia,” Mandie told her. “I’ll be there in a minute. I’ve got to see Miss Prudence.”


  Celia looked at her in surprise and asked, “See Miss Prudence?”


  “Yes, I want to ask her if Uncle Cal is going to check on my grandmother’s house today. You go on ahead,” said Mandie as she walked down the hallway toward the office.


  Celia walked the other way but glanced back at her as she continued on the way to Miss Cameron’s class.


  Mandie expected to find Miss Prudence in the office, but when she came to the doorway, she couldn’t see anyone inside. She tapped lightly on the door facing and called, “Miss Prudence, may I come in for a minute?”


  There was no answer, but Mandie thought she heard someone moving about. She took one step into the outer room, and looked around. “Miss Prudence?” she called again.


  She couldn’t see into the connecting room where Miss Hope had  her office, but she knew it was her turn to be at the table in the dining room for the second sitting right now.


  Mandie turned to leave and instantly collided with Miss Prudence herself, who was just coming in from the hallway.


  “Amanda!” Miss Prudence said with a scowl. “What are you doing in here? I have informed you before that you are not allowed in my office without permission.” She stood between Mandie and the doorway. The schoolmistress was not much taller than Mandie, but her deep dark eyes were always intimidating.


  “I’m sorry, Miss Prudence,” Mandie managed to say. “I . . . I was looking for you.”


  “You knew I was in the dining room waiting for the rest of the girls to leave,” Miss Prudence said. “And just why were you looking for me?”


  “Miss Prudence, would you please tell me—is Uncle Cal going by my grandmother’s house today? I’m beginning to be worried because no one is home there,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, I have told him to go by there on the way to the depot,” the schoolmistress replied. “But there’s no reason to worry about your grandmother. She can take care of herself. Now, get along to your class before you’re late.” Miss Prudence motioned for her to leave the room.


  “Thank you, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said as she quickly left the office.


  During the first break between classes that day, Mandie told Celia what had happened when she visited the office.


  “Oh, Mandie, you seem to be at the wrong place at the wrong time everywhere you go,” Celia said with a gasp. The girls continued down the hallway to their next lesson.


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “And I don’t know how I’m going to catch up with Uncle Cal today to see if he has any news.”


  “I don’t think you’d better go looking for him,” said Celia. “He’ll come looking for you if he finds anyone at your grandmother’s home, I’m sure.”


  But when it came time for the noon meal, Mandie still hadn’t seen Uncle Cal.


  She and Celia met Aunt Phoebe in the upstairs hallway while they  were hurrying to leave their books in their room before they went to eat. The old woman was walking toward the stairs as they came up.


  Mandie stopped directly in front of her and said, “Aunt Phoebe, have you seen Uncle Cal? Has he been by my grandmother’s this morning?”


  “I ain’t seed him since breakfus’ dis mawnin’,” Aunt Phoebe said. “I’se in a hurry now, I’ll be seein’ him later.” She quickly stepped around Mandie and hurried down the staircase.


  Mandie stood and sighed, but Celia said, “Come on, Mandie. We’ve got to hurry.” They continued on to their room.


  “I’m so afraid someone will want to buy the school before I get a chance to talk to my grandmother,” said Mandie, tossing her books into a chair.


  Celia placed her books on the table and said, “I’ve got to wash up.”


  The two girls quickly washed up in the bathroom. As they glanced into the big mirror on the wall, Celia pushed back her auburn curls and Mandie smoothed a stray wisp of blond hair.


  “Ready?” Celia asked.


  “Ready,” Mandie confirmed.


  They rushed down the stairs to the dining room and got there just in time. As soon as they had eaten and been dismissed, they raced back to their room to get their books and then hurried on to their next class.


  Mandie didn’t see Uncle Cal anywhere that day until late in the afternoon. Classes were over and she and Celia were on the front porch with several other girls. The old man came driving up in the rig with Polly Cornwallis and two other new students.


  He was unloading luggage while his passengers left the rig when Mandie called, “Uncle Cal!” as she hurried to catch up with him.


  Polly noticed Mandie before he had a chance to speak. “Mandie, I finally got here,” Polly said.


  “You’d better hurry and check into the office, Polly,” Mandie told her as she ran down the steps to the rig. She really didn’t want to start a conversation with Polly now. She wanted to find out about her grandmother. “Uncle Cal, did you go by my grandmother’s?” she asked.


  The old man picked up a valise and replied, “Yes, Missy, I dun been by, but still ain’t nobody home. I’ll be a tryin’ agin soon.” He  looked down at her with a smile before he carried his load of luggage up the stairs and through the front door.


  Polly gave Mandie another glance, and then she and the two other new students went inside.


  Celia joined Mandie in the yard. “I see your neighbor, Polly, has finally arrived,” Celia remarked.


  “Yes, and Uncle Cal still hasn’t found anyone home at my grandmother’s,” Mandie replied as she walked around the yard.


  “But I heard him say he was going back,” Celia reminded her.


  
    

  


  When Mandie got in line that night for supper, she was surprised to see Polly Cornwallis also waiting.


  “Mandie,” Polly called back to her. “I managed to get the same time to eat that you do.”


  “I see,” Mandie replied.


  Polly got out of line and came back to stand with Mandie and Celia.


  “You know how I did it?” Polly asked. Without waiting for a reply, she said, “I just told Miss Prudence that you and I are dear friends and neighbors when she told all the new girls that one of us needed to go to the first sitting to even things out.” She smiled.


  “That’s fine, Polly,” Mandie said. “I hope you’re able to wake up and get down here on time in the mornings. You see, we have to be in place by seven-thirty.”


  Polly’s smile faded. “Seven-thirty?” she said with a slight moan.


  “Yes, seven-thirty—dressed and in line,” Mandie repeated.


  Polly cleared her throat and said with a reluctant smile, “Well, if you can do it, so can I.”


  When they entered the dining room, Mandie learned that Polly would be seated at the far end of the table from her. She hoped Polly didn’t try to change places in order to be nearer, because Polly would be in for a big surprise when Miss Prudence explained that no talking was allowed during the meal. Mandie decided that was a good rule to have sometimes.


  Mandie kept trying to write her list of people, but she realized it was proving to be almost impossible to keep up with everyone. After the girls were dismissed, Polly followed her and Celia out of the dining  room and onto the front porch. Mandie couldn’t take out her paper and write names on it because Polly would ask what she was doing. So she tried to remember the girls she saw coming and going on the porch.


  Mandie decided that she might have been too unfriendly with Polly, so she invited her to walk around the yard. “Come on, Polly,” Mandie said. “Celia and I usually walk when we have a chance.” Mandie went down the porch steps, and Celia and Polly followed.


  “Do you think you’re going to like this school?” Celia asked.


  “I suppose so,” Polly said, shrugging her shoulders.


  “Did your kinpeople come with you on the train? I didn’t see anyone with you when you got here,” Mandie said.


  “My aunt Sue and uncle Bert came with me, but when we got to the depot, the driver from the school was waiting with the rig. These other two girls had just come in on another train, so my aunt and uncle went on home because they knew I’d have someone riding with me,” Polly explained. “You see, they live a long way out in the country from here, and their driver had their carriage at the depot.”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever met them,” Mandie remarked as they strolled on down the hill.


  “No, this is the first time they’ve visited us since you came to live with your uncle John. They don’t travel much because they’re old. In fact, they’re my mother’s aunt and uncle and my great-aunt and great-uncle,” Polly said.


  “Did you happen to see my mother before you left?” Mandie asked.


  “Oh yes, I saw her after you left yesterday, when Joe and Dr. Woodard had come back,” Polly said, looking directly at Mandie.


  “Joe and Dr. Woodard came back to my mother’s house? My mother is not sick I hope,” Mandie said anxiously.


  “No, she’s not sick. He had to come back to visit someone else—a Mrs. Garrett or something—someone I never heard of, and they stayed at your house last night,” Polly said.


  Mandie wanted to ask if Polly had spent some time with Joe, but she didn’t want Polly to think she was jealous. So she asked, “Are they coming on over here to Asheville?”


  “No, as far as I know they were going back home to Swain County,” Polly said. “Are you expecting them over here?”


  Mandie decided she didn’t want Polly to know that Joe had  promised to come visit. She shrugged and flipped around to smooth a petal on a bright red rose. “Who knows? They may come and they may not,” she said.


  Suddenly the big bell in the backyard began ringing. Mandie and Celia looked at each other. It wasn’t even dark yet, and it was too early for curfew. What was happening? Mandie glanced back up at the schoolhouse and saw the other students rushing into the house.


  “Come on,” Mandie told Celia and Polly. “Let’s see what’s going on.”


  Mandie led the way, and when they caught up with the other girls, they found everyone going into the chapel, which was used for various meetings. As they looked for seats, Mandie noticed Miss Prudence was standing on the platform waiting, and she was holding her little silver bell.


  Miss Prudence shook the bell and said loudly, “Young ladies, please be seated. Quickly. This will take only a few minutes.”


  Mandie saw Miss Hope join Miss Prudence. Miss Hope was taller and much larger than her sister. They were so different in other ways, too, and Mandie wondered how they could be sisters.


  This must be an important meeting for the two headmistresses to call them together at a special time like this.


  Miss Prudence waited until everyone was quiet. When the room became silent, she spoke. “Young ladies, my sister, Miss Hope, and I would like to make a very important announcement.” She paused to clear her throat as she glanced at Miss Hope. “As you all have been told, we have put our school up for sale.” She paused and looked at her sister again. “We would like to inform you that we have some prospective buyers coming to look at it this weekend.” She paused again.


  Mandie’s heart did flip-flops. Oh, where is Grandmother? she wondered. Someone else was about to buy the school.


  “Now, in the meantime, we must get prepared to show these people what kind of school we have here,” Miss Prudence continued. “Therefore, we are planning on having the students from Mr. Chadwick’s School for Boys over for tea on Saturday afternoon. I expect each of you to be on your best behavior and to act like the young ladies you are supposed to be.”


  A sigh went across the audience, and Miss Prudence quickly tinkled her little bell. When all was silent again, she said, “That is all for  now—and please remember what is expected of you. You are dismissed now.” She and Miss Hope left the platform.


  The students laughed and talked among themselves as they went into the hallway.


  Mandie looked at Celia and said, “You know what this means?”


  Celia nodded.


  “This means what?” Polly asked.


  “Oh, just that we’re hoping the school won’t be sold to someone we don’t know,” Mandie explained vaguely. “I think I’ll go to my room now and write my mother a letter.” She walked toward the staircase.


  “I need to do that, too,” Celia said.


  Polly just looked at the two girls and said, “See you later.” She went back out the front door to rejoin the other students.


  Mandie was going to have to make some quick plans.


  CHAPTER SIX


  HELP FROM TOMMY


   Once back in their room, Mandie took paper and pen from the drawer in the table and sat down to write a letter to her mother. Celia got out her supplies and sat in the other big chair.


  “Dear Mother, something terrible is happening,” Mandie said quietly to herself as she began to write. “Some strangers are coming here to look us over and decide whether they would like to buy our school. And I have not been able to find Grandmother. She wasn’t at home when I got here, and I had to leave Snowball with Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal in their house.” She paused to think. Glancing at Celia, who was busy writing, she said, “I can’t say that. My mother will think something terrible has happened to my grandmother and she will be upset.”


  Celia looked up and answered, “Sounds like you’re telling her that your grandmother is missing or something.”


  Mandie wadded up the piece of paper. “I was, but I don’t want to upset my mother,” she said.


  “Do what I’m doing,” Celia said. “Just write that you arrived all right. We have our old room and our old schedule, and you miss her.”


  “Yes, I’ll just do that,” Mandie said. “I do miss her, and I should drop her a few lines. But, Celia, what are we going to do about those people who are coming to look over our school?”


   “Mandie, there is nothing we can do,” Celia told her. “Your grandmother might be able to do something, but since we can’t find her, we’re just plain stuck.”


  “I have an idea,” Mandie said, straightening up in her chair. “I could send a note to Tommy Patton and ask him to come over here to talk to us before Saturday.”


  “And how are you going to get a message to him?” Celia asked.


  “That’s easy, Uncle Cal will take it for me, I’m sure,” Mandie replied. “And I could ask Tommy to bring Robert with him if you’d like.”


  Celia blushed and said, “We-ell, if you want to.” And then she hurriedly asked, “Mandie, just what are you going to talk to Tommy about?”


  “About how we can stop Miss Prudence from selling the school until I have an opportunity to ask my grandmother,” Mandie explained.


  “And suppose your grandmother is not interested and these prospective buyers are really nice?” Celia asked.


  “My grandmother is experienced in business, and she can usually work things out,” Mandie said as she curled up in the chair. “I have another idea, too. I’ll just write a note and ask Uncle Cal to stick it in the door at my grandmother’s house. She’ll find it as soon as she does come home.”


  Mandie wrote her notes right away, but she had to wait until the next morning to find Uncle Cal. She gave him the notes and asked him to promise to deliver them.


  Later, after the noon meal, she saw him in the front hallway, and he told her that he had left the note on her grandmother’s front door and that he had delivered the other message to Tommy.


  “And dat felluh, he sent you back a note,” Uncle Cal told her as he pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to her, then turned to go down the hallway.


  Mandie thanked him and quickly unfolded the paper and read, “Miss Prudence has asked to borrow some more books, and Robert and I volunteered to take them after the evening meal today. Watch for me at the front door. Tommy.”


  “That was fast!” Mandie exclaimed to herself as she hurried to find Celia and give her the news.


   She caught up with Celia on the way to their class and showed her Tommy’s note.


  “Oh, goodness!” Celia exclaimed. “This is happening so fast. I hope you have something prepared to say to Tommy.”


  Mandie laughed. She knew Celia was flustered knowing that she would be seeing Robert Rogers that night. And, unlike Mandie, Celia liked to have plenty of time to think things out ahead of time.


  “Don’t worry,” Mandie told her as they entered the classroom. “I’ll do all the explaining to Tommy.”


  Celia brooded over the upcoming visit by the boys until after supper, when she and Mandie were finally able to go out on the front porch and wait.


  They didn’t have to wait long. The rig from Mr. Chadwick’s school came up the driveway, and when it stopped, the two boys jumped down. Mandie noticed that several of the girls on the porch looked their way.


  Mandie thought Tommy must have grown a few inches, even though he had already been taller than Joe Woodard, who was the same age. Tommy’s dark brown eyes lit up when he saw Mandie. He quickly reached inside the rig for the boxes of books.


  Robert gave Celia a shy smile and turned to assist Tommy with the boxes.


  “I’m so glad you all could come,” Mandie said to them in a low voice so that the other students couldn’t hear as the boys carried the boxes through the front door.


  Mandie and Celia waited in the alcove near the front door for the boys to take the boxes to Miss Prudence’s office. They were back in a few minutes, and Mandie suggested, “Let’s walk in the yard so the other girls can’t hear what we have to say.”


  Once they reached the rose garden down the hill, Mandie began to talk about the school. She explained to Tommy about her grandmother not being home and about the prospective buyers coming that weekend. She also told him about the molasses and what had happened to Snowball’s sandbox.


  “What can we do to keep the buyers from wanting to buy the school?” Mandie asked.


  “I’d say you have a problem. But, you know, most problems can be solved,” Tommy said with a big smile. “Since Robert and I will be  here Saturday for tea, the tea you told me Miss Prudence is planning, we could stage something not very ladylike so that the buyers get the impression that the girls are not being ‘taught to act like young ladies,’ as Miss Prudence likes to say.”


  “Like what?” Mandie asked.


  Celia and Robert stood by listening.


  “Now, don’t plan on getting me into trouble, too, Tommy,” Robert protested.


  “Or me,” Celia said.


  Tommy looked at Mandie and said, “Well, that leaves us.”


  “Since I’m already on Miss Prudence’s bad list, I can’t do something worse that would cause her to expel me,” Mandie said. “Let’s just do something on the borderline, something that would look accidental, maybe.”


  “Since you girls are supposed to show the buyers what young ladies you are, maybe you could do something that is unexpected . . .” Tommy cleared his voice as he continued, “like holding hands with me, maybe.” He grinned and added, “I’d like that.”


  Mandie frowned at first and then said, “All right. I’ll make it look as though I like it, too.”


  “Mandie, you know we have to wear our white gloves to tea, and Miss Prudence has always forbidden us to even touch one of the boys,” Celia reminded her,


  “I know,” Mandie said. “But I have to take a chance—unless Grandmother comes home before Saturday.” She glanced up the hill toward the house and saw Miss Prudence standing on the front porch looking at them. “I think we’d better walk back up to the house. We are being watched.”


  “And Robert and I have to go back to our school,” Tommy added. “Anyway, you can count on me. We’ll figure out the details Saturday.”


  Tommy and Robert bid the girls good-bye and got into the rig. As Tommy drove down the driveway, Mandie and Celia watched. When the girls turned back to go up the steps to the porch, Mandie noticed Miss Prudence had disappeared.


  “Mandie, please don’t get in trouble. If you get expelled, what good would it do for you to try to save the school from being sold?” Celia asked as they sat in rocking chairs at the far end of the porch.


   Before Mandie could answer, she looked up and whispered a warning to Celia, “Here comes Polly. She probably saw us talking to the boys.”


  As soon as she got within speaking distance, Polly said, “I saw y’all out in the yard with those two good-looking fellows. Where are they from?”


  “Oh, Tommy’s family are friends of ours. My mother, in fact, went to school right here with his mother and Celia’s mother too,” Mandie explained, hoping that would satisfy Polly’s curiosity.


  “I suppose they are from Mr. Chadwick’s School for Boys that all the girls are talking about,” Polly said as she sat down in a nearby chair. “So they’ll be back Saturday for the tea, then.”


  “That’s right,” Mandie said. “Lots of other boys, too. Just wait and see.”


  “Do any of the boys and girls see each other regularly?” Polly asked.


  “That is not allowed,” Celia told her.


  “So then the girls are free to talk to any of the boys?” Polly asked.


  “Of course, if you can manage to get one’s attention before all the other girls gang up,” Mandie said with a laugh.


  “The teas Miss Prudence has here with the boys are formal, Polly,” Celia said. “The girls dress up and, of course, the boys do, too. They are supposed to act like grown-up society.”


  “That won’t be any problem. My mother has teas sometimes for friends,” Polly said as she pushed back her dark hair. “How many boys come to these teas?”


  “Oh, lots and lots of boys. You see, there are more boys at Mr. Chadwick’s school than there are girls here, so there’s a surplus every time,” Mandie explained. “Don’t worry. You’ll be able to meet a lot of them.”


  About that time, April Snow walked toward them, swinging her long skirts as she held her head aloof. She went on by to sit by herself. Mandie noticed she kept glancing back at them. She’s probably wondering who Polly is, Mandie thought, and whether she’s a friend of ours.


  “That girl that just went by, I’ve been seeing her around a lot,  but she never seems to mix with the other girls. She’s always alone,” Polly said.


  “She really doesn’t have many friends,” Celia explained. “I feel sorry for her, but she won’t let any of the girls get to know her. Her name is April Snow.”


  “She doesn’t want any friends,” Mandie remarked as she remembered times when April had caused her trouble. “And I would advise you not to tangle with her, because she can really stir up trouble.”


  The three girls talked for a while longer, and then Mandie decided she would go to her room to catch up on some letter-writing.


  “I’ll be up in a little while,” Celia told Mandie.


  “I’m in one of those big rooms on the second floor where there are four beds, so I’m not anxious to go up there until I have to,” Polly said.


  Mandie was about to leave but remembered something. She said, “That’s another thing I overheard Miss Prudence and Miss Hope talking about last year. They were planning to put up partitions to divide the larger rooms into four smaller ones. But they haven’t done it, have they?”


  “I don’t think so,” Polly said. “I noticed several other large rooms. You and Celia sure are lucky to have your own private room.”


  “That room was not being used for students when I came last year, but it seems I was one too many students, and they didn’t have anywhere else to put me,” Celia explained.


  “And then I moved in with her. It took some doing, but we talked Miss Prudence into allowing us to share the room,” Mandie said. “Good night, Polly. See you in the room, Celia.”


  When Mandie opened the door to their room and stepped inside, she immediately sensed something was wrong. Then her eyes fell on a stack of papers lying on the table.


  “What is that?” she said aloud to herself as she crossed the room to look at the pile of papers. She gasped as she examined the stack. These were some of the students’ files. “How did these get in here? Oh no! Someone is making trouble for me again!”


  She took slow, deep breaths, trying to calm herself in order to figure out what she should do. “If Miss Prudence finds out these are in here, it will be the end of everything,” Mandie cried to herself. “Maybe I can put them back in the office without anyone seeing me.”


   She stood there a moment thinking about what she should do. Then she quickly removed a pillowcase from one of her pillows and crammed the files inside. After laying the pillowcase on the floor and rolling it up, she picked it up and cautiously opened the door to the hall. There was no one in sight.


  Mandie decided to go down the back stairs that led to the kitchen. Maybe she wouldn’t meet anyone this way except possibly one of the servants.


  She didn’t, and once she safely reached the main floor she had to slowly make her way around the back corridors until she got to the office.


  When she finally arrived at the office door, she paused to listen. There was no sound. She opened the door, rushed over to Miss Prudence’s desk, and quickly removed the files from the pillowcase. One last paper stuck in the bottom of the pillowcase, and she had to roll the sides down in order to reach the paper. She accidentally sideswiped the files she had placed on the desk with the pillowcase, but she quickly caught them just as they were about to spill all over the floor.


  “Amanda! What are you doing in my office again?” Miss Prudence demanded from the doorway.


  Mandie managed to shake out the last paper and quickly wadded up the pillowcase, holding it behind her. “Oh, Miss Prudence,” was all she could say.


  Miss Prudence walked to the desk and looked at the files. Mandie could see the anger rising in her face. “Amanda, I will not stand for this. You’ve been meddling in the student files,” the schoolmistress said sharply. She turned to look at Mandie, who was now shaking with fright. “What do you think you’ve been doing? I’ve already warned you to stay out of my office, and now I find you in confidential papers. You leave me no choice, Amanda. I will have to take strong disciplinary action.”


  Mandie tried to talk, but her teeth chattered. “M-M-Miss P-P-Prudence, somebody put those papers in my room. I was only bringing them back,” she tried to explain.


  “Amanda, you will go to your room right now,” Miss Prudence ordered. “My sister and I will decide in the morning what is to be done about this offense. Go!” The old lady motioned toward the doorway.


  Mandie realized Miss Prudence was shaking as badly with anger  as she was from fright. Mandie ran past the schoolmistress and up the stairs, not stopping until she reached her room. Pushing the door open, she rushed inside and almost knocked Celia down.


  “Mandie!” Celia exclaimed as she grabbed the corner of the bureau to keep her balance after the collision.


  “Oh, Celia, I’m sorry,” Mandie said as she flopped into a chair. “The top just blew off Miss Prudence’s anger.”


  “What? Where have you been?” Celia asked as she sat down nearby.


  Mandie explained what had happened. “Somebody stole those papers and put them in here to cause me trouble,” she cried. “I just can’t figure it out. Why does somebody keep doing things to me when I haven’t done anything to anybody else? It doesn’t make sense.”


  “No, it doesn’t,” Celia agreed. “Mandie, what do you suppose Miss Prudence and Miss Hope will do to you?”


  “The worst thing they can think of. They’ll probably expel me, and I’ll have to go home. My grandmother is not even here, so I can’t go to her house,” Mandie moaned. “Celia, I’ve got to find whoever is doing all these things. But I don’t know how to start. Why would anyone steal papers out of the office and bring them in here? Not only that, but why didn’t whoever it was get caught in the office?”


  “Mandie, tell me honestly,” Celia began as she looked at Mandie. “When you left Polly and me on the porch, you didn’t go to the office instead of coming up here to our room, did you?”


  “Celia!” Mandie shouted at her, and she jumped up and paced around the room. “You don’t believe anything I say, do you? I suppose you’ll be glad to be rid of me when they expel me from school, too.” She threw herself down on the bed and buried her face in the pillow.


  Celia ran to her side. “Mandie, please forgive me,” she begged. “I didn’t mean anything by that. I wanted to ask if you went by the office and saw anyone come out of there?” She touched Mandie’s shoulder.


  Mandie rolled away from her and said, “Leave me alone, Celia.”


  Celia slowly rose and sat back down in the chair. A few minutes later, she began getting ready for bed. When Celia was ready to get into bed, Mandie quickly jumped up and plopped into one of the big chairs.


  And that’s where Mandie spent the night. She didn’t even change  into her nightclothes. She stayed awake most of the night trying to figure out what was going on.


  Early in the morning, Mandie straightened her cramped legs and went to the bathroom to wash her face. Her clothes were crumpled and her hair was tangled, but she didn’t care. She had decided during the night she would leave this place and go home. Her mother would just have to allow her to go to the local school in Franklin.


  When Mandie returned to the room, Celia was up and getting dressed.


  Mandie didn’t speak, but turned to go out the door into the hallway. She was going to tell Miss Prudence she was going home. Celia glanced at her but didn’t say anything.


  As Mandie neared the office downstairs, she could hear Miss Hope and Miss Prudence talking inside. She slowed down to think, to decide what she would say to Miss Prudence. Then it dawned on her that the two ladies were discussing her situation.


  “Sister, I know what Amanda has been doing looks bad but, remember, we need a large donation from her grandmother to keep this place running for a while longer. If we send her granddaughter home, there’s no way we’ll get a cent,” Miss Hope said.


  “Well, I certainly can’t just let her get away with what she has been doing,” Miss Prudence said.


  “We could make it sound stern, somehow. Maybe we could just say we’re going to discuss her behavior with her grandmother and that we’ll let her know after that what our decision will be,” Miss Hope suggested.


  Mandie’s heart beat hopefully as she realized the two schoolmistresses weren’t going to do a thing to her. Well, so what, she thought. It wasn’t her fault someone had been doing all those things and making it look like she was involved. Miss Prudence wouldn’t believe a thing she said. But the woman wanted her grandmother’s money.


  “Uh-huh,” Mandie said firmly to herself. “I’ll just do a little threatening myself.” She walked heavily so the women would hear her coming down the hallway, then she stopped in the doorway of the office. The two ladies looked at her in surprise.


  “Miss Prudence,” Mandie said, clearing her throat, “I’ve come to tell you that I am withdrawing from your school and will be going home.” She watched for reactions from the ladies. The two  schoolmistresses looked at each other and then back at Mandie. They seemed surprised.


  “What are you saying, Amanda?” Miss Prudence asked, visibly worried.


  “I am going home. I have come to tell you I don’t want to stay here any longer than it takes me to pack and get a train home,” Mandie said.


  “Young lady, you are not going anywhere unless a responsible adult comes to get you, and since your grandmother is evidently still out of town, I’d say your mother will have to come before we will allow you to leave,” Miss Prudence told her.


  Mandie didn’t know what to say to that. Her threat had really worked.


  “Now go back to your room and get ready for breakfast. You look as though you slept in that dress,” Miss Prudence told her. “We will talk with your grandmother as soon as we can find her. In the meantime, you are not to leave this school. Do you understand?”


  Mandie didn’t even reply, but quickly turned around and went back upstairs to her room. She realized she would have to eat because she was not allowed to go anywhere. So she went straight to the chifferobe and took down a fresh dress. Celia was dressed and was brushing her hair. She looked at Mandie but didn’t speak.


  Mandie decided silence was the best route to follow today. She had a lot of thinking to do. But she had already made one decision: when classes broke for lunch, she was going to slip out and go over to her grandmother’s house to see for herself whether anyone was home. If she were caught, at least it would be for something she had really done.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  VISITORS


   The day dragged for Mandie. She didn’t hear much that the teachers said during the morning classes. Celia kept looking at her, concern on her face, but neither spoke. Finally the bell rang for noon break.


  “I’m just not going to take the time to carry these books upstairs,” Mandie mumbled to herself. She quickly shoved them under a chair in the alcove and hoped no one would find them.


  The other girls hurried down the hallways to go up to their rooms and get ready for the noon meal. Mandie slipped out unseen through the front door. She picked up her long skirts and rushed down the driveway to the road. Once on the road, she ran.


  Her grandmother didn’t live very far from the school. Mandie had walked there several times before. She ran up her grandmother’s driveway as she looked about the yard. No one was in sight. Still running, she came to the front door and started to pound on it, but stopped when she realized her note was not on the door where Uncle Cal said he had left it. There must be someone home, she thought.


  “Grandmother!” Mandie called loudly as she began banging on the front door again.


  To her surprise, the door opened, and there stood Annie, Mrs. Taft’s upstairs maid. “Missy, whut you doin’ heah?” the young girl asked.


  “Oh, Annie,” Mandie said as she stepped into the front hallway.  “Where is my grandmother? I’ve got to see her.” She started down the corridor.


  “She ain’t heah, Missy,” Annie told her.


  Mandie stopped and looked at Annie. “But where is she? I’ve been trying to get in touch with her ever since I checked into the school. I need to talk to her real bad.”


  “Slow down, Missy,” Annie said. “She be back soon as she find dat Hilda.”


  “Find Hilda? Where is Hilda?” Mandie asked. Hilda was the young girl Mrs. Taft had taken into her home because her parents were unable to raise her.


  “Ev’ybody been lookin’ fo’ dat girl,” Annie explained. “She jes’ disappeared Sunday. Nowhere to be found. Miz Taft, she got Ben drivin’ her all over de countryside lookin’ fo’ dat girl.”


  Mandie frowned. She knew Hilda had sometimes roamed off by herself. “But where have you and Ella been? Uncle Cal has been coming by here and couldn’t find anyone home,” she said.


  “Ella, she done gone home fo’ a few days,” Annie said. “Huh mothuh, she be sick. And Miz Taft, she tells me to he’p out at de church wheah she go. Dey a fixin’ to have dat bazah. And I been in and out most days.”


  “Well, of all things,” Mandie said. “If I had just thought to ask Uncle Cal to leave a note in the door on Monday, you would have gotten it.”


  “But, Missy, I got de note he left, but I cain’t give it to Miz Taft till she come home,” Annie said.


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed with a big sigh. “Annie, do you have any idea when my grandmother might come home? It’s real important that I see her as soon as possible.”


  “No, Missy, she say she come back when she find Hilda,” Annie said.


  Mandie walked back to the front door and said, “I’ve got to run back to the school before I’m missed. Annie, please tell my grandmother the minute she walks in the door that it’s important—very, very important—that I see her at once.”


  “Dat I will, Missy,” Annie agreed.


  Mandie rushed back to school and couldn’t believe her good luck—she  found she was not late for the meal. The girls were just beginning to file into the dining room. Mandie was the last one in.


  Celia turned to look at her when Mandie took her place behind her chair. Mandie felt a pain in her heart as she thought about the disagreement they had had. Maybe things would clear up.


  All through the meal Mandie pushed the food around on her plate. She had no appetite. So many things were on her mind. Where in the world had Hilda gone? she asked herself. And why did she run away? The girl couldn’t talk except for a few words, but her grandmother had been able to make the girl happy in her home. Mandie wished she could do something to help in the search.


  She thought about her other concerns. There was the problem of the possible sale of the school. And the big problem was finding who was doing things to get her in trouble. She had so much to think about.


  Miss Prudence didn’t approach Mandie all day about the incident in her office. Having overheard her conversation with Miss Hope, Mandie knew she wouldn’t have anything to say about it until she had contacted her grandmother. Even then, Mandie thought the schoolmistress would decide on a light punishment, if any at all, for Mandie having had the files.


  Mandie went about in silence the rest of the day. The night passed, and the next morning, which was Friday, held no solutions to her problems. She just wondered when the prospective buyers would actually arrive at the school.


  That question was answered after supper that night when she saw an unfamiliar carriage pull up at the doorway of the school. Most of the students were inside somewhere, probably doing homework or writing letters, Mandie suspected. The only ones on the porch were April Snow, who was seated at the far corner, and Etrulia Batson, who was in the swing. Mandie was sitting in a rocker at the opposite end of the long veranda.


  The driver of the carriage jumped down and opened the door. Mandie watched as a tall, buxom lady in severely trimmed black clothes descended to the walkway. A man, also in black, followed. Mandie noticed he was not quite as tall as the lady, and he looked about, seemingly at a loss as to what to do next.


  “We will just step inside, Attrum,” the woman told the man as she led the way to the front door. Attrum still looked about and, when  he saw Mandie, halfway smiled at her and quickly disappeared into the schoolhouse, right behind the lady. The driver drove the carriage toward the backyard.


  “So that’s the buyer!” April Snow said loudly, with an added “humph!” as she rose and went inside the house.


  Etrulia looked at Mandie and said, “Me too!” She followed April inside.


  “Well, me too!” Mandie said to herself as she also entered the house.


  Miss Prudence was in the hallway greeting the strangers. “Do come in,” she said. “We’re so glad you could visit us today, Mrs. Halibut, Mr. Halibut. If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you the guest room where you can refresh yourselves, and then perhaps we can have a little talk if you are not too tired.” She started walking back toward the room reserved for guests near the office.


  “Oh, we’re not tired at all,” Mrs. Halibut replied as she followed Miss Prudence. “We had a pleasant journey.”


  The two ladies disappeared through the doorway of the guest room, and Mr. Halibut followed slowly.


  Mandie went back out onto the front porch, which was deserted now, even though it was not yet dark. She wondered why no one else was outside. That was unusual this early in the evening. Then she had a thought—maybe everyone was avoiding her. Maybe word had gotten around that she was in trouble and no one wanted to be seen with her.


  Uncle Cal came up the driveway in the rig. When he got out, Mandie walked over to the steps to speak to him. “I went over to my grandmother’s house when classes let out at noon,” Mandie told him, “and Annie was home.” She explained that her grandmother was looking for Hilda, and that everyone but Annie was gone, but that Annie had been in and out of the house.


  “I sho’ is glad you found out sumpin’, Missy, ’cause I was a gittin’ worried myself,” the old man replied. He started toward the front door, saying, “Now I’se got work to do.”


  “Oh, Uncle Cal, did you know the prospective buyers for our school just arrived? A Mr. and Mrs. Halibut, and I’d say she’s the one wantin’ to buy it,” Mandie said.


  Uncle Cal looked back at her and said, “No, Missy, I don’t believe  I knew dat. But right now, I’se got to take some books back to Mr. Chadwick’s dat dey sent, ’cause dey be de wrong ones fo’ heah.”


  Mandie quickly stepped between him and the front screen door. “Oh, you are going to Mr. Chadwick’s. Uncle Cal, would you please take another note to Tommy Patton for me?” She felt in her pocket and luckily found she was still carrying the piece of paper and pencil to write her list, even though she had decided it was hopeless.


  “If’n you hurry and git it made, Missy, I’ll take it, but Miz Prudence, she be upset if she find out whut we doin’,” he said. “Now I got to git de books.”


  He went on inside. Mandie sat in a nearby chair and scribbled a quick note to Tommy. “The prospective buyers have just arrived, a Mr. and Mrs. Halibut, and just wait until you see them. She acts dictatorial, and he meekly follows. I’d sure hate to have her in charge of my school. See y’all tomorrow, Mandie.”


  Uncle Cal came through the screen door with a box of books. Mandie quickly folded the piece of paper and handed it to him.


  “Thank you, Uncle Cal, I appreciate it,” Mandie said. “I do believe you are the only friend I have left.”


  “Now, now, Missy, you got dat white cat, and you ain’t even been to see him since he moved to our house,” Uncle Cal teased her as he slowly descended the steps.


  “But you know we’re not allowed to visit your house,” Mandie replied.


  “Not de house, but all right fo’ the yard and Phoebe, she got dat white cat out in dat yard now on dat fancy red leash-thing,” the old man said as he picked up the reins to drive off.


  Mandie didn’t even answer. She raced around the house and, sure enough, there was Snowball. He was giving Aunt Phoebe a hard time in a struggle to get loose. She laughed and slid down onto the grass as she picked him up.


  Aunt Phoebe let go of the leash as she mumbled, “You’d think de po’ cat ain’t got no owner. Ain’t come to visit all week.”


  Mandie looked up at the old woman and smiled. “Oh, Aunt Phoebe, I’m sorry,” she said. “You know I can’t go inside your house because of school rules, but I should have realized you’d be bringing him outside.” She hugged the cat tightly and told him, “I do love you, Snowball.”


  Aunt Phoebe sat on a nearby bench and watched.


   Mandie looked up at the old woman and said, “My grandmother is not home yet, but Annie is. I suppose Snowball could go and stay with her if he’s too much trouble for y’all.”


  “Who say dat cat trouble? Ain’t me,” Aunt Phoebe protested and then, with a big smile, she said, “Why, dat cat, he sleep on our bed at night. Soon as we gits de lamps blowed out, he jump right on top of de kivver.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “That’s because he’s used to sleeping on my bed.” Snowball curled up in her lap and began purring loudly as he patted her skirt with his paws. Then she suddenly remembered the visitors. “Did you know those people have arrived, those people who want to buy our school? I saw them, and let me tell you, that woman could be a strict boss. You ought to have seen the way she treated her husband when they came in.”


  Aunt Phoebe looked at her seriously for a moment and then laughed. “Lawsy mercy, Missy, dis heah school ain’t been sold yit, and I has a idea it ain’t gwine be sold long as you be heah,” she said.


  “Not if I can prevent it,” Mandie said. On sudden impulse she decided to take Aunt Phoebe into her confidence. She leaned toward the woman and said in a low voice, “If I can get hold of my grandmother, that Mrs. Halibut won’t have much of a chance, because I want my grandmother to buy the school. That’s why I’ve been so anxious to find her.”


  Aunt Phoebe looked surprised. “But, Missy, how you knows yo’ grandmama gwine buy dis heah school? Dat grandmama o’ yours, she got a mind of huh own. You knows dat,” she said.


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “But if she sees that Mrs. Halibut, I think she might do something. I’m not sure what, but I don’t believe she would approve of that lady.”


  “Heah you goes, all wound up ’bout dat lady, and alls you done is see huh come in. You don’t know nothin’ ’bout dat woman. You cain’t jes’ jump to condemning huh. Dat wouldn’t be right,” Aunt Phoebe said. “Jes’ give de lady a chance. You might like huh. Who knows?”


  “Oh, Aunt Phoebe, you don’t understand. But then, you haven’t seen her yet,” Mandie protested. “Just wait. You’ll understand what I mean.”


  “I unnerstand lotsa things, Missy,” Aunt Phoebe said with a frown. “I sees and I hears, but I don’t talk.”


   Mandie looked at her in puzzlement and asked, “Now, what do you mean by that?”


  “I knows you bees in trouble wid Miz Prudence,” the old woman said. “And I knows she ain’t gwine do nuthin’ ’bout it.”


  Mandie grinned and said, “You must have overheard the same conversation I did between Miss Prudence and Miss Hope. They need a donation from my grandmother for the school.”


  “Dat be de right idea, Missy, but I hears dis heah ’tween dem ladies las’ week ’fo’ you git heah,” Aunt Phoebe explained. “Yo’ grandmama come visit to see whut dey be plannin’ to do wid dis heah school. Dey tells huh if dey kin take up ’nuf donations to last till next year, dey won’t be sellin’ de school right now, but I guesses yo’ grandmama don’t make no donation, ’cause now dey got dem buyers comin’.”


  “And they’ve got buyers coming so my grandmother will give money to stop the sale,” Mandie said with a big laugh. “Oh, Aunt Phoebe, we’ve got it all figured out, haven’t we?”


  “Maybe,” the old woman said, smiling at her.


  “Now I have to be sure my grandmother knows about these prospective buyers,” Mandie said. “If I can just get in touch with her.”


  Mandie told Aunt Phoebe what she had found out about Hilda running away and her grandmother trying to find her.


  “Dat Hilda, she sho’ be trouble,” Aunt Phoebe said. “Yo’ grandmama is a good woman to gib dat girl a home.”


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “But then Hilda’s parents didn’t want her because she can’t talk, and they’re too poor to give her the medical attention that my grandmother can get for her. I hope my grandmother finds her real soon, and I hope nothing’s happened to her.”


  It had grown dark while they talked, and Mandie knew she would have to go up to her room to get ready for bed before the bell in the backyard began ringing curfew. She rose, set Snowball down, and handed Aunt Phoebe the end of his leash.


  “Thanks, Aunt Phoebe, for everything,” she said. “I have to go now. See you in the morning.”


  The old woman waved to her as Mandie ran around the house to enter the front door.


  There was no sign of anyone as Mandie ran up the steps and through the door. The hallway was empty, and she hurried up the stairs. She felt a little better now that she had talked to Aunt Phoebe and played  with Snowball. The tiff with Celia worried her, and she planned to set things right as soon as she could get to their room.


  She was thinking of words to say to Celia as she pushed open the door, but when she looked around the room, it was empty. Where is Celia? she wondered. Oh well, Celia will probably show up by the time I’m ready for bed.


  Mandie put on her nightclothes, picked up a book to read, and crawled into bed to prop up on her pillows. But she couldn’t get her mind on the book. By this time tomorrow, she would probably know whether the school had been sold to Mrs. Halibut.


  She thought of the scene she and Tommy had planned and smiled to herself. She could imagine the expression on Mrs. Halibut’s face when she saw them. And then, with a frown, she thought of what Miss Prudence would do.


  “Oh, Grandmother, please hurry and come home,” she murmured to herself. “You could change everything.”


  Mandie felt so tired and worn out. It had been a long week, and tomorrow would be the climax.


  Then she thought about Hilda. “Poor Hilda. I do hope she’s safe,” Mandie said to herself.


  Her mind went back to Tommy Patton, who was coming to tea tomorrow. Her eyes grew heavy, but she roused herself to look around the room. “Where is Celia? It must be time for the bell to ring,” she said to herself.


  She lay back on her pillows and planned what she would say to Celia when she finally came back to their room.


  But by the time Celia did come back, Mandie was fast asleep, and the curfew had not even been rung.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  TEATIME


   Mandie was awake by dawn the next morning. When she realized it was Saturday, the day of the tea for the prospective buyers, she jumped out of bed to get dressed. She glanced at Celia and saw that she was already awake and looking at her.


  “Good morning,” Mandie said hesitantly. She waited to see her friend’s reaction.


  Celia threw back the covers and bounced to her feet. “Good morning,” Celia replied as she walked over to the chifferobe to take down a dress.


  Mandie followed her, reached for Celia’s hand, and looked straight into her friend’s eyes. “I’m sorry for being so mean,” Mandie told her.


  “And I’m sorry for not understanding,” Celia said as the two girls embraced.


  Mandie pulled back and said, “It’s Saturday, and we have a big day ahead of us, remember?”


  “Yes, that’s right,” Celia agreed. She pulled down a dress and said, “I saw the man and woman who came in last night while I was in the library downstairs. I suppose they must be the prospective buyers.” She stepped out of her nightclothes and pulled the dress over her head.


  “Definitely,” Mandie said as she put on her shoes and buttoned them.  “I was on the front porch when they arrived. Their name is Halibut, Mr. and Mrs. Attrum Halibut. She’s the boss, and he just follows along.”


  “She looked to me like she could ‘out-stern’ Miss Prudence,” Celia remarked as she brushed her long auburn curls.


  “Right,” Mandie said as she joined Celia in front of the floor-length mirror standing in the corner. “I’m still hoping my grandmother will come home in time for me to talk to her.” Mandie suddenly realized Celia didn’t know what she had been doing. She explained how she had slipped out to go to her grandmother’s house the day before. She also told Celia what Annie had said about her grandmother and Hilda.


  “Hilda,” Celia repeated. “Remember when we found Hilda?”


  “I sure do,” Mandie said, retying the ribbon sash around her blue dress. “Her mother and father had kept her shut up in a room because she doesn’t know how to talk. I’m glad we could help her. And, you know, I believe my grandmother has come to really love her.”


  “Your grandmother is a good person,” Celia said.


  “Ready to go downstairs?” Mandie asked.


  “I suppose we have to, and since Miss Prudence sits with us, I imagine the buyers will eat with us, too,” Celia said.


  “Will you help me watch out for Uncle Cal?” Mandie asked as they left their room and walked down the hallway. “I want to ask him if he will check on my grandmother before we have that tea.”


  “Of course, Mandie, but Uncle Cal will probably be awfully busy with the strangers here and the boys coming over from Mr. Chadwick’s,” Celia said as they descended the stairs.


  “I know, but maybe he’ll have to go in that direction for something else and can stop by her house,” Mandie said.


  Even though it was Saturday and most of the girls liked to sleep late and make a last-minute dash for the dining room, Mandie noticed that almost everyone was already in line. Polly was standing at the end of the line, which meant that Mandie and Celia would be able to talk to her before they went into the dining room.


  “Have you heard what’s going on?” Polly quickly asked Mandie and Celia. “Oh, this is going to be an exciting day!”


  “What, Polly?” Mandie asked. “I know the prospective buyers are here. I saw them last night, but what else is going on?”


  Polly bent closer and whispered, “Most of the girls are talking  about staging a rebellion when Miss Prudence introduces the man and woman.”


  “A rebellion!” Mandie asked in surprise. “Not in the dining room I hope, or we may not be able to eat.”


  “Oh no, they’re planning some show of protest against these people,” Polly continued in a whisper. “Have you seen them? That woman could really be a strict schoolmistress.”


  “Do you not know what the girls are talking about doing?” Celia asked.


  “It will be at the tea—if they do anything,” Polly said. “They haven’t made any definite plans yet, but April Snow says they will decide before teatime.”


  “April Snow?” Mandie and Celia both asked.


  Polly nodded, and Mandie said, “If April Snow told you this, I don’t think I’d believe a word of it. In the first place, none of the other girls would go along with her because they know she causes so much trouble. And I’m afraid April makes things up sometimes.”


  “Oh, but I saw her talking to Etrulia Batson. I overheard enough to know Etrulia was going right along with her about the fact that no one seemed to like the looks of the buyers. She said if all of us got together, we could probably influence Miss Prudence’s decision or change the buyers’ minds,” Polly explained.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other in surprise.


  “Thanks for telling us about this, Polly,” Mandie said. “If you hear what they are planning to do, will you let us know?”


  “Of course, Mandie,” Polly said. “I’m sure you’ll want to join in whatever happens.”


  The line moved on into the dining room, and the girls went to stand behind their chairs. Miss Prudence was not in her place, but she rushed in after all the girls were ready, then Millie closed the door to the hallway.


  “Evidently the strangers are not eating with us,” Mandie whispered to Celia.


  Celia nodded agreement.


  Miss Prudence tinkled her little silver bell and said, “Young ladies, before we begin, I want to make a statement.” She looked around the table. “Now listen closely to what I have to say. We have visitors here to look at the school in regard to buying it. I am demanding that  each and every one of you put forth your very best behavior. Anyone breaking our rules will automatically be expelled and will never be reinstated for any reason whatsoever. Do you understand me? Please answer me.” She watched the students closely.


  “Yes, ma’am,” the students chorused throughout the room.


  “Now you cannot say later that you did not have proper warning,” Miss Prudence told them. “And your parents will have no recourse but to take you home. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” echoed around the table again.


  “We will return thanks now and have our meal,” the schoolmistress said as she watched to see that every head bowed. “We thank you, dear God, for this food we are about to receive. Amen. You all may be seated now.”


  The students slid into their chairs and glanced at one another. Mandie decided that someone must have told Miss Prudence about the girls’ plans. That was too bad, because she would be the only student breaking the rules when she and Tommy staged their scene. Mandie wondered if Miss Prudence would expel her, even though the school needed her grandmother’s money so badly. She hoped her grandmother would get home so she could talk to her before the tea.


  Mandie looked around the table and caught glimpses of expressions between some of the girls. Most of them weren’t eating, but were only moving the food around on their plates. Maybe they were just going to ignore Miss Prudence’s warning. After all, if all of the girls violated the rules, Miss Prudence couldn’t expel the whole school.


  As soon as they were dismissed, the students hurried out the front door. But instead of sitting on the porch, which was the custom, they began walking around the yard together. Polly and April Snow were among them.


  Mandie and Celia sat in rocking chairs on the porch and watched the others.


  “I have an idea they don’t like what Miss Prudence had to say and, not only that, they are probably trying to find out how Miss Prudence found out about their plans,” Mandie said in a low voice.


  “Do you think they might do something anyway?” Celia asked.


  “I’m not sure, but I know Polly won’t miss a word, and she said she’d let us know,” Mandie said.


  “You know, Mandie, I was just thinking. You and I have never  exactly mixed with the other girls. I know we’re friendly with all of them, and they are with us, but we more or less keep to ourselves.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “That’s because they aren’t as adventurous as we are. We’re always busy with a mystery of some kind. But I do consider all of them friends.”


  “I agree. We don’t have a whole lot of time for our own at this school,” Celia said. “We always have so much homework, there’s not much else we can do.”


  “I would imagine the other girls get together in their rooms and talk, since they all share a room with seven other girls, and we’re the only ones alone,” Mandie said. “But I don’t see how they ever get any homework done.”


  Polly came up the walkway and sat down in a nearby chair. “The girls are debating whether to go ahead with their plans or not,” Polly reported in a low voice. “A few of them are afraid of what their parents would do to them if they were expelled. As for myself, I’m ready to join in on anything they want to do.”


  “If the girls do show their dislike for the buyers, they should remember that if these people really do buy the school, they’re going to have to abide by their rules if they want to stay here,” Celia said. “And I would imagine the discipline would be much stricter.”


  Polly shrugged and said, “I know, but my mother would transfer me to another school if I didn’t like the new owners.”


  Mandie realized this was the truth. She knew Mrs. Cornwallis’ daughter could do no wrong and always got her way.


  The day moved on. The students went about their usual activities: homework, writing letters, and visiting with each other. Mandie and Celia had to catch up with their personal chores in their room. Now and then Mandie roamed the halls looking for Uncle Cal, and it was almost time for the noon meal when she finally caught up with him.


  “Uncle Cal!” Mandie called to the old man as she saw him going down the hallway toward the kitchen.


  He stopped and looked back at her. “Yes, Missy,” he said.


  “I know you’re awfully busy today, and I’m not asking any special favors, but if you happen to pass my grandmother’s house today on one of your errands, could you please check to see if she has come home?” Mandie asked as she caught up with him.


   “Dat I will, Missy,” he replied. “I be gwine dat way aftuh we eat now to git mo’ s’pplies fo’ de tea pahty. I let you know. I promise.”


  “Thanks, Uncle Cal,” Mandie answered as he continued on his way through the door to the kitchen.


  “Thank goodness I finally found him,” Mandie said to herself as she went back down the hallway.


  She went to her room, where Celia was already getting freshened up for the noon meal.


  When she entered, Celia was brushing her hair and warned her, “Mandie, you’d better hurry. It’s almost time for the bell.”


  Mandie rushed to the bathroom, washed her face and hands, and came back to brush her hair. She told Celia that she had finally found Uncle Cal and that he would check on her grandmother. “And I do hope she has come home,” she added.


  “But, Mandie, even if your grandmother has come home, it will be so near time for the tea, what can you do?” Celia asked.


  “If she is home, I’ll just run over there and talk to her right fast,” Mandie said. “I can do that and get back in time for the tea. With all the fuss going on getting prepared for the occasion, I don’t think anyone will even miss me.”


  “One day you’re going to get into bad trouble for cutting corners so close. You’ll get delayed, and someone will find out what you’re doing,” Celia warned her.


  “Don’t worry about me, Celia,” Mandie told her.


  When the girls went into the dining room for the noon meal, they found Mr. and Mrs. Halibut waiting with Miss Prudence.


  “Guess we’re stuck with them this time,” Mandie muttered to Celia as they went to stand behind their chairs.


  Miss Prudence tinkled her little silver bell and introduced the guests. “Young ladies, we have guests today, Mr. and Mrs. Halibut,” she said, looking around the room. “Would you please welcome them?”


  All the students looked at one another in surprise. What are we supposed to do now? Mandie thought.


  But Celia understood right away. “Welcome to our school,” she said, then all the other girls immediately echoed her greeting.


  Mr. and Mrs. Halibut nodded in reply, and Miss Prudence once more tinkled her little silver bell. “We will now return thanks,” she said.


  Mandie noticed the schoolmistress’s blessing was more elaborate  than usual. When they were all seated, Miss Prudence paid little attention to the girls, but kept up a steady conversation in low tones with the guests.


  Finally the meal was over, and Mandie and Celia rushed out onto the front porch to watch for Uncle Cal. Most of the other students went to their rooms, but Polly came outside to join them.


  “What’s the latest news?” Mandie asked.


  “They are all afraid to start something,” Polly said. “But if anyone does begin a protest, then all the other girls will back them up.”


  “But what kind of protest, Polly?” Celia asked.


  “Oh, you know, Miss Prudence is going to make the announcement at teatime that the Halibuts are interested in buying the school, which we already know,” Polly explained. “She told us this morning at breakfast that these visitors are interested in buying the school. So the girls think the best thing to do would be to wait until Miss Prudence announces this when the Halibuts are present. She will expect us to smile and beam our approval. However, we plan to frown and moan in protest.”


  Mandie caught her breath. “That’s awfully bold, Polly. And it’ll be embarrassing to the Halibuts and Miss Prudence and Miss Hope. Couldn’t the girls just protest against the sale of the school, and not particularly against the Halibuts? It would amount to the same thing, but wouldn’t be as bad.”


  Polly shook her head. “The girls have been discussing that, but they think it would be better to just bring it all out into the open and let everyone know we don’t want the Halibuts to buy our school,” she said.


  “Oh me,” Celia said with a sigh. She turned to Mandie and said, “I think your way would be much better, Mandie. If you could only talk to your grandmother!”


  Mandie nodded in agreement. “I just have to wait and see if Uncle Cal gets back in time for me to”—she looked at Polly and doubted she could trust her not to say anything about her plan—“follow through.”


  “What does your grandmother have to do with this?” Polly asked as she watched Mandie closely.


  “Who knows?” Mandie said. “It might be a whole lot, but then again nothing.”


   “Mandie, tell me, are you planning something?” Polly asked, eagerly leaning forward.


  Mandie thought for a moment and then said, “Polly, what I am trying to do has to be kept a secret for the time being, but I promise I will let you know as soon as I can if I’m successful.”


  Before Polly could reply, Mandie looked up and saw Uncle Cal coming up the driveway in the rig. But instead of driving to the front door, he detoured into the backyard. Mandie quickly stood up and said, “Excuse me, I’ll be right back.” She gave Celia a knowing look.


  Polly looked from one to the other and said, “I have to go now.” She stood up, also.


  “But, Polly, Mandie will be right back. Tell me more about the girls’ plans,” Celia said as Mandie rushed through the front door to look for Uncle Cal.


  Mandie heard Polly say, “Well, I’ll wait a few minutes if she’s coming right back.”


  Mandie was able to get through to the back door without being seen. She opened the outside door and looked out. Uncle Cal had supplies on the rig and was beginning to unload them.


  “Uncle Cal,” Mandie called to him as she stepped into the yard. “Any luck?”


  The old man shook his head. “No, Missy, yo’ grandmama ain’t home yit, but Annie, she did say she hear Miz Taft be back tomorrow night. And I kin go den if Missy want.” He set one of the boxes on the ground.


  “Oh yes, please go tomorrow night. I’ll see you before then. Thank you, Uncle Cal,” Mandie called as she turned and went back into the house.


  Tomorrow night? Mandie wondered. Would Miss Prudence sign an agreement with the Halibuts before then? She hoped not.


  When Mandie returned to the front porch, Polly had gone back into the front yard to talk with the other students. Mandie was glad, because now she could talk to Celia without Polly listening. She wasn’t sure if Polly would repeat things to the other girls.


  When Mandie told Celia the news that her grandmother might finally be home the next night, Celia asked, “But how are you going to talk to your grandmother?”


   “I plan on getting Uncle Cal to find out for sure that she’s home, then I will just slip out and go over to her house,” Mandie explained.


  “Wouldn’t it be better for him to ask your grandmother to come over here and talk to you?” Celia asked.


  “No, because Miss Prudence would have to know she was here, and I might not even get a chance to talk privately with her,” Mandie replied.


  Suddenly the bell in the backyard rang, and the girls all knew it was their signal to go to their rooms to get ready for the tea. It would ring again when it was time to come downstairs for the social.


  Mandie and Celia avoided the crowd. They waited until the other girls had rushed up the stairs to their rooms, and then they went to theirs.


  Mandie wasn’t in the mood to get all dressed up, but she knew Tommy Patton would be there. She wanted to look her best for him. She put on one of the new dresses Aunt Lou had made—a pale blue voile trimmed with pink rosebuds made from satin ribbon scattered around the neckline and down the front of the full skirt. She unplaited her long hair, brushed it out, and tied it back with a matching bow. She hung her locket around her neck.


  Celia’s favorite color was green, and she dressed in a bright green batiste dress trimmed with light cream-colored lace. She put a matching band of green cloth around her head, tied it in a knot, and let the ends hang down on her shoulder.


  Both girls had new patent leather shoes, which they wore with white silk stockings. Then they put on their little white gloves that Miss Prudence insisted they wear for such an occasion.


  As soon as they were finished dressing, the bell rang again and they went back downstairs. Miss Prudence was in the front hallway directing the girls to various places to sit. The tea table had been set up in the alcove, and the entire hallway and front porch were to be used as the girls found seats.


  Mandie saw Polly and asked softly, “Anything going on?”


  Polly shrugged her shoulders and said, “I’m not sure.” Before Polly could say any more, Miss Prudence motioned Mandie and Celia out onto the front porch and Polly into the parlor.


  As they went out the front door, Mandie glimpsed the Halibuts sitting in the alcove, from where they could view the front porch and  yard as well as the main hallway and the parlor. Miss Prudence really had everything planned for the strangers to see and hear almost everything that went on.


  Mandie and Celia sat in rockers near the corner, and other girls filled up the seats on the porch.


  “My, don’t we all look lovely?” Mandie said with a giggle as she surveyed the students. “These things make me so uncomfortable. When I’m grown and have a house of my own, I’ll never have a tea.”


  Celia laughed and said, “You’ll change your mind by then.”


  The girls looked up and saw several rigs making their way up the long driveway from the road. The first two belonged to Mr. Chadwick. Uncle Cal followed along behind with the surrey belonging to the girls’ school.


  “There are so many boys, it takes a lot of rigs to bring them over, doesn’t it?” Celia remarked.


  “Well, I’m glad there are more boys at that school than there are girls here at our school. That way we don’t ever come up short for partners for these fancy doings,” Mandie replied with a laugh. “I think I see Tommy there in the first rig.” She shaded her eyes with her gloved hand to see the vehicle better.


  “And Robert,” Celia added as she, too, watched.


  Suddenly something ran across the driveway right in front of the horse pulling the first rig and caused it to stop quickly.


  Mandie’s heart beat wildly. What was that? She stood up to get a better view as Tommy Patton jumped down from the rig to soothe the horse.


  “Snowball!” Mandie cried. She lifted her long skirt and ran into the yard while everyone watched. “Snowball!” she called out to him. He was busily trying to wash himself under a rose bush. She reached down and grabbed him, and then realized he was covered with black soot. “Oh, Snowball, what have you been into?”


  Tommy hurried to her side. “He looks like he’s been in something awfully dirty,” he said.


  At that moment, Aunt Phoebe came hurrying across the yard. “Dat cat,” she told them as she reached for Snowball. “He try to git out and fus’ thing I knows, he disappear up de chimney. Guess he musta gone clean out on de roof.” She put her apron around the cat and took him away.


   By this time, Miss Prudence had appeared on the front steps to see what was going on. The boys had all alighted from the vehicles and stood by watching.


  “Young men, to the house,” Mr. Chadwick told his students, and the boys moved onto the porch.


  Mandie stood there in the yard, looking at her dirty gloves and the slight smudge of black on her new dress.


  Tommy watched her and then laughed. “Just take off those gloves and you’ll look fine,” he said.


  Mandie quickly rolled the dirty gloves off as she saw Miss Prudence motion to her. She slowly made her way to the front porch and the waiting schoolmistress. Tommy followed.


  “Amanda, go to your room at once and clean up, and then get back down here promptly,” Miss Prudence said sternly as she looked over Mandie’s dress. “We will deal with this later.”


  “Yes, Miss Prudence. I’m sorry, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said, meekly walking through the front door. Tommy followed her inside and whispered, “Good start to entertaining your guests!”


  “Tommy, this is really embarrassing,” Mandie said as she continued toward the staircase. She felt as if everyone were looking at her.


  “Hurry upstairs and back. I’ll be waiting so we can stage our scene,” Tommy said in a low voice.


  Mandie knew what he was talking about. But with this happening to the cat, she wasn’t so sure she could go through with her plans. “Oh, Snowball, you are always causing trouble!” Mandie moaned as she surveyed herself in the full-length mirror in her room. She cleaned up and worried about what would happen now. She was sure Miss Prudence was angry, and she was sure the Halibuts had seen the whole mess through the window in the alcove.


  She had no idea what the schoolmistress might do, and she was afraid to even think about it.


  CHAPTER NINE


  SAD NEWS


   Fortunately, Mandie was able to remove the smudge from her dress with a soft towel after she washed her hands. She smoothed her hair and straightened her long skirts, and after she put on a clean pair of white gloves, she returned downstairs.


  As Mandie slowly descended the long staircase, her eyes darted this way and that to see if Miss Prudence was watching. But she didn’t see the schoolmistress until she passed the alcove and saw her conversing with the Halibuts. She hurried on by to the front screen door, where she found Tommy waiting for her.


  “Celia and Robert have saved us seats. Come on, this way,” Tommy said, motioning toward the far corner of the porch. The tall young man leaned over to whisper, “Hold your chin up. You look even better than you did when you went upstairs.” He gave her a big grin.


  Mandie smiled up at him and straightened her shoulders. “Thanks,” she whispered back.


  “Thank goodness you got back before they served tea,” Celia said, lowering her voice as Tommy and Mandie sat down. “Remember, I don’t like tea. I hope somebody will come to my rescue and drink mine.”


  Robert laughed and said, “I believe I drank your tea last time without Miss Prudence ever finding out. I’ll try again.”


  Celia smiled at him.


   “I saw Miss Prudence with the Halibuts just now,” Mandie said. “I suppose as soon as Mr. Chadwick joins them, the maids will begin serving tea.”


  At that moment, Millie and a maid from the boys’ school began moving among the students with a tea tray. Mandie glanced at the door to see Miss Prudence, Mr. Chadwick, and Mr. and Mrs. Halibut coming out onto the front porch.


  All the students carefully accepted the cups of tea and sweet biscuits as the adults observed. This was a test of their social decorum, which was an important part of their schooling. Everyone must know how to serve as well as how to balance a teacup and “how to put on airs,” as Mandie called it.


  Celia held on to her cup and saucer and nervously watched Miss Prudence. Robert quickly drank his tea, and in a split second when the schoolmistress was looking the other way, he switched cups with Celia and consumed her tea.


  “Thanks,” Celia muttered under her breath.


  “Anything for you,” Robert replied in a low voice.


  Mandie had been watching. She looked at Tommy and said, “You don’t have to drink mine. I don’t really like tea, but I can manage to drink one cupful. I don’t know why we can’t just have coffee. After all, we are allowed to choose in the dining room.”


  Tommy laughed and said, “I suppose you’d say it’s not socially acceptable to practice having tea while drinking coffee.”


  Mandie, Celia, and Robert all laughed. Then suddenly the tinkle of Miss Prudence’s little silver bell silenced everyone on the porch.


  “Young ladies and young gentlemen, we will now assemble in the front hallway,” Miss Prudence announced loudly as she, Mr. Chadwick, and the Halibuts entered the front door.


  All the students looked at one another. Mandie knew the other students were deciding whether or not to make their displeasure known when Miss Prudence made the expected announcement about the Halibuts’ interest in buying the school. As she and her friends followed the crowd inside, she looked up at Tommy. He winked at her and whispered, “Get ready.”


  Mandie felt a sudden wave of guilt. She couldn’t go through with the scene she and Tommy had planned. For some reason she could hear Uncle Ned reprimanding her for doing such a thing. He wouldn’t approve  at all. He was her father’s friend, and since she had lost her father the year before, she had come to love the old Cherokee Indian.


  The little silver bell tinkled again. “Young ladies,” Miss Prudence called out. Mandie looked up and saw her, Mr. Chadwick, and the Halibuts standing on the stairway in front of the assembled students. “Since we don’t have space available to accommodate all the students of both schools at once, we will stand right here for a short announcement.” She paused and looked over the crowd.


  Mandie also glanced around the crowd. She tried to judge whether the other girls were going to protest against the Halibuts buying the school or not. She found herself hoping they wouldn’t, because it would embarrass the schoolmistresses and their guests. She still believed that her grandmother would buy the school or come up with some solution.


  Miss Prudence tinkled her little silver bell again, even though all the students were completely silent. “All you girls from my school have met Mr. and Mrs. Halibut at mealtime in the dining room, and now I will explain why they are visiting us.” She paused again and looked over the crowd.


  Mandie held her breath and watched. Tommy, smiling, stooped to whisper in her ear, “Don’t forget to give me a clue when you’re ready for me to hold your hand.”


  Mandie shook her head to say no, and Tommy looked puzzled.


  As she watched for any sign of disrespect from the girls, Miss Prudence continued. “Mr. and Mrs. Halibut are visiting us in order to meet you all and to have a look at our school. As you and your parents have all been told, my sister, Miss Hope, and I have decided to sell the school and retire.” Not a single girl moved or spoke, but they all stared at the schoolmistress.


  Mandie happened to see Polly nearby, and when Polly looked her way, Mandie mouthed the word, “Now?” Polly shook her head, and her lips formed the word, “No.” Mandie thought she meant the girls were not going to protest and blew out a sigh of relief as she turned back to look at Miss Prudence.


  Tommy had watched the two girls pass the message and whispered in Mandie’s ear, “Now?”


  “Changed my mind,” Mandie quickly whispered back as she continued to watch Miss Prudence.


   “Mrs. Halibut has been a teacher since she was young, and now she would like to retire from the teaching profession and run a school such as ours,” Miss Prudence continued. “Mr. Halibut’s career is also teaching, and Mr. Chadwick is interested in talking to him about becoming an assistant.”


  The boys looked at one another with concern when they heard this.


  Mandie glanced up at Tommy and noticed he was frowning. No one had known about this.


  Miss Prudence continued, “This concludes my announcement about the sale of our school, but I have very grave news to tell you. I received a message last night, but I didn’t want to spoil our tea.”


  Mandie held her breath and waited to hear what this was all about.


  “I know of no way to put this except to be straightforward and to the point,” Miss Prudence said, clearing her throat. “President McKinley was shot yesterday while attending the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, New York.”


  There was a loud commotion among the students, and Mandie heard herself screaming to be heard, “Oh no, it can’t be.” Tears blinded her eyes, and Tommy put his arm around her shoulders.


  Miss Prudence, with a compassionate look toward Mandie, tinkled her little silver bell to try to restore order. “Yes, Amanda,” she said, “I know you visited him last March, and I am sorry to be the one to break the news to you. The report today is that he is holding his own, so there is a possibility of recovery.”


  The mood of the students turned from confusion to stunned silence. Some of the girls were crying. Some of the boys looked as though they were about to break into tears.


  “I will keep you informed when I receive further news,” Miss Prudence told them. “You are dismissed now. Our tea is over. Girls, you may talk with your friends until Mr. Chadwick takes his students back to their school.”


  Mandie couldn’t stop crying. Tommy led her out the front door and into the yard. Celia and Robert followed, and they found a bench to sit on.


  “Oh, Mandie,” Celia said through her tears. She reached out to hold Mandie’s hand.


   “Miss Prudence did say he seemed to be holding his own,” Robert reminded everyone.


  “I wonder what happened,” Tommy said. And then he added, “Now I know why Mr. Chadwick took the morning newspaper to his office and didn’t pass it around to the students as he usually does.”


  “I was thinking the same thing,” Robert said. “And if we could find today’s newspaper, we could learn the details.” He looked at Celia.


  “Miss Prudence must have it hidden away somewhere, because I haven’t seen one today,” Celia told him. She looked at Mandie.


  Mandie’s white gloves had become wet from her tears, so she took them off. Tommy gave her his handkerchief. She looked at Celia and said in a quavery voice, “We need . . . to say . . . our verse, because I’m afraid for the president . . . afraid he might die.” Her voice broke.


  Celia looked at the two boys and explained, “I don’t remember whether y’all have ever been with us when we said it or not, but there’s a special verse we say when we’re afraid or scared that something bad might happen.”


  Both boys nodded, and the four young people joined hands while the girls quoted the Bible verse, “What time I am afraid, I will put my trust in Thee.”


  Mandie sniffed and tried to dry her face with Tommy’s handkerchief, which was also wet. “Now we just have to trust that the president will get well,” she said. Her friends agreed.


  The four friends sat and talked until Mr. Chadwick called his students together to return to their school.


  “I’m glad we didn’t do what we had planned,” Mandie told Tommy as he stood on the porch steps.


  “I know. I am, too,” he said with a big smile. “See you soon.”


  Most of the girls went to their rooms after the boys left. Mandie and Celia went upstairs to their room, changed their dresses, and freshened up to be ready for supper.


  As they were changing, Mandie said, “Oh, Celia, I can’t imagine who would do such a thing to President McKinley.” Her voice was shaking as she spoke. She buttoned her dress and continued, “He’s such a nice, friendly man.”


  “Whoever did it must not be just right in their mind,” Celia said.


  “I want to know what happened,” Mandie said.


  
    

  


   And after supper she did find out what happened. Miss Prudence informed the girls at the dining table that since there was only one copy of the newspaper, she would read aloud the article about the president for any who would like to hear.


  Most of the girls followed the schoolmistress into a classroom where she read the account. Mandie learned that a man thought to be mentally deranged had committed this crime, and he was now under arrest. The man had wrapped up his right hand in a bandage and put his arm in a sling. He had gone to the exposition and stood in line to shake hands with the president. But when he came to President McKinley, he reached out his left hand to shake the president’s hand and shot the president with a pistol concealed in the bandage around his right hand.


  After Miss Prudence had finished and the other girls had left the room, Mandie and Celia sat alone a few moments. Mandie could still see the big, friendly man welcoming her and her grandmother to the White House.


  “Please, dear God, let him get well,” Mandie prayed softly.


  “Yes, please do,” Celia added.


  They went to their room for the night. As they undressed for bed, Mandie’s mind roamed. She wished she could see her grandmother now, so she could talk to her about the president. And she wished she could talk to Uncle Ned, also. He was a friend of President McKinley’s. Joe had gone to the White House, as well as Sallie, Uncle Ned’s granddaughter.


  Celia tried to change the subject. “Mandie, you know, I’m glad the other girls didn’t protest when Miss Prudence made the announcement about the Halibuts.”


  “I am, too,” Mandie said. “Anyway, it’s not even sure that the Halibuts want to buy the school. Evidently they are still looking.” She curled up in one of the big chairs.


  “I wonder when they will be leaving here,” Celia said as she curled up in the other big chair.


  “Probably tomorrow,” Mandie said. “Do you suppose they’ll be going to Mr. Chadwick’s school to look it over? Miss Prudence did say Mr. Chadwick was interested in Mr. Halibut as an assistant.”


   “Unless they’ve already been over there,” Celia said.


  “But Tommy and Robert didn’t know anything about Mr. Chadwick’s possible offer of a job, so I don’t imagine the Halibuts have been to his school,” Mandie said. She got up and walked around the room. “I’ll be so glad when tomorrow night comes and I can go over to see my grandmother.”


  “Was it definite that she would return home tomorrow night?” Celia asked.


  “That’s what Uncle Cal said, that Annie expected her home tomorrow night,” Mandie said, plopping down into the chair again. “He said he would check again tomorrow and let me know if she does come home.”


  A soft knock sounded on the door, and the two girls looked at each other. It was almost time for the bell in the backyard to ring curfew. Mandie wondered who could be visiting them that late as she rose to answer the door.


  Before Mandie could reach it, the door opened slowly, and Aunt Phoebe stuck her head inside.


  “Come in, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie told her as the old woman stepped inside.


  “I can’t stay. Got things to do,” the woman said as she looked at Mandie. “I heerd de news ’bout de president, and I knows how much you think o’ him, Missy. I jes’ want to be sho’ you all right now.”


  Mandie burst into tears, and Aunt Phoebe reached to take her in her arms. “Now, now,” the old woman said, patting Mandie’s long blond hair. “I didn’t mean to cause all dis. Heah, let’s jes’ sit down a minute.” She led Mandie to the side of the bed, where they sat down together. Mandie leaned her head on Aunt Phoebe’s shoulder, and the old woman put her arm around Mandie.


  “Oh, Aunt Phoebe, I’m so glad you came to see me. I can’t find my grandmother, and my mother and Uncle John are all the way back home, and I don’t even know where Uncle Ned is right now, and I didn’t have anyone to talk to, except Celia, and she’s upset, too,” Mandie said in one long, trembling breath.


  Celia sat with them on the side of the bed, and Aunt Phoebe embraced Celia with her other arm.”


  “We jes’ hafta remember, it be de Lawd’s will de president will git  well, but de Lawd don’t always git His way down heah,” Aunt Phoebe said softly. “And we must ’member to pray fo’ him.”


  “Yes, Aunt Phoebe, we’ll do that right now,” Mandie said, straightening up to look at the old woman. She reached with one hand for Aunt Phoebe’s work-hardened hand, and for Celia’s hand with the other. “Aunt Phoebe, you know Uncle Ned always prays with me, but he’s not here, so I need you to.”


  Aunt Phoebe tightened her grip on Mandie’s hand, looked upward, and said, “Dear Lawd, heah our prayer. We pray fo’ de president to git well. We pray fo’ you to lay yo’ hands on him and make him well. We love him, O Lawd, and our country need him, ’cause he be a good man. And his sick wife, she need him, too. Send us news, O Lawd, good news, we hopes. We puts all our trust in you.”


  “Oh yes, dear God,” Mandie added. “Please make President McKinley well. Thank you.”


  “Please, answer our prayer,” Celia said.


  “Amen,” Aunt Phoebe said. She held the two girls back and looked into their faces. “Now we done all we kin do. We hafta trust de doin’s of de Lawd.”


  Mandie wiped her tears with the sleeve of her nightgown and sat up.


  “Thank you, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie said as the old woman got to her feet. “And, Aunt Phoebe, please let me know if you hear anything at all about President McKinley . . . please.”


  The old woman walked toward the door. “I’ll do dat, Missy,” she said as she opened the door. “Now I has to go. Dat bell gwine ring any minute now fo’ you girls.”


  “Thanks, Aunt Phoebe,” Celia said.


  Aunt Phoebe walked into the hallway just as Mandie remembered something else. She ran to her side and said, “I’m sorry I forgot to thank you for taking Snowball during our tea party this afternoon. I ruined my white gloves, but I didn’t soil my dress, thank goodness. If you hadn’t come along and taken him, I don’t know what I would have done. He would have ruined my dress.”


  The old woman smiled and said, “Dat smart cat. I keeps tellin’ folks dey jes’ don’t know how smart dat cat is. He wanted outta my house real bad. He tried de doors, de windows, and den he decided on  de fireplace. I was in de kitchen and heerd sumpin’ in de parlor, but by de time I gits to de room, I sees him disappearin’ up dat chimney.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “He has done that before—gone up a chimney. Do you think he’ll try it again?”


  “No, he cain’t do dat now,” the woman said. “Cal, he done kivered up de fireplace wid some pieces of wood. And pritty soon, we be havin’ to have a fire lit to stay warm, so dat’ll put a stop to dat.”


  “It’s good the fireplace in our room here has a closer in the chimney, or he’d probably have tried it,” Celia remarked.


  “My grandmother should be home tomorrow night, according to what Annie told Uncle Cal. I can take Snowball over to stay with her,” Mandie said. “I hope she is home by then. There’s so much I want to talk to her about.”


  Aunt Phoebe looked from one girl to the other, frowned, and said, “I be tellin’ things I ain’t s’posed to know.” She softly closed the door and stood inside the room. “But from whut I hears, dem people whut named Halibut, dey wants dis heah school—”


  Mandie gasped and interrupted, “You mean they are going to buy it? Oh no, I haven’t even been able to talk to my grandmother about it yet. I was hoping they would be slow in making their decision.”


  “Oh, but, Missy, it ain’t a sho’ thing,” Aunt Phoebe said. “It all ’pends on dat Mistuh Chadwick givin’ dat Mistuh Halibut a job, too. But dat lady, she sho’ want dis heah school.”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other. “We’ll probably see Tommy and Robert at church tomorrow, and if we can get a chance to speak to them, we’ll ask what they know about it,” Mandie said to Celia. “If we can get a chance when Miss Prudence is not close enough to hear.”


  Celia agreed.


  “I gwine go now,” Aunt Phoebe said, opening the door again.


  “Oh, Aunt Phoebe, I know I’m a lot of trouble, but please let me know, just as soon as Uncle Cal finds out, whether my grandmother is home or not,” Mandie requested.


  “Dat we will,” the woman said. “But, Missy, I wouldn’t advise you to go runnin’ to Grandmama’s widdout Miz Prudence sayin’ you kin, ’cause you already be in much trouble.”


  “I know, Aunt Phoebe. I’ll remember you told me that,” Mandie agreed. “I’ll just wait to see what happens.”


   “Good night now, girls,” the woman said as she walked out into the hallway.


  “Good night,” Mandie and Celia replied as Aunt Phoebe closed the door behind her.


  “She’s right, Mandie,” Celia said. The girls sat back down in the chairs. “If she has an agreement with the Halibuts to buy the school, she won’t need your grandmother’s money now. Therefore, she might not have to be lenient with you.”


  “I know,” Mandie said. “But I still have to talk to my grandmother for several reasons. It seems strange she’d be out looking for Hilda for all this time. Somehow, I’m going to talk to my grandmother when she gets home.”


  The curfew bell finally rang, and the two girls blew out the lamps and jumped into bed.


  Mandie tossed and turned all night. She had bad dreams about President McKinley, her grandmother, and Hilda.


  CHAPTER TEN


  JOE ARRIVES


   All the students at the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls were required to attend church on Sunday, and they went to the same one Mrs. Taft attended. After they were dismissed from the breakfast table on Sunday morning, Mandie and Celia rushed upstairs to get dressed.


  “I’m in a hurry to get through this day so I can see my grandmother tonight,” Mandie remarked as she slipped on a new blue silk dress that Aunt Lou had made for her.


  “I hope she has come home by tonight,” Celia said as she took down a lacy dress made of lavender crepe.


  “I don’t think I’ve ever been so frustrated in my life,” Mandie said as she buttoned the tiny pearl buttons down the waist of her dress. “I feel like I’m running backward and I’m nearly out of breath.”


  “But you can’t change facts,” Celia said. She pulled her dress over her head and shook down the long, heavy skirt.


  “I don’t know about that. Sometimes you can do things that will influence the outcome of whatever you’re trying to do,” Mandie said, looking in the mirror. She tossed back her long blond hair and then pulled it up on top of her head. “You know, Celia, I think it’s time we wore our hair up and had a proper hat to wear instead of bonnets. After all, we’re thirteen years old.”


  “I like that idea, but we’d have to convince our mothers to buy  the hats, and I have an idea that would be impossible,” Celia replied as she tied the ribbon sash on her dress.


  “I don’t know,” said Mandie. “I think I’ll discuss it with my grandmother.” She brushed out her hair, then, with a smile, looked at Celia and said, “Besides, how are we ever going to get boyfriends while we’re wearing bonnets?”


  Celia looked shocked and replied, “Oh, Mandie, you know we’re not old enough to keep company with boys. Whatever made you say that?”


  Mandie shrugged and said, “Some girls are married at sixteen years old, Celia. I don’t plan on getting married young, because I have so much I want to do in my life. But I don’t want to keep looking like my mama’s baby girl, either.” She frowned as she pinned back her hair with hairpins and left it hanging loose.


  “Mandie, don’t rush things,” Celia said, joining her before the mirror.


  “Celia, I have an idea,” Mandie said with a big grin. “Why don’t we go to the clothing store downtown one day and just buy ourselves hats? We have enough money.” She watched Celia for her reaction.


  Celia whirled around to face her. “If we bought hats, what would we do with them?” she asked.


  “The older girls here at the school wear hats, and they’re probably fifteen or sixteen years old,” Mandie said. She straightened up and added, “And we look just as old as they do.”


  “Oh, Mandie, we’d better hurry and get downstairs if we’re going to get seats together in the surrey going to church,” Celia said.


  The school owned a fancy surrey that was used on special occasions, such as going to church. Uncle Cal had it waiting at the front door when Mandie and Celia came downstairs. The other students were already sitting in the parlor.


  The two girls stepped out onto the front porch to speak to the old man.


  “Good morning, Uncle Cal,” Mandie greeted him as he sat on the steps. “Are the Halibuts going to church with us?”


  “No, Missy, dem people done left early dis mawnin’ in dey own carriage,” he told her.


  “Did they go to Mr. Chadwick’s school?” Mandie asked.


   “No, I hears dem tell Miz Prudence dey go straight home,” he said.


  Mandie looked at Celia and said, “Then they had probably already been to Mr. Chadwick’s school to talk to him.”


  “They must have gone over there before they came here,” Celia said.


  “And the boys were probably in class and just didn’t see them,” Mandie surmised.


  Miss Prudence came out onto the porch and the other girls followed.


  “All right, young ladies, let’s go,” the woman said, leading the way to the surrey.


  At the church, the girls sat in the section of pews reserved for them. Mandie looked across the aisle and saw Mr. Chadwick’s boys in their seats. She smiled at Tommy as he caught her eye.


  The service, devoted mostly to the plight of President McKinley, was extra long that day.


  “The latest news is that our beloved president is holding his own,” the pastor told his audience. “Maybe that’s because so many people have been praying for him. But we must continue to remember him in our prayers.”


  Mandie felt a ray of hope upon hearing this message. She wished she could visit the president personally and encourage him to fight the battle for his life. The very thought of what had happened to the good man sent a pain through her heart.When her grandmother came home, she would have someone else who knew him to talk to. It was too much to hope that Uncle Ned would visit her before the end of the next week, as he had planned.


  Mandie got lost in her own thoughts until the service ended and everyone rose to leave the church. She glanced at Tommy and slipped to the end of the pew to whisper something to him as he filed out with his classmates.


  “The Halibuts are gone, and I think they’ve already been to see Mr. Chadwick,” she said, just loud enough for Tommy to hear as he paused for a moment by the end of her pew.


  “We know that nothing is settled yet,” the boy whispered back as the line moved forward.


   Mandie took a deep breath and said to herself, “Thank goodness!”


  The girls followed Miss Prudence toward the front door.


  As she reached the front door, Mandie almost bumped into Joe Woodard, who was waiting for her there. “Oh, Joe, I’m so glad to see you,” Mandie said in surprise.


  “I saw you and waited here to catch you,” Joe explained.


  Miss Prudence looked back. She stopped to watch and said loudly, “Amanda, please stay in line.”


  Mandie quickly asked, “Miss Prudence, please allow me to speak to Joe for a minute about my grandmother. Please.”


  “All right, but only one minute. Then you must join us to go back to the school. Now hurry.” The headmistress once again continued walking out the door with the other girls.


  Mandie stepped out of the way of the other people leaving and said to Joe, “When did you get here? Are you staying at my grandmother’s?”


  “My father and I arrived early this morning, but your grandmother is still not home,” Joe told her. “Annie insisted that we stay there, that Mrs. Taft had left word for us to use her house whenever we got into Asheville.”


  “Annie said she’s expected back tonight,” Mandie told him. “Oh, Joe, you just can’t imagine what all has been going on since I came back to school.”


  “I can imagine, all right,” Joe said with a big smile. “But do you know that Hilda ran away, according to Annie, and your grandmother has been searching everywhere for her?”


  “Yes, that’s what Annie told me,” Mandie said. Glancing out the open door, she saw Miss Prudence motioning for her to come to the surrey. “I have to go now, but I’ll be over to my grandmother’s after supper tonight. And I’ll tell you what else is happening. See you then.”


  “All right. I’ll be waiting,” Joe said with a big smile as Mandie looked back at him and then joined the line of girls getting into the surrey.


  When the girls returned to the school, they hurried to leave their bonnets, gloves, and Bibles in their rooms before they got in line for the noon meal. Polly Cornwallis was ahead of Mandie and Celia as  they waited to get into the dining room, but when she saw them, she gave up her place to move back and talk to them.


  “I saw you talking to Joe at church, Mandie,” Polly said. “Is he staying at your grandmother’s house?”


  “Yes, he and his father are at my grandmother’s house, Polly,” Mandie told her. “And I don’t know how long they’re staying.”


  “Is he coming over to the school while he’s in Asheville?” Polly asked.


  “I don’t think so,” Mandie said. “I’ll see him when I go over to my grandmother’s.”


  “You will? When?” Polly asked.


  “I don’t know yet. I have to ask Miss Prudence first,” Mandie replied.


  The line started to move toward the dining room door. Polly turned and followed the other girls, and Mandie gave a sigh of relief. The last person she wanted to discuss her plans with was Polly. She knew Polly couldn’t always keep a secret.


  As Celia and Mandie walked along, Polly looked at Mandie again and asked, “Do you think I might be able to go with you to your grandmother’s?”


  Mandie groaned inwardly. “I doubt it, Polly,” she told the girl. “The school has rules about going off to visit, and I will have to get special permission.”


  Polly gave her a doubtful look as they passed through the doorway and into the dining room, where all conversation had to cease.


  As soon as the meal was over, Mandie waited outside the doorway for Miss Prudence to come out. Finally the last student left the dining room, and the schoolmistress was right behind her.


  “Miss Prudence, could I please see you for a minute?” Mandie asked as she stepped up beside the woman.


  Miss Prudence hesitated, looked closely at Mandie, and then said, “Why, of course, Amanda. Let’s just walk on down to my office.”


  Once they were in the office, Miss Prudence motioned Mandie to a chair. The woman sat down behind her desk and then asked, “Well, what is it you want to talk about, Amanda?”


  “Miss Prudence, my grandmother is supposed to return home tonight, and I was wondering if you would allow me to go over to her house for a few minutes,” Mandie said quickly. “You see, I could take Snowball, too.”


  Miss Prudence looked at Mandie and asked, “And what time is it that she’ll be getting home?”


  “I don’t know yet, but Annie, the maid, said she would be home tonight,” Mandie said. “I would imagine it would be around suppertime, because I know my grandmother doesn’t like to travel after dark.”


  “Well, in that case, I suppose you may ask Uncle Cal to take you over,” Miss Prudence agreed.


  “Oh, thank you, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said with a big smile. “I’ll ask Uncle Cal.”


  “Now mind you, Uncle Cal will have to wait there and bring you back,” the schoolmistress said. “Therefore, you will only be able to stay a few minutes.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “I understand. Thank you.”


  “You may go now,” the schoolmistress said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, hurrying out the door and down the hallway to find Celia.


  Thank goodness she didn’t mention the trouble Snowball caused at the tea yesterday, Mandie thought. Miss Prudence must not have a definite answer from the Halibuts yet. Therefore, she still wants my grandmother’s money, so she has to be lenient with me.


  Mandie found Celia on the front porch, and together they went looking for Uncle Cal. They found him sitting on the front porch of his house in the backyard.


  The girls sat down on his steps and Mandie asked, “Guess what, Uncle Cal? Miss Prudence gave permission for you to take me to my grandmother’s tonight, and she told me you would have to wait to bring me back.”


  “Dat be fine, Missy, but yo’ grandmama, she ain’t home yit,” the old man said.


  “Would it be possible for you to check later today, to see whether she has returned or not?” Mandie asked.


  “I sho’ will, Missy,” he said. “And I’ll let you know.”


  “Thank you, Uncle Cal,” Mandie said as she stood up. “Do you think I could get Snowball and take him for a walk around the yard on his leash?”


   “You sho’ kin, Missy,” the old man said. Uncle Cal left his chair and went through the front door to fetch the cat.


  “Mandie, are you sure you won’t get in trouble with Snowball?” Celia asked.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll hold on to his leash, and he won’t be able to get away,” Mandie assured her.


  When the old man came back outside with Snowball walking at the end of his leash, the cat saw his mistress and immediately went to rub around her ankles.


  Mandie stopped to talk to him. “Snowball, I do love you,” she said. “It’s just that things are—well, unsettled right now. I’m going to take you to Grandmother’s house soon. You’ll have that great big house to roam around in.”


  Snowball looked at his mistress, meowed loudly, and then rubbed his head against her hand. Mandie laughed and said to her friends, “You’d think he understood what I was saying.”


  “He probably do,” Uncle Cal said. “Cats is smarter than people thinks.”


  Mandie, afraid Miss Prudence would see her in the backyard, had second thoughts about walking the cat, so she gave Snowball back to Uncle Cal. She and Celia walked around to the front porch. The place was deserted—evidently the other girls were inside the house.


  “Let’s sit in the yard,” Celia suggested as she led the way to a bench under one of the huge magnolia trees.


  Mandie joined her, and they talked about nothing much for what seemed hours before they finally decided to go to their room.


  Time passed, and finally it was suppertime. Mandie had not seen or heard from Uncle Cal. She assumed her grandmother was probably not back yet.


  After the evening meal, Mandie was really getting nervous. Where is Uncle Cal? Why isn’t Grandmother home? she worried. She and Celia went outside and sat on the front porch to wait for Uncle Cal. As the sun was setting, she saw the old man coming up the driveway in the rig.


  Mandie hurried to meet him. “Is my grandmother home yet?” she asked eagerly.


  “She sho’ ain’t yit, Missy,” the old man said as he threw the reins over the hitching post and took a box from the rig. “Had to git mo’  books from dat Mistuh Chadwick fo’ Miz Prudence. Gotta take dem into de office.” He started walking toward the front door.


  “Are you going back to my grandmother’s later?” Mandie asked as she followed him.


  “I don’t ’spect so, Missy. It be gittin’ dark, and we soon be hearin’ dat bell ring fo’ you young ladies to go to bed,” Uncle Cal said as he went on through the front door.


  Mandie turned back to Celia on the porch and gave her a questioning look. “Oh, what will I do?” she said with a big sigh.


  “I’d say there is nothing you can do. You’ll just have to wait until tomorrow,” Celia said as they sat down in rocking chairs.


  “I thought surely my grandmother would be home before dark,” Mandie said. “And I suppose by this time, Joe knows I’m not coming over there.”


  “Let’s go to our room and get comfortable, Mandie, before that bell rings for curfew,” Celia suggested.


  “Guess we might as well,” Mandie agreed.


  When they got to their room Celia started to undress, but Mandie said, “Wait, Celia. Don’t undress yet, I have an idea.”


  “Oh, Mandie, evidently not a good idea,” Celia said. Leaving her sash tied, Celia looked at her friend.


  “Sit down a minute,” Mandie said as she plopped into one of the big chairs.


  Celia sat in the other one. “Well?” she asked.


  “As soon as the curfew bell rings, I’m going to slip out and go over to my grandmother’s house,” Mandie said.


  “Mandie!” Celia exclaimed.


  “And you are going to have to let me back into the house, because all the doors will be locked by the time I get back,” Mandie said.


  “But, Mandie, how will I know when to open the door?” Celia asked. “I won’t know when you get back.”


  “All you have to do is watch out the window here. I’ll come through the yard right down below where you can see me,” Mandie explained. “Then you can run down and open the back door to let me in.”


  “Mandie, that is risky. Suppose someone sees you through another window,” Celia said. “Or suppose I run into someone in the house.”


  “Everyone is supposed to be in their room with the lights out when that bell rings, remember?” Mandie said.


   “How long will you be gone?” Celia asked. “Suppose I go to sleep watching for you. Then what?”


  “Oh, Celia, I know you well enough to know you aren’t going to sleep until I get back,” Mandie said with a little laugh. “And I won’t be gone long. I promise.”


  “I don’t think you ought to do this, but if you insist, I suppose I’ll have to do what you ask,” Celia finally agreed.


  “Thanks,” Mandie said. She got up and went to the chifferobe. “I’m going to wear my navy blue cape over this light-colored dress. That way I won’t be so visible in the dark.” She pulled the garment down from a hanger.


  The bell began ringing, and Mandie said, “Now I’ll wait just a few minutes. Then I’ll slip down the back stairs and out the back door.”


  “Please be careful,” Celia cautioned her.


  Mandie put on the cape and pulled the hood over her blond head. “You can watch out the window if you want to make sure I get out, and please don’t forget to watch for me to come back and run down and let me in.”


  Mandie walked across the room and softly opened the door. As she slipped into the hallway, she waved back at Celia, then hurried to the back staircase. The steps were dark, but she knew the way because she had been up and down them many times. She also knew how to unbolt the back door.


  Mandie found the shrubbery that grew below her window, stepped back from the house, and waved to Celia upstairs. Then she rushed down the driveway to the road. It wasn’t very far to her grandmother’s house.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  NIGHTTIME VISIT


   Mandie practically ran all the way to her grandmother’s, and when she finally made it to the front door, she was all out of breath. She quickly knocked and then stood back, trying to slow her breath and calm her racing heart.


  When Annie opened the door and found Mandie standing there, she gasped in surprise. “Lawsy mercy, Missy, whut you doin’ heah dis time o’ de night?” She stepped back to allow Mandie to enter the hallway.


  “Is Grandmother home yet?” Mandie managed to ask between quick breaths.


  “She sho’ ain’t yit,” Annie told her.


  “Then I’ll just wait awhile to see if she comes home,” Mandie said. “Where are Joe and Dr. Woodard?” She removed her cape and hung it on the hall tree.


  “In de pahloh, Missy,” Annie said.


  Mandie hurried down the hallway to the parlor. As she entered the doorway, she found Joe and Dr. Woodard reading. They looked up and rose to greet her.


  “Well, I see you finally made it,” Joe said.


  “How are you, Miss Amanda?” Dr. Woodard asked.


  “I’m fine, Dr. Woodard, and I hope you are, too,” Mandie said with  a smile. “Annie says my grandmother is not home yet.” She walked over to sit down in a chair near Joe.


  “Not yet, but any minute, we hope,” Dr. Woodard said.


  “How did you get here?” Joe asked as he sat down.


  Mandie looked at him and smiled. She shrugged and said, “I walked.”


  “Miss Prudence allowed you to walk all the way here by yourself?” Dr. Woodard asked.


  “It’s really complicated, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie began. “You see, I asked permission from Miss Prudence to visit my grandmother, and she granted it and told me to ask Uncle Cal to drive me over here and back. But not long ago, Uncle Cal came back to the school and said my grandmother was not home, that it would be too late for me to come over here tonight, anyway.” She paused.


  “So you just took off all by yourself,” Joe said, frowning.


  “It’s important that I see my grandmother as soon as possible,” Mandie said.


  “But, Miss Amanda,” Dr. Woodard asked, “suppose you are caught disobeying school rules?”


  “With all the trouble I’ve been innocently accused of lately, I suppose it’s worth the risk, because it is so important that I talk with my grandmother,” Mandie insisted, straightening her long skirt.


  Joe stared at her, and Dr. Woodard scratched his head as he looked away.


  Mandie couldn’t stand the silence, so she tried to explain. “You see, someone has been doing things, and I’m getting blamed. But nobody believes me when I deny doing them. Then along come these people named Halibut, who are interested in buying our school, and I’ve just got to see my grandmother to convince her to stop them.”


  “Your grandmother? How can she stop these people from buying your school?” Joe asked. “Your grandmother can’t control everybody and everything, Mandie.”


  “I know that, but she does have enough money to buy the school if she wants to,” Mandie explained.


  “Do you think your grandmother would want to take on that kind of responsibility?” Dr. Woodard asked. He smiled and said, “I don’t think I’d want to have to keep up with all you young ladies.”


  “I don’t know if she needs to actually buy it. She could even give  a big enough donation to Miss Prudence and Miss Hope to keep the school running until I at least finish,” Mandie said. “I understand they need money to keep the school open.”


  “Well yes, your grandmother might want to do such a thing,” Dr. Woodard agreed, thoughtfully.


  Mandie heard a door open and close. “You say Amanda is here?” came her grandmother’s voice, loud and clear.


  “Yessum, in de pahloh,” Mandie heard Annie reply.


  Mandie jumped up and was about to rush to meet her grandmother, but she suddenly became worried about being there without permission. What would her grandmother say? she wondered.


  Mrs. Taft appeared in the doorway and came into the room. “Amanda, dear, are you here for the night?” she asked as she approached Mandie and the others.


  Mandie didn’t want to explain, but as she tried to figure out what to say, her grandmother went on.


  “Dr. Woodard and Joe, I received your message saying you would be coming to Asheville, and I’m so glad you decided to stay with us.” She sat down with a sigh of relief.


  “Yes, ma’am, thank you for asking us,” Dr. Woodard replied. “I trust you had a fruitful journey.”


  “Yes, thank you, Mrs. Taft,” Joe added.


  “No, we haven’t been able to find Hilda yet,” Mrs. Taft explained. “I’ve had Ben driving me all over the countryside to every house that we’ve ever taken Hilda, but no one has seen her.”


  “Grandmother, what, happened? Did Hilda just disappear one day?” Mandie asked.


  “We went to visit the Adamses last Saturday. You know them, Amanda, they live down Tunnel Road,” Mrs. Taft explained. “They have a little daughter that Hilda seems to like, and since Hilda can only speak a few words, the little girl loves to get her own books out and read to Hilda. We adults left them together in their back parlor while we had tea. And when it was time for us to return home, Hilda was nowhere to be found.”


  “Did the little girl not know where she went?” Dr. Woodard asked.


  “No, all she could say was that Hilda went out the back door,”  Mrs. Taft explained. “We couldn’t find her anywhere. We searched the whole house and all over the grounds.”


  “I hope no harm has befallen her,” Dr. Woodard said. “Even though she is almost as big as Miss Amanda, her mind isn’t developed and she could get in trouble.”


  “I don’t understand why she would just walk out of their house like that,” Mrs. Taft said. “We’ve all done our best to make Hilda realize that we love her, and that this is her home. But I suppose she doesn’t understand that.”


  Mandie suddenly looked up and saw Uncle Ned standing in the doorway. She ran to him, saying, “Oh, Uncle Ned, I’m so glad you’re here.”


  “I come and help Grandmother find Hilda,” he said.


  Mandie grabbed his old, wrinkled hand in her small, soft one. “I wanted to talk to you about President McKinley. It’s all so horrible that I can’t believe it.” Her voice trembled.


  Uncle Ned led her over to the sofa, where they sat down. “Papoose must trust Big God,” he said.


  “I know, but I wish I could be with the president and tell him I love him,” Mandie said sadly. “And his wife must be worried sick.”


  “Amanda, I sent a telegram expressing our love and best wishes for recovery to President McKinley as soon as I heard the news,” Mrs. Taft said. “If he is able to receive his messages, then he knows we are thinking about him.”


  “And I wrote him a note, too,” Joe said.


  “My granddaughter, Sallie, wrote, too, for all Cherokee people,” Uncle Ned said.


  Mandie felt left out. She had not even thought to write the president a note. “I heard that he was shot twice, and was unable to talk to people, according to the newspaper story Miss Prudence read to us,” she said.


  Mrs. Taft suddenly looked directly at Mandie and asked, “Amanda, are you spending the night here, dear?”


  “No, Grandmother, I have to go back to school, but I need to discuss something with you that’s urgent,” Mandie said, glancing around the room at the others.


  “It’s late, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said. “Is this matter important enough to keep you out of school past curfew?”


   “Yes, it is, Grandmother,” Mandie answered. “If we could just talk for a few minutes, I can explain. Then I’ll go back to the school.”


  Mrs. Taft looked puzzled as she rose and said, “All right.” She looked at the others and said, “If the rest of you all will excuse us, I’ll talk with Amanda in the back parlor so she can get back to school.”


  Mandie followed her grandmother to the other parlor, where they sat down on a small settee.


  “Well, Amanda?” the woman asked.


  “Oh, Grandmother, Miss Prudence has had these people named Halibut in to look us over and see if they want to buy the school, and nobody wants them to get it. Will you please, please buy the school to keep those people from getting it?” Mandie asked, all in one breath.


  Mrs. Taft looked at her in surprise. “Buy your school?” she asked. “Why, Amanda, what do I want with a girls’ school?”


  Mandie put on her best smile and said, “Because your only granddaughter happens to be a student there.”


  “That’s not good enough reason for me to get involved with your school,” Mrs. Taft objected.


  “But, Grandmother, if those people buy my school, I think I wouldn’t want to go there any longer,” Mandie said. “You just ought to meet these people. They are not friendly and look so stern.They came Friday night and didn’t leave until this morning. And Miss Prudence had the boys from Mr. Chadwick’s school over for a tea to show the Halibuts what the students are like.”


  “Amanda, I am too tied up right now trying to find Hilda to get involved in anything else,” Mrs. Taft said. “So if these people do buy the school, and if you are not satisfied, then we’ll find you another school.”


  “Grandmother, I overheard Miss Prudence and Miss Hope talking, and they were saying they needed a large donation to keep the school in business,” Mandie said. “Maybe you could just give them enough money so they wouldn’t have to sell the school.”


  “I didn’t realize they were in such desperate need,” Mrs. Taft said. “Are you sure that is what they were talking about?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, looking up at her grandmother. “I’m positive.”


  “Maybe that’s why they suddenly decided to retire. That would be the easy way to get out of that position. No one would ever know  they were in financial difficulty,” Mrs. Taft surmised. “And they are proud ladies.”


  “You’re probably right. So, you see, if you just helped them out, maybe they wouldn’t sell the school,” Mandie said with a big smile.


  “I’ll go speak to them the first thing tomorrow. But now, tell me, Amanda, are you away without permission tonight?” Mrs. Taft asked sternly.


  Mandie dropped her eyes and said meekly, “Yes, Grandmother, I am. But I was so concerned over President McKinley and over the school maybe being sold, I had to talk to you.”


  Mrs. Taft stood up and said, “All right, young lady, you will go back to school immediately. I’ll ask Uncle Ned to take you.”


  They went to the parlor, and Uncle Ned agreed to drive Mandie back to the school. Joe asked to go along, and he volunteered to help Ben, Mrs. Taft’s driver, get the rig ready. Uncle Ned had come on horseback and did not have a way of taking Mandie back without using Mrs. Taft’s rig.


  Mrs. Taft went to the door with Mandie when she left. Uncle Ned and Joe were waiting in the rig outside.


  “Grandmother, you will come to talk to Miss Prudence tomorrow, won’t you?” Mandie asked as they stood at the door.


  “I said I would,” Mrs. Taft told her. “Now, you had better just hope no one sees you going back to the school.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. She was about to leave, but she remembered something very important and turned back to say, “Oh, Grandmother, Snowball is staying with Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal. I brought him with me from home and was planning to bring him over to stay with you, but—”


  “Amanda, don’t worry, I will keep him for you. I’ll pick him up when I go to see Miss Prudence tomorrow. Now hurry,” Mrs. Taft assured her.


  Mandie started out the door, then once again turned back to speak to her grandmother. “I would appreciate it, Grandmother, if you would keep me up-to-date on news about President McKinley. There is only one newspaper at the school, and it’s hard to get hold of it.”


  “Yes, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “After I discuss these matters with Miss Prudence, I must continue my search for Hilda, but I’ll see that you are informed. Good night.”


   “Good night, Grandmother,” Mandie said, walking out toward the rig. “I love you,” she called back, but Mrs. Taft had already gone inside and closed the door.


  She stepped up into the rig, and Joe moved over so she could sit between him and Uncle Ned. The old man started the horse down the driveway toward the road.


  “How long are y’all staying in Asheville?” Mandie asked her friends.


  “My father and I will be leaving tomorrow or the next day,” Joe said.


  “I look for Hilda next day or two,” Uncle Ned told her, “then home.”


  “I sure hope y’all find her soon,” Mandie said, pulling the cape around her. “And I sure hope Grandmother can do something about my school.”


  She noticed her two friends were not very talkative. This made her uncomfortable, and she wondered if she’d offended them.


  “I’m glad I finally got to talk to my grandmother about everything,” Mandie said.


  There was no response. She looked from Joe to Uncle Ned and asked, “Are y’all mad at me or something?”


  Joe quickly answered, “Oh no, it’s not that, Mandie.”


  “Then what is it? Uncle Ned, how about you?” she asked.


  The old man looked at her through the darkness and said, “Papoose must learn not disobey rules. Bad.”


  “That’s right,” Joe put in. “And you mentioned at church that you were already in trouble.”


  Mandie said with a gasp, “Miss Prudence had already given me permission to come to see Grandmother.”


  “But she didn’t say you had permission to leave the school after curfew, did she?” Joe asked.


  Mandie frowned and said, “No, but she didn’t say exactly when I was to visit my grandmother, either.”


  “But Papoose know must not break curfew,” Uncle Ned reminded her.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said with a disgusted sigh. “So y’all want to add to the list of the things I’ve done wrong. I’ve been accused for things I didn’t do, and nobody believes anything I say, so I decided to  just go ahead and leave the school after curfew. I needed to talk to my grandmother, and it was all for the good of the school.”


  “You sure have funny ideas about rules tonight, Mandie,” Joe told her.


  “Papoose must think before doing,” Uncle Ned said as he guided the rig down the road.


  Mandie knew she had broken the curfew rule and she felt bad about it, but she was tired and didn’t want to talk about it anymore.


  The rig rounded the corner of the street that ran by the school, and Mandie said quickly, “Uncle Ned, please let me out on the road at the end of the driveway. If you go on up to the door, everyone will hear the rig and look out. Besides, I have to go in through the back door. Celia will be watching to let me in.”


  Uncle Ned pulled the rig to a halt at the school’s driveway. He reached to take her hand in his. “Papoose think before doing,” he reminded her. “I see Papoose before I go home to Deep Creek. I want to wait and watch till Papoose gets to schoolhouse.”


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said with a squeeze to his hand as she jumped down from the rig.


  “When your grandmother comes over to the school tomorrow, she will probably know when my father and I will be leaving,” Joe said. “I’ll try to see you again before we go home. Be good.”


  Mandie started to walk up the driveway and turned to say, “I love you both,” just loud enough for them to hear. Then she hurried on to the school.


  When she reached the back corner of the house, Mandie could hear Uncle Ned driving the rig down the street. She stepped back from the shrubbery and waved toward the window of her room. This was the signal to Celia to let her in. Their room was on the third floor, and it was so dark Mandie couldn’t tell whether her roommate was watching or not. Mandie hoped she was there, and went on around to the back door.


  Softly turning the knob, she pushed on the door, but it wouldn’t open. Evidently it was still locked, and Celia had not gotten down there yet. She sat on the steps and waited.


  “Oh, where is Celia?” she muttered to herself as she stood up and tried the door again to make certain it would not open. It would not, so she plopped down on the steps again. Maybe Celia didn’t see her  wave at the window, she thought. Maybe she’d better go back and do it again.


  Mandie hurried back around the corner of the house and walked out into yard to look up at her window. She squinted, trying to see in the darkness whether Celia was up there or not. It was impossible to tell. She quickly waved and then hurried back around to the door.


  Just as Mandie raised her hand to try the knob, the door opened. She could faintly see Celia standing there in the darkness.


  “Sh-h-h-h-h!” Celia softly warned her as she grabbed Mandie’s hand to pull her inside. She pushed her against the wall and whispered, “Somebody is on the steps behind me.”


  Mandie held her breath and listened. She couldn’t hear a sound. What is Celia talking about? she wondered. Mandie couldn’t hear anything.


  “I don’t hear anybody,” Mandie whispered to her friend.


  “Maybe they’re gone,” Celia whispered back.


  Mandie cautiously moved forward. She softly put her foot on the first step and tested it to see if it would creak. It didn’t. She held her breath and put her foot on the next step. It didn’t creak, either. She couldn’t see up the staircase in the darkness, but she didn’t feel anyone else’s presence.


  “Let’s go,” Mandie whispered to her friend as she moved up the steps. She reached back and felt Celia’s hand touch hers.


  “Be real quiet,” Celia cautioned her softly.


  “There is nobody here,” Mandie whispered as she made her way silently up the steps.


  They finally arrived at the third floor. The windows there gave enough light for Mandie to see that the hall was empty. She led the way to their room, pushed open the door, and looked around. She couldn’t see anyone in the room, either, so she walked in.


  Celia followed and softly closed the door.


  “Whew!” Mandie said with a sigh of relief. “What was that all about?”


  Celia spoke in low tones, “Mandie, there was someone on the stairs when I first started down to let you in. I saw you wave, and when I got to the first landing, I heard a step creak ahead of me.”


  “Are you sure it wasn’t you making the noise?” Mandie asked as she began undressing for bed.


   “I’m sure it wasn’t,” Celia said as she jumped into bed. She had already put on her nightclothes. “And while I was just sitting there by the window, waiting for you to return, I thought I heard something in the hallway. I looked outside, but no one was there.”


  “Oh well, at least we made it back to our room,” Mandie said as she tumbled into bed. “If there was anyone there, they were gone by the time we came up the steps. So we don’t have to worry about anyone having seen us. Besides, if any of the girls saw us, she wouldn’t dare report us. She’d have to explain what she was doing out of her room at that time of the night.”


  “I don’t know, Mandie, but I do know I heard someone when I first started down,” Celia said. “I waited, and that’s what took me so long to get to the door. Tell me what happened at your grandmother’s house. Was she at home?” asked Celia.


  “Not when I first got there, but she came in not long afterward,” Mandie replied. “And Uncle Ned has been helping her look for Hilda, so he was there, too. And, of course, you knew Joe and his father are staying there while Dr. Woodard visits some patients here in Asheville.”


  “Did you ask your grandmother to buy our school?” Celia asked as she propped herself up on one elbow.


  “Yes, but—” Mandie began, then she explained to her friend that her grandmother had promised to come and talk to Miss Prudence.


  Both girls were tired. Celia fell back on her pillow, and Mandie turned over to her side of the bed and curled up to think about all the week’s events.


  But she soon fell asleep.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THE TROUBLEMAKER


   Mandie was sleeping soundly when something startled her awake. She sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes. “What happened? Did something wake me?” she asked herself. She looked around the room in the early morning light but couldn’t see anyone.


  “Must have been a dream,” she muttered to herself and lay back down on her pillow.


  Just as she dozed off again, the bell in the backyard started ringing. It was time to get up and get ready for breakfast. Her eyes felt like they were full of sand, but she knew she’d better not go back to sleep. She swung her legs off the bed and reached back to punch Celia awake.


  “Time to get up,” she told her friend. Celia opened her eyes and slowly sat up. “Seems like I just went to bed,” she said.


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “But this school schedule must go on, and we have to go with it. Besides, my grandmother is coming to see Miss Prudence today.”


  Mandie climbed out of bed and went over to the big chair where she had been sitting the night before. She picked up her shoes, turned to sit down, and gasped. A pile of papers lay on the seat.


  “Oh no!” Mandie exclaimed as she examined the papers. “Celia, look! Files from the office! How did they get here? Somebody is determined to keep me in trouble.” She sat down on the arm of the chair.


   “But who, Mandie?” Celia asked as she rushed to inspect the papers.


  Mandie thought hard for a moment, then said, “I don’t know how she could do it, but you remember all the trouble April Snow has caused me since I came to school here. I’m not accusing her, but she’s the only one who has shown such dislike for me.”


  “April Snow?” Celia mulled that over. “I’m not sure, Mandie, but I believe April Snow was in different places when the other things happened, so it couldn’t have been her.”


  Mandie fanned the papers in her hand and said, “Now, what am I going to do with all these? If I take them back to the office, Miss Prudence will catch me sure as anything. If I leave them here in our room, Aunt Phoebe will probably find them.”


  “Do you suppose maybe someone was lurking in the hallway last night when I thought I heard a noise, and they waited until after we went to bed to put these papers in here? Because they sure weren’t here when you and I came back upstairs,” Celia said.


  “Well, doesn’t it have to be that way? But who was it? And why did they do it?” Mandie asked.


  “I think we’d better get dressed before we’re late for breakfast, which will only make matters worse,” Celia said, going to take down a fresh dress from the chifferobe.


  Mandie stood up and raised the heavy cushion in the chair, thrust the papers beneath it, and pushed the cushion back down. “There! They should be safe there until we can decide what to do,” she said.


  The girls were just barely dressed when the bell rang, calling them down to breakfast. Mandie took one last look at the chair, then followed Celia downstairs.


  After the morning meal, the girls came back upstairs to get their books for their classes. Mandie quickly checked the chair. The papers were still where she had put them. She looked around the room. Nothing seemed to be disturbed.


  “Whoever it was hasn’t been back,” Mandie said as she picked up her notebook and textbooks.


  The girls passed their morning taking notes in classes, and it was soon mealtime. Mandie was beginning to worry that her grandmother wouldn’t visit Miss Prudence after all.


   “She promised she’d come over here today,” Mandie said to Celia as they went up the staircase to leave their books in their room.


  “But she didn’t say what time of the day, did she, Mandie?” Celia asked as they continued up the stairs to their room on the third floor.


  As they reached the top step, Mandie heard someone running up the attic stairs, which were near their room. She stopped and looked at Celia, who nodded that she had heard it, too. They threw down their books in the hallway and raced for the stairs.


  Mandie looked up just in time to see the bottom of someone’s skirt as the attic door closed ahead of her. She ran to push the door open, but it wouldn’t budge.


  “It’s locked!” Mandie exclaimed. “Someone went in there and locked the door. It’s probably the culprit who put those papers in our room.” She banged on the door. “Open the door!” she called.


  Celia looked at Mandie and said, “It couldn’t be April Snow. She came upstairs behind us and went to her room on the second floor.”


  Mandie drew up her lips in exasperation. She wondered what was going on. And where had this person been before Mandie and Celia chased her up the stairs?


  “You stay here and watch the door to be sure she doesn’t come out. I’m going to check our room to see if anyone has been in there,” Mandie told her friend as she turned back down the steps.


  “But what will I do if somebody comes out of the attic?” Celia asked anxiously, looking at Mandie.


  Mandie sighed and said, “I don’t know. Just see who it is and scream like you’re dying. I’ll run back. I won’t be gone but a minute.”


  Celia backed down a few steps and watched Mandie descend the stairs.


  Mandie rushed to their room. She saw no evidence that anyone had been in there, and the papers were still under the cushion of the big chair. She and Celia had evidently surprised the girl before she had a chance to cause more trouble.


  When she rejoined Celia on the attic stairs, no one had come out of the attic.


  “I wonder if that door is locked by a key or a latch,” Mandie said, tiptoeing up the staircase.


  “Why, Mandie? What difference would that make? If it’s locked,  it’s locked,” Celia said, watching her. “I think we’d better go get Miss Prudence.”


  “No, Celia. I want to catch whoever this is by myself, because they must be the one causing me all the trouble,” Mandie whispered. She quietly went up to the door. She bent to examine the keyhole. There was no key showing in the lock. Therefore, she was sure the door must have a latch holding it on the other side.


  Mandie softly went back down to whisper to her friend. “There’s no key in the lock, so I think we can force it open if it’s just a latch on the other side.”


  “But how, Mandie? Besides, it will make an awful noise if we do,” Celia protested.


  Mandie shrugged and said, “That’s the only way we can get it open. If we both push on it, it might just break the latch.”


  Celia looked worried. “Well, if you insist,” she said with a big frown.


  “Come on,” Mandie told her. She tiptoed back up to the door and tried to figure out how to push it. She whispered to Celia, “Let’s just both push on it as hard as we can and see what happens.”


  Mandie held up her hands and motioned to Celia. Together they pushed with all their might, but the door didn’t budge.


  “Let’s kick it,” Mandie said.


  The girls pulled up their long skirts and kicked. That only made a loud racket. When they stopped, Mandie thought she could hear movement inside the attic. Whoever was in there knew they were trying to get in now.


  Mandie was getting angry with the door now, and she began beating, banging, and kicking as hard as she could. She felt it move a fraction of an inch, but it didn’t open.


  Suddenly someone called from down the stairs, “Hey, what are y’all up to up there?”


  Mandie looked down and saw Joe Woodard coming up the steps toward them. She came halfway down to meet him and explained. “Oh, Joe, I’m so thankful you’re here. Someone’s in the attic with the door locked, and we’re trying to force it open, and Celia and I just aren’t strong enough to do that, but with you helping, we can do it,” Mandie whispered in one long breath.


   Joe looked at her and asked, “Someone in the attic with the door locked? How do you know?”


  “We saw them go in,” Mandie explained. “They ran ahead of us and went inside and locked the door. There’s not a key in the keyhole, so there must be a latch holding the door, and that should be easy to break.”


  Celia looked at Joe and asked, “Joe, how did you happen to show up right now when we needed you?”


  Mandie turned to listen to Joe’s answer. She hadn’t even thought to ask why he was here.


  “I was sent to find you girls and bring you back down to Miss Prudence’s office,” Joe said with a sly smile.


  Mandie caught her breath, “To Miss Prudence’s office? What have I done now?”


  “You are trying to break in that door and destroy school property,” he teased.


  “Joe, please be serious,” Mandie said. “Is my grandmother downstairs with Miss Prudence?” When Joe smiled, she knew the answer. “And my grandmother wants to see me?” she asked.


  “Both ladies do,” Joe explained. “And they told me to hurry before the bell sounds for the noon meal.”


  “I’m not leaving these steps until I find out who is in the attic. Because whoever it is must be the person causing all this trouble that I’ve been accused of,” Mandie said as she moved up a step.


  “Well, then I guess I’ll have to help you girls destroy school property and, believe me, I don’t think your grandmother is going to like this,” Joe said as he stepped around Mandie and examined the door.


  “You see, the keyhole is empty,” Mandie told him as he stooped to look.


  “But they could have locked the door with a key and then removed it from the lock,” Joe said. He shook the door.


  “I should have thought of that, but I don’t think that’s the case, because I did manage to get the door to rattle just a little bit,” Mandie said.


  “I think we can push this open. When I say three, let’s all push with everything we’ve got,” Joe told the girls.


  Celia stepped up and positioned herself in front of the door with them.


   “All right, here we go. Ready?” he asked as he watched Mandie and Celia turning their shoulders toward the door. “One. Two. Three!” he said loudly.


  The three hit the door with all their weight. It popped open, and the girls fell into the attic. Joe caught his balance and helped them up off the dusty floor. The three friends looked around the room. Old furniture stood here and there, and an assortment of trunks was piled on one side.


  “You watch the door, Celia, to make sure no one goes out,” Mandie whispered. “Joe and I will search the room.”


  Celia moved back to the doorway and watched. Joe led the way around the room, and Mandie followed. There was no sign of anyone anywhere.


  “Now, how can that be? I saw someone come in here,” Mandie said loudly, stomping her foot in frustration. “There’s got to be somebody in this room.”


  “I’m afraid not,” Joe said with a shrug. “You probably heard rats.”


  “Joe Woodard, rats don’t wear skirts. I plainly saw the bottom of a skirt as someone came in here,” Mandie said firmly.


  “Yes, we did see someone, Joe,” Celia added from the doorway.


  Joe looked around the room and asked, “Well then, where are they?” as he pointed around the room with a broad sweep of his hand.


  As the three followed his hand around the room, Mandie looked up and saw Uncle Ned standing in the doorway. “Grandmother of Papoose say come down to office,” he said.


  “Uncle Ned!” she said in surprise. “We’re looking for someone in this attic.” She explained what had happened.


  Uncle Ned walked around the room and looked behind everything. “Must be hiding place,” he said, and kept searching.


  Suddenly Mandie heard someone sneeze. She looked around. Her friends had also heard it. She walked in the direction she thought it had come from, but no one was there. As she started to turn back the other way, the lid of a huge trunk moved slightly.


  “Here!” Mandie cried to her friends as she raced to the trunk. Before she got there, the lid opened, and a head came up into view. She was shocked to see the face.


  “Hilda!” Mandie looked at her friends and said, “Oh, why didn’t  we think to look for Hilda here. This is where we first found her, remember?”


  Hilda pushed the lid back and stepped out of the trunk. She was covered with dirt from head to toe, but she grinned happily at Mandie as she walked toward her.


  “Love,” she said as she held out her arms to Mandie.


  Mandie, disregarding the dirt, embraced the girl and said, “I love you, too, Hilda. But you’ve been a bad girl. My grandmother has been worrying about you day and night.”


  “Love,” Hilda said again, and breaking away from Mandie, she went to grasp Uncle Ned’s old, wrinkled hand. He put his arm around her and said, “Love, too.”


  “Let’s go,” Mandie told everyone. “Just wait until Grandmother sees who we’ve found.” She tried to lead Hilda out of the attic, but Hilda pulled away from her and went back to the trunk. Mandie watched as the girl reached inside and pulled out something.


  “Your bag!” Celia said with a loud gasp.


  “This is my bag,” Mandie told Hilda. “Where did you get it?” She knew the girl probably didn’t understand her and, therefore, would not answer. Mandie looked at the valise that Hilda now held tightly in her arms. It was her bag. She could tell because she could see where the molasses seemed to have dried up on it. At least it was no longer dripping.


  “What is going on up there?” someone called from below. Mandie looked down and saw Miss Prudence, with Mandie’s grandmother right behind her, coming up the attic steps.


  Hilda ran to Mrs. Taft and embraced her. She dropped Mandie’s bag and a pile of papers fell out. Mandie stooped to pick them up and realized they were more of Miss Prudence’s files. She sat back on her heels and looked up at the schoolmistress, who was silently surveying the scene.


  “Your papers, Miss Prudence. And this is my bag,” Mandie explained. “Now we know who has been doing all these things!”


  Miss Prudence cleared her throat and said, “Amanda, you have soiled your clothes. Please go to your room immediately and clean up.”


  “I’m afraid I have soiled mine, too,” Mrs. Taft said as she stood  back and looked at several spots of dirt Hilda had transferred to her. “But I suppose it’s worth it to get Hilda back.”


  Mandie got up and walked toward the door. Behind her, Miss Prudence said, “When you are presentable, come to my private quarters. We are all having our noon meal there so we can discuss something of importance. Now please hurry.”


  Mandie glanced from the schoolmistress to her grandmother, but Mrs. Taft wouldn’t look at her. Mandie noticed that Joe was grinning, evidently in on the secret, whatever it was. Uncle Ned smiled at her, too. Celia looked puzzled.


  “I’ll be there in a minute,” Mandie said, and raced down to her bathroom to clean up. Looking into the mirror, she found she wasn’t really dirty enough to take time to change her dress. Besides, she was anxious to know what was going on. She dusted her dress off with a clean towel, washed smudges from her face and hands, and ran to join the others in Miss Prudence’s quarters.


  Miss Prudence and Miss Hope had their own rooms beyond the office. The dining table there was covered with food, and everyone else had already been seated. Miss Prudence motioned Mandie to an empty chair and she sat down. Mandie glanced at Hilda, sitting next to her grandmother, and noticed someone had washed her face and hands and combed her hair.


  “This is a very special occasion,” Miss Prudence began. “Everyone but you and Celia knows already, but your grandmother has bought the school—”


  Mandie interrupted in excitement, “Oh, Grandmother, I love you!”


  “Amanda!” her grandmother said.


  “I’m sorry, Miss Prudence,” Mandie apologized.


  “Well, with all the things you’ve been through since school started, I suppose I can forgive you,” Miss Prudence said. “But please let me finish. Your grandmother has agreed to purchase the school building. She will lease it back to Miss Hope and me, and we will continue to own the business part. Her wonderful gesture has saved us from selling the school to the Halibuts.”


  Mandie was so thrilled, she asked question after question, until her grandmother finally said, “I think you’ve said enough, Amanda. Now I would like to say a little something. Joe told me your father’s house  seemed abandoned when he and his father passed it on the way here. He told me you were worried about it. Therefore, I have decided that if you would like, you may go home with Dr. Woodard and Joe for a day or two and check on this.”


  Mandie jumped out of her chair and ran to embrace her grandmother. “Oh, Grandmother, I love you so much.”


  “Amanda, please sit down and eat,” Mrs. Taft told her. “I’m only doing this for you to show my appreciation for finding Hilda. As soon as I saw you with her in the attic, I decided I would grant you this favor.”


  Joe looked at Mandie and grinned as he said, “Things are getting better all the time. President McKinley was able to take a little nourishment, and they say he’s on the road to recovery.”


  “Oh, thank the Lord,” Mandie said with a big breath.


  After all the dark days she had been through lately, the sun was finally beginning to shine. She was thankful for all that had happened. And she reached to grasp Uncle Ned’s hand as she looked up into his deep black eyes.


  “I thank the Big God,” she said, using his term.


  “Yes, Big God do good,” the old man said.


  Now she was looking forward to visiting her father’s grave, and if his house was empty, she’d have a chance to roam around the property.


  Oh, how she hoped it would be.
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   This book is especially for all you people in and around Franklin, Macon County, North Carolina; and Swain, Jackson, Buncombe, and Transylvania counties.


  My mother’s people—with the names Wilson, Duvall, Buckner, Guyer, Roper, Downs, Frady, Bryson, Pittman, and many more—came from these counties back in Revolutionary War days, before the land was divided into the present counties.


  My mother, Bessie Addiavenia Wilson Leppard, was born in a log cabin at Charley Gap on the present site of Nantahala Inn in Swain County. Her grandfather, Abel Buckner, who owned property and raised his own family at Rose Creek near Franklin, was the first white man to cross the Nantahala Mountain. He bought land from the Cherokee Indians in Swain County. He and his family were among the founders of Maple Springs Baptist Church, and my grandmother, Amanda Elizabeth Buckner Wilson, is buried there. Mandie in my books was named after her and patterned after my mother.


  Uncle Ned in the Mandie books was my mother’s grandfather, Ned Wilson, who was Cherokee. He lived to be 112 years old.


  My grandmother Wilson was born at Rose Creek. Her father and mother, Abel Buckner and Rebecca Elizabeth Guyer, were married in 1815 in the Guyer home near Franklin, and the marriage was recorded in the old courthouse records.


  Are we related? Kin or not, I love you all.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  JOURNEY INTO THE PAST


   Mandie Shaw beamed with happiness as she told her grandmother good-bye on Mrs. Taft’s front porch. She had been allowed a few days off from school to go home with Joe and Dr. Woodard.


  “Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said as she embraced Mrs. Taft with one arm and held on to Snowball, her cat, with the other.


  “Now, Amanda, I am trusting you to be on good behavior while you’re visiting the Woodards,” Mrs. Taft reminded her as she put her arm around Mandie’s shoulder. “I am doing this without your mother’s knowledge, since it would take too long to let her know. So please don’t make me sorry I did it.”


  “I won’t,” Mandie promised, then grinned up at the lady and added, “and I’ll have to behave because Mrs. Woodard would never put up with me otherwise.”


  “Yes, I know how you usually manage to get your way with other people,” Joe teased as he stood on the steps.


  Before Mandie could reply, Mrs. Taft called to Dr. Woodard, who was tightening the straps holding Mandie’s valise in the back of his buggy. “Please let me know if Amanda lives up to her promise—and give my love to Julia.”


  “Oh, I will,” Dr. Woodard said. He glanced over at Mrs. Taft and  then smiled at Mandie. “But I’m sure she will be a perfect young lady. And I’ll tell my Mrs. that you sent your regards.”


  Mandie ran down the steps to the waiting rig, and Joe gave her a hand up to the seat. He climbed in after her as Snowball settled in her lap.


  “Do you think we’ll have enough room on this seat for three people?” Mandie asked as Dr. Woodard sat down on the other side of her. She had ridden many times with Dr. Woodard and Joe in this same rig, but she was growing older now and was more aware of Joe’s presence so close.


  “Of course,” Joe said with a laugh. “I don’t believe any one of us has got any fatter.”


  “I hope not,” Dr. Woodard said, a smile breaking the serious expression on his face. “Else we might just have to leave someone behind.”


  Mandie looked at him as he picked up the reins and said, “I could ride in the back.”


  “No, you can’t. It’s full of our baggage,” Joe said with a satisfied grin.


  Mandie shrugged and waved to her grandmother, who was still standing on the porch. Dr. Woodard shook the reins, and Mandie drew a sigh of relief as the horse pulled the buggy forward. She was going home with the Woodards! They had been her father’s neighbors at Charley Gap when he was living. And her grandmother had allowed this unscheduled time away from school because Mandie had solved a mystery dear to Mrs. Taft’s heart, and because Miss Prudence had jumped to wrong conclusions regarding the matter.


  Mandie was suddenly aware of Joe staring at her as they traveled through the streets of Asheville, North Carolina, and on out into the countryside. She smiled at him.


  “It won’t make you any fatter to talk, you know,” Joe teased.


  “Joe!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “I wonder what your grandmother put in the picnic basket she gave us,” Joe said, acting serious.


  “Why, I can tell you that,” Dr. Woodard said as he glanced at the two young people.


  “What?” Mandie and Joe asked simultaneously.


  “Your grandmother put food in that basket, of course,” Dr. Woodard said, looking straight ahead.


   “Of course, but what kind of food?” Joe asked.


  “The kind you eat,” Mandie quickly told him.


  Joe sighed and said, “All right, the riddle is solved. But I do hope there’s fried chicken in the basket.”


  Mandie was thirteen years old and Joe was two years older. The two had been lifetime friends and Mandie knew how much Joe liked to eat, but she was wishing he’d get his mind onto something else. This was a serious journey for her, and she wanted to think for a while about her father, who had died the year before—about how happy she had been when he was alive and how much she had loved him. Her throat made a quivering sound as she took a deep breath.


  Joe immediately reached to hold her hand. “I know what you’re thinking about, Mandie,” he said. “I’ll be quiet awhile.” His brown eyes looked into her blue ones.


  Mandie squeezed his hand and cleared her throat without speaking. Then she smiled at him and asked, “Does my father’s house really look abandoned?”


  “The grass and weeds have grown up all around it, and I didn’t see any livestock anywhere near there,” Joe said. “I came down the hill by the house right before we came to Asheville, when I put flowers on your father’s grave for you.”


  “I hope no one is living there anymore so I can go in the house and look around,” Mandie told him. “It’s been way over a year since I left there.”


  “We’ll find out what’s going on,” Joe replied. “And if the house is empty, we’ll get inside somehow, even if it’s locked.”


  “Locked?” Mandie asked as she realized this could be true.


  “Locked,” Joe repeated. “But you know, locked doors have never kept us out of other places we’ve explored.”


  Mandie smiled at him and said, “Right. We’ll find a way.”


  
    

  


  The roads through the North Carolina mountains were rough, and travel was slow in 1901. At noon Dr. Woodard pulled the buggy up by a stream cascading down the mountainside, and Mandie and Joe opened the picnic basket Mrs. Taft had packed for them.


  On top was a large tablecloth, which the two young people quickly  spread over a grassy spot while Snowball meowed from the bush where Mandie had tied his red leash.


  Joe began removing the food from the basket and exclaimed, “Aha! Fried chicken! And lots of it.”


  Mandie took out buttered biscuits wrapped in a large white napkin.


  “And chocolate cake!” she exclaimed as she pulled out half of a three-layer chocolate cake that her grandmother had tucked in the end of the basket.


  Dr. Woodard sat down on a tall rock nearby and said, “Will y’all hurry up with that food? Snowball and I are hungry.” He laughed.


  Mandie smiled and handed him a plate. “Help yourself,” she said. “We’ve got it all unpacked.”


  Dr. Woodard stepped over to fill his plate and then sat back down on the rock. The two young people quickly loaded their plates and sat on the grass.


  Snowball strained against his red leash and began fussing loudly when he smelled the chicken. Mandie smiled at him, pulled meat off a drumstick, and placed it in front of him. He ate as if he had been starved.


  Mandie looked at Dr. Woodard and remarked, “I hope Mrs. Woodard won’t mind my bringing Snowball to your house.”


  “One more animal won’t make a bit of difference,” the doctor said. “But you’ll have to keep up with him and see that he doesn’t run away.”


  “I will,” Mandie promised between bites of chicken.


  “And I’ll probably have to help,” Joe said with a groan. “I know how much that cat likes to disappear.” He looked at Mandie and grinned.


  “Just don’t forget how much Snowball has helped us solved mysteries,” Mandie reminded him. She reached back into the picnic basket and asked, “Now how about a hunk of this chocolate cake?”


  Joe and his father each took a large slice. Mandie took a smaller piece and shared a bite with Snowball, who would eat anything his mistress ate.


  As soon as they finished their meal, they took cups from the basket and filled them with water from the falls of the icy mountain stream.


  “Drink your fill. We won’t be stopping again until we get home,” Dr. Woodard told the young people.


  Mandie finished her drink of water and filled the cup again for  Snowball. His nose twitched when it touched the cold water. He looked up at his mistress and then slurped it up.


  After they had repacked the basket, they climbed back into the buggy and Dr. Woodard guided the horse over the mountain road.


  In the late afternoon, Mandie became excited when she saw the Woodards’ two-story log house come into view. She had visited there before, so she knew there were four large bedrooms upstairs, crammed full of huge beds with headboards that almost reached to the high ceiling. The Woodards enjoyed having company and had plenty of room to accommodate quite a few guests.


  “Thank the Lord we made it safely home,” Dr. Woodard said as he stopped the horse in front of the long veranda and stepped down from the buggy.


  Mandie, holding on to Snowball, followed Joe. Dr. Woodard walked to the rear of the buggy and began removing the straps holding the luggage. Joe helped him as Mandie watched.


  Suddenly Snowball hissed and stretched his claws into the shoulder of her dress. Mandie looked around and saw Joe’s dog, Samantha, racing toward them. She was barking with delight at having her master back home. Joe bent to pat her head. The beautiful golden brown dog whined with pleasure.


  “Snowball, stop it,” Mandie told her cat as he hissed at Samantha. She pulled his claws out of her dress and held his front feet so he couldn’t put them back on her shoulder.


  “Oh, Samantha, where are your babies?” Joe asked his dog as he looked around the yard.


  “Samantha has some new babies?” Mandie asked as she glanced toward the house. “She had babies last year when I was here, remember?” She turned to look at Joe as Dr. Woodard pulled down her valise and set it on the ground.


  “Yes, she did,” Joe said, straightening up to grasp a large bag from the back of the buggy. “And she has more now. We gave the other ones away when she had the new ones.”


  “We didn’t need so many dogs,” Dr. Woodard remarked as he carried his bag and Mandie’s valise up the front steps. Joe carried the other bag, and Mandie followed him.


  Mrs. Woodard was standing in the front doorway. “Amanda, how nice to see you!” she said.


   Mandie looked up and smiled as she approached the woman. “And it’s nice to see you, Mrs. Woodard.”


  “My, my, that cat sure has grown,” Mrs. Woodard remarked as she looked at Snowball.


  “Yes, ma’am, he has,” Mandie agreed, looking up at the lady with her blue eyes. “I hope you don’t mind me bringing him with me.” She pushed her bonnet back on its strings and smoothed stray tendrils of blond hair.


  “Not at all, dear. But I suppose you’d better keep him inside the house. Samantha has puppies, you know, and she might not like him around them. Joe can make a sandbox for him,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  “Thank you,” Mandie said.


  Dr. Woodard set his bag down inside the doorway and turned back to embrace his wife and plant a quick kiss on her cheek. Mandie smiled to herself when she saw Mrs. Woodard become flustered with the show of affection. Mandie thought of her father and wished with all her heart she could see him and her mother do such a thing.


  “Let’s get Amanda settled now,” Mrs. Woodard said, turning away from her husband. “Come on, Amanda, I’ll take you upstairs,” she added.


  “You don’t have to walk all the way upstairs, Mrs. Woodard, if you’ll just tell me which room I can sleep in,” Mandie said. She wanted to give Dr. Woodard a few minutes with his wife to catch up on what had happened during his trip through the mountains to visit patients before he finally ended up in Asheville.


  “Well, dear, just put your things in the far room on the front, the one you used last time, and then hurry on back down. Supper is almost ready,” Mrs. Woodard told her as they all stood in the front hallway.


  “I’m coming, too,” Joe said. He picked up his father’s bag and said, “I’ll take this upstairs.”


  “Don’t be too long,” Dr. Woodard said.


  Carrying his own bag in one hand and his father’s in the other, Joe made slow progress up the steps behind Mandie. She held Snowball with one arm as she brought up her bag.


  “Meet you downstairs in two minutes,” Mandie called to Joe as she turned down the corridor toward the room designated by Mrs. Woodard, and he went in the other direction.


   “Right,” Joe agreed. “If you want to just leave Snowball in your room, I’ll run right out and make a sandbox.”


  Mandie turned around and said, “I forgot about that. I think I’d better stay with Snowball until you bring the sandbox.”


  “I’ll hurry,” Joe said as he continued down the hallway.


  Mandie set Snowball down in her room and quickly unpacked the few things she had brought with her. Since she would only be here a few days, she didn’t need much.


  By the time she was done, Joe had come hurrying in with the sandbox. “I’ll put it over here on the hearth so Snowball won’t scratch the sand and throw it all over the rug,” he said as he placed it to the right of the fireplace.


  “That’s a real good idea. Sometimes he gets all wound up scratching around in his sandbox,” Mandie said with a little laugh as she watched her cat head straight for the box.


  “We can bring him some food after we eat,” Joe said. “Come on. Let’s go downstairs. I’ll run back up with a pan of water for him.”


  When the two got to the bottom of the stairs, they found Mrs. Woodard waiting for them with water for Snowball. “I expect your cat will be thirsty after that long journey,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  “Be right back,” Joe said as he reached for the container and ran back upstairs with the water.


  Dr. Woodard came into the hallway from the parlor and asked, “Are we ready to eat now?”


  “Yes, all ready,” Mrs. Woodard said as Joe came bounding down the stairs.


  When they went into the dining room, Mandie saw that Mrs. Miller, who lived with her husband in a cabin on the Woodards’ property, was putting food on the table. The Millers were tenant farmers.


  “Hello, Mrs. Miller,” Mandie said, smiling at the woman.


  “And hello to you, Miss Amanda,” Mrs. Miller replied, as she placed a platter of food on the table.


  When everyone had been seated, Mrs. Miller said, “I believe I have everything on the table, Mrs. Woodard. I’ll be cleaning up in the kitchen if you need me.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Miller,” Mrs. Woodard replied as the woman left the room.


  Mandie enjoyed the food and the conversation as Dr. Woodard  discussed what had happened during various visits to patients, and then Mandie related the latest events that had taken place at her school.


  When there was a pause in the conversation, Mandie was finally able to ask the question that had been on her mind ever since she had arrived at the Woodards’. “Mrs. Woodard, have you heard anything, or do you know anything, about . . . uh . . . whether or not those people . . . uh . . . or anybody . . . is living in my father’s house?” she asked, stumbling over the question. She couldn’t bring herself to call the people “kinpeople” who were supposed to be living in her father’s log cabin.


  Mrs. Woodard looked at her thoughtfully for a moment, then replied, “No, can’t say that I have. But then those people stay pretty much to themselves. They don’t get out and around much, so other folks more or less leave them alone.”


  Joe spoke up. “It looked abandoned last time I saw it. The grass was all grown up and full of weeds, and there was no sign of anybody or anything around.”


  Dr. Woodard cleared his throat and explained to his wife, “That’s the reason Miss Amanda came home with us. Mrs. Taft gave her permission to come and visit so she could go and see for herself whether anyone is living there now or not.”


  “Oh, indeed,” Mrs. Woodard said, looking back at Mandie. “What will you do if the house is empty, dear?”


  “I’d like to go inside. You see, I haven’t been back since my father died and I was sent to work for the Brysons,” Mandie explained.


  “And Uncle Ned, her father’s old Cherokee friend, took her to her uncle John’s house, if you remember,” Dr. Woodard added.


  “Yes, of course,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  “Do you think I could run over there as soon as we’ve finished supper?” Mandie asked as she looked from Mrs. Woodard to Dr. Woodard. “It’ll be daylight for a while yet.”


  “I don’t see why not,” Dr. Woodard said. “Joe can go with you, but y’all must come straight back before it gets dark.”


  “Oh, thank you, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie said.


  “Take Samantha with y’all,” Mrs. Woodard told Joe. “She needs the exercise. She stays right around the yard since the puppies came.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Joe agreed.


  Shortly thereafter, Mandie and Joe set off down the road, with Samantha racing ahead. She would stop now and then and look back  to be sure her master was following, and whenever Mandie and Joe almost caught up with her, she would take off again.


  “Smart dog,” Mandie remarked with a laugh, but her mind was on what she might find when they arrived at her father’s property.


  “Yes,” Joe agreed as he glanced at Mandie.


  No more was said until the rail fence that lined Jim Shaw’s land came into view. Then Mandie stopped suddenly in her tracks and caught her breath. Her father had been putting up that fence when he died. She could see him in her mind—his curly red hair, bright blue eyes, and his constant smile. It seemed like only yesterday, but in fact it had been well over a year ago. And so much had happened since then.


  Joe reached for her hand and squeezed it tightly. Mandie’s blue eyes were full of tears as she looked up at him and said with a shaky voice, “I’m ready to go on.”


  They walked together hand in hand as they passed through the open gate and came to the barn.


  “We’d better stop a minute and look ahead,” Joe whispered to her.


  Mandie nodded, and the two peeked around a corner of the barn.


  “Oh, what a mess!” Mandie said as she glanced around the yard. Joe had been right. Weeds were growing everywhere. Trash was strewn here and there. The house looked deserted.


  Mandie looked through the half-open door of the barn. There weren’t any animals inside and the place looked filthy.


  “Let’s walk up to the house and knock on the door,” Mandie suggested in a whisper.


  Joe looked at her and asked, “Are you sure we ought to do that? There may be someone in the house, and if they open the door, what are we supposed to do?”


  “We’ll just see who it is then,” Mandie said. “Besides, I don’t believe there’s anyone around here. Come on.”


  Mandie moved along the wall of the barn to the corner. She paused and then cautiously walked forward into the open yard between the barn and the house. Joe followed. When she reached the door of the log cabin, she paused again. Memories came through her mind, but she determinedly put these aside and knocked loudly on the door. She listened but couldn’t hear a sound inside. She knocked again and again without receiving an answer. Joe waited behind her.


   “There’s nobody in there,” he whispered.


  “Let’s go in,” Mandie whispered back as she reached for the doorknob. She slowly turned it and pushed on the door, but nothing budged.


  “Locked,” Joe whispered from where he watched.


  Mandie sighed loudly and stepped over to a window. She tried to look inside, but a curtain blocked her view. She walked all around the house, trying the back door and trying to see through the other windows, but without any luck.


  “How can we get inside?” she asked. “There has got to be a way.”


  “It’s too late tonight, Mandie,” Joe told her. “We can come back tomorrow.”


  Mandie glanced at the sky and realized the sun was going down. “I suppose we’ll have to,” she said with disappointment.


  “We’ll come back right after breakfast tomorrow,” Joe promised.


  “All right,” Mandie said, taking a last look at the house as she walked slowly toward the road.


  Joe looked around the yard and asked, “Now, where did Samantha get to?”


  “I don’t know,” Mandie said as she realized she had not seen Samantha since they had entered the yard.


  Joe hurried on toward the road, watching for his dog. Once on the road, he began whistling for her. “Samantha!” he called.


  Mandie was surprised when she saw the dog running toward them from the direction of Joe’s house. “She must have gone back home,” she said just as Samantha reached Joe.


  “I suppose she had to go back to see about her puppies,” Joe said as he stooped to rub Samantha’s head. “Let’s go home now, Samantha, home!” The dog turned and started back toward Joe’s house.


  Mandie stopped at the bend in the road for one last look at her father’s house. Evidently no one was living there anymore. And tomorrow morning she and Joe would figure out some way to get inside. What will we find? she wondered. Will it look like it did when I lived there with my father?


  And where had everyone gone? Why did they all go off and desert the house? Etta and Zack Hughes . . . Irene . . . when did they leave?


  Mandie could not sleep much that night with all this on her mind.


  CHAPTER TWO


  WHO’S THERE?


   The next morning after breakfast, Mandie and Joe once again set out to visit her father’s property. Samantha followed for a while, but then turned and raced back toward Joe’s house.


  “Evidently she is going back to her puppies,” Joe remarked as they walked along.


  Mandie had been carrying Snowball because he had insisted on hissing at Samantha. Now that the dog was gone, she set her cat down to walk at the end of his red leash.


  “Maybe Snowball will behave now,” she said. Then laughing, she added, “It’s too bad my cat and your dog can’t get along together.”


  “That will never be,” Joe said. “Remember how Snowball used to follow you to school when you lived here? And then Samantha would sometimes show up, and we had to keep them apart.”


  “I sure do,” Mandie said with a smile. “Joe, let’s go by the schoolhouse. I haven’t seen it since I moved away from here.”


  “All right,” he agreed. “Mr. Tallant is still the teacher and everything’s more or less the same.”


  They turned down the narrow road that led to the school building.


  “I wish I could come back,” Mandie said.


  “That wouldn’t be a good idea because you need more education  than Mr. Tallant is capable of giving,” Joe said. “In fact, this may be my last year here at this school. If I’m going to be a lawyer I need to move up into higher education.”


  Mandie stopped and looked up at him. “Oh, Joe, come to Mr. Chadwick’s school in Asheville,” she said excitedly. “The boys come over to visit our school for socials and things, and I’d get to see you now and then.”


  Joe stopped, looked down at her, and smiled. “That’s a good idea, only Mr. Chadwick doesn’t teach what I need to learn. You see, my parents want me to enroll in the university.”


  “University?” Mandie said with a loud gasp. “Why, the nearest one of those is a long way off.”


  “I know, but I have to go,” Joe replied with a slight frown. “I won’t like being so far away from home, but it won’t be forever.” He reached out and jerked the strings on her bonnet as he joked, “I have to get education so I can make lots of money in order to afford to marry and take care of you.”


  Mandie felt her face growing warm as she ducked away from him. “I suppose my mother will send me to one of those higher education schools somewhere soon because she wants me to learn to take care of the business when I come of age,” she said. “It’s too bad we can’t just live in the country and farm.”


  “Farming is hard work,” Joe said. “I’d rather do something else, like become a lawyer. But right now we’d better get moving if we’re going to be back home by noon.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed as they continued down the road toward the schoolhouse.


  When the building finally came into view, Mandie stopped to stare at the one-room log cabin. She remembered there had been only sixteen pupils when she was attending school there. Mr. Tallant had divided the students into groups of four and kept them involved in four different subjects at the same time. Each group had children who were close in age and grade level. Mandie had been the youngest in Joe’s group. She smiled when she remembered the notes passed between her and Joe right under Mr. Tallant’s nose. She was certain the teacher had been aware of this but chose to ignore it.


  “Coming?” Joe asked, bringing Mandie back to the present.


  “Oh yes,” Mandie said. She picked up Snowball and caught up  with him. “I was just thinking about our classes here. It’s so different at the Heathwoods’ school in Asheville.”


  “That’s what I’m talking about,” Joe said as they walked toward the long front porch of the schoolhouse. “This is limited education here. Both of us need to go on to higher schools.”


  Mandie stepped onto the porch and tried to look through a window, but the shutters were closed. Snowball squirmed in her arms.


  “I know the school is on harvest break, but when do you have to go back to class, Joe?” she asked.


  “Next week,” Joe said as he came up behind her. “Do you like going to a school where classes continue on through the school year without breaks, except for a few holidays?”


  “Well, I suppose it’s all right,” Mandie said thoughtfully. “At least it’s not broken up into pieces like the country schools where you have such long breaks you almost forget what you’re learning.”


  “All the city schools go straight through, so once I leave here I’ll be on the same schedule you’re on,” Joe said as he reached over and tried the door. “I suppose Mr. Tallant locked up the building because someone went inside one weekend not long ago and wrote all over the blackboard.”


  Mandie looked up at him and asked, “What did they write?”


  Joe shrugged his thin shoulders and replied, “I don’t know. He said it was lucky he found it and not one of the pupils.”


  “Does he know who did it?” Mandie asked.


  “No, but he said he has a good idea,” Joe said as he walked down the front steps. “Come on. We’d better get a move on.”


  Mandie followed, with Snowball still squirming in her arms. “Who do you think it was, Joe?” she asked as she looked back at the schoolhouse.


  “I have no idea,” Joe said, leading the way down the path to the road.


  “Oh, Joe, you must have some idea,” Mandie said as she came alongside him when they reached the main road.


  Joe stopped, and Mandie paused by his side. He looked down at her and said, “Mandie, I don’t know who it was.”


  “It must have been somebody who goes to school there,” she said.


  “Now, Mandie, I shouldn’t have ever told you anything about it,”  Joe said. “This is not a mystery you can solve, so let’s forget about it.”


  Mandie frowned, but then gave him a big grin and said, “Well, you never know.”


  “I do know I’m not getting involved in it,” Joe said.


  “Why not?” Mandie asked.


  “Because Mr. Tallant would have told us who he thought it was if he’d wanted us to know,” Joe replied. “Do you want to go on to your father’s house or not?”


  “Oh yes, of course.” Mandie began walking, and Joe caught up with her.


  Mandie was silent as they continued down the road. Who could have written on the blackboard? she was wondering. And what was it they wrote that caused Mr. Tallant to say he was glad he found it first? She decided it must have been something terrible if he didn’t want to tell his pupils what it said. All this was definitely a mystery, but she wasn’t sure how she could solve it. She was only going to be here a few days, she thought. Besides, the school was closed and would not reopen until she had gone back to her school in Asheville.


  “Where is your mind, Mandie?” Joe broke into her thoughts as he tweaked the long plait of blond hair hanging down her back.


  Mandie whirled and darted away as she laughed and said, “In the future.”


  “Well then, bring it back to the present, because we are almost at your father’s house,” Joe told her.


  “How are we going to get inside the house? You didn’t bring any tools to open the door or windows,” Mandie said.


  “Tools?” Joe questioned her. “We can’t just break into a house like a burglar with tools and all.”


  “You said we’d find a way to get inside,” Mandie reminded him.


  “You’ll have to help think up something,” Joe said. “We didn’t examine everything when we were there yesterday. Maybe there’s a shutter with a missing hook or something, and we could use that to pry open a window.”


  “Or you could slide down the chimney like Snowball did in that house when those people kidnapped us, remember?” Mandie said with a big grin.


   “Now that is one thing I’d never do for you,” Joe said, frowning. “If you want someone to go down the chimney, then you do it.”


  “Oh, Joe, I was joking, but I do know the chimney is large enough for a person to get through,” Mandie said. Snowball meowed, squirming to get down. She let him walk at the end of his leash, but she kept a tight hold on it.


  When they walked around the bend, Mandie could see the house and barn in the distance. They both quickened their pace to get to the house. Her heartbeat quickened as she hurried through the open gate and stopped at the corner of the barn, hiding there so that anyone in the house could not see her. Joe came to stand beside her.


  “I don’t see anyone anywhere,” Mandie whispered to him.


  “I don’t, either, but someone could be in the house,” Joe told her.


  She turned to look up at Joe, and Snowball suddenly jerked the leash free. The cat rushed forward into the yard and began smelling around the house.


  “Oh, Snowball!” Mandie said with a sigh. She looked back at Joe and told him, “I’m going to have to get him.”


  “You’d better make it quick, because if anyone is in the house they might see you,” Joe whispered back.


  Mandie started to move forward and then paused. “I smell smoke. Is something on fire?” she asked as she sniffed the air and looked around.


  “I smell it, too,” Joe agreed as he, also, took deep breaths.


  Mandie looked around the corner to watch Snowball, who was now playing with a rotten apple in the yard near the house. When she looked up, she stopped and whispered quickly to Joe, “There’s smoke coming out of the chimney!”


  Joe came to her side. “Someone must be in the house, Mandie.”


  Mandie stomped her foot and said, “But I wanted to get inside the house!”


  “You could always go up and knock on the door,” Joe suggested.


  “But how can we tell who is in there?” Mandie asked, still staring at the smoke.


  “Well, we could creep up and look in the windows,” Joe suggested as he looked at her.


   “All right. Which way should we approach the house?” Mandie asked.


  “From whichever way we won’t be in full view of whoever is inside,” Joe replied.


  “There are windows on every side, so we’ll just have to walk toward a corner,” Mandie said. “Come on.”


  She led the way around to the front of the barn. She paused to look through the open door—there was no one inside. Continuing on, she darted from tree to tree as she watched the house. Joe followed. Snowball continued playing in the yard.


  Mandie finally reached a corner of the house and began creeping toward the window on one side. Joe was right behind her. Just as she straightened up to look through the window she heard a sudden barking and screeching noise in the front yard.


  Mandie and Joe both dropped to the ground.


  “Snowball!” Mandie said in a loud whisper.


  “And Samantha!” Joe added.


  Mandie stayed where she was, expecting whoever was inside to open the door upon hearing the dog and the cat. She silently looked at Joe close behind her. She didn’t hear a sound from the house.


  Mandie could see the dog and cat had reached a standoff with each other, but the noise continued. Samantha continued barking and Snowball didn’t give an inch of ground. He kept up his hissing and growling as he boxed the air with his front paw.


  Finally Mandie whispered to Joe, “I don’t believe anyone is inside.”


  “Someone had to build that fire to make smoke come out of the chimney,” Joe reminded her.


  “But maybe they’ve left,” Mandie suggested.


  “I have an idea,” Joe said softly as he picked up a small pebble nearby. He threw it at the two animals, aiming it so it didn’t hit either one.


  Mandie watched as Samantha stopped and looked toward them. She immediately came running to her master. Snowball sat down and began washing his face.


  “Snowball!” Mandie called softly to her white cat, but he ignored her.


   “Samantha, go home. Home,” Joe told his dog as he pointed to the road.


  Samantha hesitated, looking back at Snowball and then at her master.


  “Home, Samantha,” Joe repeated.


  Samantha wagged her tail as Joe patted her head. Then she raced off toward the road.


  “Snowball,” Mandie called softly again.


  Snowball quit washing, looked at her, and then ran off in the direction Samantha had gone.


  Mandie and Joe looked at each other and smiled.


  “He is pursuing Samantha,” Mandie said with a soft laugh.


  “You know who would win if the two really got in a fight,” Joe reminded her. “But maybe Samantha will ignore him if he stays away from her puppies.”


  “I hope so,” Mandie whispered as the two crouched by the house.


  “Shall we go home and see what happens?” Joe asked.


  “After we look in the window,” Mandie whispered. She slowly straightened up till her eyes were even with the bottom of the window. She squinted hard, but the curtain covering the window was too thick to see through.


  Joe did the same thing, then he looked at her and shook his head.


  Mandie stooped back down and whispered, “Let’s try another window.”


  She led the way around to the window at the back of the house. Joe followed. That window was also covered on the inside. Mandie went to the other side, with Joe behind her. But there was also a curtain over the window there.


  “That leaves the front,” Mandie whispered as the two stooped below the window.


  “Well, what are we waiting for?” Joe said in a soft voice. Mandie began creeping around the house, then looked back at him and said, “Come on.”


  “Watch that bucket up there,” Joe warned her. He pointed ahead.


  Mandie saw it just in time to keep from banging into it. She knew it would have made a loud noise if she’d hit it. When she reached the  front corner of the house, she paused to glance at the window on the porch.


  “We’ll have to step up onto the porch to look in that one,” she warned Joe in a soft whisper.


  “Right,” Joe whispered back.


  Mandie stood up just long enough to reach the porch and then crouched beneath the window. Joe followed. Glancing back at Joe, she slowly raised herself up enough to see through the window, and Joe did the same. But they discovered that this window was also heavily curtained.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie whispered as she dropped down to the floor and slid off into the yard. Joe came behind her.


  “Give up?” Joe asked as they sat on the ground.


  Mandie shook her head quickly and whispered, “No! I’ll think of something.”


  “You could knock on the door,” Joe suggested.


  Mandie’s face brightened as he said that. “I’ll do just that,” she said, determinedly rising and walking toward the steps of the porch.


  Joe remained by the corner of the porch and watched.


  If this was the only way to find out who was inside, she thought, then she would knock on the door. She was hoping no one would answer her knock, because she had no idea who it could be. On the other hand, she concluded, someone has to be in the house, because smoke is coming out of the chimney.


  Mandie stepped up to the door and knocked loudly. She couldn’t hear a sound inside the house. She knocked again and again without any results. She frowned and began beating on the door with her fists, but still no one answered.


  Joe stood up and told her, “Let’s go, Mandie. There’s just not anybody in there.”


  Mandie looked at him with a frown and said, “I believe there is, and they just don’t want to come to the door.” She stepped down to join him in the yard. “But I’ll come back.”


  “Yes, we can come back,” Joe agreed, and the two slowly began walking toward the barn on their way to the road.


  When they reached the corner of the barn, Mandie turned to look back. She gasped and grabbed Joe’s arm. “Look! There’s someone looking out the window!” she cried.


   “Where?” Joe asked. “Oh, I see.” The face at the window disappeared.


  “But they didn’t pull the curtain back enough for us to see who it is,” Mandie said. “Maybe we should go back.”


  “If they didn’t come to the door before, they’re not going to come to the door if we go back, Mandie,” Joe said. “We’ll just have to figure out some way to see who it is.”


  “We can always watch the house. Whoever is in there has got to come outside now and then for different things,” Mandie said.


  “That’s right,” Joe agreed.


  “I just don’t understand why they wouldn’t come to the door,” Mandie said as she continued staring at the window in the distance.


  “I guess they just don’t want to,” Joe said. “Now, do you want to go by the graveyard before we go back to my house?”


  Mandie quickly looked at him. “Yes, I’d like to,” she said.


  “Then let’s go. We still have to find that cat of yours, remember?” Joe said.


  “Oh goodness, you’re right,” Mandie replied. “I had forgotten all about Snowball, and I don’t see him anywhere around here.”


  “We can look for him after we walk up the mountain,” Joe said.


  The two climbed the narrow winding road to the top of the mountain. Mandie relived in her mind that day when her father’s funeral procession had gone up this road. When she reached the cemetery at the end of the trail, she ran to her father’s grave and dropped to her knees beside it. Her bonnet fell back on its strings.


  “Oh, Daddy, I loved you so much!” she whispered as the tears streamed down her face. “I wish God could give you back to me! I miss you!” Her voice cracked, and Joe knelt beside her and put his arm around her shoulders.


  “I love you, Mandie,” Joe said softly, burying his cheek in her blond hair. He tightened his embrace.


  Mandie suddenly realized what Joe had said, and she looked up at him through her tears. “I love you, too, Joe,” she replied in a shaky voice.


  “I love everybody, but not like I love you, Mandie. It’s a special kind of love,” Joe tried to explain in a whisper as he continued holding her tight.


   Mandie thought for a moment and then replied, “I have a special kind of love for you, too, Joe.”


  He handed her a handkerchief and she wiped her face. He helped her to her feet.


  “I’ve always loved you, Mandie, and I’m serious when I say I won’t outgrow it,” Joe said, looking down into her reddened eyes. “I’m going on sixteen years old, not far from the marrying age, and when we reach that age I will tell you again that I love you and will ask you to become my wife.”


  Mandie could feel the love Joe radiated, and she answered seriously, “When we reach that age, I’ll let you know my answer, Joe.”


  Joe smiled down at her and said, “That’s good enough for me.”


  Mandie looked back at her father’s grave and said, “I appreciate your putting flowers here all the time, Joe.” There were wild flowers in a vase at the headstone.


  “I think we’d better replace those. They’ve been here since before I went to Asheville, and they’re kinda wilted, don’t you think?” Joe said, stooping to pick up the vase. He carried it to the edge of the woods and threw the dead flowers away.


  “I see something blooming down that way,” Mandie said, pointing toward a pathway to their left.


  “We’ll get some water from the creek and fill this up with fresh flowers, and then we’d better look for Snowball,” Joe told her.


  “Oh, I wonder where he went,” Mandie said with a big sigh. “You know, he still has his leash on and he could get tangled up on something. Let’s hurry.”


  Mandie remembered her cat had run off in the same direction as Samantha, and she wondered if he might have followed the dog home.


  CHAPTER THREE


  DANGER ON THE MOUNTAIN


   Mandie and Joe searched the woods surrounding the cemetery for Snowball.


  “Better to look for him up here first so we don’t have to walk all the way back up the mountain to do it later,” Mandie remarked as they shook every bush they came to, calling her cat’s name.


  They slowly made their way around the edge of the clearing. Now and then a squirrel ran across their path or birds put up a squabble overhead because their domain was being invaded. Mandie continued to call, “Snowball! Where are you?”


  “I don’t believe he is up here,” Joe said with a loud sigh. They circled back to where they had begun.


  “He probably followed Samantha home, but I guess we’d better look real good for him on our way down,” Mandie said as she glanced around the clearing.


  The two searched the pathway as they slowly made their way back down the mountain. Mandie called Snowball’s name now and then, but he was nowhere to be found. Once on the main road, Mandie and Joe hurried toward Joe’s house.


  “I sure hope Snowball is at your house,” Mandie said, watching for the cat along the way.


   “And I hope Samantha went home, too. More than likely she did,” Joe replied as he slowed his long legs to keep pace with Mandie.


  But when the two reached Joe’s house, Mrs. Woodard informed them that neither animal had returned. “No, I haven’t seen Samantha or Snowball since they followed y’all off,” she said when Mandie and Joe found her at the back door.


  “I suppose we’d better keep looking then,” Joe said, glancing around the wide yard.


  “No, first of all you two get into the kitchen and wash up. Dinner is on the table,” the woman told them, then she looked at Joe and added, “Your father had to go on a call to the other side of the mountain, to the Mortons. Seems one of the young ones fell out of a tree and might have broken an arm or leg or something, so he ate in a hurry and left.” She led the way through the door into the large kitchen.


  “Those Mortons are always having accidents,” Joe muttered as he waited for Mandie to wash at the sink.


  “Hurry up now,” Mrs. Woodard told them as she went on into the dining room.


  “I sure hope we find Snowball and Samantha,” Mandie said, drying her hands on a clean towel while Joe took his turn at the sink.


  “Samantha never has gone far off before, so maybe she’ll be back by the time we eat,” Joe said. “And I would imagine Snowball won’t be far behind her,” he added with a smile.


  They joined Mrs. Woodard at the dining room table, where Mandie found corn on the cob, green beans, boiled potatoes, ham, tomatoes, and cornbread.


  “This sure is a lot of food,” she remarked as they passed the food around.


  “Well, you know how it is here in the country,” Mrs. Woodard said, smiling at Mandie. “We just cook up everything for dinner in the middle of the day and eat leftovers at night.”


  “That’s right,” Mandie agreed as she placed a big slice of cornbread on her plate. “I’ve lived at that fancy school in the city so long, I’m glad to get back out to the country where things are normal.”


  “But you need that education, dear,” Mrs. Woodard said, helping herself to the green beans. “And I know your mother will want you to go on from there to the university.”


  Mandie put down her fork as she heard this. Joe was going to the  university next year, but no one had ever mentioned that she should go. “To the university?” she asked as she leaned forward.


  “Yes, dear,” Mrs. Woodard replied. “Someday you will have a lot of responsibility on your shoulders. With all that you will eventually inherit, you’ll certainly need some business education.”


  “My mother has said I need education to handle business, but she has never mentioned the university,” Mandie said, a slight frown on her face.


  “I believe that’s the only place you can learn about business, so she must be thinking about it,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  Mandie glanced at Joe and found him grinning at her.


  “Maybe we’ll catch up with each other there,” Joe said as he put a forkful of potatoes in his mouth.


  “We probably will, only you’re two years older than I am and, therefore, you’re two years ahead of me in school. I’ll have to do some extra hard work to catch up with you before you leave the university,” Mandie said, taking a sip of her coffee.


  “Don’t worry,” Joe teased with a know-it-all attitude. “University education is four years long, so you’ll most likely get there before I leave.”


  “Joe!” Mandie exclaimed. “I may be two years younger than you are, but I’m not four years dumber.” She pursed her lips and straightened up in her chair.


  Mrs. Woodard looked at the two and said, “If y’all will hurry up, you’ll have time for a piece of chocolate cake before you look for the animals again.”


  “Chocolate cake!” the two exclaimed together.


  “I know how much you like chocolate cake, Amanda,” Mrs. Woodard said. She stood up and turned toward the kitchen. “I’ll get it from the pie safe.”


  After Mrs. Woodard had left the room, Mandie and Joe looked at each other and began laughing.


  “Your mother thought we were starting an argument, didn’t she?” Mandie said.


  “You’re right,” Joe replied. “She doesn’t like arguments.”


  Mandie looked across the table at Joe with a serious expression on her face. “Oh, Joe, I could never argue with you,” she said.


   “And I couldn’t argue with you, Mandie,” Joe replied with a smile.


  Then the two burst into laughter again just as Mrs. Woodard returned with the chocolate cake. She looked from one face to the other as she placed the plate on the table and removed the cover.


  “M-m-m-m!” Mandie said, licking her lips. “Would it be all right, Mrs. Woodard, if I had a large slice? It looks so good!”


  Mrs. Woodard looked at her as she began slicing the cake. “You may have half of it if you like, and I believe Joe would want the other half.” She laughed.


  “That’s right. Half of it is mine,” Joe declared. “However, I won’t eat the whole half right now, because we’ve got to look for Samantha and Snowball, remember?”


  “Oh yes, we’d better hurry,” Mandie said as she accepted a plate with a large slice of the cake on it.


  When they had finished, Mrs. Woodard insisted she didn’t need help in clearing the table and that Mandie and Joe should start searching for the animals again immediately.


  As soon as the two young people were outside, Mandie looked at Joe and said, “To the university, huh?”


  Joe smiled down at her and said, “To the university.”


  The two searched the entire yard, the barn, the stable, and they even walked all the way to Mrs. Miller’s house. No one was home there, and they found no sign of Samantha or Snowball.


  “I just don’t know where else to look unless we go back up the road toward your father’s house,” Joe said as they turned and started back toward the Woodards’ house.


  “I hate to waste all this time looking for Snowball. When I do find him, I’ll make sure he doesn’t get away from me again,” Mandie said.


  “It’s not like Samantha to disappear for so long and not answer my call,” Joe said as they approached the barn. “Let me look and be sure her puppies are all right.”


  Mandie followed him into the barn to see the puppies. They were in a pen in a corner of the barn, and a dog door nearby allowed Samantha to go in and out.


  “Three brown ones and one white,” Mandie remarked, bending to look at the little squealing animals. “They’re so cute!”


   “Cute, but a lot of trouble if Samantha doesn’t show up soon,” Joe replied as he stooped to rub their tiny heads. “I’m not sure they’d be able to eat yet, so I’d have to feed them milk.” He stood up with a worried look on his face.


  “Let’s walk on back toward my father’s house. Maybe we’ll find one or both of them on the way,” Mandie said.


  “I sure hope so,” Joe agreed as they walked from the barn toward the road.


  They called their animals as they walked down the road and searched the bushes off to the side without getting any response. When they reached the fence around Mandie’s father’s land, Mandie quickly put out her hand to stop Joe.


  “Listen, I hear something!” she said, looking about.


  “What?” Joe asked.


  “Snowball, where are you?” Mandie called loudly. A faint noise came from the field of dried cornstalks nearby, and she rushed in that direction.


  Joe followed as he called, “Samantha! Samantha!”


  Mandie spotted a bunch of cornstalks moving, and she pushed her way through the rows of corn in that direction. There was Snowball! His red leash was wrapped around and around a cornstalk. “Snowball! How did you get into this mess?” she asked as she stooped to untangle the leash. Snowball meowed violently as he tried to pull free.


  Joe bent to help her and broke away the dead stalks. “Pick him up,” he told her. “Quick, Mandie, before he gets free and takes off again.”


  Mandie picked up her white cat just as Joe pulled his leash free.


  “You’ve been a bad cat, Snowball,” Mandie scolded him as she held him tight. “Maybe this will teach you a lesson.”


  “Now if I could only find Samantha,” Joe said as he looked around.


  Mandie and Joe searched the fields as they made their way toward her father’s house, but there was no sign of Samantha.


  Mandie and Joe paused by the barn to spy on the house. Smoke was still coming out of the chimney, but there was no sign of anyone in the yard or inside the barn.


  “What do we do now?” Joe whispered to her.


  “Let’s go look through the windows and try to see inside again,”  Mandie suggested as she looked up at Joe standing close to her at the corner of the barn.


  “All right, but we have to hurry. I’ve got to find Samantha,” Joe told her.


  Mandie quickly darted from tree to tree as she made her way toward the house. Joe followed. Just as they reached the side of the cabin they heard something hard ricochet off the tin roof of the house, and then they heard the sound of a loud gunshot.


  “Down!” Joe ordered Mandie as he fell to the ground and pulled her with him. “That sounded like a bullet hitting the roof! But the person with the gun must be up on the mountain, because I didn’t hear the shot until after the bullet hit the roof.”


  Mandie raised her head slightly to look around, but Joe immediately pushed it down.


  “This way,” Joe whispered as he held her by one hand while she grasped her cat with the other. Joe wriggled his way across the yard, pulling her with him. When they reached a large chestnut tree, Joe eased up to a stooping position to look around. Mandie, still holding his hand, did likewise. Snowball tried his best to get free from her arms, but she squeezed him close to her.


  “I don’t see anyone,” Mandie whispered.


  “The bullet came from the direction of the woods on the other side of the house,” Joe told her as he squinted to see through the forest.


  “Do you think they were shooting at us?” Mandie asked in a shaky voice, now that she realized the danger they were in.


  “I don’t know, but I am not staying around to find out,” Joe whispered. “Let’s lie down and crawl over to the next tree, then on to the barn. Then we’ll be able to get to the other side of it and on into the cornfield. From there we can get out onto the road.”


  Mandie did as he told her. It was hard to follow him and hold on to her cat at the same time, but she was determined Snowball would not get away again. She tried to push her full skirts beneath her legs to keep them from getting torn on the rough ground. She knew her clothes would be ruined.


  The two managed to reach the barn. They stopped long enough to look back while they were shielded by the building. There was no one in sight, and they had not heard another shot.


   “Let’s get out to the road,” Joe told her as he continued quickly through the cornfield. Mandie stayed close behind him.


  Once on the road they paused for breath.


  “Whew! That was breathtaking!” Mandie said with a gasp.


  “It could have been life-taking,” Joe reminded her. “I can’t figure out what was going on, whether someone was shooting at us or at the house, or maybe at whoever could be inside the house.”


  “I didn’t hear anything but the bullet hitting the roof then the shot. They must have been a good ways off,” Mandie said, holding Snowball close. “Do you want to go looking for them?”


  “I’ve got to find Samantha,” Joe reminded her.


  “She could be over that way,” Mandie suggested, pointing toward where the shot had come from.


  Joe thought about that for a moment and then replied, “I know, but the only way we can go in that direction is to go up to the cemetery and come down the other side of the mountain. Whoever is over there would be sure to see us.”


  “Let’s go back to your house and get your rifle. Then if they shoot at us again you can shoot back,” Mandie said.


  “I suppose it would be a good idea to get my rifle. If someone saw us with a gun they might not be so quick to shoot. Come on. Let’s go,” Joe said as he hurried off down the road.


  Mandie’s short legs worked hard to keep up with Joe’s long stride, and when they reached his house she plopped down on the porch steps. Joe looked at her and smiled. “Sorry. I went too fast,” he said. “Stay right here and rest. I’ll get my rifle and ask my mother if Samantha has come back.” He started around the corner of the house.


  “Wait,” Mandie said, quickly getting to her feet to follow him. “I need to do something with Snowball. I don’t want to have to carry him back with me.”


  “Take him up to your room and shut him in. I’ll meet you back down here,” Joe told her.


  “Don’t be too long. Whoever it was who shot at us will be gone, and we won’t know which direction he went,” Mandie called to him as she turned back to go inside the house.


  “I won’t,” Joe promised, continuing toward the backyard.


  Mandie wondered where Mrs. Woodard was as she entered the  front hallway and went on up the stairs. She didn’t hear anyone in the house.


  She pushed open the door to her room and went inside. After she had closed it, she set Snowball down. As she took off his leash she told him, “You are going to stay right here this time. I’ll be back soon.”


  Snowball looked up at her, jumped up on the bed, and began washing his face. Mandie glanced back at him and then closed the door. She knew he would be taking a nap.


  As Mandie came downstairs, she could hear Mrs. Woodard and Joe talking clear back in the kitchen, so she went to join them.


  “I gave the puppies some milk in a pan and they managed to lap it up, so I suppose they will be all right for the time being—but we must find Samantha,” Mrs. Woodard was saying from where she sat by the cookstove.


  Joe was standing by the table, holding his rifle. “I know,” he said. “We’re going to keep looking for her.”


  “What do you need with that gun?” Mrs. Woodard asked.


  Mandie stepped forward and replied, “Someone shot at us, Mrs. Woodard.”


  “Shot at y’all?” Mrs. Woodard quickly questioned.


  “Well, we’re not sure they were shooting at us exactly, but someone fired a gun while we were down at Mandie’s old house looking for Samantha,” Joe explained.


  “Oh, dear, maybe y’all had better not go down that way for a while,” Mrs. Woodard said as she stood up.


  “Oh, Mama, we’ll be careful,” Joe promised, and holding up his rifle he added, “You know that I do know how to use this rifle.”


  “Yes, but you would need to use it first, remember,” his mother warned him. “And I don’t think you ought to go around shooting at people first.”


  “But we won’t even go near the house down there this time,” Joe said. “We’ll just go looking everywhere else for Samantha.”


  “We’ll be careful,” Mandie told her.


  “Maybe you ought to wait until your father gets home, then he could go with you,” Mrs. Woodard suggested.


  “What time is he coming home?” Joe asked.


  “I just don’t know. When he goes off doctoring people there always seems to be another he needs to see, and he never worries about getting  back home,” she said. “One of these days I’m going to make him take some time off for himself and for his family.”


  Joe stepped forward to put an arm around his mother’s shoulders. “Mama, you’ve been around him longer than I have and you know you can’t make him do anything. Anyway, don’t worry about us. We won’t be gone long. I promise.” Joe turned toward the door.


  “Yes, please be careful, son,” Mrs. Woodard said, and then looking at Mandie added, “And, Amanda, be sure you don’t take any chances with danger, or your grandmother will skin me alive.” She smiled.


  Mandie smiled back as she followed Joe to the door and said, “Don’t worry, Mrs. Woodard.”


  Mrs. Woodard smiled as the two left the room.


  Once outside, Mandie and Joe stopped to plan their route.


  “We promised we wouldn’t go near your father’s house, so we have to go up the mountain by the cemetery,” Joe told her.


  “All right. That’s what we had planned anyway,” Mandie agreed.


  “And we’ll have to hurry,” Joe reminded her as he looked down at her dirty dress, then at his own soiled clothes.


  “You know, your mother didn’t even notice that we were all messed up, did she?” Mandie asked as they stood there in the yard.


  “It’s good she didn’t, because she would have been upset sure enough then,” Joe said. “Now, let’s get going.”


  As they hurried along the road, Joe explained to Mandie that he would have to at least whistle for Samantha now and then in order to try to find her.


  “But since I have this rifle, I think we’re safe,” Joe said. “I’ll just whistle real fast, and we’ll keep moving. If she’s around she’ll hear us and come to me.”


  “I sure hope so,” Mandie said. She wouldn’t admit it to Joe, but she was a little afraid. Whoever had fired that other shot could very well shoot at them without being seen. Her eyes carefully searched the road as they walked on.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  MISS ABIGAIL


   Mandie and Joe walked slowly enough to search the bushes, and Joe whistled now and then, but there was still no sign of Samantha.


  When they reached the road that turned off toward the schoolhouse, Mandie quickly put her hand on Joe’s arm to stop him. “Maybe we should look around the schoolhouse for Samantha,” she suggested. “She could have gone down that way.”


  “You’re right,” Joe agreed as he turned down the road. “Come on,” he called, and Mandie followed.


  They stopped a couple of times for Joe to whistle. When the schoolhouse came into sight, they paused once more. Joe puckered his lips to whistle but suddenly stopped without making a sound. Mandie quickly looked in the direction he was facing. She saw a woman carrying a small picnic basket as she left the school building.


  “Is that—?” Mandie paused as she squinted in the sunshine.


  “Miss Abigail Durham,” Joe finished for her. “Yes, that’s Miss Abigail Durham, and I don’t believe she saw us.”


  “Well, how did she get inside the schoolhouse when it is supposed to be locked?” Mandie asked.


  “Let’s just go see,” Joe replied.


  They watched until Miss Abigail Durham had disappeared down the pathway behind the building, and then they walked slowly forward.


   “The door is open,” Mandie said as they stepped up onto the porch.


  “Yes,” Joe agreed.


  Mandie peered in through the doorway, and Joe came right behind her. They were both surprised to see Mr. Tallant sitting at his desk doing some kind of paperwork. Mandie and Joe looked at each other, both surprised.


  Mandie walked on inside. “Hello, Mr. Tallant,” she said loudly as she walked forward. “Remember me? I’m Mandie Shaw.”


  Joe set his rifle down on the porch and followed. Mr. Tallant looked up in surprise and got to his feet. A big smile spread across his handsome, middle-aged face. “Amanda Shaw!” he exclaimed as he came to take her hand. “My, my, I do believe you’ve grown a little bit since you left here.”


  “Oh yes, Mr. Tallant, I’m going on fourteen years old now,” she said with a big smile as she stretched to her full height.


  “And, Joe, how are you?” the schoolmaster greeted Joe.


  “Fine, Mr. Tallant,” Joe replied. “We’re looking for my dog, Samantha. You haven’t seen her, have you?”


  Mr. Tallant thought for a moment and then said, “Don’t believe I have since school let out.”


  Mandie glanced past Mr. Tallant to his desk. She saw a plate with a slice of coconut cake on it and a pot of coffee on the stove nearby. So, she thought, Miss Abigail Durham has brought Mr. Tallant some food. Hm-m-m!


  “Mandie got out of school for a few days to visit with us,” Joe explained.


  “Because I wanted to find out if those people have moved out of my father’s house. Do you know, Mr. Tallant?” Mandie asked quickly.


  “No, I’m sorry, Amanda, but I haven’t seen any of those people in a long time. Irene quit school quite a while back,” he explained. “You know I live in the other direction, so I don’t ever go by your father’s house. Did someone say the house was empty?”


  Joe spoke up. “It looks deserted. The weeds and the grass have all grown up, and there’s no sign of any livestock,” he explained.


  Mandie looked at him and added, “But not exactly deserted, because we saw smoke coming out of the chimney.”


  “That’s strange,” Mr. Tallant said.


   “We thought we saw someone peeking out the window at us from behind the curtain, but when we knocked on the door there was no sound at all. No one answered. We tried to open the door, but it was locked,” Mandie explained.


  “I’d say if there was smoke coming out of the chimney, someone had to be inside and they had a fire going in the fireplace,” Mr. Tallant said.


  “And someone shot off a gun while we were down there a little while ago,” Mandie added.


  Mr. Tallant quickly looked at her and said, “Oh, my goodness! I’d advise you two to stay away from there.” He turned to Joe and asked, “You’re not planning on going back to that house, are you?”


  “No, sir, we’re going up the road to the cemetery so we can come down the other side in order to search for Samantha,” Joe explained.


  Mandie walked across the room and paused at the old, scarred wooden desk where she had sat while attending school here. Those had been happy days. Her father had still been alive then, and she had lived with him. She felt tears beginning to fill her eyes. Quickly walking across the room, she went to stand at a window and looked outside. She breathed deeply to calm her emotions.


  “Ready to go on?” Joe called across the room to her.


  Mandie turned and, not looking directly at him, she replied, “Right.”


  “I’m glad you stopped by, Amanda,” Mr. Tallant said. “Do come back again.”


  “I will, Mr. Tallant,” Mandie managed to say as she smiled and looked up at him.


  She followed Joe out the door. As she caught up with him in the school yard, he gave her a big grin and said, “Hm-m-m!”


  “What?” Mandie asked.


  “So Miss Abigail brought Mr. Tallant a piece of cake to go with his coffee,” Joe said mischievously. “Interesting!”


  “It sure is interesting,” Mandie agreed. “She must like him, but does he like her? I always had the idea Mr. Tallant would stay an old bachelor because he was too shy to talk to women.”


  Joe laughed and said, “Now that’s the truth. He is always nice and perfectly polite around women, but I don’t remember him ever being interested in a single one.”


   “So you think Miss Abigail is the pursuer in this case?” Mandie asked.


  “I just don’t know,” Joe said. “I’ve always heard she had a sad love story in her past, and that she would never look at another man, but who knows now?”


  “Yes, it sure looks like she’s interested in Mr. Tallant, or she wouldn’t be bringing him cake,” Mandie said. “And somehow she had to know he was here even though the school was on break and he wasn’t supposed to be here.”


  “Well, most people around here know that when the school is on break, Mr. Tallant never stops work. He’s always doing something—paperwork, painting, cleaning, or something—all the time,” Joe said. He quickly changed the subject and said, “And I think we’d better get busy doing something, like looking for Samantha.”


  He started toward the road, and Mandie caught up with him when he paused long enough to whistle for his dog. There was no response, so they walked on.


  “Will you let me know what develops between Miss Abigail and Mr. Tallant?” Mandie asked as they continued down the road.


  Joe looked down at her with a big grin and said, “Mandie Shaw, you are a busybody, did you know that?”


  Mandie pursed her lips and returned the look. “Well, aren’t you interested in such an unusual situation?” she asked.


  Joe shrugged and replied, “I’m more interested in finding my dog right now.”


  “Yes, for right now we need to find Samantha, but I’d like to know what goes on later between the two,” Mandie said.


  “But nothing may go on between them later. How do we know whether they’re even interested in each other? Maybe Miss Abigail brought the cake because she was just being a good neighbor,” Joe replied as they walked on.


  “Miss Abigail just being a good neighbor and going to the school to see Mr. Tallant alone, without anyone else being around? Impossible!” Mandie told him. “It took a lot of nerve on her part or a lot of encouragement from Mr. Tallant for her to do that.”


  Joe looked down at her as they went on down the road. “Well, whatever caused her to take him cake is none of our business, Mandie  Shaw, and don’t you go making a mystery out of it, because if you do, I refuse to become involved,” he said.


  “All right, Joe Woodard, if you are not interested, forget about it,” Mandie said. “I’ll find out for myself.”


  Joe only shrugged. As they came to the main road he stopped to whistle for Samantha, but without any results. They continued following the road up the mountain to the cemetery.


  At the top of the mountain, Mandie glanced in the direction of her father’s grave, but she bit her lip and continued on with Joe down the other side. This road was seldom used. The underbrush was thick, and in some places, it was hard to walk through without getting scratched by limbs and briars.


  “I don’t see how Samantha could have ever got through this place without getting tangled up on something,” Mandie said as she pulled long, running vines with briars away from her full skirts. “We’ll be lucky if we can make it to the bottom.”


  Joe smiled back at her as he said, “And just think. We have to come back this way.” He used the butt of his rifle to push back bushes for her.


  Mandie thought about that for a moment and then replied, “Unless we just walk by the house and go on down the main road.”


  “And be exposed in the open yard down there where someone could get a good aim at us?” Joe questioned as he continued on.


  “I imagine whoever was shooting has gone on by now,” Mandie said.


  “We’ll just find out,” Joe said, stopping in front of her. “I need to whistle for Samantha in case she is anywhere near here.”


  Mandie looked up at him as he pursed his lips and gave a shrill whistle. The two stood there silently waiting to see if there was any reaction to the sound, either from whoever had been shooting before or from Samantha. The only noise after the echo died away was the twitter of birds in the trees.


  They went on down the overgrown trail and stopped when they came within sight of the log cabin below. Staying hidden behind bushes, they looked down at the house, but they couldn’t see or hear anything.


  “There’s still smoke coming out of the chimney,” Mandie whispered,  even though they were too far away to be heard by anyone near the house.


  “Which means whoever is inside must have wood to burn—but when do they come outside to get it?” Joe replied as he watched.


  “Maybe they have a whole room full of wood and don’t have to come outside,” Mandie said, squinting to see the front door of the house.


  “But we didn’t see any sign of anyone having chopped wood,” Joe replied. He looked around the area where they stood. “Anyhow, I’ve got to find Samantha.” He suddenly startled Mandie with a loud whistle that echoed through the woods.


  Suddenly a shot rang out on the mountain above them. Joe quickly put his arm around Mandie and held his rifle tightly in his other hand.


  “Now we have to go on down this side, because whoever is shooting is behind us,” Mandie said in a hoarse whisper as she leaned closer to Joe.


  “Yes, and I think we’d better hurry,” Joe said as he started forward, holding Mandie’s hand while he beat back the bushes from the pathway.


  Hurriedly pressing through the underbrush, Mandie didn’t mind the bushes scratching because she had only one thought: to get to the bottom of the path and onto the main road before the person shooting could catch up with them.


  The two reached the yard of the house and circled around the barn to go through the cornfields. Another shot sounded behind them, and they could see the bullet bounce off the tin roof of the house.


  “I don’t think they’re shooting at us. They seem to be aiming at the house,” Joe whispered as they stood behind the corner of the barn.


  Even as he spoke, another bullet hit the tin roof of the house.


  “I wonder who is inside the house and why they are being shot at,” Mandie said as they continued to watch.


  “We must have passed whoever is up there,” Joe remarked. “Therefore, if they had wanted to shoot at us, they would have done it when we were close to them.”


  The two waited for a while, but no more shots were fired. And nothing moved around the house. There was complete silence.


   Finally unable to remain still any longer, Mandie whispered, “Maybe Samantha has gone home by now.”


  Joe looked at her as they stood there by the barn and replied, “I suppose we could go see if she has turned up at home.”


  As they edged their way toward the cornfield, Mandie whispered again, “I have an idea. Why don’t we come back here after dark? Then we would be able to see inside the house if whoever is in there has a lamp lit.”


  “We could if they don’t close the shutters for the night,” Joe agreed. He pushed aside dried cornstalks to make a pathway through the field.


  When they reached the main road they paused to listen once more, and Joe whistled again for Samantha.


  Mandie squinted her blue eyes to look up and down the winding road. Nothing seemed to be moving anywhere.


  “Joe, maybe Samantha went on past your house when she left us and has gone off down the road in the other direction,” Mandie suggested as they stood there.


  “I’ve never known her to wander off in that direction, but of course, she could have,” Joe replied. “You know, this is really frustrating. I know now how you feel when Snowball disappears.” He looked down at her and grinned.


  Mandie grinned mischievously back at him and said, “I’m glad you finally understand.”


  “But this is the first time Samantha has gone off like this, and your cat is always running away—and getting into trouble, too,” Joe teased.


  “Speaking of Snowball, I just thought of something,” Mandie said with a gasp. “I didn’t tell your mother that he was shut up in my room. She might go up there for something and let him out accidentally.”


  “We’d better hurry,” Joe said. “We don’t want to have to look for two animals.”


  “No, we don’t,” Mandie agreed.


  When the two arrived back at Joe’s house, they found Mrs. Woodard sitting in a swing under a tree in the backyard. She was embroidering a pillowcase.


  “That is beautiful,” Mandie said, looking down at the tiny rosebuds  Mrs. Woodard was making on the white cloth. “Is that a special present for someone?”


  “Thank you, Amanda,” Mrs. Woodard said, looking up at her with a smile and then giving Joe a glance. “I hope one day it will be a special present for someone special, that is, if Joe ever gets done with all his education and finds time to get married.”


  Mandie looked at Joe and found him staring at her.


  “Oh, I’ll find time to get married a few years from now if the bride is named Mandie Shaw,” he said teasingly.


  Mandie couldn’t think of an answer fast enough, so she changed the subject. “I forgot to tell you, Mrs. Woodard, that I left Snowball in my room while we were gone this time,” she said, not looking directly at the woman.


  “I know, Amanda,” Mrs. Woodard said. “I let him down into the kitchen with me for a while, but when I came out here I thought I’d better put him back in your room so he couldn’t run off somewhere.” Turning to Joe, she said, “I see you haven’t found Samantha.”


  “No, ma’am, and we only came by to see if she had come home. We’re planning to go up the road in the other direction to look for her,” Joe explained.


  “I think you’d better hurry, then, so you’ll be back in time for supper,” Mrs. Woodard said. “Your father should be back before then.”


  “We’ll hurry,” Joe promised as he and Mandie started to walk around the house. He stopped and called back, “Mother, if Samantha does come home while we’re gone, would you please shut her up in the barn till we get back?”


  “Of course, now y’all hurry,” Mrs. Woodard replied as she began working on her embroidery again.


  Mandie and Joe walked along the main road in the opposite direction from where they had been. They searched the fields and Joe called his dog, but there was no response. This area was more or less deserted. Most of the land was uncultivated, and there was only one small farmhouse within several miles of Joe’s home.


  “You see, there’s not much on this stretch of the road, and Samantha wouldn’t have any reason to wander off this way,” Joe remarked as they walked on.


  “Well, I can think of a good reason. Samantha could have chased  a rabbit up this way. I’ve seen several in the fields since we left your house,” Mandie told him.


  “I suppose so, but we feed her good, and she has been staying close to home with the puppies now,” Joe said. He stopped to whistle, and Mandie slowed down to glance around.


  “Look! There’s someone behind us coming this way,” she told Joe.


  He also looked back. “I believe that’s Mr. Tallant’s cart. He’s probably going home.”


  “Looks like he has someone with him,” Mandie said, her hand shading her eyes as she squinted in the bright sunshine.


  “Yes, he does,” Joe agreed.


  “And I do believe it’s Miss Abigail!” Mandie exclaimed as the cart came nearer.


  The two waited until the cart caught up with them. Mandie was right, it was Miss Abigail Durham with the teacher. Mr. Tallant called as he drove on, “Still looking for your dog?”


  Miss Abigail didn’t speak. She tilted her head so the wide-brimmed hat she wore hid her face.


  “If I see her I’ll let you know,” the schoolmaster replied as he passed on.


  As soon as the cart and its occupants were out of sight around the bend in the dusty road, Mandie laughed and said, “That was very interesting!” She looked up at Joe, who was staring after the cart.


  “I suppose you could call it that,” Joe said as he shrugged his thin shoulders and began walking ahead.


  Mandie caught up with him and said, “I wonder where they are going. Mr. Tallant lives down this road, doesn’t he?”


  “So?” Joe asked as he looked down at her.


  “So do you suppose Mr. Tallant was taking Miss Abigail home with him?” Mandie asked.


  Joe frowned as he replied, “I do declare, Mandie, you are a busy busybody.”


  Mandie paused to stomp her foot and asked, “Well, do you think he was taking her home with him or not?”


  “Evidently, since she was in the cart with him, he is taking her somewhere,” Joe replied, stopping to look down at her. He whirled around, whistled sharply, and moved on up the road.


   Mandie was becoming irritated with Joe and she felt he was losing patience with her. The weather was hot for September, and she was tired. She slowly started to follow Joe.


  “Joe, I don’t think I can marry you when we grow up,” she called to him.


  Joe stopped instantly and looked back. “Why?” he asked as she caught up with him.


  Mandie looked up at his serious face and explained, “I don’t think you would put up with my curiosity about people and everything. My imagination runs wild sometimes.”


  Joe quickly reached for her hand and squeezed it tight as he looked down into her blue eyes. “Mandie, nobody is perfect,” he said. “And I certainly wouldn’t want you to be perfect. I love you just the way you are.”


  “But if you were around me all the time you might change your mind,” Mandie said with a frown.


  “You want your father’s house back, don’t you? I’ve always promised I’d get it back for you if you’d marry me, remember?” Joe said.


  “But you don’t even know for sure that you could get it back,” Mandie reminded him.


  “I’ll find a way,” Joe said emphatically. “I’m going to be a lawyer, and I’ll learn all the legal angles. I’ll get it back for you.”


  Mandie cleared her throat and asked, “Even if I don’t marry you?”


  “Oh, Mandie, let’s stop this crazy talk right now,” Joe said, squeezing her hand tighter. “We’ll settle all this when we get old enough to marry.”


  “When that time comes, just remember I warned you about my imagination,” Mandie said with a nervous laugh.


  “I’ll always remember every little thing about you, Mandie,” Joe replied.


  This time, Mandie was the one who said, “Let’s find Samantha.” They moved on.


  Sometimes she felt as though Joe could read her thoughts. But she didn’t want him to know her feelings right now, because she was thinking that marrying him would never work.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  ANOTHER MYSTERY


   After walking two miles up the road, Joe finally decided they should go home. Samantha was nowhere to be found. They had not seen anyone else after Mr. Tallant passed them on the deserted road and, therefore, could not inquire whether Samantha had been in the area.


  “I give up,” Joe said with a disappointed sigh after he had stopped to whistle for his dog.


  Mandie looked up at him. She could feel his worry. Samantha was dear to Joe, just as Snowball was to her. She knew how it would be to lose an animal so dear to her heart. She remembered the time Snowball had been lost and come limping home, injured and half dead.


  “I’m sorry, Joe,” she said, reaching for his hand. “Don’t give up. Samantha will come home, I’m sure, or we’ll find her somewhere. After we eat supper and it gets dark, we are going back to my father’s house, remember? Maybe we’ll find her then.”


  “Thanks, Mandie,” Joe said, smiling down at her. “You’re right. I won’t give up, but we’ll have to go home now. It’s getting late.”


  When they reached the back road to the school, Mandie suggested, “Let’s go check around the schoolhouse one more time since we’re almost at it.”


  “Well, I suppose we could,” Joe agreed, so the two turned off onto the road toward the schoolhouse.


   As they passed a lane going off to their right, Mandie remarked, “Nimrod used to live down that trail—you know, the fellow who was sweet on Irene when I was living at home with my father.”


  “As far as I know he still lives there,” Joe replied as they walked on.


  “He was always hanging around our house,” Mandie said. “He’s a lot older than Irene, but she seemed to like him.” She paused and then added, “What has happened to Irene and Etta and Zack Hughes? Are they living in my father’s house anymore?”


  “Maybe Zack got a job some other place and they moved away,” Joe suggested.


  “But then who could be in my father’s house?” Mandie said, puzzled.


  “We’ll find out,” Joe assured her.


  They walked past the pathway leading to Miss Abigail’s house and then came out at the back of the school building. Joe stopped and whistled for Samantha several times without any response.


  Mandie led the way to the front of the building as the two kept a constant watch for any sign of the dog. She glanced at the front door and was surprised to see it was partly open.


  “Look,” she said, hurrying up onto the front porch. “The door is open again.”


  Joe looked toward her and said, “Mr. Tallant must have forgotten to lock it.”


  Mandie reached forward and pushed it all the way open, then stepped inside. Joe followed.


  “There’s nobody here,” Joe said.


  “No, but look at the blackboard!” Mandie exclaimed. She walked over and saw the crude handwriting across the board. “It says ‘Miss Abigail’ and the next word is smeared. I can’t read it.”


  Joe stood behind her and gazed at the writing. “It says ‘Miss Abigail’ all right, but I have no idea what the messed-up word is,” he said.


  “Now, I wonder who would write Miss Abigail’s name up there,” Mandie said, stepping forward to squint at the illegible word. “I wish I knew what the other word was meant to be.”


  “I’m sure that isn’t Mr. Tallant’s handwriting, so someone must have found the door unlocked and just come in,” Joe said.


  Mandie quickly looked at him and said, “You told me about  someone writing on the blackboard before, that Mr. Tallant started locking the door after that. It must be the same person.”


  “Maybe,” Joe said. “But I don’t know why Mr. Tallant would leave the door unlocked.”


  “Maybe he forgot,” Mandie said with a big smile. “Remember, we saw him riding down the road with Miss Abigail? She probably came back to the schoolhouse and left with him from here.”


  Joe picked up the eraser and quickly wiped the writing off the blackboard.


  “Joe, why are you doing that?” Mandie demanded.


  “You’re making a mystery out of it, and I just solved the mystery—it no longer exists,” Joe said with a grin as he dusted the chalk from his hands.


  “That doesn’t just wipe out the fact that someone did write on the blackboard,” Mandie argued.


  “Well anyway, no one will know about it but us, so whoever wrote that on the blackboard won’t get the satisfaction of having Mr. Tallant discover it,” Joe explained. “I’m sure they did it out of meanness.”


  “But if we could find out who did it, we could tell Mr. Tallant, and they would be in trouble if they did it again,” Mandie replied.


  “Oh, come on, Mandie, let’s go home,” Joe said, turning to leave the room. “Whoever wrote that is probably long gone by now.”


  Mandie followed him out and waited while he pulled the door shut.


  “I can’t lock it because the key is not here,” Joe said, examining the lock. “Anyway, Mr. Tallant wouldn’t be able to get back inside if I locked it and took the key.”


  “Do you think Mr. Tallant has the key but just forgot to lock it?” Mandie asked. She glanced back at the closed door as they walked across the porch.


  “He probably keeps the key in some safe place around here,” Joe said.


  He went down the steps and Mandie followed.


  “If we could find it, then we could lock the door and put the key back in its hiding place,” Mandie suggested.


  “No, Mandie, we’re going home right now,” Joe said, determinedly walking on.


   “All right, but we can come back by here when we go to my father’s house tonight,” Mandie said as she paused to look back.


  “Mandie, come on,” Joe said as he looked back at her. “Or I’m going home and leaving you here.”


  “I’m coming.” Mandie said, quickly catching up with him.


  She was wondering if this incident could be connected to whatever was going on at her father’s house, but since Joe was so stubborn about it, she wouldn’t even mention it to him. She’d figure out a way to solve the mystery.


  The two walked down the schoolhouse lane in front and reached the main road. Joe whistled now and then for his dog. Mandie watched the fields and bushes, hoping to see someone who might have been in the school building. They ended up at Joe’s house without any results.


  “Let’s check on the puppies,” Joe suggested as they came into the yard.


  “Maybe Samantha is back,” Mandie said.


  They walked around the house to the barn, but when they looked in on the puppies, Samantha was not there. Joe hung his rifle on the gun rack nearby.


  “No Samantha,” Joe said with a big sigh.


  Mandie glanced down through the long barn. Dr. Woodard’s horse was in the last stall. “Your father is home,” she said, motioning toward the animal.


  “Yes, he is. Let’s go inside the house,” Joe said.


  They found Dr. and Mrs. Woodard both in the kitchen. The doctor was leafing through a medical book as he sat by a window, and his wife was finishing up supper.


  Joe just looked at his mother, and she immediately read his thoughts. “No sign of Samantha,” she said.


  Joe shook his head.


  “But we’ll look some more after supper,” Mandie told her.


  Dr. Woodard spoke from across the room, “Seems strange that Samantha would just run off like that.”


  “Yes, sir. She never has before,” Joe replied.


  “Well now, y’all get yourselves cleaned up. I’m putting the food on the table,” Mrs. Woodard said, taking a pan of hot corn bread out of the oven.


  “You first,” Joe told Mandie.


   “Thanks,” Mandie said as she left the room and hurried down the back hallway to the bathroom. She removed her bonnet and washed her face and hands. Then she picked up a brush lying on the washstand and quickly brushed back the hair around her face. She was wearing it in one long plait, and it would take too long to unbraid it, brush it out, and then redo it.


  Mandie quickly returned to the kitchen, and Joe left to clean up. “What can I do to help?” she asked Mrs. Woodard.


  “If you would just slice up the corn bread, that would be a great help,” Mrs. Woodard told her, pointing to the pan on the stovetop as she ladled food out of the pots in front of her. Mandie began cutting the bread.


  When Joe returned to the kitchen, they had everything ready and waiting on the dining room table. After they sat down, Mandie realized she was awfully hungry. She glanced at Joe across the table and noticed he was only nibbling on his food. She knew he was worried about his dog, but she couldn’t think of anything to say that would help him.


  Dr. Woodard broke the silence. “I told your mother,” he said to Joe, “that I’ll have to go across the other side of the mountain as soon as we finish eating. The Guytons sent word their daughter, Gretchen, may be coming down with the measles. I believe she goes to your school.”


  “Yes, sir, she does,” Joe replied. “I’m sorry she is sick. Aren’t the measles contagious?”


  “Indeed they are,” his father replied as he sipped his coffee. “I just hope this is not the beginning of an outbreak. The stuff can be deadly.”


  “It sure can,” Mrs. Woodard agreed as she passed the bowl of beans down the table to Mandie and told her, “Have some, dear.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Woodard,” Mandie replied and helped herself to the beans. “I don’t believe I remember anyone named Gretchen Guyton when I was going to school here.”


  “The Guytons just moved here this spring,” Dr. Woodard explained.


  “She’s a beautiful girl—dark, curly hair and hazel eyes,” Mrs. Woodard remarked.


  “Beautiful?” Mandie questioned, looking at Joe.


  “I’d say pretty, but far, far behind in her education,” Joe said, setting down his cup of coffee.


   “Why?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “Her family has been living in the mountains of Tennessee where there was no school near enough for her to attend,” Joe explained.


  “That’s why they moved here, so Gretchen could go to school,” Mrs. Woodard added as she sliced her piece of bread open and inserted a lump of butter. She looked at Mandie and asked, “Now tell me, dear, did y’all find out what is going on at your father’s house?”


  Mandie laid down her fork and frowned as she replied, “No, ma’am, not really. Someone shot again, but they’re shooting at the house.”


  “Shooting at the house?” Dr. Woodard asked, looking at Joe.


  “I had my rifle,” Joe told his father. “It seemed to me they were shooting at the roof of Mandie’s father’s house and not at us, so I didn’t have to use it.”


  “Now, why would someone shoot at the roof of a house?” Dr. Woodard asked as he sipped his coffee.


  “That’s part of the mystery, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie told him. “We don’t know whether it was someone shooting at the house because there is someone in the house or someone just trying to scare us.”


  “Maybe y’all shouldn’t go back down there,” Dr. Woodard said.


  “Oh, please, Dr. Woodard, we’ll be extra careful. That’s the reason I came here, remember? To visit my father’s house and find out whether anyone is living in it or not.” Mandie looked at him, pleading.


  “I don’t think we were in danger, and we do have to find Samantha. The last we saw of her was down there,” Joe explained.


  “I don’t like the idea of y’all going back alone, but I have to go to the Guytons,” Dr. Woodard said. “Just promise me that you will be extra careful.”


  “Yes, sir, we will,” Mandie promised.


  “I’ll take my rifle with me when I go back,” Joe said. “That way anyone who sees us will know we have it, and that we can shoot back if they try shooting at us.”


  “Oh goodness, I’ll be worried to death until y’all get back,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  “If we can find her, Samantha is a good watchdog, you know,” Joe said, “and we just have to find her.”


  Dr. Woodard stood up and said, “I’ve got to hurry now. Just remember to be careful and don’t stay gone too long or your mother will be worried.” He reached to pat Joe’s shoulder.


   “Yes, sir,” Joe said as he rose from the table.


  Dr. Woodard gave his wife a quick kiss on the cheek, grabbed his medical bag from the sideboard, put on his hat, and went out the back door.


  “I’ll feed the puppies some more milk,” Mrs. Woodard said as she and Mandie rose. “Y’all go ahead so you can get on back home.”


  “I need to give Snowball something to eat,” Mandie told her.


  “Don’t worry about that. I’ll feed him, also. I’d rather y’all go on and get back early.”


  “Thank you,” Mandie said. “I’ll get my bonnet and be right back.”


  “And I’ll get my rifle from the barn,” Joe said, going out the back door.


  Mandie hurried to the bathroom, where she had hung her bonnet. She quickly put it on and got back to the kitchen as Joe came in with his gun.


  “I’m ready,” Mandie told him.


  Mrs. Woodard reached to embrace Mandie and said, “Please be careful,” and then she looked up at Joe and repeated her warning, “Joe, take care of Amanda.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the two young people said at the same time as they went out the back door.


  Supper had been late, and the sun disappeared early behind the huge North Carolina mountains. Dusk was already falling over the countryside. Joe called his dog’s name now and then, and Mandie squinted to look into the bushes as they walked along the road.


  “I sure will be glad when we find Samantha,” Mandie said. “I’m worried about what could be happening to her.”


  Joe glanced down at Mandie and said, “So am I—I keep imagining all kinds of things. A wild animal could have injured her, or she could have been caught in an animal trap, or someone could have stolen her—but I doubt that could have happened. Samantha does not make friends with strangers, and it would have to be a stranger who would steal her. I don’t think anyone I know would take her, because they would realize she belongs to me.”


  “I’m hoping she just chased a rabbit or something and is too far away to hear you calling her,” Mandie said. “And I’m also hoping whoever is inside my father’s house has a lamp lit so we can see inside.”


   “Maybe,” Joe said.


  As they approached the log cabin, the two stopped beside the barn to look across the yard.


  “I don’t see anyone outside,” Mandie whispered. “But I don’t see a light inside, either.”


  “Let’s just circle around and come up at the back door. Then we can try to see through the window there,” Joe said.


  He led the way and the two crept through the bushes, finally coming into the backyard. Slipping from tree to tree for cover, they managed to come up under the back window.


  “I still don’t see any light from the inside,” Mandie said as they huddled beneath the window.


  “Let’s slowly get up and look in,” Joe said.


  The two straightened up. The curtain had been drawn aside and Mandie could see through the glass pane. There was no lamp lit inside, but there was light from the fire in the huge fireplace. Her eyes quickly searched the area within her vision, but she couldn’t see anyone.


  “No one in there,” she whispered.


  “Let’s try another window,” Joe told her.


  They softly made their way around the corner of the house to a window on the side. But when they tried to look inside, their view was blocked by a sturdy wooden shutter.


  “On around,” Mandie said.


  They circled the rest of the house, but the first window was the only one that was not shuttered.


  “The fire doesn’t give off enough light to see anything in there,” Mandie said.


  At that precise moment a shot rang out. Mandie heard it ricochet off the tin roof. Just as they heard it, an animal let out a nerve-wracking howl.


  “A dog!” Mandie said with a loud gasp as she clutched Joe’s hand.


  “Maybe, but it could be a wild animal. Let’s see if we can make our way in that direction,” Joe said.


  As they stood up, they heard another howl.


  “Could it be Samantha?” Mandie whispered as she followed Joe through the bushes in the direction of the sound.


   “I’m not sure. I’ve never heard her howl like that,” Joe told her, pushing back the bushes with the butt of his rifle.


  Mandie kept listening, but there was no more noise—from the animal or the gun. She was frightened in the dark, but she tried to hide it from Joe.


  He paused ahead of her and reached back to hold her hand. He whispered, “Don’t be scared.”


  “Our verse, Joe, let’s say our verse,” Mandie said, squeezing his hand tightly with her other hand.


  Together they recited it: “What time I am afraid, I will trust in Thee.”


  Mandie straightened up and said, “Now I feel safer. Let’s find the source of the howl.”


  They continued through the woods.


  CHAPTER SIX


  SEARCH CONTINUES


   The howl Mandie and Joe had heard seemed to have come from the area up the mountain on the other side of the cemetery. As they pushed their way through the thick underbrush, the tall trees obscured any light from the moon that tried peeking through the leaves.


  “Aren’t you going to whistle for Samantha?” Mandie whispered as she stayed close to Joe in the darkness.


  “No,” Joe whispered back. “Because we don’t want whoever was shooting to know where we are.”


  Mandie realized that made sense, but she wondered how Joe was going to locate what had made the howling sound? After all, they had not heard it again, so how did Joe know which direction to go? Her questions were cut short by a sudden howl so close that it seemed to come from directly in front of them.


  “Wait!” Joe quickly whispered as he touched her arm to stop her from going on. He grasped her hand.


  Mandie felt a quiver run over her body as she took a deep breath and whispered into Joe’s ear, “What is that?”


  Joe bent to reply in a low whisper, “Sh-h-h-h!”


  At the same time, Mandie could hear twigs breaking as something, a man or an animal, moved in the bushes nearby. She held her breath.


   “Here!” Joe whispered, quickly stepping to his left and jerking her along.


  Mandie stumbled but managed to stay on her feet as Joe pulled her behind a tall oak tree. Her ears strained to listen for more movement, but she couldn’t hear a sound. Her heart thumped rapidly in her chest as she stood frozen in her tracks. Who—or what—is moving through the woods? she wondered. She was hoping it had not heard her and Joe’s movements and stopped to investigate.


  The two stood in the darkness so long, Mandie’s feet felt numb. She was afraid to even wriggle a toe. And Joe was still squeezing her hand in his. She was about to protest when the howling sound came again, this time from way up the mountainside.


  Joe blew out his breath and said softly, “Let’s try to follow and see what it is.”


  “Let’s don’t get too close to it,” Mandie told him as he pushed back the bushes and they moved slowly forward.


  “I only want to get close enough to get a look at it,” Joe whispered.


  They had not gone very far when they suddenly came out onto a narrow trail.


  “Well!” Joe exclaimed softly as he looked around. “I never knew this path was here.”


  “Neither did I,” Mandie said. “And it seems to go both ways, downward and upward.”


  “I believe whatever we’ve been hearing went upward,” Joe whispered. “Come on.” He took her hand and they moved quickly up the pathway. Now and then the moonlight found an opening in the trees to shine down on them. And now and then there was a twitter from a bird protesting their intrusion. Small animals scurried away into the darkness.


  Mandie watched the surrounding bushes closely as they made their way up the mountainside. The trail seemed smooth except for a bump or a hole once in a while. It was too dark to see these before she stubbed her toes or dropped her foot suddenly into a hole, but Joe kept a firm grasp on her hand.


  They were almost as far up the mountain as the graveyard when the noise once again startled them. It seemed to come from below.


  “Stop!” Joe whispered. He paused and held her by the hand.


   Mandie drew in her breath and said, “Whatever it is must have passed us as it went down.” She trembled at the thought of this.


  Joe released her hand and put his arm tightly around her shoulders. “I think we’d better go home,” he whispered in her ear.


  “But how? Whatever is down below we’ll have to pass,” she said, feeling fear spread over her body.


  “We’ll go on up and cross the cemetery,” Joe told her. “Don’t be afraid. I have my rifle, you know.”


  Mandie glanced up at the tall boy in the darkness and said, “I’m not afraid.” She straightened her shoulders. “Let’s go.”


  Joe gave her a squeeze and led the way through the woods. The trail narrowed and Mandie had to follow close behind him until they finally came to the cemetery.


  Mandie gave a sigh of relief as she walked into the light of the moon. A few trees grew here and there, but most of the graveyard was open space and was, therefore, much lighter than where they had been. She glanced ahead at the trail leading down the other side of the mountain and remembered they would be under huge trees going down it.


  The two paused in the moonlight, and Mandie looked in the direction of her father’s grave. Her heartbeat quickened as she thought about how much he had loved her and how much she had loved him. She could still feel his presence.


  Joe put an arm around her and said, “We’d better move on.”


  “Right,” Mandie agreed.


  At that moment a loud howl came from the woods behind them. Then they heard a shot, which was followed by a man’s voice laughing loudly and hilariously.


  Joe immediately pulled Mandie behind a big tree and held her tight.


  Mandie looked up at him and whispered, “That howl has been a man all along, hasn’t it?”


  “Yes, and I’d like to get my hands on him,” Joe said angrily. “He has been trying to scare us with the shooting and howls.”


  “Please, Joe, don’t try to find him,” Mandie said. “Let’s just go home. There’s no telling who he is. He might be a wild, dangerous man.”


  “No, I won’t try to find him, not with you here, and not in the dark,”  Joe replied. “But if we come back in the daylight and I can leave you in a safe place, I’ll track him down.”


  Mandie pulled at Joe’s hand. “Let’s hurry, Joe,” she urged him. “It’s late.”


  “You’re right, Mandie,” Joe said as he stepped out from behind the tree. “We’ll just ignore him the rest of the way.”


  But it was hard to ignore the man. He kept shooting and howling and laughing, and he seemed to be moving along behind them as they descended the mountain.


  Once on the main road, Mandie looked up at Joe and said, “Let’s race to your house.” She lifted the hem of her long skirt and tucked it into her waistband as they stood there on the road for a moment. There was no sound from the man.


  “I’ll race with you, but I won’t get ahead of you, no matter what,” Joe told her. “Because I want to keep you right with me the rest of the way.”


  “All right then. Let’s just run for it,” Mandie said, smiling up at the boy, whose eyes shone in the light of the moon.


  Joe ran his long fingers through his unruly brown hair, smiled back at her, and replied, “If you feel up to it, young lady.”


  They ran together, slowing now and then to catch their breath. They ran until they reached the intersection of the road to the schoolhouse. Then Joe put out his hand, signaling Mandie to halt. She stopped beside him and asked, “What?”


  Joe took a deep breath to speak. “I’d like to call Samantha to see if she might hear me,” he said, looking around in the bright moonlight.


  “Joe, I wish we could find her,” Mandie said sadly.


  Joe whistled several times and called, “Samantha, here girl! Here! Samantha!” He paused to listen, but there was no sound except the chirping of the crickets in the thick underbrush along the road.


  The silence of the night was suddenly broken by the sound of wagon wheels and a horse’s hooves coming toward them. Mandie squinted to see through the darkness, and as the sound drew nearer, the moonlight revealed Mr. Tallant in his cart with Miss Abigail seated by his side.


  Joe quickly spoke, “Mandie, no busybodying, please.”


  Mandie stepped over to join him. “Joe!” she exclaimed. “Let’s just watch and see where they go.”


  Mr. Tallant slowed his horse for the turn into the road to the  schoolhouse. As he did, he waved and asked, “Still haven’t found your dog, Joe?”


  “No, sir, not yet,” Joe called to him.


  “I’m sorry,” Mr. Tallant replied, slowing his horse even more. “I’ve alerted everyone down the road back that way to be on the lookout for her. Let me know if I can be of any help.”


  Mandie was watching Miss Abigail. She kept her head bent so that the large hat she was wearing hid her face from view. Mr. Tallant completed the turn and drove on down toward the schoolhouse.


  “Thank you, sir,” Joe called after him.


  Mandie looked at Joe as the cart passed out of sight. “Miss Abigail didn’t say a word,” she said.


  “Why should she? She maybe didn’t have anything to say,” Joe replied.


  “Well, she could have at least said hello,” Mandie told him. Then she added, “Let’s go back down by the schoolhouse to look for Samantha. But let’s take the regular road.”


  Joe looked at her and frowned. “It is late, Mandie, and you know as well as I do that Miss Abigail lives down that way and Mr. Tallant is evidently taking her home. Therefore, you just want to go spy on them,” he said.


  “Honest, Joe, I don’t,” Mandie said firmly. “I just have a feeling we ought to look around down there again.” She looked him straight in the eyes.


  Joe sighed and said, “All right, but we’re only going to run around the schoolhouse. We’re not taking time to check up on Mr. Tallant and Miss Abigail. Come on. Let’s go.”


  The two walked down the road Mr. Tallant had traveled, and when the school building came into view, Joe began whistling and calling his dog. He listened in between for any sound from Samantha. When they reached the building, they circled the schoolhouse.


  Finally Joe said, “Nothing here. Let’s go home.”


  Mandie walked up on the porch of the building and tried the door. It was locked.


  “What are you doing?” Joe called to her.


  “I was just going to look inside, but the door is locked,” she replied as she walked across to the steps. As she lifted her long skirt to step  down, she heard a faint meow somewhere nearby. She quickly stood still and listened.


  “Now what?” Joe asked as he watched her.


  “I hear something. Be quiet a minute,” Mandie said as she heard the meow again.


  It was coming from inside the schoolhouse. There must be a cat in there, she thought. Joe joined her on the porch and she could tell he was hearing it, too.


  “A cat,” Joe said.


  “Yes, a cat. And it’s locked inside,” Mandie told him.


  “It’s probably Mr. Tallant’s cat or it wouldn’t be locked up inside the schoolhouse. Come on. Let’s go,” Joe insisted.


  Mandie tried to see through the window, but the shutter was closed. The cat meowed again, and this time Mandie exclaimed with certainty, “It’s Snowball! I know his meow! And he’s locked inside!”


  “Snowball is in your room back at my house, remember?” Joe told her.


  “I know he was, but Snowball is a smart cat, and somehow he got out and came here,” Mandie said. Then she began calling, “Snowball, Snowball! Kitty, kitty!” She stood close to the door.


  A loud meowing began on the other side. Evidently the cat had come up to the door. Mandie shook the door, trying to open it even though she knew it was locked.


  “Snowball! How did you get in there?” Mandie yelled at him.


  Joe stepped up on the porch and came to her side. “Mandie, you can’t be sure that’s your cat in there,” he said.


  “Yes I can,” she argued. “I know Snowball’s meow just like you know your dog’s bark.”


  “Well, I don’t know how you’re going to get him out,” Joe replied.


  “We can go down to Miss Abigail’s house and ask Mr. Tallant to unlock the door,” Mandie said as she looked up at him.


  “Go to Miss Abigail’s?” Joe asked. “Why, she would think we’re just snooping, because she knows we saw her with Mr. Tallant.”


  “If you don’t want to go, then I’ll go by myself, but I’m going to get Snowball out of here some way,” Mandie said as she started down the steps.


   “Wait,” Joe said, following her. “I’ll go with you if you’re deadbent on going.”


  They hurried around to the road behind the schoolhouse and came to the smaller road leading to Miss Abigail’s house. Mandie looked ahead as they walked, but it was too dark to see Miss Abigail’s house until they were almost in front of it. The two-story structure was covered with weatherboarding painted white, and was probably the most expensive dwelling in the area—according to gossip Mandie remembered hearing when she was living with her father. All the local women pondered the fact that, even with a house like this, Miss Abigail had never been able to get herself a husband.


  “I see Mr. Tallant’s cart over there,” Joe said, pointing to the driveway that ran down to the barn. “So he’s still here.”


  Mandie looked and saw that the horse was still harnessed to the cart. Therefore, Mr. Tallant was probably not planning to stay long. “Thank goodness,” she said as they continued on up to the long, wide veranda on the front of the house.


  “Well, come sit awhile,” Mr. Tallant said as he rose from a chair behind the climbing rose covering the trellis in front of the porch.


  “Oh, Mr. Tallant, I’m sorry to bother you, but my cat, Snowball, is locked up in your schoolhouse,” Mandie said as she and Joe walked down the porch toward the schoolmaster.


  “Cat? Locked up in the schoolhouse?” Mr. Tallant questioned.


  “Yes, sir,” Joe replied. “You see, we went there looking for Samantha. Mandie heard a cat meowing inside and decided it was Snowball.”


  “Sit down, Mandie, Joe,” Miss Abigail invited, standing up in a dark corner from a chair near Mr. Tallant’s.


  “Thank you, Miss Abigail, but we don’t really have time. If Mr. Tallant would please unlock the schoolhouse so I can get my cat, I’d appreciate it,” Mandie replied as she looked up at the tall woman.


  “I’ll be glad to, but I can’t imagine how a cat could have been locked inside,” Mr. Tallant said. Looking at Miss Abigail, he said, “This will only take a few minutes. We’ll walk up to the schoolhouse and I’ll be back shortly for my cart.”


  “Of course,” Miss Abigail said. “I’ll be right here.” Turning to the two young people she added, “Y’all do come back to visit sometime.”


   “Yes, ma’am, thank you,” Mandie said, following Mr. Tallant down the porch.


  “Thank you, Miss Abigail,” Joe called back as he caught up with Mandie.


  As the three hurried the short distance to the schoolhouse, Mandie tried to explain. “You see, Snowball was shut up in my room at Joe’s house, but somehow he was able to get out. And for some reason he came here to the schoolhouse.”


  “If the cat inside even is Snowball,” Joe added.


  “Joe, I said I’m sure it’s Snowball,” Mandie insisted as they entered the yard of the building.


  “Never mind what cat it is, it shouldn’t be inside the schoolhouse,” Mr. Tallant told them as he stepped up on the front porch, inserted a large key in the huge keyhole, and pushed the door open. “I didn’t see any cat when I locked the door a while ago. I came in to get some papers to discuss with Miss Abigail.”


  The cat rushed out, and Mandie nearly stumbled over him. She looked down and saw immediately that it was Snowball. She picked him up to look into his blue eyes and asked, “Snowball, how in this world did you get locked up inside the schoolhouse?”


  “Well, that settles that,” Mr. Tallant said as he locked the door.


  “Oh, thank you, Mr. Tallant,” Mandie said. “If I had gone on back to Joe’s house and found Snowball missing, then I would have had to go out and look for him, like Joe is doing for Samantha.”


  “That is strange about your dog being missing,” the schoolmaster told Joe as they left the porch.


  “Yes, sir, and I have to keep on looking until I do find her,” Joe replied.


  “Can I give you two a ride home?” Mr. Tallant asked Joe.


  “No, thank you. We’ll just walk. It isn’t far, you know, and I’ll keep on looking for Samantha on the way,” Joe said.


  “Good night, then. I hope you find Samantha soon,” Mr. Tallant said as he walked around to the back of the schoolhouse on his way to Miss Abigail’s.


  “Thanks,” Joe called as they went on toward the main road.


  Mandie noticed Snowball didn’t have his leash on. She had removed it when she shut him up in her room. She figured that no one had let him out, at least not on purpose.


   Mandie looked up at Joe as they walked along. “Snowball must have come into the schoolhouse while Mr. Tallant was there,” she said. “And he didn’t see him, so he locked the door and left.”


  “I suppose,” Joe said. “That cat sure gets around.”


  “I can’t imagine how he got out of your house,” Mandie said. She held Snowball tightly in her arms. And then she quickly changed the subject. “Did you notice they were sitting in the dark on the porch? There was plenty of moonlight on the rest of the porch, but they were sitting behind the rose trellis.”


  “What difference does it make where they were sitting?” Joe asked. “It’s none of our business!”


  “Oh, Joe, don’t be an old stick-in-the-mud,” Mandie told him as she looked up and smiled. “There may be a romance going between them.”


  Joe stopped and looked down at her. “Romance?” he asked. “That doesn’t concern us.” He straightened up to his full height as he walked and said, “Come on. I’ll race you the rest of the way.”


  Mandie held Snowball with one arm and tucked the hem of her skirt into the waistband with the other hand. “I’m ready,” she said. “Let’s go.”


  They ran the short distance to Joe’s house, and the whole time Mandie was wondering how her cat had managed to get out of the house and, of all things, why he’d gone to the schoolhouse.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  WAS IT A DREAM?


   When Mandie and Joe arrived at his house, he led the way around to the back. “I want to look and see if Samantha is in the barn, and I should also put my rifle up,” he said. “And since you have Snowball, I’ll just meet you inside in a few minutes.”


  “All right,” Mandie agreed. “I’ll put Snowball in my room and see where your mother is.”


  When Mandie came in through the back door of the house, she found Mrs. Woodard sitting by a lamp at one end of the kitchen. She was embroidering the pillowcases. She looked up at Mandie and said, “Oh, thank goodness you caught that cat.”


  “He was locked inside the schoolhouse, and it just happened that Mr. Tallant was taking Miss Abigail home and passed us, so we got him to unlock the door,” Mandie tried to explain as she set the cat down at a bowl of water set out for him near the iron cookstove. She sat down in a chair nearby.


  Mrs. Woodard quickly looked up. “Mr. Tallant was taking Miss Abigail home?” she asked.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied with a smile. “You see, they had just passed us on the road. They were in his cart.”


  “My, my!” Mrs. Woodard said with a big smile. “I wonder if something is going on between the two of them.”


   “We went down to Miss Abigail’s house to get him, and they were sitting on the front porch in the dark behind the rose trellis,” Mandie explained, still smiling.


  “You don’t say!” Mrs. Woodard exclaimed. “And did he go back to Miss Abigail’s house after he let y’all into the schoolhouse?”


  “Yes, ma’am. He said he had to go back and get his cart,” Mandie told her.


  Joe came into the kitchen and overheard the last remark. He looked impatiently from her to his mother.


  “Miss Abigail must be coming out of her shell after all these years mourning over her dead sweetheart,” Mrs. Woodard said with a little laugh.


  “Mama!” Joe exclaimed. “You’re not joining in this romance business with Mandie, are you?”


  Mrs. Woodard looked at him and laughed. “You men are all just alike. You never understand how important a little romance is to a woman.”


  Joe shrugged and changed the subject. “Dad’s horse and buggy aren’t in the barn. Isn’t he back yet?” he asked.


  “No, he hasn’t returned yet,” Mrs. Woodard said. “You know it’s a long way over there to the Guytons’. Not only that, the road is rough, so I’ll look for him when I see him. And you haven’t found Samantha, have you?”


  “No, ma’am,” Joe replied. “But at least Mandie found Snowball.” He sat down near them.


  “I’m glad, because I was afraid he was going to be lost for good and Amanda would think I let him out,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  Mandie quickly looked at her and asked, “How did he get out of my room?”


  “This is hard to believe,” Mrs. Woodard said. “I was out in the yard beneath the window to your room, dear, and I heard a loud meow. I looked around and finally spotted Snowball sitting on a limb on that big chestnut tree that grows up by your room upstairs.”


  Mandie gasped. “How did he get up there?” she asked.


  “The window was open, and the limbs grow close to the house,” Mrs. Woodard continued. “I figured he came out through the window into the tree. And you know, he wouldn’t come down for anything. He just sat there and cried.”


   “How did he get down?” Joe asked.


  “Well, I have to confess,” Mrs. Woodard said, “I threw a small rock to hit the limb next to him, just trying to get him to move. Of course the rock missed him, but he did move in such a hurry that he fell down a couple of limbs and sat there crying again. The branch he was on was not big enough to support him, so it bent and he came falling and sliding down the tree.”


  “He didn’t get hurt, did he?” Mandie quickly asked as she glanced at the white cat now curled up asleep by the cookstove.


  “No, he caught some branches as he came down and, when he landed on the ground, he took off running. I couldn’t very well go after him in the dark with no one else here. Thank goodness you found him,” Mrs. Woodard explained.


  “Yes, thank goodness I found him,” Mandie agreed.


  “The puppies look all right,” Joe remarked.


  “Yes, they’ve learned to lap up the milk I give them. They seem to be doing all right,” Mrs. Woodard said. “But I sure wish you could find Samantha.”


  “So do I,” Joe agreed with a worried expression on his face. He stood up and looked over at the cookstove. “Anything to eat?”


  Mrs. Woodard rose from her chair and laid down the pillowcase. “Of course,” she said. “I knew you two would be hungry when you got back.” She walked over to the stove and opened the warmer. “These biscuits are still warm, and we’ve got molasses and butter to go on them.”


  “Sounds good,” Mandie said.


  Mrs. Woodard pulled a small pan of biscuits out and turned to look at Joe. “Now if you’ll run out to the springhouse and bring in a jug of sweet milk, I’ll get the molasses and butter out of the larder.” She set the pan on top of the stove.


  “Be right back,” Joe said, quickly leaving the room.


  “Can I help?” Mandie asked as Mrs. Woodard went toward the end of the room to the larder, where the food supplies were kept.


  “Get some glasses and plates down from the cupboard if you will, dear,” Mrs. Woodard said as she opened the door to the larder.


  By the time Joe returned with the milk, everything was ready on the long table. Mrs. Woodard filled the glasses and they sat down at one end.


   As she buttered the biscuits, Mrs. Woodard asked, “And did y’all go by your father’s house, Amanda?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied, accepting a biscuit and pouring a little molasses on it from the small jug. “There wasn’t a light in the house, but one of the shutters was open, and we could see light from the fireplace. So somebody must have been in there to have a fire in the fireplace.”


  Joe took the jug and spread molasses on his biscuit. “We heard this howling sound and tried to track it down in case it might be Samantha, but it turned out to be some wild man who was howling and shooting and laughing all over the mountain,” he replied.


  “A wild man?” Mrs. Woodard questioned. “Who could it have been?” She began eating her biscuit.


  “I have no idea,” Joe said.


  “We’re so far back in the mountains that strangers very seldom come here,” Mrs. Woodard said. “I wonder if it could have been someone we know.”


  “We never did get to see him,” Mandie explained. “He just followed us all over the mountain without coming out where we could tell who he was.”


  “You don’t think he was trying to harm y’all?” Mrs. Woodard asked Joe.


  “No, ma’am,” he said as he swallowed a mouthful of biscuit. “I’m sure he just wanted to scare us for some reason.”


  “He probably thought he could scare us enough that we would go away, which we did,” Mandie said, licking the molasses dripping from her biscuit.


  “That’s strange,” Mrs. Woodard said. She looked at Mandie and asked, “And what do you intend to do about your father’s house?”


  “I just don’t know,” Mandie replied. “I’m sure someone is in it, but it may be someone just camping out there, because no one is farming the land and there’s no livestock—not even a chicken.”


  “Maybe we should ask the sheriff to look into it,” Mrs. Woodard suggested.


  “Mama, there’s nothing he can do,” Joe said. “If we can’t get whoever it is to come to the door, neither can the sheriff. And he certainly won’t break the door down to get inside.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Mrs. Woodard agreed.


   Snowball had come over to the table and was rubbing around Mandie’s ankles. Mandie bent to look at him. “I knew you wouldn’t sleep long if you smelled food,” she said.


  Mrs. Woodard got up and went to the stove. “Here, I saved him the meat scraps from supper, but he ran away before I could give them to him,” she said as she took a covered dish and dumped the contents into his bowl on the floor.


  Snowball came running and immediately began devouring the food.


  “I need you to look at that window in Amanda’s room, Joe,” Mrs. Woodard said as she sat back down at the table. “It’s stuck, and I can’t get it closed.”


  “I’ll get it shut. We don’t want that cat going out anymore,” Joe said, giving Mandie a smile.


  “No, because he could get killed falling from that tree,” Mandie agreed. “I’ll take him with me when we go back out tomorrow.”


  “Do you think you can hold on to him?” Joe asked.


  Before she could answer, Mrs. Woodard said, “If Joe can’t get that window closed, we’ll just put him in another room upstairs while you’re gone.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Woodard, but he needs some exercise and fresh air, so I’ll take him with me,” Mandie said, drinking the last of the milk in her glass.


  When they had all finished, Mandie and Joe cleared the table. Mrs. Woodard told them, “Now y’all just run along. I’ll finish up. I’m going to be working on that pillowcase for a while longer. And maybe your father will come in before I retire for the night.”


  “I suppose I am a little sleepy,” Mandie said. “Good night, Mrs. Woodard.” She picked up Snowball and turned to leave the kitchen.


  “Good night, Mama,” Joe replied as he left the room with Mandie and Snowball.


  When they got to Mandie’s room, Joe worked on the window, trying to force it down. As Mandie watched, it came down to within two inches of the sill and refused to go any farther.


  “It just won’t go all the way,” Joe said, beating at the window frame with his hands.


  “That’s all right, Joe,” Mandie said. “Snowball can’t get out an opening that narrow. Thanks. I’ll see you at breakfast in the morning.”


   Joe looked at the partly open window and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think Snowball can get out,” he said. “At least I hope not.” He went to the door and added, “Good night. See you bright and early.”


  “Good night,” Mandie replied as she closed the door behind him.


  Snowball had already curled up on the foot of the bed as she began undressing for the night. The night air had become chilly, so she pulled a heavy quilt up over her when she slid in between the sheets.


  Mandie was tired, worn out with all the searching they had been doing, so she soon fell asleep. She was dreaming of her father when something brought her wide awake.


  She instantly sat up in bed. Talking to herself, she asked, “What was that noise that woke me up?” She looked over at the window in the moonlight, and it was still in the same position. Snowball woke up and began stretching.


  Her heart was beating fast and she felt frightened, but she didn’t understand why. She thought about it for a while and she listened, but couldn’t hear a thing. Finally she lay down to go back to sleep.


  She was dozing when she suddenly heard the howling sound they had heard on the mountain. Then came the same laugh. She sat straight up in bed again and pulled the quilt around her. Holding her breath, she waited and waited to see if it would be repeated, but there was only silence.


  “That man on the mountain must have followed us home,” she exclaimed to herself. “I wonder if Joe heard it.”


  She hoped Dr. Woodard had come home by now. Sleep finally overcame her again and she curled up under the cover. Snowball moved up to sleep on the other pillow. She drifted off thinking she had maybe only imagined the noise.


  
    

  


  The next thing Mandie knew, Snowball was purring in her face, and she sat up to see the sun rising over the distant hill. She jumped out of bed, stretched, and began dressing.


  When she was ready to go downstairs, she suddenly remembered waking up during the night. She sat down on the edge of the bed she had just made up and thought about it for a moment.


  “Did I imagine I heard that wild man, or was it real?” she asked  herself. “If I go downstairs and tell everybody about it, they may think it was all a dream. But then, maybe I was dreaming.”


  Snowball jumped up on the bed behind her and began rubbing against her back. She reached back to pat his head.


  “Oh, what should I do?” she asked herself as she stood up. She did some more thinking and then decided. “If I tell them and they think it was a dream, I don’t suppose it will really matter. But I do think it was real—I did hear that wild man. But how in the world did he get here and where is he now?”


  She shivered as she thought about the possibility of the man being near the house. Who was he? And exactly what did he want?


  At that moment Joe tapped on her door and called, “Good morning. Are you ready for breakfast yet?”


  Mandie rushed across the room and opened the door. Making sure Snowball didn’t get out of the room, she closed it and joined Joe in the hallway.


  “Good morning,” she greeted him. “I should have already gone downstairs to help your mother with breakfast.” She could smell the bacon frying as they walked down the stairs.


  “You’re wrong there,” Joe said. “On nights when my father is away until late and she sits up waiting for him, my mother always has Mrs. Miller come in and fix breakfast for me so she can sleep late. Of course I could always cook for myself, but Mama says it gives Mrs. Miller an opportunity to make a little extra money.”


  “Then that’s Mrs. Miller cooking that good-smelling bacon,” Mandie said with a big smile as they walked through the downstairs hallway toward the kitchen.


  “And eggs, and biscuits, and grits, of course, and sometimes sweet rolls, and who knows what else. Mrs. Miller is a delicious cook,” Joe said, laughing.


  Mandie also laughed as she said, “A delicious cook? I never heard of such a person.”


  Joe pushed open the door to the kitchen and they went in. Mrs. Miller greeted them with a smile as she said, “Good morning. You’re right on the dot. Everything is ready.”


  The young people returned the greeting.


  She was standing by the stove, which held various pots and pans. The table was set for two, and Mandie asked, “Only two plates?”


   “Yes, dear, only you and Joe,” Mrs. Miller replied.


  As they stood by the table, Joe asked, “Aren’t you eating with us?”


  “Oh no, not this morning. As soon as I get the food on the table for y’all, I have to run home and feed my husband. I’ll eat with him,” Mrs. Miller explained. “Now, let me get this stuff over there for you. Y’all just sit down now and, Joe, I placed the coffeepot so you can pour it.”


  The two young people sat down. Joe poured the coffee and Mrs. Miller began bringing bowls and platters to the table. Mandie understood what Joe had meant when he said “who knows what else,” because there were even fried pork chops and sweet rolls, which smelled so delicious she could hardly wait to bite into one.


  “It all looks so mouth-watering,” Mandie remarked as she helped herself to the various dishes.


  “You’d better eat fast, because I’m starving,” Joe joked as he filled his plate.


  Mrs. Miller stood back and smiled at them. “Now, when y’all finish eating, just leave everything where it is,” she said. “I’ll be back and have it all cleaned up and more ready for the doctor and Mrs. Woodard before they come downstairs.” She untied her apron and hung it on a hook near the stove.


  “Thanks, Mrs. Miller,” Mandie said with her mouth full of egg. “Everything is absolutely delicious.”


  “Amen,” Joe added.


  “Bye now,” she said, going out the back door.


  As she ate, Mandie thought about the noise the night before, and she finally decided to mention it to Joe.


  As she sipped her coffee, she said, “Did you hear anything during the night?”


  Joe looked at her in surprise and asked, “No, why?”


  “Something woke me up last night,” Mandie began, watching for his reaction.


  “Something woke you up? What was it?” Joe asked as he hungrily ate his pork chop.


  “I’m not positive, but I believe it was the same noise we heard on the mountain—that man howling and laughing,” Mandie explained as she kept looking at Joe.


   “That man?” Joe asked as he laid down his fork and knife. “All the way over here to our house? Are you sure?”


  “No, Joe, I’m not sure,” Mandie replied, setting down her coffee cup and straightening up in her chair. “But something woke me, and at that time I thought I heard the man. I might be wrong, but I don’t think it was a dream, either.”


  “I suppose it’s possible he could have followed us home last night,” Joe said. “Or he might have known who we were. But why was he doing all this crazy stuff? Did you hear this noise all during the night?”


  “No, I only heard it once,” Mandie said. “It puzzles me, too.”


  “Did you hear any shooting?” Joe asked.


  Mandie thought about that for a second. “No, I don’t think so,” she said. “Just the laughing after that terrible howling.”


  “I need to look around outside,” Joe said. “As soon as I finish. I’ll get my rifle just in case.”


  “Is your father home yet?” Mandie asked.


  “I’m not sure,” Joe said. “But I’ll look to see whether his horse and buggy are in the barn. Then I’ll know.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Mandie said. “First I just need to run up with some scraps for Snowball’s breakfast and be sure he’s still in the room.”


  “You ought to wait until I look around before you come outside,” Joe said.


  Mandie looked at him and said, “Joe, you know you can’t keep me in the house when something is going on. Besides, if you do run into the wild man or someone strange, you might need some help.”


  She stood up and quickly gathered food scraps for her cat.


  “Wait for me,” she told Joe as she left the room. He was still drinking his coffee.


  She wanted to see for herself if Joe discovered someone on their property. Then she remembered Mrs. Miller had come to the house and had gone back to hers. She had not mentioned seeing any stranger.


  Maybe it was a dream, or maybe the man is already gone, she thought.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  ACCUSED!


   Mandie gave Snowball his breakfast in her room and checked the water bowl to be sure it was full. Then, telling him to behave, she hurried downstairs to join Joe, who was waiting in the kitchen. “I’m ready,” Mandie told him as she entered the room.


  “I need to get my rifle,” Joe said as he stood up.


  “You know I’ve been wondering about where you actually keep your rifle,” Mandie said. “I know one time you got it from the barn, but I think you had left it on the back porch another time. How do you keep up with it?”


  “We have other guns in the house,” Joe explained. “In the hall closet, to be exact. I mostly carry my rifle around wherever I think I might need it. If I leave it in the barn it comes in handy if some wild animal attacks any of our stock, and if it’s on the back porch it’s convenient to get when I’m going hunting through the woods.” He led the way to the back door and opened it.


  “So where did you leave it this time?” Mandie asked as they went out onto the back porch.


  Joe looked at her and grinned. “In the shed between here and the barn,” he said. “I couldn’t decide where I might need it next when we came home last night. And right now we’d better keep an eye out for any strangers in the yard until I get to the shed.”


   Mandie looked all around as they hurried toward the small shed, and Joe watched ahead. Once Joe had retrieved his rifle, the two began moving across the yard and searching behind bushes and trees. They worked their way down to the barn without finding anyone.


  “Look! Your father’s buggy is in the barn,” Mandie said as the entrance of the building came into view.


  “Yes, I’m glad he’s back,” Joe said as they walked on toward the building.


  “Could we stop and see the puppies?” Mandie asked as they entered the barn.


  “Sure,” Joe said, stopping by a stall to rub the head of his father’s horse. The big animal nickered, and Joe gave him a piece of sugar from a bag nearby. The horse quickly swallowed it and began rubbing his head against Joe’s hand.


  “He acts just like Snowball when he wants to thank me. He rubs my hand with his head,” Mandie remarked as she watched.


  “I’m afraid he’s spoiled rotten by my father. He’s always getting goodies,” Joe said as they walked on down to the stall where the small animals were living.


  Mandie followed and she eagerly bent over the railing to watch the little puppies shoving and jostling each other as they whined and fussed.


  “They are so adorable,” she exclaimed.


  “They seem to be all right,” Joe said. “I’ll leave it to my mother to give them milk. She enjoys tending to little animals.” He turned to leave.


  “What are we going to do today?” Mandie asked as they walked back outside.


  “I don’t really know,” Joe said. “Let’s sit down over here.” He indicated a bench made of tough planks supported by sawed-off tree trunks.


  As they sat down he continued, “I don’t think anyone is on our property, at least not anywhere near the house.” He looked at her and asked, “Do you think you really heard the man, or do you think it was on your mind and you dreamed about him?”


  Mandie hesitated. “We-e-e-ll,” she said, dragging out the word, “I’m pretty sure I actually heard him.” She shrugged and added, “But  then maybe it was a dream. I don’t suppose it makes any difference now, since we haven’t found anyone around here.”


  “But we should still keep watch for any strangers,” Joe told her.


  “Right,” Mandie agreed, then she remembered Snowball. “I need to take Snowball out for a walk. Would you want to just stroll down the road a piece, nowhere in particular?”


  Joe looked at her and asked, “Nowhere in particular? You don’t want to go back to your father’s house in hopes of seeing someone there?”


  “Well, I suppose we could, but remember that wild man may see us and start all that howling and shooting and laughing,” Mandie replied.


  “I’ll have my rifle, and as long as he doesn’t physically bother us, then we can just ignore him. That might be the best way to get rid of him anyway,” Joe said.


  Mandie looked at him and asked, “You don’t think he’s dangerous?”


  “Probably not, at least not as long as we don’t bother him,” Joe said.


  “All right, I’ll run up and get Snowball,” Mandie said as she stood up.


  “I’ll wait here,” Joe said.


  At that moment Mrs. Miller came up the pathway that led to her house. She was hurrying and, when she saw the two young people, she said, “I hope I wasn’t gone too long.”


  “Oh no, ma’am,” Joe said as he, too, stood up.


  “Mrs. Miller, did you see a stranger on the Woodards’ property this morning?” Mandie asked. “A man?”


  “A strange man?” Mrs. Miller questioned. She frowned and said,


  “No, I haven’t seen anyone at all. Were y’all looking for someone?”


  “Not really,” Joe said. “We just thought a stranger might have walked across the yard last night after we went to bed.”


  “Oh goodness!” Mrs. Miller exclaimed. “Is something missing?”


  “Not that I know of,” Joe replied.


  “It’s a man from over on the mountain who we’re talking about,” Mandie explained.


  “Is he dangerous?” the woman asked.


   “We don’t think so. I believe he just wants to annoy people,” Joe said. “Anyway, don’t worry about it. Mandie and I are the ones he’s trying to irritate. Just keep watch as you go back and forth.”


  “Well, let me hurry and get breakfast for your mama and daddy,” she said. “I can take care of myself.” She suddenly pulled a sharp knife out of the pocket of her full skirt and held it up. “This is my protection. I carry it everywhere I go. Now, you two be careful.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the two chorused as they looked at each other, and Mrs. Miller walked on toward the house.


  “Well!” Joe exclaimed. “I didn’t realize she carried a knife!”


  “Good for her,” Mandie said with a smile. “Now I’ll go get Snowball. Be right back.”


  She hurried to the house and, as she went through the kitchen, she didn’t see anyone but Mrs. Miller, who was busily stacking dirty dishes. Evidently Dr. and Mrs. Woodard were still sleeping.


  She ran up the stairs to her room and opened the door to find Snowball pawing at the window where it was open.


  “We fixed you, Snowball,” Mandie told him as she reached to pick him up. “You can’t get through that small opening, and there’s no way you can open the window.”


  She reached for his red leash, which lay on the bureau, and quickly snapped it onto his red collar.


  “We’re going for a walk, and you had better behave,” Mandie told him as she gathered up the leash and the white cat and rushed back downstairs to the kitchen.


  “We’re going for a walk with my cat,” Mandie said when Mrs. Miller paused in her work at the sink. “Just in the direction of the schoolhouse, I suppose. We won’t be gone long. If you would let Dr. and Mrs. Woodard know, I’d appreciate it.”


  “Oh, sure I will,” Mrs. Miller said. “Just you two be careful and be back at noon for dinner.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Miller,” Mandie said as she left through the back door and raced across the yard to join Joe.


  He saw her coming and came up the path to meet her.


  “Which way do you want to go?” Joe asked as they started down the driveway toward the road.


  “It doesn’t matter, but I suppose the usual way. We always head  toward my father’s house,” she replied as Snowball squirmed to get down.


  “Fine,” Joe said. He patted the pocket in his pants. “I went and got a couple of extra shells.”


  “That’s good, but I hope you won’t need to use your rifle,” Mandie said as they reached the road. She stooped to set Snowball down at the end of his leash and kept a firm hold on it. “Now you can walk, but you’d better not run away, Snowball.”


  Snowball looked up at his mistress and meowed, then he pulled at the leash as he tried to walk on.


  Joe laughed and said, “You don’t think that cat really understands what you say, do you?”


  Mandie held the end of the leash. “I really believe he can understand some things I say,” she said. “He’s a smart cat.”


  “I hear you,” Joe joked.


  They strolled down the road with Snowball straining against his leash most of the time. Mandie noticed that Joe kept watching the fields along the way, but he didn’t stop to call Samantha.


  Finally she asked, “Aren’t you even going to whistle for Samantha? You never know when she might hear you.”


  “I suppose so,” Joe said sadly. He stopped and whistled. He called, “Samantha!” but received no response.


  “You know, Joe, you have a problem—Samantha is missing. And I have a problem—someone is in my father’s house and won’t come to the door. Do you think the problems could be related?” Mandie asked.


  “And don’t forget the problem with the wild man,” Joe reminded her. “Yes, it could all be connected somehow.”


  “And don’t forget that Mr. Tallant and Miss Abigail,” Mandie added with a smile.


  “They are not our problem, Mandie,” Joe said. “I wish you would forget about them.”


  “Oh, Joe, I can’t forget about them. I’m hoping they’ll get married,” she replied as Snowball pulled her forward with his leash.


  “Mandie, you don’t know whether they even love each other or not, and here you’re hoping they’ll get married,” Joe protested.


  “I’m guessing they’re in love,” Mandie replied with a smirk. “Else why would they be seeing each other?”


  “There are other reasons for two adults to see each other, you know,” Joe said. “Maybe it’s business between them.”


  “Would they do business sitting on her front porch in the dark behind the rose trellis?” Mandie asked with a smile. She switched the end of the leash to her other hand. Snowball picked this opportunity to escape. He managed to jerk the leash out of her hand and go flying down the road.


  “Snowball! Come back here!” Mandie cried, lifting her long skirt and running after him.


  Joe followed her, and they tried to pin Snowball between the two of them, but the white cat took a shortcut across a field to get onto the road to the schoolhouse.


  Mandie kept calling him and running across the rough field. When Snowball was out of sight, Joe came toward her and said, “Let’s get on the road. This is too slow.”


  Mandie nodded and followed him onto the hard packed dirt road. This was smoother and she could run faster. Joe’s long legs got ahead of her and he yelled back, “I see him! He’s going inside the schoolhouse!”


  Mandie wondered how Snowball could get into the schoolhouse. Is the door open? she wondered. She finally caught up with Joe as he waited at the steps of the building.


  “You don’t have to hurry,” said Joe as he tried to catch his breath. “He went inside. I saw him.”


  Mandie swallowed hard to control her heavy breathing. “Let’s see what he’s doing in there,” she said as she walked toward the slightly open door. “If we go inside and close the door he can’t get out.”


  Joe leaned his rifle against the post. He followed Mandie and they pushed the door shut behind them as they looked around the schoolroom. Snowball was sitting on a shelf in the middle of Mr. Tallant’s papers, washing his face.


  “Oh, Snowball, I could spank you good,” Mandie said as she approached the cat. Joe stood watching.


  But Snowball was too quick for her. He jumped down from the shelf and led her on a chase around the room. He tried to jump onto the shelf under the blackboard, but the space was too small for him and he tumbled onto the floor.


  As Mandie grabbed for him she noticed writing on the blackboard.  She gasped when she read it. “Look! Someone has written on the blackboard again,” she exclaimed.


  “I saw it the same time you did,” Joe said as he stared at the scribbling.


  “And see what it says—‘Miss Abigail loves Mr. Tallant.’ ” She quickly looked at Joe and said, “And I didn’t write that!”


  Joe picked up the eraser and said, “Well, whoever wrote it will be disappointed to know I have erased it.”


  “Joe, don’t! We need to find out what’s going on,” Mandie begged.


  At that moment the door opened, and Mandie and Joe both glanced back to see Mr. Tallant as he came into the room.


  Mandie and Joe froze as the man read the writing on the blackboard. “Well, now, I’m disappointed in you two to write such untruths on my blackboard,” he said, standing before them.


  “We didn’t write that, Mr. Tallant,” Mandie argued. “In fact, Joe was just about to erase it when you came in.”


  “That’s right, sir,” Joe said. “I would never do such a thing.”


  Mr. Tallant looked at the two of them sternly and said, “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure I believe your story. How did you get in here?”


  “The door was open,” Mandie replied as she watched Snowball prowling around. She held her breath, hoping he wouldn’t get into anything.


  “And Mandie’s cat got away from us out on the road and ran down here. The door was open, so Snowball just came inside and we came after him,” Joe tried to explain.


  Mandie thought Mr. Tallant looked doubtful. She desperately tried to think of something to say that would persuade him to believe them. Then she remembered Snowball being locked in the school.


  “Someone must have another key, Mr. Tallant, because if you remember, Snowball was locked in here last night, and you said you had locked the door, and we never did figure out how he got inside,” Mandie explained.


  Mr. Tallant frowned and said, “The only other key I know of is at your father’s house, and it is kept there for emergencies, Joe. Therefore, it would be very easy for you two to use the other key.”


  Mandie and Joe looked at each other in surprise.


   “I never knew my father had an extra key to the schoolhouse, Mr. Tallant,” Joe argued. “And I’m sure it must be kept in a safe place.”


  “Mr. Tallant, we did not unlock the door to this schoolhouse, not this morning nor yesterday, nor any other time,” Mandie said emphatically, stomping her foot. “You can believe what you like, but we are not guilty.”


  “And you can check with my father about the other key. He’s at home this morning,” Joe added.


  Mr. Tallant frowned, shook his head, and silently reached for the eraser. He wiped the writing off the blackboard.


  Mandie, figuring she and Joe were already in trouble, couldn’t resist asking, “Joe told me someone wrote on the blackboard before, and that you found it and erased it before anyone else saw it, and that’s why you keep the door locked now. Couldn’t this have been written by the same person who did that? And I wasn’t even here when that other writing happened.”


  Mr. Tallant thought for a moment, then looked at Joe and said, “But Joe was here.”


  “Just stop and think a moment. Do you really believe I would do such a thing?” Joe asked. “Surely you don’t think I wrote whatever it was you found before on the blackboard, or this, either. You told the class you found it, erased it, and had an idea as to who had done it. Were you thinking then that I had done it, Mr. Tallant?”


  Mr. Tallant cleared his throat, walked across the room, and sat down behind his desk. “I think you two had better leave now. And I will discuss this with your father, Joe. Now, get out and don’t let me catch you in here again.”


  Mandie and Joe looked at each other in surprise. She ran to pick up Snowball, and as she and Joe started out the door, he turned back and said, “I’m sorry you feel like this about such a thing, Mr. Tallant.”


  The schoolmaster didn’t reply, but kept busy shuffling papers around on his desk until the two had closed the door behind them.


  On the porch, Mandie drew in a deep breath and said, “He sure acted strange. He just couldn’t see anything but his own way.”


  Joe picked up his rifle and said, “That’s because the message was so personal to him.”


  “Let’s walk down the back road, Joe,” Mandie suggested as she started around the schoolhouse. She held on to Snowball.


   “All right,” Joe agreed.


  Mandie could tell he was really upset with the whole matter. And she didn’t blame him. Mr. Tallant should have known Joe well enough to realize he would never do such a foolish thing.


  Joe glanced at her as though he could read her thoughts and said, “Don’t let it bother you. I will discuss it with my father as soon as I get home. I’m sure he will talk to Mr. Tallant about it.”


  “I hope so,” Mandie replied. “Snowball, quit squirming. You’re not going to get down. I don’t want to have to chase you again.”


  As they walked on down the back road, around the curve where the lanes branched off to Nimrod’s house and Miss Abigail’s house, Snowball began acting strange. He hissed and growled.


  Mandie and Joe both looked at him.


  “What’s wrong with him?” asked Joe. “I’ve never seen him act so angry before.”


  “I don’t know, but I do know he’s going to catch it if he scratches me,” Mandie said. Then she added, “Maybe he wants down to find a sandbox.” She set him down at the end of the leash, but kept it wrapped around her wrist.


  “He’s just trying to run away again,” Joe said, watching the cat.


  “I think you’re right,” Mandie said, and picked him back up. “Let’s hurry and get on the main road. I can let him walk there, and if he tries to run away, I can catch him better.”


  Joe laughed and said, “The main road is where he managed to get away from you, remember?”


  “Oh well, I can walk better on the main road,” Mandie said.


  They cut across fields to get back onto the main road in the direction of her father’s house. Mandie set Snowball down, and he walked ahead of them at the end of his leash without any more trouble. Mandie wondered what could have been in the bushes on that road that he wanted to investigate. She thought it was probably just a rabbit or a squirrel.


  CHAPTER NINE


  MEASLES!


   Mandie and Joe walked on toward her father’s house. Snowball tried to get away, pulling at the end of the leash, so Mandie carried him part of the time.


  “I would say that Mr. Tallant is in love with Miss Abigail, and that’s why he was so upset—because someone knows his secret,” Mandie said as she looked up at Joe.


  “I don’t know about that, but I’d love to get hold of whoever did write that message on the blackboard,” Joe said, frowning. He added, “I just don’t understand why Mr. Tallant wouldn’t believe me.”


  “I’m sure your father will straighten him out when you tell him,” Mandie said.


  “I don’t want my father having to straighten things out for me,” Joe said. “I’m too old for that. I want Mr. Tallant to take my word as the truth.”


  “But he won’t, so you’ll have to tell your father,” Mandie said.


  “Oh, I’ll tell my father, all right, but I will also ask him about that extra key,” Joe replied. “Someone has probably stolen it.”


  “Things get deeper and deeper, don’t they?” Mandie said, and then added, “I’d like to know who is in my father’s house, but I can’t figure out how to find out.”


   “We’ll just go up to the door and knock again. Maybe whoever is in there will decide to answer,” Joe said.


  “I sure hope so,” Mandie said.


  “We’re getting close now, so I’d advise you to pick up Snowball and carry him, just in case the wild man sees us and starts acting crazy again,” Joe told her.


  Mandie quickly stooped and picked up her cat. “Snowball, you’d better behave,” she told him. “We’ve got too many other things going on right now for you to run off again.”


  Joe looked down at the cat, who was looking intently up into his mistress’s face.


  When the house came into view, they circled by way of the barn, as they usually did, and stopped to look.


  “There’s still smoke coming out of the chimney,” Mandie whispered to Joe as she held tightly to Snowball in her arms.


  “And we haven’t heard anything from the wild man yet,” Joe said as he peered over her shoulder.


  Mandie turned slightly and asked, “Well, do we walk up to the front door?”


  “We can try it,” Joe agreed. “I’ll go first. You follow close behind me.”


  They darted from tree to tree for cover and finally made their way up to the front porch of the house. Finally having to come completely out of cover, Mandie felt tingles down her spine as she thought of the wild man. She and Joe were in full view.


  “Let’s try the front door first,” Joe suggested, and walked toward the front steps.


  Mandie followed as he went up the steps and walked toward the front door. He motioned for her to knock. She stepped closer and raised her fist to pound on the door. She paused with her fist in midair as she heard a shot strike the tin roof.


  Joe immediately put his arm around her and reached for the door. He hit it as hard as he could and tried rattling the doorknob, but there was no response from inside.


  “Let’s go see if the shutter is still open on that window we looked through last night,” Mandie whispered to him as she squeezed Snowball tight to keep him from escaping.


  “Let me go first,” Joe whispered back.


   They hurried down the front steps and stooped low to walk around to the window. Mandie slowly stood up to look inside. The shutter was still open, but she couldn’t see much because there was no light in the cabin.


  “Knock on the glass,” Joe whispered from behind her.


  Mandie looked at him and then started pounding on the glass. She stopped and listened, but there was no sound from within. Joe reached around her and tried to force the window open, but it wouldn’t budge.


  The two crouched back down below the window.


  “The only way to get in,” said Mandie, “is to break a pane and go through the window—”


  “Which we are not going to do,” Joe interrupted her. “It’s too dangerous and it’s against the law.”


  Mandie looked at him and said, “I want to try the front door again.”


  She walked in a stooped position, trying to protect herself from any stray bullets, back to the front porch and then stood up at the front door. Joe followed.


  Raising her hand this time, she pounded on the door and called out, “Open the door! Open up! I want to talk to you!”


  Joe finally grabbed her hand, which was bruised from the pounding, and said, “It’s no use. Either there is no one in there or they are not going to come to the door.”


  Mandie looked up at him and nodded. She was so full of disappointment she couldn’t speak. She silently followed Joe across the yard and onto the main road. Snowball was trying to scratch, so Mandie finally let him down to walk at the end of his red leash.


  “You still have some time left before you have to go back to school,” Joe reminded her. “We’ll keep coming back until we accomplish something one way or another.”


  “I’ve decided it must be an outlaw hiding in my father’s house,” Mandie said in a firm voice.


  “Why do you think that?” Joe asked.


  “Because they are so secretive. They won’t answer the door and won’t even say a word,” she explained.


  “Anyone who didn’t want you to know they were in there would do that, Mandie, not just an outlaw,” Joe replied.


   “And that man who is shooting—he’s probably friends with whoever is in there, and they probably had an argument, and now the one inside won’t let the other in,” Mandie went on.


  Joe looked down at her and frowned. “You do have an imagination!” he said.


  “It’s just plain common sense if you’d stop and think about it,” Mandie said. “Otherwise why would that man keep shooting at the house? And why won’t whoever is inside open the door?”


  “In that case we should contact the sheriff, as my mother suggested last night,” Joe said. “Let’s talk to my father about this.”


  “I hope he’s still home,” Mandie replied, as they walked down the road.


  
    

  


  Joe left his rifle on the back porch. He and Mandie found Dr. Woodard sitting in a corner of the kitchen, reading a newspaper. His father looked up as the two came in through the back door.


  “I knew y’all would be back as soon as you smelled food,” he said, laughing.


  “Long walks make me hungry,” Joe said, also laughing.


  “Me too,” Mandie added as she set Snowball down and removed his red leash. He ran for the bowl next to the stove. “I believe Snowball is also hungry.”


  Mrs. Miller was helping Mrs. Woodard at the cookstove. She turned to ask, “Well, did y’all ever find that stranger you were looking for?”


  Dr. and Mrs. Woodard immediately looked at the young people.


  “What’s this about looking for a stranger?” Mrs. Woodard asked.


  “What stranger?” Dr. Woodard wanted to know.


  Joe sat down on a stool by his father’s chair. “It’s a long story. You already know about the man who was shooting on the mountain. Well, when we went back, he was shooting again, and he was howling like an animal, then laughing like he had gone crazy.”


  All three adults focused their attention on Joe. Mandie dropped onto another footstool nearby.


  “What are you talking about, Joe?” his mother asked as she stepped closer.


   “We never did see the man, but he seemed to follow us around all over the mountain with this howling, shooting, and laughing,” Joe said.


  “And you don’t have any idea as to who he is?” Dr. Woodard asked.


  “No, sir,” Joe said. He turned to Mandie and said, “Tell them what you know about it, Mandie.”


  Mandie looked at each adult and then said, “I think I heard him here around the house somewhere in the middle of last night.” She stopped and waited for their reactions.


  All three adults looked at each other and then at the young people.


  “You heard him around the house here?” Mrs. Woodard asked.


  “Are you sure about it?” Dr. Woodard said.


  Mrs. Miller spoke up before Mandie could answer and said, “So that’s what y’all were asking me about this morning. A strange man!”


  “Well, I’m not positive I heard him,” Mandie said. “I was so scared when all this happened yesterday and I had it on my mind when I went to bed. I might have dreamed it—but I don’t think so.” She watched and waited.


  “We looked all over the yard and outbuildings and everywhere this morning, but we didn’t find anything wrong or see anyone strange,” Joe said.


  “And you think this is the same person who is shooting at Mandie’s father’s house?” Dr. Woodard asked Joe.


  Joe nodded and Mandie said, “Yes, sir.”


  “And you say there is someone in the house, and they won’t come to the door?” Dr. Woodard continued.


  “We think so, because someone is keeping a fire going in the fireplace,” Joe replied.


  “We can see the smoke coming out of the chimney, and the shutter on one window is open, so we can see the reflection of the fire in the fireplace, but we haven’t been able to see anyone inside,” Mandie added.


  “Maybe we should call in the sheriff,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  “I don’t know about that yet,” Dr. Woodard said. “You can’t arrest someone just for shooting a gun in the mountains, or laughing and  carrying on like a wild man. But if the man comes here, then that is a different story.”


  Mrs. Woodard spoke up. “I don’t like y’all going over there by yourselves,” she said.


  Joe said, “But, Mama, the man is not shooting at us. He’s shooting at Mandie’s father’s house. And I’ve been taking my rifle with me.”


  “I can’t go with y’all because I’ve got to go back across the mountain after we eat,” Dr. Woodard said. “I’m afraid Gretchen does have the measles, and I’m worried that it might break out everywhere around here. I’m trying to keep close watch on anyone who comes down sick.”


  “I’m sorry about Gretchen,” Joe said. Then he added, “But if you’re going back over there right away, would you have a few minutes to talk to me about something before you go?”


  Dr. Woodard looked at him in surprise and said, “Of course, son.”


  Mrs. Miller spoke up, “The food is ready now if y’all would like to eat.”


  Mrs. Woodard went back to the stove as she said, “Let’s eat first, Joe. Then you can talk with your father.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Joe agreed.


  Everyone hurried through the meal. Mandie could tell Mrs. Miller was anxious to get back to her house. And Joe was hurrying to talk with his father. And Dr. Woodard was rushing to get back across the mountain. And she wanted to know what the doctor would have to say about their encounter at the schoolhouse. Even Mrs. Woodard seemed to be hurrying for some reason, probably to give Joe time to talk after the meal.


  When they were finished, Dr. Woodard laid down his napkin and said, “All right, son, let’s go outside.” He rose from his chair as everyone else stood up.


  Joe looked at Mandie and said, “Let me talk to my father first and then I think he will want to discuss everything with you.”


  “Go ahead. I’ll wait in here,” Mandie said.


  Dr. Woodard and Joe went out the back door and Mandie turned to the two women to ask, “Is there anything I can do to help?”


  “Oh no, dear,” Mrs. Woodard said. “In fact, we don’t have much  left to do. Mrs. Miller cleaned up at the stove and sink while we ate, and now I’m fixing food for her to take home.”


  “I’d be glad to help,” Mandie said.


  “I know what you can do, then,” Mrs. Woodard said with a big smile. “Why don’t you round up some scraps here and give them to your cat for its dinner?”


  Mandie did as she suggested and ended up with a good-sized dinner for Snowball. She set it down by the stove, and he began growling and purring as he ate it.


  In a few minutes Joe opened the door and called to Mandie, “Come on outside, Mandie.”


  She smiled at Mrs. Woodard and then went out the door.


  Dr. Woodard was seated on a bench in the yard, and Mandie followed Joe to him.


  “Sit down, Miss Amanda,” the doctor said, patting the bench. “Plenty of room for all three of us.”


  “Thank you, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie said as she sat on the end by Joe.


  “Now, Joe has been telling me about what went on at the schoolhouse this morning, and I want you to tell me your version of it,” the doctor said.


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie said, and she related the facts about the incident with Mr. Tallant. “I just couldn’t believe Mr. Tallant would doubt Joe’s word,” she ended.


  “Now, about that extra key,” the doctor said, looking at the two. “I haven’t told Joe this yet. I used that key over a year ago when we had a little festival in and around the schoolhouse while Mr. Tallant was gone on vacation. And I hate to say that I forgot and left it in the door. One of the Montgomery children fell out of a swing and got hurt, so nobody remembered to get the key. I have never thought to mention this to Mr. Tallant, but evidently someone just took the key. I haven’t seen it since.”


  “What a relief!” Joe said with a big smile.


  “Yes,” Mandie agreed. “So anyone could have it.”


  “We need to have a conference with Mr. Tallant, but I have to go back over the mountain and am not sure when I’ll get back,” Dr. Woodard said. “And I don’t want y’all doing anything to irritate Mr. Tallant while I’m gone.”


   “Yes, sir, I wouldn’t be about to irritate Mr. Tallant. I want to stay away from him,” Joe said.


  “Me too,” Mandie agreed.


  “I think he will give you an apology,” Dr. Woodard told Joe.


  “Knowing about the extra key sure makes me feel better,” Joe said.


  Dr. Woodard looked at the two young people and said, “Now, I’m not going to forbid y’all to go back over to the house where Miss Amanda lived with her father, but I am going to warn you both to be very careful. I know Miss Amanda will have to go back to school at the end of the week, and I don’t want to curtail her activities while she’s here, but please be alert.”


  “Yes, sir, thank you,” Mandie told him.


  “We will,” Joe promised. “If we could just figure out who is inside the house before Mandie leaves!”


  The three stood up.


  “And you be sure you carry your rifle at all times, Joe,” Dr. Woodard added. “Now I’ve got to get back inside and get ready to leave.”


  “Thanks, Dad,” Joe said as he reached to quickly put an arm around his father’s shoulders. “And you be careful, too.”


  “I always try to be,” the doctor said.


  As the three went back inside, they met Mrs. Miller coming out. Her arms were filled with covered dishes of food.


  “Y’all be careful now,” Mrs. Miller said as she passed them.


  “You too,” Mandie and Joe called back to her.


  Dr. Woodard got his medical bag and left immediately. Mandie and Joe sat down with Joe’s mother long enough to explain what the conference with his father had been about.


  “There are some strange things going on around here lately,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  “That’s exactly what I’ve been saying,” Mandie agreed.


  Joe stood up and said, “And I suppose now we’re ready to go back to your father’s house.”


  “Right,” Mandie said as she, too, rose. She looked at Snowball.


  Mrs. Woodard noticed her glance and said, “Leave him here if you wish, dear. I’ll look after him.”


  “Thanks, Mrs. Woodard,” Mandie said with a big smile. She was glad to be relieved of one big problem.


   Mrs. Woodard also rose. “Now, don’t y’all stay gone too long. I’ll be worried about you,” she told them.


  “We won’t,” Joe promised.


  “Without Snowball we can move faster,” Mandie said.


  The two young people went outside, where Joe picked up his rifle.


  “We need to make plans before we get there this time,” Joe said.


  “I don’t know how to make any plans. Nothing seems to go as we plan it,” Mandie said.


  “Let’s sit down over here and discuss what we want to do,” Joe said.


  The two sat on a bench in the yard and talked about what they would do when they got to Mandie’s father’s house this time.


  CHAPTER TEN


  THE CULPRIT


   “We’ll just go right up to the front door and beat and bang all afternoon until someone comes to the door. If we make enough racket, whoever is inside is bound to get tired of it and open the door to tell us to stop,” Mandie suggested.


  “We can try it, but that may not work. I just wish there were other houses, other people living close to your father’s house. Then maybe someone would know who’s in there,” Joe remarked.


  “With a hundred and twenty acres belonging to my father, and most of it along the road, there couldn’t be any neighbors really close,” Mandie replied. With a sad expression on her face she added, “He always told me that’s why he bought it in the first place, so there wouldn’t be other people so close. Just like y’all don’t have any neighbors close.”


  “One reason for that is not many people come to live in this part of the mountains,” Joe said. “Most of the land is not good enough to make a living on it.”


  “Well, anyhow, don’t you think we’d better get started?” Mandie asked.


  “I suppose so,” Joe agreed as he picked up his rifle and rose.


  Mandie stood up and said, “I’m ready.”


  The two walked out to the main road and on in the direction of  Mandie’s father’s house. Mandie insisted that Joe stop now and then to call his dog. He seemed to have given up on finding her, but Mandie felt if they kept looking, eventually Samantha would show up.


  “Joe, you’ve got to keep looking for Samantha,” Mandie said as Joe stood in the middle of the road. “Remember, she’s probably somewhere in trouble and needs your help. You said yourself she wouldn’t just run off and leave her babies.”


  “I know,” Joe said, kicking the dust on the dirt road. “I’m not giving up. It’s just that I don’t know what to do next to find her. I don’t believe she is within the sound of my whistle or she would come to me.”


  “Unless she can’t,” Mandie said. “Remember Snowball was stuck in the cornfield with his leash hung up on those cornstalks? Well, Samantha could be stuck somewhere.”


  “But if she is, and if she could hear me, I think she would make some noise to let me know she heard,” Joe said.


  “And suppose she is hurt, or something, and is not able to bark or whine,” Mandie reminded him.


  “All right, I know I’ll keep on looking, even if I never find her,” Joe said. He whirled around and whistled so loudly the birds in the bushes nearby suddenly took flight.


  The two waited for a few minutes and then silently walked on down the road. They stopped now and then and Joe called Samantha, but there was no response.


  When they came within sight of Mandie’s father’s house, they circled by the barn as they usually did. Hiding behind the corner of the building, they watched the house for a while.


  “There’s still smoke coming out of the chimney,” Mandie whispered. “And no sign of anyone around. And I haven’t heard any shots.”


  “But the minute we start knocking on that front door I imagine that wild man will start shooting,” Joe replied. “For some reason that man, whoever he is, doesn’t want us near the house.”


  “But he can’t stop us,” Mandie said.


  “Unless he shoots us,” Joe said.


  Mandie whirled around to look at Joe in alarm. “You don’t think he would really shoot us, do you?” she asked.


  “I have no idea, but as wild as he seems to be, I wouldn’t put anything past him,” Joe told her. “Therefore, we’ve got to be careful and alert every minute, remember that.”


   Mandie felt her heartbeat quicken. She had not really thought much about the situation since the man seemed intent on shooting at the roof of the house. He’d had lots of chances to aim at them but had not.


  “Joe, our verse,” she said, reaching back for Joe’s hand.


  Together they repeated, “What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.” Mandie straightened her shoulder, looked up at Joe, and said, “Come on. I’m ready now to knock on the front door.”


  They darted from tree to tree and made their way to the front porch. Mandie rushed across to the front door and began pounding on it with both fists. Joe reached over her head and helped. They kept on and on for a few minutes without any response. Finally Mandie stopped to look at her fists.


  “Wow!” she said. “I think I’ve bruised my hands. Look how red they are.”


  Joe looked at hers and then his. “I probably did, too, but it’ll go away,” he said. “Mandie, we are just not going to be able to get someone to the door. You might as well give up on it.”


  At that moment a shot rang out on the tin roof above. Joe quickly put his arm around Mandie and said, “Let’s get off this porch.”


  He led the way as they walked in a stooped position down the steps and around to the side away from the direction the shots seemed to be coming from. They sat down on the ground. Joe held on to his rifle.


  “Let’s go back to the barn where we’ll have some protection and watch and see if the man keeps shooting,” Mandie suggested.


  “All right, but we’d better make a quick path across the yard,” Joe told her.


  After they got safely to the barn, they watched the house and listened for more shots, but nothing happened.


  “You see what I mean?” Joe told her. “Whoever that is shooting just doesn’t want us near the house.”


  “And I wonder why,” Mandie said as she kept listening.


  Suddenly the air seemed to fill with smoke and Mandie cried out as she looked at the chimney of the house. “Joe! There’s something wrong! Look at all the smoke coming out of the chimney!”


  “Someone must have an awfully big fire in the fireplace,” Joe remarked as he watched.


  In only minutes the whole house seemed to be engulfed in smoke. Mandie and Joe coughed as it drifted toward them.


   “Let’s go, Joe! We’ve got to do something! The house must be on fire!” Mandie cried out as she suddenly raced toward the house. Joe left his rifle leaning against the barn and rushed after her. Circling the house until they came to the window with the shutter open, they tried to look inside but the smoke was too thick.


  “Let’s break the glass! Someone must be in there!” Mandie exclaimed as she looked around for something to knock out the window.


  Joe picked up a large rock and pushed Mandie aside. “Watch out for glass splinters!” he yelled at her as he threw the rock with all his strength into the glass window.


  Glass flew through the air and Joe pushed Mandie to the ground to shield her. As it settled they looked up. There was a large hole where the glass panes had been, but the edge held jagged glass.


  “Wait!” Joe quickly told Mandie as she started toward the window. “I’ve got to clean out the loose glass.” He snatched a rough limb lying nearby and began banging away at the broken edges.


  Smoke was pouring out the broken window now. Mandie put her handkerchief over her nose and said, “Let’s go inside!”


  The window was low to the ground, but Joe pushed an old milk can under the opening.


  “I’d better go first,” Joe said.


  Mandie hesitated and then she said, “Be sure you reach back for me when you get inside.” Her heart was running away, not only from the smoke and the possibility of someone inside the house but from the realization that she was about to enter her father’s house for the first time since she had been farmed out to another family when her father died.


  Joe jumped through and turned back to assist Mandie. She didn’t even look for shattered glass but tumbled through and landed on her feet. The smoke was so thick she couldn’t see anything inside. She and Joe began feeling their way around.


  “Keep your nose covered,” Joe warned from behind his handkerchief.


  Mandie did as he said and used her other hand to find the way into the living room where the fireplace was. As she looked in the doorway she screamed in fear. Flames were eating at the boards of the floor in front of the fireplace. She grabbed at a quilt lying nearby  to beat the fire, then suddenly realized someone was under the quilt. She jumped back.


  “Joe! Someone’s there!” she cried behind the handkerchief over her nose as she jerked at Joe’s hand.


  Joe quickly bent and threw the quilt back. Mandie watched and gasped.


  “It’s Irene!” she cried. She stooped down and tried to speak to the girl. “Irene, Irene, it’s Mandie! Wake up!” She gave the girl a little push, but Irene didn’t move.


  “I think she’s overcome with smoke,” Joe said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”


  Suddenly Mandie was aware of another presence in the smoke-filled room. She tried to see who it was. Then the person roughly pushed her aside and knelt by Irene.


  “Irene, my love,” the voice said, and Mandie instantly recognized Nimrod.


  “Nimrod, it’s me, Mandie,” she said. “We’ve got to get her out of here.”


  Nimrod yelled at her. “I can see that,” he said.


  “I’ll help you get her out the window,” Joe said as he stooped beside Nimrod.


  Nimrod had picked Irene up, quilt and all, and was walking toward the broken window. Joe quickly followed and jumped outside ahead of him. Mandie stayed behind as she tried to beat out the flames on the floorboards.


  “Hand her to me and then you can jump out,” Joe told Nimrod.


  “Be sure you don’t drop her,” Nimrod ordered in a rough voice as he pushed Irene through the window and Joe caught her on the outside.


  Nimrod jumped out behind her and Joe quickly climbed back inside.


  “Joe, we’ve got to put this fire out. The whole house will burn down,” Mandie cried as she frantically beat the flames with anything she could get her hands on.


  Joe began jerking down curtains and using them to beat out the flames. And they were both surprised to see Nimrod come back in and help.


  “It’s out. Now I have to get Irene home,” Nimrod told them as the last tiny flame disappeared. He coughed from the smoke.


   Mandie fought for her breath and no one had to tell her to get out the window into fresh air. Joe followed her. Then Nimrod jumped outside. He was coughing and breathing hard as he rushed toward Irene where he had laid her on the quilt under a tree. He stooped to pick her up.


  “Where are you taking her, Nimrod?” Joe asked.


  The huge, tall man, now grown much larger since Mandie had seen him, turned to look at them and said, “Home.”


  “Home?” Mandie questioned. “Doesn’t Irene live here anymore?”


  “Not since we got married this summer,” Nimrod explained. “She moved in the house with me and then she had to go and get mad about something, and I don’t even know what it was, and she ran away and came back here. But now I’m taking her home.”


  “Where are her mother and Zack Hughes?” Mandie asked as she blew black out of her nose.


  “Them? Oh, they left a long time ago. Went to live in his old house over in the next county,” Nimrod said. “Now I’ll be going.”


  Joe stepped up to his side and asked, “Would you like for me to go get a wagon, or a horse? It would be easier to move her.”


  “Nope, ain’t got time for that,” Nimrod said as he looked down at the limp form in his arms. “Got to get her brung to.” He started to walk on.


  “So you are the one who has been shooting at the house?” Mandie questioned.


  Nimrod paused and looked back. “Sure, it was me. I tried to scare her out, but it didn’t work, only scared you and Joe here.” He laughed his wild laugh.


  Mandie and Joe quickly looked at each other. Mandie could read Joe’s mind. He wanted to even scores with Nimrod, but under the circumstances it was better not to start something.


  “I think we’d better follow him,” Joe said, stepping up beside Mandie. “Even though I don’t want to, I’m afraid he may need some help getting Irene to his house.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. “It wouldn’t do any good to start a fuss now over the way Nimrod has been shooting and acting wild.”


  She looked back at her father’s house, which was still enveloped in smoke. Joe noticed this and said, “We’ll come back later when the smoke has cleared out.”


   Nimrod turned to look at the two who were following him down the road. He slowed his steps as though he were coming back to them, but then he turned away and silently carried Irene in his arms.


  They had not gone far when a cart showed up in the distance, heading toward them.


  “Maybe we can get some help,” Joe remarked as he squinted to see who it was.


  “Why, it’s Miss Abigail!” Mandie said, quickly waving to the woman.


  Miss Abigail slowed down and stopped by the two and then looked at Nimrod walking on. “What’s going on? Y’all looks as though you’ve been down the chimney. And what is Nimrod doing?”


  “Oh, Miss Abigail, could you please give Nimrod a ride to his house? He’s carrying Irene. My father’s house was on fire and we broke in and found Irene. She’s just plain passed out,” Mandie hurriedly tried to explain.


  “And Nimrod happened to come to the house after we did. He says he and Irene are married,” Joe said.


  “Yes, that’s right. Here, let me help,” she said as she quickly turned her cart around and stopped beside Nimrod. The man turned, saw who it was, and paused. Mandie and Joe raced after her.


  “Nimrod, put Irene in here and we can carry her home,” Miss Abigail said.


  Nimrod didn’t hesitate but carefully laid Irene in the back of the cart as everyone watched. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a large key.


  “Here, Miss Abigail, here’s your key,” Nimrod said, handing her the key. “I wrote on the blackboard like you told me to.”


  Mandie and Joe instantly gasped and looked at each other. So Nimrod was the culprit.


  Miss Abigail took the key and dropped it into her little bag. “Thank you, Nimrod,” she said. And then with a big smile she added, “It worked. Mr. Tallant has asked me to marry him. The wedding will be next spring.”


  Mandie and Joe looked at each other in disbelief. This supposedly shy woman had done such a thing to get herself a husband, Mandie was thinking. How could she?


   “Miss Abigail, might I ask where you got the key to the schoolhouse?” Joe ventured.


  The old maid lady fluttered her eyelids and said, “Why, Joe, your father left the key in the door a while back at the festival. Remember the festival? I found it and just haven’t remembered to give it to Dr. Woodard, but I will soon.”


  Mandie wondered why she didn’t give it to Joe to pass on to his father, but then the woman seemed to have some strange ideas.


  “Miss Abigail, we need to get my Irene home,” Nimrod reminded her as he swung over the edge and into the cart.


  Miss Abigail looked at Mandie and Joe and said, “Perhaps you two could squeeze in back there.”


  “Oh no, thank you, Miss Abigail, we’ll walk on,” Mandie said. “It won’t take us long. Thank you anyhow.”


  Miss Abigail waved and drove her cart on ahead.


  “Well, looks like we’ve solved more than one mystery,” Mandie remarked as she looked up at Joe. “I’d like to see Mr. Tallant’s face when he finds out his lady love finagled a proposal out of him—and not only that, she had the key that he was blaming us for stealing.”


  Joe stopped to catch Mandie’s hand. “Look, Mandie,” he said. “There’s no use in our knowledge about the proposal going any further. It will be enough just to let Mr. Tallant know that she had the key all the time. He can figure things out for himself.”


  “I suppose you’re right. I’m just amazed Miss Abigail would do such a thing, and she didn’t seem to mind that we overheard everything,” Mandie replied.


  Joe gave Mandie’s face a sudden brush with his hand and then laughed. “You need a bath, young lady! As Miss Abigail said, you do look like you’ve been down the chimney.”


  Mandie jerked his hand and also began laughing. “Include yourself, Mr. Joe Woodard! Your mother is going to have fits when she sees you.”


  Mandie felt a burden lifted now that she had finally been able to get inside her father’s house, but she was wondering about what would happen next.


  She quit laughing and frowned as they walked on. “Joe, if Irene’s mother and her husband, Zack Hughes, have moved to his house, and  if Irene has married Nimrod and is living with him, my father’s house is empty.” She gasped with excitement.


  “So what are you going to do about it?” Joe asked as he looked down at her with a serious expression.


  “Do? Why, I don’t know,” Mandie replied. “You’re going to be a lawyer. Who would the house belong to now?”


  Joe cleared his throat and said, “That would depend on your father’s will. Did he make a will leaving the property to your stepmother?”


  Mandie thought about that quickly. “I don’t know anything about any will at all. My father died and my stepmother just sent me to live with the Brysons, then she married Zack Hughes and he moved in the house with her.”


  “You could talk to Irene later when she’s recovered from the smoke,” Joe said. “Maybe she knows something about it.”


  “Well, exactly how were you planning to get his house back for me if I agreed to marry you when we grow up?” Mandie asked.


  “I would have to go through law school to learn how to do that, but it could be done because you are your father’s only daughter. Irene is your stepmother’s daughter by a previous marriage and not even related to your father—unless he took out papers adopting her as his daughter,” Joe tried to explain.


  They were within sight of the Woodards’ house and Mandie said, “Sounds too complicated. Let’s hurry and get cleaned up and go back to my father’s house.”


  As they hurried down the driveway, they found Mrs. Woodard evidently returning from the barn with a pan in her hands. She stopped in astonishment as she saw the two.


  “What on earth happened to y’all? Are you hurt?” she exclaimed as she gazed at their dirty faces and clothes.


  “No, ma’am, we’re not hurt,” Joe said. “Let’s go inside where I can get a drink of water and we’ll explain what happened.”


  As they stood in the kitchen drinking water, Mandie realized they were too dirty to sit in a chair. They hurriedly explained where they had been and what had transpired since they left home.


  Mrs. Woodard gasped in shock. “You could have been burned to death or suffocated by all that fire and smoke,” she said. “Now, both of you, get cleaned up, fast.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the two chorused.


   “As soon as we eat we want to go back and look inside my father’s house,” Mandie said as she and Joe started for the hallway door.


  “No,” Mrs. Woodard said so firmly the two stopped and looked at her. “This is one time I forbid you to go back. The house will still be full of smoke and hot ashes, or whatever, and you could be injured. So just clean up and get to the table.”


  “Oh, Mama!” Joe said with a moan. “Couldn’t we go just for a few minutes?”


  “No, I said no, and I mean it,” Mrs. Woodard said, going to the cookstove. “Your father is not home and he sent word he probably wouldn’t be back until Saturday, and I’m not going to be responsible for the two of you going back to that house.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said with a disappointed sigh. “I understand.”


  “All right,” Joe agreed.


  Mandie was itching with impatience to get back to her father’s house and look inside, but she knew she would have to wait until morning. Well, anyway, by then the smoke would have disappeared and she would be able to spend time inside the house.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  THE SECRET OF THE FIRE


   While they ate supper that night, Mandie and Joe told Mrs. Woodard about their adventures during the day.


  Mrs. Woodard couldn’t keep from laughing. “Do you mean that shy Miss Abigail did all this? She must be leading two lives. I hope Mr. Tallant knows what he is getting when he marries her,” she said. “The outcome will be interesting.”


  Mandie explained about the fire and their rescuing Irene.


  “She was completely overcome by smoke,” Joe said. “Anyway, Nimrod will take good care of her, I imagine.”


  After they had discussed everything they could think of, Mandie asked, “Will you give us permission to go back to the house tomorrow, Mrs. Woodard?”


  Mrs. Woodard cleared her throat and hesitated a moment before she said, “Well, I suppose so. I just don’t want y’all getting into trouble or getting hurt or something while the doctor is away, and he probably won’t be home until the day after tomorrow.”


  “I’ll take good care of Mandie, Mama,” Joe promised.


  Mandie laughed and looked at Joe. “And I’ll take good care of Joe.”


  “All right then, but I don’t want y’all gone too long at a time,” Mrs. Woodard replied. “Now, tonight we have apple cobbler for dessert. How about it?”


   Mandie and Joe both ran to the warmer to get it.


  Mandie said, “I’m sure going to miss all this wonderful food when I go back to school.” Joe carried the warm pan to the table and set it on hot mats.


  “I think we should all go to bed early tonight because I know y’all want to get up early in the morning,” Mrs. Woodard said. “So let’s make hay with this pie.”


  They did go to bed early that night, but Mandie was so excited about getting into her father’s house she couldn’t go to sleep for a long time after she went to bed. She had all sorts of questions. Would there be anything left that had belonged to her father? Would it look the same as when she had lived there? The smoke had been so thick and there had been so much excitement that she had not even taken a glimpse around the rooms.


  Finally morning came, and Mandie was up with the birds. She quickly dressed, picked up Snowball, and opened the door to go downstairs. At the same time Joe, who was also walking down the hallway, looked back and waited for her.


  “Do you know if your mother will be up for breakfast? Or if we can just go on to my father’s house as soon as we eat?” Mandie asked as they went down the steps.


  “Don’t you smell that bacon and coffee?” Joe teased. “That’s Mrs. Miller’s trademark. She’s cooking breakfast, which means my mother will be sleeping late. Therefore we can leave anytime we get ready.” He pushed open the kitchen door for Mandie to enter ahead of him. Mandie set Snowball down.


  After exchanging greetings with Mrs. Miller, the two rushed to the table and sat down. “I see y’all are in a hurry, so I’ll hurry,” Mrs. Miller said as she began placing dishes of hot food on the table. “Joe, you grab that coffeepot down there and pour y’all’s coffee.” She put a bowl of food on the floor for Snowball, who began eating hungrily.


  Mandie fastened on Snowball’s leash and picked him up after they had eaten. They told Mrs. Miller good-bye and went out the back door. Joe picked up his rifle from the shed in the yard, where he had put it the night before.


  “Do you think you need to take that rifle now that we know who the wild man is and that he won’t hurt us?” Mandie asked.


   “Yes, because my father told me to be sure I took it with me, remember?” Joe said as they walked down the driveway.


  Mandie didn’t talk much on the way. She walked fast, and Snowball tried his best to get down, but she held him firmly in her arms. And when the house came into view, Mandie broke into a run. Joe rushed after her as she went around to the window they had broken.


  “Wait, Mandie!” he called to her. “I’ll go through that window and open the front door so you won’t get your clothes all dirty.” He leaned his rifle against a tree and ran over to the window.


  Mandie looked at the soot-covered windowsill and said, “All right, but if you aren’t careful you’ll get all blacked up.”


  “I have longer legs and can step in easier,” Joe said as he stepped up on an old milk can beneath the window.


  Mandie watched until he went over the sill. Then she raced around to the front door. Joe had it open by the time she got there.


  She got as far as the doorway and stopped abruptly. Snowball took the opportunity to jump down from her arms and wander into the house. Tears filled Mandie’s blue eyes, and she tried to calm her emotions. Joe reached for her hand.


  “Come on in, Mandie,” Joe told her. “It takes only about two steps to do it.”


  Mandie glanced up at him through misty eyes and allowed him to gently pull her through the doorway. She stopped again and looked around. Everything seemed the way it had been when she was sent away from home. There were the two rocking chairs where her father and Etta had sat before the fireplace. Even the blue cushions were still on them, though they looked worn and dirty. And there was the low stool where she had sat at her father’s knee while he read to her.


  “It’s still the same, isn’t it?” Joe asked. He, too, had been in the Shaw house numerous times when Mandie lived there.


  Mandie nodded, unable to speak. She wandered through the rest of the house and came back to the living room. She had been in such a daze she had not even noticed the damage the fire had done.


  “I think we were lucky,” Joe said, bending over to look at the floor in front of the fireplace. “These burned boards here can be easily replaced.”


  Mandie stooped to inspect the damage. “Yes, I think they could,” she said, and then she remembered something her father had said long  ago—“Mandie, this is a secret trap door where I keep all my important papers and things,” he had said, pointing to the boards in front of the fireplace. “Always remember that, and don’t ever let anyone else know about it.”


  Etta and Irene had been gone somewhere and she had been home alone with her father. He had shown her how to open it and then close it back up.


  Now Mandie became excited as she told Joe about it. “There’s a secret trap door along about here where my father kept important things. Come on. Let’s find it.”


  She went down on her knees and began poking at the row of boards that were burned. The flames had spread out probably three feet from the stone hearth.


  “How are we supposed to get it open?” Joe asked, puzzled as he looked at the floor.


  “We need something long, thin, and sharp,” Mandie finally said as she looked around the room.


  Joe jumped up and said, “A butcher knife, if there is one in the kitchen. I’ll look.” He went out of the room.


  By the time he came back, Mandie had decided which boards were made to open. She showed him, and he pried between the boards with the long knife. After a struggle, the two were able to lift the secret door.


  A metal box was sitting on a shelflike space beneath the floor. Mandie eagerly reached for it. She found it was heavy, so Joe helped her pull it out. Setting it on the floor, she tried to open it, but the lid seemed stuck.


  “Oh, shucks!” she exclaimed.


  “Let me see if I can get it open,” Joe offered as he reached for the box. He tried, too, but it did seem to be stuck. “I know,” he added, reaching for the knife he had laid aside. “I’ll try the knife.” He ran the butcher knife under the edge of the lid and, after a while, was able to get the lid up. He didn’t open the box all the way but handed it back to Mandie.


  Mandie took it and quickly threw the lid open. It seemed to be full of legal-looking papers. She took out the top one and read out loud, “Deed.” She looked up at Joe and said, “These must be the papers where he bought this property.” She handed it to him.


   “It sure is,” Joe confirmed as he unfolded and read the pages. “This says he bought the place in 1888, the year you were born, from a Mr. Tindall.”


  Mandie reached back into the box and found an envelope of old photographs, which she quickly shuffled through. “I don’t know who all these people are, but I’m sure Uncle John will know.”


  She took out more papers. “And here is a marriage license for him and Etta, and here is a Bible.” She took it out and fanned through the pages. “I think all the family records are in here.”


  She passed everything to Joe to read. Finally she came to the last paper in the box. “This says ‘Last Will and Testament of James Alexander Shaw.’ Joe, you’re going to be a lawyer. You’ll have to go through all these for me later and tell me everything that it says.” She handed the will to Joe.


  Joe opened the document and silently read through it. Looking up at Mandie, he said, “You need to read this for yourself. Just skip the legal language in the first paragraph and read the second one.” He handed her the paper and watched as she read it.


  She read aloud, “ ‘I will and bequeath to my only heir, my daughter Amanda Elizabeth Shaw, the property I have just bought from Mr. Tindall, all of my personal effects, and any other property, both personal and real, that I may own or inherit hereafter. . . . ’ Joe, do you understand this the way I do?” She paused for it to all sink in.


  “Yes, I understand it perfectly. You own this house and land,” Joe said, anxiously watching her.


  Mandie’s face broke into a big smile as she said, “I do?” Then she looked at Joe and said, “Then I don’t have to marry you when we grow up to get this house back.”


  Joe didn’t say a word, and she looked sharply at him. “Isn’t that what this means? That I don’t have to get this house back, because I own it already?” she asked.


  Joe shrugged his shoulders and stood up. “Yep, that’s right.” He sat down on a stool near the front door.


  Mandie was so absorbed in what she had found that she didn’t notice Joe’s strange behavior. She carefully refolded the papers and put everything back into the metal box.


  Snowball came nosing around the box, and Mandie suddenly  realized he had been running loose with the door open and a hole in the window. She grabbed the end of his leash and stood up.


  Mandie looked at Joe, who had become uncommonly quiet. “Don’t you think we ought to go by Nimrod’s and see how Irene is? Then I can tell her what I’ve found, that I own this house now,” she said.


  “Sure, why not?” Joe replied as he rose. “Did you notice there’s a key inside in the front door? We can fasten the shutter over the broken window and then go out the front door and lock it.”


  “Yes, that’s good,” Mandie agreed. She left the box on the floor, held on to Snowball’s leash, and followed Joe into the kitchen, where the broken window was.


  “Now I see why this shutter was not closed,” Joe said, examining the window. “It’s broken. I need something to hammer with.” He looked around the room and found a heavy piece of wood beside the cookstove.


  “Here, I’ll hold up the shutter while you hammer,” Mandie said as they placed the shutter over the window.


  “You see the nails are still in it, and all I’ll have to do is pound them into the window facing,” Joe explained as he began hitting a nail in the shutter with the piece of wood.


  Mandie watched as the nail slowly went into the facing. Then Joe closed the latch on the inside and stood up. “All done,” he said.


  As they went back into the living room, Joe reached down and picked up the metal box. “I’ll carry this for you. It’s a little heavy,” he said.


  He took the key out of the inside keyhole in the front door and inserted it into the outside, pulled the door shut, and locked it. Handing Mandie the key, he said, “It’s all yours now.”


  Mandie took the big key and looked it over. She didn’t remember the door ever being locked when she lived here. “Thanks,” she said, looking up at Joe, who was already going down the front steps.


  When she reached the yard, Mandie turned to take a final look at the house. Her father’s house was all hers now. She owned it. And she wouldn’t have to wait until she and Joe grew up to get it back.


  “You coming?” Joe called from across the yard. He picked up his rifle from beside the tree where he had left it.


  “I’m coming,” Mandie called back, and ran to catch up with him.  Snowball squirmed in her arms. “You’re not getting down to run off again,” she told the cat.


  
    

  


  Mandie had never been to Nimrod’s house before, but she knew where it was. As they got closer, she was surprised to see it was a neat little log cabin, probably two rooms at the most. The yard was clean, and she could see a storm cellar in the backyard with flowers blooming nearby. She couldn’t imagine Nimrod taking care of a yard so nicely, so she figured Irene had probably done all the work.


  Joe leaned his rifle against a tree and then tapped on the front door, which was closed. Mandie waited behind him with Snowball in her arms. Nimrod took his time answering the knock. Finally he opened the door just enough to see who was on the porch.


  “Well?” he asked, not offering to open the door all the way.


  Mandie stepped in front of Joe and said, “We just wanted to see how Irene is,” she said.


  “She’s still sick and she’s still asleep,” Nimrod replied.


  “Will you tell her we came by and that we found a box in the house,” Mandie said, pointing to the metal box Joe was carrying. “There are legal papers in there saying I own my father’s house, so we closed it up and locked it.”


  Nimrod frowned angrily. “What do you mean you own that house? Irene and her mother own that house,” he said.


  “No,” Joe said. “We found Mandie’s father’s will in that box giving everything to Mandie.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Nimrod said angrily as he slammed the door shut.


  The sudden movement caused Snowball to jump down from Mandie’s arms, and he quickly ran off to the backyard. Mandie and Joe followed, and by the time they found him, he was sitting by the storm cellar door hissing angrily, his fur raised on his back.


  “What is he doing?” Mandie said as she went toward him. “Snowball, you come here, you hear?”


  Joe followed and watched as Mandie tried to pick up the cat.


  “Oh, you’ve gone and tangled up your leash again,” Mandie said as she bent to untangle it.


   Joe set the metal box down and stooped beside her. “Here, I’ll help you,” he said, pulling on the red leash.


  Mandie tried to hold on to Snowball, but to her great surprise, he turned on her and fought with his front claws.


  “Snowball, what has come over you?” she demanded as she slapped at his paws. “Don’t you dare stick those claws into me.”


  But Snowball continued hissing and was now growling. His fur still stood up on his back. Mandie backed off a little and looked at him, then stomped her feet on the wooden frame of the storm cellar door, which was made flat on the ground. She stopped suddenly and said, “Did you hear something?” She looked at Joe, who was still working on the leash.


  “I thought I did, but I’m not sure,” he said.


  Snowball tried to scratch Joe, and Mandie stomped her feet again on the board frame. This time she halted and quickly looked at Joe. He had stopped with the leash and said, “There’s something in the storm cellar, probably a wild animal.” He tried to see down through a hole in the rotten wood.


  The noise came again and this time Mandie said, “Whatever it is, Snowball doesn’t like it. Let’s open the door.”


  Mandie quickly unbuckled Snowball’s collar so she could pick him up, because the leash was still tangled on the door hinge. Joe reached for the door handle.


  “Stand back now,” he said. “It could be a wild animal in there.”


  Mandie stepped back a little and watched. Joe managed to open the door, even though it was sagging on its hinges. And as he looked down into the cellar, Mandie saw his face light up. He practically screamed, “Samantha!” He fell on his knees to reach down into the cellar. The steps had rotted and fallen away.


  “Samantha! In there!” Mandie cried for joy. Joe had found his dog. She moved closer to look inside.


  Joe was lying down trying to reach Samantha, and the dog was weakly whining.


  “Is she all right? Is she all right?” Mandie asked excitedly.


  “Can’t tell yet,” Joe said as he slid halfway into the cellar. Calling back to Mandie, he said, “Hold on to my feet so I don’t fall in.”


  Mandie quickly set Snowball down and grabbed Joe’s feet. Joe moved around and she was afraid he would fall the rest of the way in,  but he finally called back to Mandie. “I’ve got her. Help me wiggle backward out of here.”


  Mandie pulled on his feet as he pushed backward, and at last his head came into sight. He managed to set Samantha on the ground when he got the rest of the way out. He quickly rolled over and hugged his dog.


  “Samantha, girl, I love you,” he cried, with tears in his voice.


  Mandie noticed that Samantha was not moving very much and she asked, “Joe, look at her. Is she all right?”


  Joe immediately rolled over and rose to a stooping position. Samantha had livened up then enough to whine and try to lick his face.


  In the meantime, Mandie had forgotten about Snowball, but she quickly looked around and found him sitting behind her, watching the dog. He was not even hissing. Evidently he could sense the dog’s problem. Mandie snatched him up and managed to pull his leash away from the storm door. She quickly buckled on his collar. He didn’t protest, but kept watching Samantha.


  “I believe she’s just starved,” Joe said. “She probably hasn’t had anything to eat since we missed her.” He kept rubbing the dog’s head, and Samantha kept trying to lick his face.


  “How do you think she got down in there?” Mandie asked.


  Joe immediately became angry and said, “This storm cellar belongs to Nimrod, and I’m going back in that house to have it out with him. He either put Samantha in there or he must have known she was trapped in there.” He stood up and clenched his fists.


  Mandie grabbed his arm. “Wait, Joe! Don’t go back to the house! Nimrod is a lot bigger than you are, and what if he hurt you so you wouldn’t be able to get Samantha home? Think about her. She needs to go home as fast as you can carry her. From the looks of her, she would not be able to walk that far.”


  Joe removed her hand from his arm and said, “You’re right. Let’s get going. I need to take care of Samantha.” He looked down at his dog and started to walk away as he called, “Come on, Samantha. Come on, girl. Let’s go home.”


  Samantha managed to get to her feet, but she wobbled when she tried to come to him. Joe immediately took her into his arms. “That’s all right, girl. I’ll carry you home.” He picked up the metal box in one hand.


   They started back to the front yard. Mandie noticed Joe’s rifle still standing by the tree. “Don’t forget your rifle,” she said. “Let me carry that box. You can’t manage everything.” She reached for it.


  “I suppose it would be easier for you to carry the box than my rifle,” Joe said as he handed the box to her and walked over to pick up his rifle.


  The two were loaded down, but they soon made it back to the Woodards’ house. Joe took Samantha into the kitchen and set her down near the cookstove.


  “Oh, Joe, I’m so glad you found her,” his mother said, stooping to pet Samantha. The dog tried to lick her face, also. “I believe she is starving and is just dying for some water.”


  Mrs. Woodard rushed across the room and filled a bowl with water, which she placed before the dog. Samantha thirstily drank and wagged her tail.


  “Now, let me see what I can find for her to eat,” Mrs. Woodard said. She got a piece of ham from the warmer on the stove and placed it on a plate for the dog. Samantha quickly chewed and swallowed it.


  Joe stood back and watched. “Thank goodness she’s all right. If she can drink and eat like that she’ll be all right.”


  In the meantime, Mandie had removed Snowball’s leash and put him down. He just sat and watched the dog.


  By the time the two young people told their stories to Mrs. Woodard, it was time for supper.


  And when Mandie went to bed that night, she thanked the Lord for her father’s house. Even though he was gone, her father had provided for her. No matter what she would inherit back in Franklin from her mother or Uncle John, this inheritance was the most important thing in her life.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  SAD NEWS


   The next morning Mandie woke early. She rushed to check the metal box to be sure it was still in the corner by the bureau. She thought she had put it there the night before, but she was afraid that her memories were just part of a fantastic dream. She opened the box and looked at the will on top of the papers. Her father’s house was really hers.


  She dressed quickly, took Snowball, and went down to the kitchen. Joe was nowhere around—probably still asleep, she thought. But Mrs. Miller was there, and from the smell in the air, Mandie could tell she was preparing another delicious breakfast.


  “Good morning,” she greeted Mrs. Miller, who was over by the stove. She set Snowball down and he immediately went to his plate, which still had scraps on it.


  “Good morning,” the woman said, stirring the contents of a pot, which Mandie decided must be grits.


  “Is anyone else up yet?” Mandie asked as she came over to stand by the stove and watch.


  “Haven’t seen a soul until you walked through that door,” Mrs. Miller replied, bending to remove hot biscuits from the oven. She straightened up and added, “But then that’s natural around here. With the doctor being a doctor, nothing is ever on a schedule.”


   “That’s fine with me. I don’t like schedules,” Mandie said with a little laugh.


  “Now, if you’ll just go sit down at the table I’ll bring the food to you,” Mrs. Miller said.


  “I have a better idea,” Mandie quickly said. “Why don’t I just bring my plate over here to the stove and you can put some food on it. That way everything will stay warm for everybody else.”


  “Well, that’s a right bright idea, if you don’t mind doing that,” Mrs. Miller agreed.


  Mandie hurried to the table, got a plate, and walked back over to the stove. She held it out and said, “I eat anything, so put whatever you want on it. I’m not picky.”


  “That’s nice to know,” Mrs. Miller said, opening pot lids and uncovering frying pans as she heaped bacon, eggs, grits, and hot biscuits onto the plate.


  “Wow!” Mandie exclaimed as she looked at the hearty portions of food. “I should have said a little bit of everything.”


  She carried her plate to the table and sat down. Mrs. Miller hurried over with the coffeepot and filled her cup.


  “Now, there’s marmalade and honey sitting on the table there,” Mrs. Miller told her. “And there’s the butter.”


  “Yes, ma’am, thank you,” Mandie said as she began buttering her biscuit.


  Suddenly she remembered Samantha. Joe had left her in the kitchen for the night. But where was she now?


  “Mrs. Miller, have you seen Samantha this morning?” she asked as she bit into her biscuit.


  “Why no, have y’all found her?” the woman asked.


  “Oh, you don’t even know! Yes, we found her yesterday afternoon,” Mandie explained as she told Mrs. Miller about where they had found her.


  “You don’t say!” Mrs. Miller remarked, sitting down by the cookstove.


  At that moment Joe came in the back door with a smile on his face. “I took Samantha out to her puppies a while ago, and was she happy to see them!”


  “I’m so glad she’s better now,” Mandie said. “Have you eaten yet? Mrs. Miller said she had not seen you.”


   “No, I was down in the barn when she came up the pathway. I saw her, but she didn’t see me,” he replied as he went to the sink to wash his hands.


  After cleaning up, Joe walked over to look at the table and said, “I don’t see any food.”


  Mrs. Miller quickly told him, “She didn’t want me to put it all on the table but brought her plate over here to fill up so it would stay hot for everyone else. Give me a minute. I’ll get it all over there.”


  “Oh no, Mandie had a good idea,” Joe said, picking up a plate and going to the stove. “Just give me some of everything.”


  Joe filled his plate, took it back to the table, and sat down.


  The two had just finished eating when they heard a horse’s hooves and wagon wheels in the yard. Joe went to look out the window.


  “My father has come home,” he said as he sat back down to finish his coffee.


  When Dr. Woodard came in the back door a few minutes later, he didn’t even stop as he rushed through the room toward the hall door.


  “Good morning,” he said as he passed the table. “I’ve been around measles and I have to clean up good before I can eat. I’ll see y’all later.”


  “That sounds bad,” Joe remarked as he drank his coffee.


  “Yes, it does. So you were right! Gretchen does have the measles,” Mandie said.


  Joe changed the subject as he asked, “And is the metal box still in your room? Or did it walk off during the night?” he teased.


  “It’s still there. I checked to be sure,” Mandie said, hurriedly setting down her coffee cup. “I’m so glad I came home with y’all when you told me no one seemed to be living in my father’s house. And just think,” she added with a big smile, “I don’t have to marry you now!”


  “Mandie!” Joe yelled as he threw down his napkin and stood up. “Were you going to marry me when we grow up just because I said I would get your father’s house back for you? Was there no other reason? Like love? You did tell me you loved me. Was all this a plot to have me get your father’s house back for you and then you change your mind about marrying me?”


  Mandie got to her feet. She was so angry she couldn’t see straight. “Joe Woodard! You are a finagling so-and-so! Were you going to get the house back to buy my hand in marriage? Is that the only reason  you were going to do it? Just to force me to keep my promise to marry you?”


  Joe started yelling at the same time. “You don’t keep your promises, Mandie! I can’t depend on anything you say!”


  At that moment the two were suddenly aware of a powerful voice booming across the room.


  “I will not tolerate such behavior from either of you!” Dr. Woodard had come into the room just in time to hear the angry words between the two young people. “And I will not accept anything less than an apology. You are both too old to throw temper tantrums like this.”


  Mandie and Joe both looked at the man standing with his hands on his hips and his feet planted firmly on the floor. Mandie had never seen Dr. Woodard angry before, and now she almost shook in his presence.


  “I apologize, Dr. Woodard, for acting like this in your house,” Mandie said in a quavery voice. “I’m sorry.” She looked down at the floor and her eyes flooded with tears. She angrily fought them back.


  “Please forgive me, Dad,” Joe said. “It’s just that—I guess you’d say my future just went up in smoke. I’m sorry.”


  Dr. Woodard came across the room to the table, pulled out a chair, and sat down. Mrs. Miller, who had heard the whole thing, came running with food to put on the table for the doctor. She grabbed the coffeepot and filled his cup. He waited until she was finished and then he spoke.


  “Now, your mother told me about what happened yesterday,” Dr. Woodard began as he sipped his coffee and carefully watched the two young people. “Maybe I should go see Irene. Do y’all think she needs a doctor?” He looked from one to the other.


  Mandie was quicker to respond, “Oh yes, Dr. Woodard, she does. She seemed to be completely passed out, and Nimrod has her in his house and wouldn’t let us see her. He’d probably let you in.”


  “I agree,” Joe added. “It wouldn’t hurt to look at her.”


  “Then I’ll run over there after I eat,” Dr. Woodard said as he cut the ham on his plate. “And your mother tells me you found Samantha, and I thank the good Lord for that.”


  “Yes, sir, I put her in with her puppies this morning and she seems fine,” Joe said.


   “And you don’t know how Samantha got into Nimrod’s storm cellar, is that right?” he asked as he continued eating.


  “No, sir, I was so glad to find her, all I could think of was getting her home,” Joe said. Glancing at Mandie he added, “Besides, Mandie talked me out of confronting Nimrod about it.”


  “Well then, I will take you with me, and we’ll have a talk with Nimrod,” Dr. Woodard said. “And I suppose I’d better stop by Miss Abigail’s and get the key to the schoolhouse. Your mother told me she has had it all this time.”


  “Yes, sir, she has had it,” Joe agreed.


  Mandie remained silent because Dr. Woodard seemed to be directing the conversation to Joe. That was fine with her. She had not fully recovered from the angry words between her and Joe.


  “And, Miss Amanda, what are you planning to do with your father’s house now that you own it?” Dr. Woodard asked, looking directly at her. “You know if you let it stand empty it will probably be vandalized and will more or less rot away without upkeep.”


  Mandie had not thought about things like that. She frowned as she replied, “I just don’t know, Dr. Woodard. I haven’t figured it all out yet.”


  Joe added, “And Nimrod has already told her he would more or less cause trouble over her owning the house. I suppose he thinks Irene should have it. But the will states Mandie inherits the house and all other property her father may have owned.”


  Dr. Woodard looked at Mandie again and said, “I might have a solution for you. I’ll let you know about it later.” He glanced across the room at Mrs. Miller and asked, “Any more coffee?”


  Mrs. Miller quickly grabbed the pot from the stove and came rushing to refill his cup.


  “Is that daughter of yours still going to marry that fellow up at the top of the mountain?” Dr. Woodard asked.


  Mrs. Miller quickly turned back and smiled as she said, “Yes, sir, she is. And I’ll be right proud to have him for a son-in-law.” She walked back across the room to the stove and put down the coffeepot.


  Dr. Woodard quickly finished his coffee and stood up. “All right, are you ready to go now?” he asked Joe. “I have several other stops to make on the way to Nimrod’s, and we need to catch Mr. Tallant  and give him an explanation about the missing key. So we need to get started. We can’t be late getting back.”


  “Yes, sir,” Joe said, rising from his seat as Mandie stood up. Quickly stepping around the table, Joe extended his hand to Mandie and said, “I apologize, Mandie, I’m awfully sorry.”


  Mandie quickly took his hand in hers and said, “I am, too, Joe.”


  Joe looked at her and followed his father out the back door without another word. Mandie glanced around the kitchen. Evidently Mrs. Woodard was still sleeping or was not feeling well, because she had not come down for breakfast. Mrs. Miller was finishing up her work in the kitchen and preparing to go home.


  “Could I do something to help?” Mandie offered as the woman carried dirty dishes to the sink and food back to the warmer on the stove.


  “No, dear,” she replied. “I’ll be back later and wash these dishes, after Mrs. Woodard has her meal.”


  When Mrs. Miller left, Mandie decided to go down to the barn to see the puppies. She watched them scramble around in their pen, tumbling over each other, with Samantha whimpering to them now and then from where she lay in the corner. Samantha looked up when Mandie spoke to her, but she only wagged her tail and did not get up. She seemed content being back with her family.


  Mandie went back inside and fastened Snowball to his leash. Then she took him outside and walked around the yard.


  She didn’t really have anything to do, so time seemed to drag. And she kept thinking about her outburst with Joe. She regretted that with all her heart and knew it would stay on her mind for a long time.


  Finally settling down in a swing under the trees, Mandie picked up Snowball and held him in her lap as she pushed the swing back and forth. Soon she dropped off to sleep.


  Before she knew it, she heard someone whistling. She rubbed her eyes and sat up to see who it was. There in the driveway was her grandmother’s rig and Uncle Ned just stepping down from it. He whistled again with a big smile.


  Mandie ran to him and embraced the old Cherokee, her father’s dearest friend.


  “Oh, Uncle Ned, I’m so glad to see you!” she exclaimed, tears of joy starting in her eyes.


   Uncle Ned hugged her and then led the way to the swing where she had been sitting.


  “We sit, Papoose,” he told her.


  Mandie sensed something was wrong, and she looked up into his troubled face.


  “What is it, Uncle Ned? What’s wrong? Something is wrong, isn’t it?” she quickly asked.


  Uncle Ned squeezed her hand and acted as though he didn’t know how to answer.


  “That’s my grandmother’s rig, I know,” Mandie said. “Did she send you after me? Is she sick or something? I knew you were coming this weekend, but I thought you’d be in your wagon to take me back to school.” She leaned back to look into his face.


  Mandie thought she could see a tear in the old man’s eyes as he finally spoke. “Sad news, Papoose. Grandmother send for Papoose. Dear President McKinley died, two-fifteen this morning.” His voice trembled.


  Tears poured down Mandie’s face. “Oh no, Uncle Ned! The last I heard he was getting better after that man shot him. He was our friend.”


  “Yes, Papoose, but Big God want him to come home,” Uncle Ned continued. “Now we go to Grandmother’s house.”


  Mandie could hardly talk. She was overcome with grief. She, Uncle Ned, her grandmother, Joe, and Uncle Ned’s granddaughter Sallie had all visited the president after receiving a special invitation to his second inauguration. She had been so grateful for his friendship. And now he was gone—gone!—and wouldn’t be back.


  Uncle Ned held her tight until her tears finally stopped. She thought about her argument with Joe. What if he had died suddenly after that terrible scene in the kitchen this morning? She told Uncle Ned about it.


  “I was so mean and I know I hurt Joe. I said I was sorry, but I wish I could take the mean words back,” Mandie said, drying her reddened eyes.


  “Always Papoose must think before doing. Think first,” Uncle Ned told her. “I tell Papoose, but Papoose does not always think. Must ask Big God to forgive.”


  “I know,” Mandie said, and looking at the clear blue sky above  she said, “Dear God, please forgive me. I’ve been mean and hurt Joe. I’m sorry. Really sorry. Please help me to be better. Thank you, dear God. Thank you.” She looked at Uncle Ned, who was smiling with his eyes closed. Evidently he had also been speaking a prayer, a silent one, to God.


  At that time Mandie saw Dr. Woodard’s buggy coming down the driveway. Joe was back. She watched as the doctor pulled up beside her grandmother’s rig, and then he stepped down and came over to them. Joe got out on the other side and didn’t even glance in their direction before starting for the back door.


  “Joe!” Mandie called as she ran to stop him. She grabbed his hand and said, “Joe, I’m truly sorry for what I said this morning. And I do love you. I always have—not just because of the house. I loved you before my father ever died. I know that now. Please forgive me.” She gave his hand a squeeze.


  Joe looked down at her and said, “I have always loved you, Mandie.” He quickly put his arms around her and squeezed her tight. “Please forgive me. I was really mean this morning. I don’t know what came over me except that I’m always afraid you’ll meet up with someone who will take you away from me. Will you still marry me when we grow up?”


  Mandie leaned back to look into his brown eyes. “My answer is still the same, Joe. When we get old enough to marry, I’ll decide then.”


  “That’s a good enough answer for now,” Joe said, smiling down at her.


  Mandie suddenly remembered Uncle Ned’s bad news. She pulled away from Joe and said, “Uncle Ned has come to take me home. My grandmother sent for me because President McKinley has died.” Her voice cracked.


  Joe’s face turned sad. “Oh no, I thought he was better,” he said.


  “So did I, but Uncle Ned said it happened at two-fifteen this morning,” Mandie said.


  Then Joe quickly moved away from her and said, “We didn’t talk to Nimrod about Samatha, Mandie, because my father says Irene has the measles—bad. And it’s highly contagious, so you and I might come down with them.”


  “Oh no!” Mandie said with a sudden breath. “Will Irene recover?”


  “He doesn’t know yet. Evidently she’s had them for some time.  She was alone and sick there in your father’s house before we found her,” Joe explained. “Oh, and he said your father’s house will have to be fumigated before anyone goes back in there.”


  “Fumigated?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, you know, with some kind of smoke that kills germs,” Joe tried to explain.


  “But it has already been smoked out with all that fire,” Mandie said.


  “I know, and he is hoping that killed the germs so we don’t catch it,” Joe said.


  “I don’t feel too worried about that, Joe,” Mandie said. “But I am worried about Irene. I sure hope she survives.


  “And,” Joe continued, “Dad talked to Mr. Tallant. We have his apologies.”


  Mandie had President McKinley on her mind now and only said, “I’m glad.”


  “Papoose, go,” Uncle Ned called from across the yard where Dr. Woodard was talking to him. “Must go now.”


  The two men walked over to join Joe and Mandie.


  “Dad, President McKinley is dead,” Joe said.


  “Yes, Uncle Ned just told me. I sure am sad about that. He was a fine, upstanding man,” Dr. Woodard said.


  “Home, Papoose,” Uncle Ned said again.


  “I’m sorry you have to go today. I was hoping you’d stay until tomorrow,” Joe said.


  “But my grandmother sent for me,” Mandie said. Then looking up at Uncle Ned she asked, “Maybe she is planning to go to President McKinley’s funeral?”


  “Not know, Papoose,” the old man said. “Must hurry, she said.”


  Mandie picked up Snowball and handed him to Uncle Ned. “Would you please hold on to him while I get my things? You know how he likes to run off.”


  “I hold, now hurry,” Uncle Ned said as he took the cat.


  Mandie got her things, met up with Mrs. Woodard in the hallway, told her good-bye, and came back outside where the others were waiting.


  She smiled at Joe as Uncle Ned pulled the rig back up the driveway. As she waved, Joe called to her, “Remember what you said.”


   “I will,” she called back.


  She was going back to Asheville, where her grandmother lived. Would she be going to the president’s funeral?


  And of all things, Mandie was hoping she and Joe wouldn’t come down with the measles. That would not only keep her out of too much school, it was also dangerous.


  She had the metal box at her feet to remind her that she now owned her father’s house. Uncle John would go through the legal papers for her when she got home. The house was all hers now and she wouldn’t have to marry Joe just to get it back.


  She thought about that as they rode along. She wouldn’t have to marry Joe to get the house back, but she would marry Joe for love if she decided she loved him enough when they grew up—but that was a long way off.
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  long-time friend


  Margaret E. Olson of Minneapolis,


  a faithful supporter
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  CHAPTER ONE


  THINGS TO COME


   Mandie Shaw kept nodding, in spite of herself, as Uncle Ned drove the rig down the mountain road in the late-evening darkness. She would have liked to stay longer at the Woodards, but her grandmother had sent Uncle Ned, her father’s old Cherokee friend, to bring her home. And now that she was on the way, she was eager to get to Mrs. Taft’s house. So much had happened during her visit with the Woodards. And Mandie wanted to talk about everything with her grandmother.


  “I don’t really want to go to sleep,” Mandie said as she straightened up beside Uncle Ned and yawned. “But I’ll sure be glad when we get to Grandmother’s.” Snowball, her cat, was curled up asleep in her lap.


  “We hurry, Papoose,” Uncle Ned said with a smile. “Soon there. Then Papoose sleep.”


  “Oh, but I’ll have so many things to tell Grandmother I’ll probably be up all night,” Mandie said. She touched the metal box on the floorboard with her foot. Her father’s legal papers were in it, and she needed Uncle John to look over everything. Her father had died the year before, and his brother John had married Mandie’s mother. But she didn’t know when she would see Uncle John because she was going to her grandmother’s house in Asheville, the town where she went to school.


   “Grandmother not allow all night,” Uncle Ned said. “Papoose must sleep tonight.” He guided the horse down the narrow dirt road.


  “I think she’ll be interested in hearing about what happened,” Mandie said. “And I’m anxious to know whether we’re going to President McKinley’s funeral or not.” Her blue eyes filled with tears as she thought about the big, friendly man. She had gone with her grandmother to his second inauguration that spring. They had been his guests in the White House. A demented man had shot him the week before and he had died this morning—September 14, 1901, at 2:15 A.M.


  “Long way,” Uncle Ned said. “Maybe not time.”


  When they arrived at Mrs. Taft’s huge house, she was waiting for them in the parlor. Uncle Ned let Mandie out at the front door and went on to the back to put the rig and horse up for the night. Ella, the maid, answered the door. As soon as the door opened, Snowball jumped down from Mandie’s arms and raced off toward the kitchen.


  “Grandmother!” Mandie exclaimed as she rushed to her in the parlor. Tears streamed down Mandie’s face.


  Mrs. Taft quickly rose from her chair by the fireplace and embraced her. “I’m glad you’re back, dear,” she said as she pushed back the hood on Mandie’s cloak and smoothed her blond hair.


  Mandie hurriedly removed her cloak and hung it on the hall tree. She tried to control her emotions so she could speak, as she pulled a stool over to her grandmother’s chair and sat down. “Grandmother, it’s all so terrible,” she said in a choked voice. “President McKinley was such a nice man, and now he’s gone.”


  “Yes, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “It’s a shame we have to lose our president.”


  Mandie looked up at the woman and asked, “Are we going to his funeral?” She wiped her face with a lacy handkerchief from her pocket.


  “No, dear, I’m not sure what they’re planning for him, but it would be useless for us to try and go,” Mrs. Taft replied. “There will be so many people there, and there’s nothing we can do.”


  “I suppose so,” Mandie reluctantly agreed.


  Uncle Ned came to the doorway and spoke, “Horse put up and rig in barn.”


  “Do come on in and sit down, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft told him.


   “We are not going to President McKinley’s funeral,” Mandie told Uncle Ned as he sat down nearby.


  “No, not necessary,” the old man agreed.


  Mandie turned back to her grandmother and asked, “Then, why did you send Uncle Ned for me a day earlier than we had planned?”


  “I decided you needed to get back and get over this bad news about President McKinley before you go back to school Monday,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “Grandmother, I just remembered something,” Mandie said quickly. “You know my stepsister, Irene. Well, she has the measles bad, and Joe and I were both around her without knowing what she had. Dr. Woodard said there’s a possibility we could catch the measles from her.”


  “Oh, dear,” Mrs. Taft said, plainly worried. “What will we do? I think you’d better stay here for a few days until we see whether you develop any symptoms. If you go back to school and suddenly come down with the measles, all the girls there would be at risk.”


  “Oh, Grandmother,” Mandie said with a big sigh. “I don’t really think I’m going to get the measles. You see, the house was on fire when we found Irene, and Dr. Woodard is hoping that killed the germs.”


  “What? The Woodards’ house?” Mrs. Taft asked, alarmed at the idea.


  “Oh no, my father’s house,” Mandie said. “You see, Irene was inside the house, really bad off with the measles, when Joe and I broke in after the fire started. She would have died from the fire if we hadn’t rescued her. And my father’s house would have burned down.”


  “Amanda!” Mrs. Taft said. “Please begin at the beginning. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Well, you see, it was like this . . .” Mandie began. “Joe and I kept watching the house, and we saw someone peep out the window, but we couldn’t get anyone to come to the door. Then we could tell the house was on fire, so we broke out a window and went inside and found Irene, completely unconscious, lying on some quilts near the fire in the fireplace. And Dr. Woodard is not sure she will recover.”


  “Oh dear,” Mrs. Taft murmured as she listened.


  “And Joe and I found this metal box under the floor where the fire had burned a hole—” she quickly interrupted herself and turned to Uncle Ned. “Did you bring the box in?”


  “Box in hall with Papoose’s bags,” Uncle Ned assured her.


   “A metal box?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie answered. “And it’s full of my father’s legal papers. Joe said one paper is his will and that my father willed the house to me. I’m going to get Uncle John to go through everything. And there are photographs in it, too. Uncle John will be able to identify the people in the pictures, I hope.” She stood up as she added, “I’ll go get it and show you everything.”


  “No, no, Amanda, it’s late, and we all need to get to bed,” Mrs. Taft told her. “And we have other problems. If you have been exposed to measles, then I’ll have to send Hilda over to stay with the Mannings until we’re sure you are safe. She has already gone to bed for the night.”


  “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Mandie said.


  “I’m sorry you’ve been exposed to such a disease,” Mrs. Taft replied. She looked at Uncle Ned and asked, “Would you be able to stay long enough to get a message to the Mannings to see if they will keep Hilda a few days? And if they will, I’d appreciate it if you could drive Hilda over there. Hilda trusts you, and you know how shy she is with some people.”


  “I take her,” the old man replied. “I be glad. I go home when sun rises Monday.”


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft said as she rose.


  Hilda was a girl Mandie and her friend Celia had found hiding in the schoolhouse, and Mrs. Taft had given her a home. The girl was unpredictable and didn’t seem able to talk. She was afraid of almost everyone.


  As the old man stood, Mandie got up from her stool and said, “I’m glad you’re staying ’til Monday, Uncle Ned, since I have to stay here a few days.”


  As the three started to leave the room, Mrs. Taft paused and said, “You might like to know, Amanda, that I am having electricity and a furnace put into your schoolhouse, but I understand it is creating a mess with the men boring holes in the walls and floors.”


  “Oh, this is going to be interesting,” Mandie said, smiling. “Grandmother, please let me go back to school in time to see what they’re doing. I’ve never seen anyone put in electricity or one of those furnaces.”


  Mrs. Taft smiled at her and said, “They’ll still be there when you get back. This is going to take quite a long time to do. Now, let’s all  go to our rooms and get some sleep. Uncle Ned, Ella made the usual room upstairs ready for you.”


  “Thank, ma’am,” the old man said smiling.


  “And, Amanda, be sure you go to bed and get some sleep. We’ll be having breakfast at seven o’clock like usual,” her grandmother reminded her as they went out into the hallway.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, hurrying toward her bags and the box near the hall tree. Snowball came running to her, and she picked him up.


  “I help Papoose carry,” Uncle Ned said. He stooped to sling his own bag over his shoulder, then picked up Mandie’s bags.


  She grabbed the metal box. “I’ll carry this one, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said, smiling up at him.


  The old man smiled back at her and said, “I understand, Papoose.”


  As they started up the steps, Mrs. Taft went ahead of them.


  “Good night, now, and I’ll see y’all downstairs at seven,” Mrs. Taft reminded Mandie and Uncle Ned. “Amanda, you let me know if you start feeling bad.”


  “Oh, I will, Grandmother, but don’t worry about me. I’m just not going to get the measles,” Mandie said as her grandmother went on down the hallway. Uncle Ned pushed open Mandie’s bedroom door and deposited her bags inside.


  “Good night, Papoose,” he told her as he continued down the hall.


  “Good night, Uncle Ned. See you in the morning,” Mandie replied as she closed the door and set Snowball down. She noticed a sandbox in the corner. Her grandmother never forgot about her cat.


  A fire in the fireplace threw out warmth, and the room was comfortable after the chilly ride through the mountains. Mandie set the metal box down near the bed and quickly found her nightclothes in her bag. She put them on as Snowball jumped on the bed and curled up to sleep. Then she sat down on the low stool in front of the fire and thought about the events of the last few days.


  “I’m not going to get the measles,” she said to herself with a big sigh. “I have to stay here and waste time when I could be back at school telling Celia everything that happened.”


  Then she remembered what her grandmother had said about  installing electricity and a furnace in the school. She was glad her grandmother had agreed to help out when Miss Hope and Miss Prudence were about to close up the school. And now her grandmother was behind all this modernization! She wasn’t sure she’d like living in a place that had those light bulbs that temporarily blinded you if you looked directly at them. And if that furnace in the schoolhouse turned out to be like the one in Davenport’s Department Store downtown, it would be chugging, banging, and blowing out steam all day and all night. Her grandmother didn’t have such a thing in her own house. Why was she having one put in the schoolhouse?


  “And I’m missing out on all this—seeing how they put in electricity and the furnace. I don’t know how it’s done,” she mumbled to herself as the fire began making her sleepy.


  She knew she should get in bed before she went to sleep on the stool. She stood up, stretched, yawned, and then blew out the lamp on the mantelpiece. Sitting on the side of the bed, she dislodged Snowball, and he meowed angrily as he moved around looking for another spot to curl up.


  “You were in my place, Snowball. You just stay over there on your own side,” Mandie told the cat as she reached for the lamp on the night table and extinguished the light.


  Once in bed, her thoughts seemed to be on a merry-go-round. A little bit of everything kept racing through her mind. She was anxious to hear about Irene. She wanted to know if Joe came down with the measles. She wanted to ask Uncle John about the legal papers.


  “Oh, shucks, shucks, shucks!” she exclaimed as she turned over to the other side and buried her face in the pillow. “I’ve got to go to sleep. I’ve got to get up and be ready for breakfast at seven.”


  After turning and tossing for a while, Mandie finally began dropping off to sleep. Then suddenly the bed springs moved as someone slipped in on the other side of the bed. She came wide awake and jumped out to stand on the floor while she felt for the matches and lit the lamp. The wick flickered. There was Hilda in her bed.


  “Oh, Hilda, you can’t sleep here,” Mandie tried to explain. “You see, I’ve been exposed to measles, and Grandmother wouldn’t want you around me. Now, you have to go back to your bed.” She threw back the covers.


  Hilda didn’t seem to understand what she was saying. The girl  looked up at her and didn’t move. Mandie knew it was hard to get through to Hilda sometimes. She went and opened the door to the hallway and came back to the bed.


  “Go back to your room, Hilda,” Mandie said, pointing to the door.


  Hilda shook her head and didn’t move. But Snowball, disturbed from his sleep, meowed loudly and jumped down to the floor. Hilda immediately followed him and picked him up. She held him tightly in her arms and smiled at Mandie.


  Mandie knew Hilda loved Snowball, so she said, “You can take him to your room.” She motioned for Hilda to leave the room.


  Hilda frowned as she looked at Mandie, then finally started toward the door. Mandie followed her to the hallway.


  “Go back to bed now, Hilda,” she told the girl. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  Hilda smiled and, holding tightly on to Snowball, turned suddenly and ran down the hallway to her room. Mandie went back inside her room and turned the latch on the door.


  “I sure wouldn’t want Hilda to get the measles,” she mumbled to herself as she put out the lamp and jumped back into bed.


  The next thing Mandie knew, someone was knocking on her door. She rubbed her sleepy eyes and turned over to look in that direction. Then she remembered that she had locked the door.


  “Missy ’Manda, I needs to git in and light de fire,” Annie, the upstairs maid, called to her.


  Mandie rolled out of bed and hurried to open the door.


  “Good morning, Annie,” Mandie greeted her as she stepped back to allow the young girl to enter.


  Mandie grabbed her robe from the foot of her bed and put it on. It was chilly in the room without a fire going.


  “Mawnin’, Missy ’Manda,” Annie replied as she set to work in front of the fireplace adding kindling to the dead ashes and sticking newspaper in between. She struck a match, touched it to the paper, and the fire roared into flames. She stood up and watched for a minute. “Guess dat oughta do it.”


  “Thanks, Annie,” Mandie said, hovering near the fireplace. “I suppose I’ll be staying here for a few days. I was exposed to measles, so you may not want to get near me.”


   “Oh no, Missy ’Manda,” the girl exclaimed. “Measles, dey kin be dangerous. I done had ’em long time ago. Cain’t ketch ’em agin, dey say.”


  “Well, I hope not,” Mandie replied. “But I don’t really believe I’m going to get the measles.” She told the girl about how she and Joe rescued Irene from the fire.


  “Naw, you ain’t gwine git no measles. Dat fire done kilt ’em,” Annie agreed.


  “Grandmother said they’ve started putting in electricity and a furnace at the schoolhouse, and I’m real anxious to get back over there to see how they do it,” Mandie told the girl. “Have you been over there for anything?”


  “Lawsy mercy, yes, Missy ’Manda,” Annie said. “Dey jes’ got de biggest mess I ever seed. Holes all over de place, in de walls and in de floors.”


  “Do you know if they made holes in Celia’s and my room?” Mandie asked.


  “No, dat I don’t be knowin’. Miz Taft she sent dis note to dat Miz Prudence, and I only went to de room where she work wid all de papers and things,” Annie explained. “But I seed holes in de hallway and in her room.”


  “Well, I sure hope they cover the holes back up,” Mandie said.


  “I hears tell dat Miz Taft, she gwine have one of dem tellegaphones put in de school, too,” Annie added.


  “A telephone in the school?” Mandie asked. “What good will a telephone be in the school? We don’t have anyone to call up on it.”


  “Oh, but she also gwine put one in dis heah house, she say,” Annie said.


  “She is?” Mandie exclaimed. “Then, I suppose she’ll use the one here to call up the one in the schoolhouse.”


  “Dat’s right. She say she won’t hafta git in de rig and go over dere so much den,” Annie explained. “Missy ’Manda, I ain’t never seed one of dem things. Do dey be dangerous?”


  Mandie laughed and said, “No, Annie, I’ve seen them in other places. You just pick up the thing called the receiver, which hangs on the side, and put it to your ear, and there’s another piece that you talk into and you can hear whoever is on the other telephone.”


  “But you don’t be in de same place? How dat be?” Annie asked.


   “I’m not sure, Annie, but there are wires connected to the telephone, and the wires run on the poles down the street to the other telephone,” Mandie explained. “Haven’t you ever noticed those poles downtown with wires on the top of them?”


  Annie shrugged and said, “I seed ’em, but I thought dat dey be fo’ de light bulbs whut some people put in de house or de store.”


  “That’s right. Everything goes on the same poles—I think,” Mandie told her, not quite sure herself how it all worked.


  “Sounds not real to me,” Annie said. “Now I got to git de other fires lit.” She went toward the door. She looked around the room and asked, “Where dat white cat at?”


  “Oh, he’s in Hilda’s room,” Mandie explained. “That’s why I had the door locked, to keep Hilda from coming in here again. Grandmother is going to send her to the Mannings ’til she sees whether I get the measles or not. Hilda came in here last night and I let her take Snowball with her to her room.”


  “I go light her fire and see dat Snowball be all right,” Annie said. “And I got all de rest to light, too. Yours be the first one today.”


  “Thank you, Annie,” Mandie said as the girl went out the door. “Snowball doesn’t have a sandbox in Hilda’s room, and I’m supposed to stay away from Hilda. So maybe you could bring him back to me.”


  “I’ll do dat,” Annie said as she went down the hallway.


  As Mandie started to close the door, she spotted her white cat running toward her. She waited for him, and he rushed through the door and straight to his sandbox.


  “Well, you’re a pretty smart cat,” Mandie said as she closed the door. She walked over to the huge wardrobe and opened it. She kept a few clothes in it because she visited her grandmother every chance she had to get away from school, which was only a few blocks away.


  “Well, today’s Sunday, but I doubt Grandmother will allow me to go to church, so I’ll just put on this navy dress. It’s warm and comfortable,” she said to herself as she pulled the dress down from the hanger.


  As she put on the dress and buttoned the bodice, she pouted to herself, “It’s probably going to be a boring day today.”


  But Mandie was wrong. The day would be full of surprises.


  CHAPTER TWO


  AN EVENTFUL DAY


   As Mandie sat at the breakfast table with her grandmother and Uncle Ned, Mrs. Taft made the announcement Mandie had expected. “We won’t be going to church today,” she said. “We don’t want to take a chance on spreading measles. And Annie is keeping Hilda in her room. They are taking their breakfast up there. Maybe the Mannings will agree to keep her for a few days.”


  Uncle Ned spoke up, “I eat. I go to Mannings.”


  “I sure hope I don’t get the measles,” Mandie said as she drank her coffee. Setting her cup down she added, “I don’t really think I will.”


  “It’s better to accept it as a possibility, dear,” Mrs. Taft told her as she buttered a biscuit. “But, of course, I certainly trust you won’t.”


  As soon as they were finished with the meal, Uncle Ned left to drive over to the Mannings’ house.


  Mandie went to read in the sun parlor. Snowball curled up asleep on the carpet in the sunshine coming through the long window. Mrs. Taft sat in front of the fireplace, restlessly awaiting Uncle Ned’s return.


  When Uncle Ned came back he did not have good news. Mrs. Taft motioned to him to come in and sit down.


  “Mannings say sorry they leave town today. Go to daughter for week,” he told Mrs. Taft as he sat in a chair nearby.


   “Oh dear, what will we do?” Mrs. Taft said, disappointed with the message.


  “I take Hilda to my house, see Sallie,” Uncle Ned suggested.


  “Well, I just don’t know, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft said. “What if she decided to run away out there in the country? We might never find her.”


  “Sallie watch,” the old man told her. “I go to my house now if Hilda go, too.”


  “But you had not planned on going home until tomorrow,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Only wait for tomorrow for John Shaw to come,” Uncle Ned explained.


  “For John Shaw to come? Is he coming here?” Mrs. Taft asked, surprised.


  “I send message last night. Papoose want him to see metal box,” the old man said, glancing at Mandie.


  Mandie straightened up and said, “Uncle John is coming here? How do you know he’s coming here?”


  Uncle Ned smiled at her and said, “Brave follow us here last night. I tell him go tell John Shaw.”


  “I didn’t see anyone follow us here,” Mandie said.


  Uncle Ned smiled again and said, “Brave follow us all way from Woodards’ house. Keep us safe at night. Papoose no see. Brave keep quiet and watch.”


  Mandie remembered then that the Cherokee Indians had their own system of doing things. Evidently Uncle Ned had the young man act as a bodyguard for them as they came through the dark mountain territory. He would have alerted Uncle Ned if he had seen any dangerous animals or any person who might want to harm them.


  “Of course,” Mandie said as she thought about it. “You always have someone watching out for us when I go with you places, don’t you?”


  “Most times,” the old man replied.


  “And you sent for Uncle John to come and look through the metal box I found,” Mandie said with a big smile. “Thank you, Uncle Ned. I appreciate that.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at Mandie and said, “Yes, it’s a good idea to get your uncle John to go through those papers. But what am I going to do about Hilda?”


   “Grandmother, I think Sallie would watch her, and I imagine Hilda would enjoy visiting the Cherokee people,” Mandie said.


  Mrs. Taft looked at Uncle Ned and asked, “So you think Sallie wouldn’t mind looking after Hilda? She can be a lot of trouble sometimes, so she has to be watched. You know how she likes to run away whenever she gets a chance.”


  “Sallie like see Hilda,” Uncle Ned said. “Go to school with Sallie.”


  “Oh yes, they’re using the new schoolhouse we built,” Mandie said. “And Hilda might enjoy being in Mr. Riley O’Neal’s classes. I’m sure he’d be interested in trying to teach Hilda, even if it would be only for a week or so.”


  Mrs. Taft took a deep breath and finally said, “Well, all right.”


  She looked at Uncle Ned and asked, “When do you plan on leaving?”


  “Soon, when Hilda ready,” Uncle Ned told her.


  “I’ll have to get some things together,” Mrs. Taft said. She stood up and started for the door, saying, “I won’t be long.” Looking back, she told Mandie, “Amanda, you must remember to tell your uncle John when he gets here that you’ve been exposed to the measles.”


  “I will, Grandmother,” Mandie promised.


  Uncle Ned stood up as he said, “I get horse and wagon ready.”


  Mrs. Taft left the room and Mandie quickly rose to catch Uncle Ned’s hand. “When are you coming back to see me? I can’t go anywhere because of the measles danger,” she told him.


  Uncle Ned looked down at her and smiled as he squeezed her hand. “Soon,” he said. “Soon. Go now.” He hurried outside.


  Mandie went to stand by the window as she heard Mrs. Taft and Hilda go out the front door. Uncle Ned pulled his wagon to the front and stopped at the steps. Hilda seemed excited as she got into the wagon and sat down.


  “If only she could talk,” Mandie said to herself as she watched her old friend drive the wagon toward the road. Hilda looked back and waved to Mrs. Taft on the porch.


  Mandie went back to her chair and picked up her book as Mrs. Taft came inside and stopped by the doorway.


  “I do hope Hilda will be all right,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “I’m sure she will be, Grandmother. You know, it looks to me like  someone could teach her to talk if they really tried hard, and I imagine Mr. Riley O’Neal will try,” Mandie said with a big smile.


  “I’m just not sure Hilda is capable of learning. But who knows? Someone might succeed in getting through to her,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I’m going to Hilda’s room now and put things in order. I’m afraid I had to pack so fast I left things in a mess.”


  “And I’m going to finish reading my book,” Mandie said as she put her feet up on a footstool and got comfortable. She looked down at her cat, still sleeping on the carpet. “And I suppose Snowball will continue his nap.”


  “I’ll be back down when it’s time for the noon meal,” Mrs. Taft promised as she went on down the hallway.


  Mandie didn’t get to read long before she heard a knock on the front door. She knew the servants had all gone to church, so she rushed to open the door. Uncle John was standing there smiling.


  “Uncle John!” Mandie exclaimed and quickly looked beyond him to the buggy in the driveway to see if anyone else was there. “Mother didn’t come?” she said, disappointed.


  “No, not this time,” Uncle John said as she stepped aside for him to enter the hallway. “She wanted to, but I didn’t think she was strong enough after her illness to travel yet.” He removed his coat and hat and hung them on the hall tree.


  “Of course,” Mandie agreed as she remembered the terrible sick spell her mother had gone through recently. She tiptoed to kiss her uncle on the cheek. “But I’m really glad to see you, Uncle John.”


  John Shaw embraced her and kissed the top of her head. “And I’m thankful you are in one piece after the experiences you and Joe had at his house, exposed to the measles and a fire, too.”


  “Come on in,” Mandie told him as she led the way into the parlor. “Sit down, and I’ll run upstairs and let Grandmother know you’re here. And I’ll get the metal box I found in my father’s house.”


  John Shaw sat down near the fire while Mandie rushed up the staircase.


  When Mandie returned to the parlor with the metal box, Mrs. Taft came behind her.


  “Welcome,” Mrs. Taft said, crossing the room to shake hands with him. He rose at her entrance. “I know you and Amanda have a lot to discuss, so I’ll just leave you alone until time to eat. But please bring  your bags in and set them out in the hall. As soon as the servants return from church, someone will carry them up to your room for you.”


  “Thank you for the welcome. It’s always a pleasure to visit here,” he said with a big smile for the lady. “And I’ll bring in my overnight case. I’ll be returning home early in the morning.”


  “Oh, you must stay as long as you wish,” Mrs. Taft told him. “And how is Elizabeth?” she inquired about her daughter, Mandie’s mother.


  “Getting along just fine,” John replied as they stood in the middle of the parlor. “But I didn’t think she should make the journey this time. She’s got a long way to go before she’s her old self again, I’m afraid.”


  “Yes, you did right,” Mrs. Taft said. “Give her my love when you return home, and tell her I want her to take care of herself.”


  “That I will,” he said.


  Mandie stood there listening and wishing they would hurry and get over with the conversation. She had set the metal box down by the chair where John Shaw had been sitting and was eager for him to look at the contents.


  Mrs. Taft glanced at her and said, “I’ll be upstairs if you need me.” Then, turning, she left the room.


  “Let me get my bag from the buggy,” he told her. “And I really need to put the horse away.” He hesitated in the doorway.


  “You don’t have to do that,” Mandie told him quickly. “Ben can take care of the horse. He should be back from church any time now. Grandmother and I didn’t go to church because of the measles possibility. She even sent Hilda home with Uncle Ned this morning so she wouldn’t catch it if I do come down with the measles.” She paused and looked up at him. “Are you afraid you might catch the measles?”


  “No, I don’t believe so. I had the measles when I was small and, as far as I know, a person can’t get the measles twice—at least I hope not. Now, I’ll be right back,” he told her as he went on down the hallway and out the front door.


  Mandie stood in the doorway of the parlor until he came back inside with one bag, which he set by the hall tree. Then he rejoined her in the parlor. They sat in two chairs next to each other.


  “I found this box under the floor of the front room in my father’s house,” Mandie said, sliding down to sit on a low footstool as she  opened the lid of the box. “I don’t know why my father put it in such a place.”


  “Oh, but that’s common practice out in the country. Almost everyone keeps their legal papers and valuables in a metal box,” Uncle John explained as he watched Mandie remove the top paper. “And they usually put it in a place where it won’t be stolen or burned if there’s a fire. Metal boxes are very important to country people and to a lot of people living in town.”


  “I’m not sure whether the box would have burned if we hadn’t put out the fire in my father’s house,” Mandie said, holding up a legal document for him. “Joe said this is my father’s will.”


  John Shaw took the paper and quickly read through it. “It is indeed your father’s will, and it’s a very important paper,” he explained.


  “Joe also said that paper gives me my father’s house,” Mandie continued, eagerly waiting for his reply.


  “It certainly does,” he replied. Then glancing up at her from the paper he added, “This needs to be recorded in the courthouse for Swain County as soon as possible so there won’t be any question about your rights.”


  Mandie sighed and said, “Oh, Uncle John, how am I going to do that? We have a courthouse here in Asheville. Can’t I just take it down to that courthouse?”


  “No, that won’t do at all,” Uncle John explained. “You see, this is Buncombe County and this will was written in Swain County for property in that county, and your father also died in that county. Therefore, the paper has to be recorded there. I can act as your legal guardian, if you wish, and take care of all this. I know your mother should take care of this, but I can be appointed to handle your affairs since your mother is physically not able to do so right now.” He looked at her as he waited for her reply.


  “Oh, please do, Uncle John. I have no idea what to do if you don’t take care of it for me,” Mandie said eagerly. “And I know Mother would want you to do that, too.”


  “Then I’ll take it with me when I leave here and, after I get home, I’ll make the journey to Swain County Courthouse as soon as I can,” he told her with a smile.


  “Thanks, Uncle John,” Mandie said, hurriedly taking the other papers out of the box for him to read. As she handed them to him,  she said, “And, Uncle John, there are some old photographs in the bottom.”


  “I’ll certainly be interested in looking at them after we get through all the papers,” he told her as he looked over the next paper. “This is the deed to your father’s property,” he stated. As Mandie continued passing papers to him, he told her what each document was. “And this is the record of your father’s marriage to Etta.” He paused as he examined the contents of several envelopes. “And these are letters written to your father by your grandmother—”


  Mandie interrupted as she snatched the papers from him. “Then I have an idea of what was in those letters, and I don’t want to read them right now,” she said sadly. “My grandmother told my father that my mother didn’t want to stay married to him, didn’t she?” Tears glistened in her eyes as she clutched the papers.


  “That’s right,” John Shaw acknowledged. “And since you know now that it was not so, and because you are on good terms with your grandmother, I agree we should just put those letters back in the box and ignore them, for the time being, anyway.”


  Mandie turned the box upside down, spilling out the balance of the contents. Then she quickly pushed the letters into the bottom of the empty box. That is all over with, she thought. There was nothing that could be done about it now. And her grandmother had told her long ago that she was sorry. So it was better for all concerned to ignore the letters now, as Uncle John suggested.


  He had picked up some of the photographs Mandie had dumped from the box onto the floor, and as he showed one to Mandie he exclaimed, “This is your grandmother Talitha Pindar Shaw who was full-blooded Cherokee.”


  “Oh yes, I recognize her from the painting you have over the mantelpiece back home,” Mandie said with a slight intake of breath. The young woman had been beautiful, she thought, and Mandie wished she could have known her. She looked up at Uncle John, who was watching her and waiting with other photographs in his hands. “And she was your mother and my father’s mother,” she said.


  “Yes,” Uncle John replied as he handed her another photograph. “And this is her brother, Uncle Wirt, that you go to visit sometimes.”


  “Oh yes, Uncle Wirt when he must have been awfully young,” Mandie said as she took the picture and looked at it.


   John Shaw knew all the people in the photographs and explained each one to Mandie.


  Before they knew it, Mrs. Taft appeared in the doorway. “I hope y’all are at a stopping point,” she said. “The food is on the table, and Ben has stabled your horse and buggy for the night.”


  John Shaw stood up, smiled, and said, “Thank you. I do feel a little hungry now.”


  Mandie knew the servants had not needed long to get dinner ready. The noon meal for Sunday was always cooked on Saturday and then warmed and put on the table after church. When they were finished eating, a large white tablecloth would be spread over the food on the table and left there for the evening meal. That allowed the servants to have most of the day off in observance of the Lord’s Day.


  Mandie quickly returned all the documents to the metal box and left it in the parlor while they went to eat. At the table, she explained to her grandmother about the will and her father’s property.


  “So you see, it’s all mine now. All that has to be done is take the papers to the courthouse, and Uncle John is going to do that for me,” Mandie said between bites of buttered squash.


  Mrs. Taft looked at John Shaw and said with a big sigh, “Oh dear, what is going to happen to this child when she inherits everything we all own? I’m just afraid she’s going to be weighted down with all that responsibility.”


  “I’ve thought about that, too,” John Shaw said as he sliced the piece of ham on his plate. “Maybe some of us will live long enough to see Amanda grown up and old enough to handle these affairs herself.”


  “And maybe she’ll end up with a husband who knows something about business,” Mrs. Taft added.


  Mandie gasped as she glanced from her grandmother to her uncle John. “Y’all sound like everybody is going to die and leave me alone,” she said. “Let’s don’t talk about it. I don’t want to talk about it.” She felt a shiver go through her body at the very thought of losing any of her dear ones.


  “We won’t talk about it, but you do need to know that my lawyer is already taking care of what you will inherit from your father when you become of age,” Uncle John told her.


  “Inherit from my father? But that paper in that box gave me his property. What do I need with a lawyer?” Mandie asked.


   “That property at Charley Gap is a very small amount of what will be coming to you,” her uncle explained. “You see, when my father died—he was also your father’s father—he left everything to your father and me, to be divided equally. Your father refused to accept anything when he went off to Swain County by himself; so his part is waiting for you to come of age. And when that time comes you will be very, very wealthy, I must say.”


  Mandie frowned and said, “But if my father didn’t want it, maybe I don’t want it, either.”


  Uncle John looked at her and said, “Whether you want it or not, it will all be there for you when you are old enough.”


  “And of course you will inherit from me, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft told her. “Part of my holdings are already in trust for you. The other part will go to your mother, but then since she doesn’t have any other children, her part will eventually go to you.”


  Mandie quickly laid down her fork on her plate, causing the china to ring with a low hum. “I don’t want all this stuff you’re talking about,” she said, upset with the conversation. “I only want my mother, you, Uncle John, and you, Grandmother. I don’t want what y’all have.”


  “But what we have has to be left to someone, Amanda, and of course that someone will be you,” Uncle John said.


  “I only want my father’s house at Charley Gap, and you said it’s mine now,” Mandie told him.


  “That’s right,” John Shaw agreed.


  At that moment Ella, the downstairs maid, came to the doorway of the dining room. “Miz Taft, dat li’l friend of Missy ’Manda’s from de school be at de door askin’ for her.”


  “Celia?” Mandie quickly asked. “Is it Celia?”


  “It sho’ is,” the maid replied.


  “Ask her to come on in here, then, Ella,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  In a moment, Celia Hamilton appeared in the doorway. “Mrs. Taft, I got permission from Miss Prudence to spend the night here with Mandie if it’s all right with you,” Celia said.


  “Of course, Celia, anytime,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Come on in. Take off your cloak and sit down.”


  “Uncle Cal is waiting to see if I’m going to stay. I have to run back and let him know and get my bag out of the rig,” Celia said, quickly disappearing down the hallway.


   “I’m glad Celia is going to stay,” Mandie was saying as her friend returned to the dining room and sat down next to Mandie at the table. She turned quickly to Celia and said, “Just wait ’til you hear what all happened at Joe Woodard’s house while I was there.”


  “Oh dear!” Mrs. Taft suddenly exclaimed as she looked at the girls. “What have I done? Celia, Amanda has been exposed to the measles, and you shouldn’t be here. I just didn’t think.”


  “Oh, but, Mrs. Taft, I had the measles long years ago,” Celia said with a smile.


  “I do hope it’s true that once you’ve had the measles you can’t get it again,” Mrs. Taft said with a big sigh.


  “I’ve been around other people who have had the measles since I had them, and I didn’t catch it again,” Celia assured her.


  John Shaw spoke up, “Dr. Woodward has always said you only get the stuff once.”


  “I do hope he’s right,” Mrs. Taft said.


  The girls were eager to talk, and as soon as the meal was over, they went to the sun parlor to catch up on the latest happenings.


  CHAPTER THREE


  THOUGHTS ABOUT THE FUTURE


   Before Celia even had a chance to sit down in the sun parlor, Mandie grabbed her hand and danced around the room, crying, “I have my father’s house now. It’s all my own! I own it! I own it!”


  Celia looked at her in surprise and pulled her to a stop. “Oh, Mandie, that’s wonderful! How did you get it?”


  Mandie caught her breath and explained, “My father gave it to me. Joe and I found his will. It says he left it to me. It’s mine now.” She let go of Celia’s hand, twirled around the room, and flopped onto the settee.


  “Your father had a will? Where did you and Joe find it?” Celia asked as she sat down beside Mandie.


  “It was in a metal box under the floor of his house,” Mandie replied. She told her friend how she and Joe had broken in to the house because it was on fire and how they had found Irene sick inside.


  “So your grandmother meant that you had been exposed to the measles because you were around Irene,” Celia said.


  “Yes, and Irene was awfully sick. I sure hope she gets well,” Mandie said. “I know bad things happened, but if they hadn’t I wouldn’t have ever found the metal box.”


   Celia looked at Mandie with a big smile and said, “So now you don’t have to promise any longer to marry Joe when y’all grow up—so he can get back your father’s house for you.”


  Mandie frowned and fidgeted with her skirt as she replied, “No, and I told him that, and he got awfully mad at me. I would have to really love anyone I marry, whether it’s Joe or someone else. And I think it would be a long, long time in the future before I would ever agree to marry anyone.”


  “Me too,” Celia said.


  Mandie quickly changed the subject. “What are those men doing at the schoolhouse, putting in those electric lights and that furnace? Annie said they were making holes all over the place.”


  Celia gasped, clasped her hands together, and said, “Oh yes, I’m scared nearly to death to stay in our room by myself. There’s a big hole in the floor and another one in the wall. They are making a mess.”


  Mandie quickly looked at her friend and said with a big smile, “I have an idea. Maybe we could persuade Grandmother to let you stay here this week. You see, she told me I would have to stay out of school for a few days to be sure I was not coming down with the measles; so I can’t go to school. You could go back and get your books and mine, too. And we could study here until Grandmother allows me to go back to school.”


  “Oh, that’s a great idea!” Celia agreed excitedly. “But do you think Miss Prudence would allow me to do that? You have an excuse to stay out of school, but I don’t.”


  “Grandmother could probably persuade Miss Prudence to agree. The only thing is, we’ll have to persuade Grandmother to let us do that,” Mandie said.


  “And that might be hard to do,” Celia added.


  Mandie quickly stood up as she said, “Let’s go in the parlor. Grandmother and Uncle John are probably in there.” She started toward the door.


  Celia got up and followed. “You do the talking, Mandie,” she said.


  “All right, leave it to me,” Mandie replied as they went out into the hall and on down to the parlor.


  Mrs. Taft and Uncle John were sitting by the fireplace, talking, but when Mandie and Celia came through the doorway, they instantly  stopped their discussion. Mandie wondered what they had been talking about. Evidently they didn’t want her and Celia to hear whatever they were saying. She and Celia sat down on a couple of stools near the fire.


  “Well, did y’all get caught up on all the happenings since you last saw each other?” Mrs. Taft asked with a smile.


  “Almost,” Mandie replied as she looked at her grandmother and then at Uncle John, trying to decide how to broach the subject of school.


  “Now, that sounds like you have something left over to talk about,” Uncle John said with a teasing grin as he looked from Mandie to Celia.


  Mandie shrugged her shoulders and said, “You’re right. I might as well tell you what it is.” She paused again to look at her grandmother. “We were wondering if Celia could stay here this week with me while I have to stay out of school. We could study together. You see, she’s all alone in our room, and there are holes in the floor and the wall, and she’s scared by herself. Please.”


  Mrs. Taft and Uncle John exchanged looks.


  “Well,” Mrs. Taft began. Then she looked at Uncle John again and said to him, “You are her stepfather and the proper one to make the decision, I believe.”


  “Oh, but it’s your house, Mrs. Taft,” Uncle John said quickly.


  “And since Uncle John is going home in the morning, Grandmother, you would be the one to have to ask Miss Prudence’s permission,” Mandie said.


  Mrs. Taft was silent for a moment, cleared her throat, and said, “I suppose it would be all right, provided you girls really study.”


  “We will, Mrs. Taft,” Celia finally spoke.


  “I promise we will, Grandmother,” Mandie said.


  Mrs. Taft looked at Uncle John and asked, “Do you think Celia’s mother would approve of this? We certainly couldn’t get word to her fast enough to get permission.”


  “I think so,” Uncle John said. “After all, we are all good friends.”


  Mrs. Taft thought for a moment and then said, “All right, then. I’ll go over to the school in the morning to speak to Miss Prudence.”


   “I’ll have to go with you to get my books—and Mandie’s,” Celia said. “And I may need more clothes if I’m going to stay all week.”


  “We’ll go right after breakfast tomorrow,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Taft,” Celia said.


  “Yes, and I thank you, too, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “Maybe it won’t be so boring around here this week, after all. I’ll have someone to do my lessons with!” Mandie smiled at her grandmother and said, “When will I be able to go back to school?”


  “Probably in a few days,” Mrs. Taft said. Then, looking at Uncle John, she asked, “Do you have any idea how long we should wait to see if Amanda is going to come down with the measles?”


  Uncle John replied, “I suppose by the end of this coming week things should be cleared up, one way or another. I’d say the girls could return to school a week from tomorrow.”


  “I sure hope so, because I am not going to get the measles,” Mandie said with a big sigh. “And I’m missing out on all the fun watching the men put electricity and that furnace into the school.”


  “Is that the only reason you’re in such a hurry to get back to school?” Uncle John asked.


  “No, sir,” Mandie answered with a big smile. “You see, it’s about time for another one of Miss Prudence’s socials, and the boys from Mr. Chadwick’s School will be coming over.”


  “Among whom, I believe, there is a young fellow by the name of Patton,” her uncle teased.


  “Well, Tommy Patton does go to Mr. Chadwick’s School,” Mandie answered. She grinned at him and straightened her skirts.


  “Amanda, I do hope you are learning something and not going to that school for just the social side of it,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Oh yes, ma’am, Grandmother, I’m learning a lot of things. The socials are just like rewards for studying real hard,” Mandie said.


  “And we do learn how to behave as ladies for the future,” Celia added.


  “And Miss Prudence and Miss Hope always watch us to see if we’re doing everything properly—the way we sit, the way we hold our cups, and all that silly stuff,” Mandie added with a big grin.


  “You may think all that is silly now, but when you are grown you will look at it differently, I’m sure,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Mandie apologized. “I shouldn’t say  it’s silly. It’s just that I’ve never been used to being around people like that until I went to live with Uncle John after my father died. But I suppose I will have to live that way in the future.”


  “Why, Amanda,” Uncle John said with a big laugh. “You sound disappointed that you’re living the way we’ve all been used to.” He winked at her and then asked, teasingly, “Could it be that you’re more Cherokee in your thinking?”


  Mandie frowned as she looked at her uncle and answered, “Yes, that must be what it is. After all, my grandmother—who was your mother—was full-blooded Cherokee.” Mandie gave him a big smile.


  Uncle John grinned as he replied, “Yes, I’m one-half Cherokee, and I’m pleased to know that you are proud of your heritage. But now you are learning the ways of my father, who was a full-blooded white man, and he was your grandfather. And your Grandmother Taft here is also white.”


  Mandie leaned forward in her chair as she said, “Uncle John, please take time one day soon to tell me all about my ancestors, how my grandfather met my Cherokee grandmother and all that.”


  “I promise I will, Amanda,” Uncle John said. “As soon as you come home for a break from school, we’ll have some time together.”


  Mandie looked at her grandmother, who had been listening to the conversation. To her great surprise, Mrs. Taft said with a slight smile, “And, Amanda, you might be interested in what your uncle John can tell you about your mother and your father, how they met.”


  Uncle John glanced quickly at Mrs. Taft.


  “Oh yes, Uncle John, I never get tired of talking about my father,” Mandie said.


  “When you come home, you and I will talk about all this,” her uncle promised. “And I’m sure your mother will add her story.”


  Celia spoke up. “I think it’s so exciting to have a friend who is related to the Cherokee people. And I’ve been able to meet so many of them. Mandie, you should write a book about your life story and about your parents and grandparents. Someday you’ll have grandchildren who will be interested in all this, you know.”


  With a big sigh Mandie said, “Oh, Celia, I’d have to get married and have children first in order to have grandchildren. And I don’t know that I ever want to get married.”


  Before Celia could reply, Mrs. Taft said with a little laugh, “Amanda,  I’m sure you’ll get married some day, when you’re old enough. Most all girls do. You’re just not at the age yet to be interested in such things.”


  Mandie glanced at Celia under half-closed eyes and saw that her friend was smiling as she mouthed the name “Joe.” Mandie quickly shook her head.


  “Yes, you have plenty of time ahead of you before you take that important step in your life,” Uncle John agreed. He grinned at her and added, “Just think how old I was when I married your mother.”


  “But that was unusual because my father married my mother first,” Mandie told him as she thought about her dear father who had died the previous year.


  Everyone was silent in the room, and Mandie quickly stood up and said, “Now I think Celia and I will go for a walk.” She looked at her friend, who also rose. “Do you want to?”


  “Oh yes, Mandie, I do,” Celia quickly agreed.


  “Amanda, please don’t leave the yard. Remember you were exposed to the measles, and you must stay away from other people,” Mrs. Taft reminded her.


  “We’ll walk around the house for a while, just to get some exercise,” Mandie promised as she and Celia left the room.


  Once outdoors, the girls sat on a bench under a huge magnolia tree in the front yard. Even in the shade, the September afternoon was not cool enough for a wrap.


  “Do you like living in so many different places, Mandie?” Celia asked.


  “So many different places?” Mandie questioned. “Oh, you mean, here at Grandmother’s, at the school, and back home—and sometimes at Uncle Ned’s. Well, I suppose it’s a lot of work, traveling from place to place. But it’s always a change of scenery, so I don’t get tired of it.” She straightened her long skirts.


  “I think I’d like it, too, but you know I only live at home or at school here,” Celia told her as she pushed back her long curly auburn hair.


  “But, Celia, you can always go with me wherever I go,” Mandie said, quickly looking at her.


  “Oh, but I couldn’t, Mandie,” Celia told her. “Whatever time I’m not at school here in Asheville I have to spend with my mother back in Richmond.”


   “Time seems to fly,” Mandie said. “We are really getting older, aren’t we?” She smiled at her friend.


  “Naturally we’re getting older, Mandie. We sure can’t get any younger,” Celia said with a giggle as she sat up straight and proper and adjusted her dress. “And I think I’ll like being older.”


  “There are so many things we have to do before we’re grown, but I suppose I’ll be glad, too, when we get older, lots older,” Mandie agreed.


  Suddenly she remembered that she had news to tell Celia. “Joe told me this will probably be his last year at Mr. Tallant’s school out there in Swain County, because he will have to go on to the university to learn to be a lawyer. And I suppose my mother most likely will want me to go on to the university, too, because I have to learn to take care of business.”


  “Oh, Mandie, that’s wonderful, because my mother told me last week that she expects me to learn everything they can teach me here at school, and then she will enroll me in the university,” Celia excitedly told her. “We’ll be there together and with Joe, too.”


  “But, Celia, there are lots of universities. We may not go to the same one,” Mandie said. “Besides, I would imagine Joe will still be two years ahead of us in school; so I’m not sure how that would work out.”


  Celia looked at her with a big smile and said, “We can always ask to go to the same one he attends. And, who knows, maybe Robert Rogers will also go where we go.”


  “Celia, you really do like Robert, don’t you?” Mandie said, smiling back. “You know I suggested to Joe that he could go to Mr. Chadwick’s School here in Asheville where Robert goes, but he said Mr. Chadwick doesn’t teach what he needs to learn to be a lawyer. I don’t know what Robert wants to study, but he may not be planning to go wherever we go.”


  “I’ll try to find out,” Celia said, still smiling. “And if we don’t go to the same university Joe goes to, maybe Robert and Tommy will attend the one we do.”


  Mandie thought about that for a moment and then laughed as she said, “Well, I sure hope Tommy and Robert, you and I, and Joe don’t all end up together somewhere at the same school. That would never do.”


   “It might be interesting to create a little jealousy between Joe and Tommy,” Celia teased.


  “Oh, Celia, that’s nonsense,” Mandie said quickly.


  “Mandie, I know Joe wants to marry you when you both grow up, but I also know Tommy is more than a little bit interested in you, too,” Celia replied as she tossed her long hair back.


  “Celia, I look on both of them as just good friends of mine right now, and I’m sure anyone can have two good friends at one time,” Mandie told her.


  “But who knows what the future will bring?” Celia teased. “We’ll probably be at least two years older when we leave here. We’ll be fifteen years old; can you believe that?”


  “Yes, and a lot of things can happen in the meantime,” Mandie reminded her. “So let’s don’t plan too far ahead.”


  Mandie was secretly wondering how things would turn out for herself in the next two years. And she was sure she didn’t want anything more than friendship from the two boys right now. She would have lots of time to think about love before then.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  A BAD-LUCK DAY


   The next morning Mandie anxiously awaited the return of her grandmother and Celia from the school. She was pretty sure Miss Prudence, the headmistress, would allow Celia to spend a few days at Mrs. Taft’s house. Mrs. Taft had bought the schoolhouse building, which was a large, old-fashioned white clapboard house set on a hill amid magnificent magnolia trees. Mandie knew that the schoolmistress and her sister, Miss Hope, were grateful that the sale of the building had enabled them to keep open Misses Heathwoods’ School for Girls. And the two ladies were usually agreeable to any favors asked by Mrs. Taft.


  “Come on, Snowball, let’s go outside,” Mandie told her white cat as she fastened on his red collar and leash. “We’ll wait for Grandmother and Celia out there.”


  Snowball meowed in response. He looked up at his mistress and started to pull her toward the front door as she held the end of the leash. He had worn it enough to know that when Mandie put it on him they were going somewhere.


  “Don’t get in such a big hurry. I’m coming,” Mandie told him as she tightened her hold on the leash and opened the front door. “Now, no shenanigans. Behave or I’ll put you back inside.” She closed the door behind them and walked across the porch to the steps.


  Mandie paused to look out over the huge front yard. There was  no sign of anyone on the road. She stepped down onto the walkway and went to sit on a bench at the edge of the grass, which was turning brown for the winter. Snowball hopped up beside her and sat looking around, evidently hoping for a bird or a squirrel to show up nearby.


  Uncle John had left early that morning and had taken the metal box Mandie and Joe Woodard had found in her father’s old house. He promised to take her father’s will to the Swain County Courthouse as soon as he could get time. And if he found anything important in the other papers in the box, he would let her know.


  Mandie had left the letters from her grandmother to her father in the bottom of the container. She didn’t want to keep them with her because she didn’t want to read the correspondence. She knew the whole story—about how her grandmother had separated her mother and her father by telling falsehoods, and how her grandmother now regretted this and had been anxious for Mandie to forgive her.


  As she sat there alone, thinking about all this, she suddenly realized it was better to forgive and forget. “That’s what I’m trying to do, forgive and forget,” Mandie muttered aloud to herself. “And I believe my grandmother knows it.”


  Mandie kept her gaze on the road and her hand tightly holding the end of Snowball’s red leash. She realized her grandmother had become a very important person in her life—a person Mandie loved and who loved her back and a supporter in most of the unusual activities Mandie found herself involved in whenever she tried to solve a mystery. She drew a deep breath as she wondered what she would ever have done without her grandmother nearby.


  And at that moment she saw her grandmother’s buggy approaching from down the road. She quickly stood up, tightened her hold on Snowball’s leash, and walked over to the driveway, where her grandmother brought the buggy to a stop.


  Mandie glanced at the baggage in the back as she quickly approached the vehicle. Celia was stepping down, and Mandie’s grandmother was tossing the reins to Celia to loop over the hitching post.


  “You’re going to stay!” Mandie greeted her friend with a big smile.


  “Yes, but only because I’ve been here with you, and you might be coming down with the measles,” Celia said with a big laugh. “Miss  Prudence says she is afraid I might carry the germ after I’ve been around you.”


  Mrs. Taft came around the vehicle to where Celia’s bags were loaded. She said, “Let’s get these things into the house. I think the three of us can manage without Annie’s help.”


  Holding Snowball’s leash, Mandie helped unload the buggy, and they carried Celia’s clothes and the girls’ books into the front hallway.


  Annie, the maid, came to see who was coming in the front door. “I he’p you, Missy,” she told Celia as she took the armful of clothes the girl was carrying. Mandie quickly removed Snowball’s leash and turned him free.


  “And then, Annie, will you please get Ben to put up the horse and buggy?” Mrs. Taft told the maid who was going up the stairs. Glancing back at Mandie and Celia, she added, “Now, you two girls get busy with your studies. You may use the back parlor for that this week.” She followed Annie up the steps.


  “Yes, ma’am,” both the girls replied. They carried their books and walked down the hallway.


  “You’re only getting to stay here because I was exposed to the measles?” Mandie asked as they entered the back parlor and dumped their books onto the library table there.


  “Well, you know how Miss Prudence is. She never really wants to let other people think she is giving in to their wishes,” Celia said with a smile. “So when your grandmother told her about you and the measles, she agreed for me to stay here and study with you. However, she also told your grandmother she would expect us back to school by Friday if the measles didn’t show up.”


  Mandie looked at her as they sat on the settee and asked, “By Friday? Miss Prudence thinks the scare of the measles will be gone by then.”


  “Yes, and your grandmother agreed,” Celia said.


  “I’ve been saying all the time I’m not going to get the measles,” Mandie said with a big sigh.


  Celia looked at her friend with a big smile and said, “Miss Prudence is having a social on Saturday, and the boys from Mr. Chadwick’s School are coming over.”


   Mandie sat up straight and smiled back. “Then we’ll get to see Tommy and Robert.”


  “That’s right,” Celia said, still smiling. “It sure was nice of Miss Prudence to request that we be back by Friday, wasn’t it?”


  “You mean you think Miss Prudence set that deadline so we would have to be back to school in time for the social?” Mandie asked.


  Celia shrugged and said, “Well, Miss Prudence has her own reasons, I suppose, like having enough girls present to entertain the boys.”


  “Of course,” Mandie agreed. “There are more students in Mr. Chadwick’s School than we have. So Miss Prudence would be two girls short, which would leave a lot of boys on their own.”


  “And don’t forget, Miss Prudence has these socials so we can learn to take our places in society when we grow up,” Celia said with a mischievous grin.


  Mandie shrugged and said, “We don’t have to worry about that. By the time we grow up, society probably won’t be so formal, and we’ll manage.” She looked at Celia and asked, “What are the workmen doing?”


  “You ought to see the mess those men are making in the school,” Celia replied. “They’ve made holes everywhere. I don’t know how they’ll ever be able to close them all up. I know they have to run pipes and wires through the floors, the walls, and the ceilings in the whole building in order to get the heat and electricity into each room, but it looks to me like they’re going to have an awfully big job repairing all those holes.”


  “Do they have the heat or any of the lights working yet?” Mandie asked.


  “Oh no. You see, they have to put a big furnace in the basement and connect all the rooms to that, and they couldn’t heat up any place until the whole thing is done. And it’s also the same with the lights. The wires all have to be connected outside to a pole,” Celia explained.


  “Well, I hope they get everything straightened up when they’re finished,” Mandie said. “And I want to get back to school so I’ll have a chance to watch what they’re doing.” She stood up. “But right now I suppose we’d better do some studying.” She went over to the table and picked up her notebook.


  “Yes,” Celia agreed as she followed her. She opened her notebook  and took out a sheet of paper. “Miss Prudence wrote these instructions for us.” She held the paper out to Mandie.


  Mandie took it and scanned it. “We have to make a book report?” she questioned. “On what?” She looked at Celia.


  “She said she didn’t have time to talk with our teachers about everything, but that we should just read something out of your grandmother’s library and write a report on it,” Celia explained.


  “That’s easy homework,” Mandie said with a smile. “I never have time to read much. Let’s go look over Grandmother’s books.”


  The girls went to the library down the hall and browsed through the book-lined walls. Finally making their selections, they returned to the back parlor. Mandie curled up in a big chair by the window, and Celia sat on the settee. They were both so absorbed in their books that they were surprised when Ella, the downstairs maid, came in and said, “Time to eat.”


  Mandie and Celia looked up at her.


  “Eat?” Mandie said, reaching for a piece of paper from her notebook to mark her place in the book she was reading.


  “I suppose it is time for the noon meal,” Celia said as she closed her book after inserting a scrap of paper.


  “Now, don’t be tellin’ me you girls are not hungry,” Ella teased as she turned to go back down the hallway.


  The girls followed. When they were seated at the table, Mandie suddenly realized she had a headache and rubbed her forehead with her hand.


  Mrs. Taft saw her and quickly asked, “What’s wrong, dear?” She passed the corn to Celia.


  “Oh, nothing. I have a little headache from reading, I suppose,” Mandie said with a smile as she reached for a biscuit from the platter in front of her.


  Celia spoke up, “So do I. And it’s going to take time to read those books we picked out.”


  Mrs. Taft silently looked from one girl to the other and frowned.


  Mandie noticed and explained, “Miss Prudence gave us an assignment to read a book out of your library and make a report on it, which we have to do and have ready by the time we go back to school Friday.”


  She took a sip of water from her glass and was suddenly alarmed when she realized her throat seemed to be sore. She began wondering  how the measles start. Could I be coming down with something? she asked silently. The measles? No, no, no, she told herself. I am not going to get the measles.


  “Yes, I promised Miss Prudence I would bring you girls back to school first thing Friday morning,” Mrs. Taft said as she began eating. “So y’all be sure you have your homework done.”


  As Mandie put a forkful of mashed potatoes in her mouth, she was barely able to keep a straight face as the food burned her throat when she swallowed. She frowned and thought, Too much pepper. That’s what’s wrong. She left the potatoes on her plate and buttered her biscuit. She bit into it and, as she swallowed, she thought, That feels better but not quite right.


  “My mother came to visit me at school last week, and she said we might go to New York when we have a school break—” Celia said.


  Mandie interrupted, “New York?” She looked at her grandmother and asked, “Oh, Grandmother, could we go to New York, too? We could go visit Jonathan Guyer and—”


  Mrs. Taft interrupted her, saying, “Amanda, we are not going to New York. We have no reason to visit the Guyers.” She laid down her fork and frowned.


  “But you know Mr. Guyer from way back, and we had such fun with Jonathan on our journey to Europe,” Mandie protested.


  “That’s enough about New York,” Mrs. Taft said firmly. “Now, you girls finish your food.” She picked up her cup and drank her coffee.


  Mandie didn’t understand why her grandmother was so stern about not going to New York. She frowned and glanced at Celia, who also looked puzzled.


  When the meal was over, Mandie hoped her grandmother would not notice that she had not eaten very much. But it seemed that the mention of New York had distracted her grandmother. Mrs. Taft rose from the table and said, “You girls get back to your lessons. I will see y’all at suppertime.” She hurriedly left the room as the girls slowly followed.


  As soon as they were once again in the back parlor, Mandie drew a deep sigh and said, “For some reason Grandmother doesn’t want to talk about New York. I wonder why.” She picked up her book and flopped into the chair.


   Celia sat down on the settee as she prepared to resume her reading.


  “I don’t know, Mandie,” Celia said. “Maybe something else is bothering your grandmother.”


  “Tell me, Celia,” Mandie said. “If you and your mother do go to New York, are y’all going to visit Jonathan?”


  “Jonathan? I had not even thought about seeing him and, since my mother doesn’t know him or his family, I doubt that we would visit him,” Celia replied.


  “But, Celia, remember when we said good-bye we promised we would visit him if we went to New York, and he said maybe he could come down here to see us, too,” Mandie reminded her. “Oh, I wish I could go with y’all.”


  “Mandie, I’m not sure we are even going to New York,” Celia said. “My mother only said we might go.”


  “I hope you do get to go,” Mandie told her. “And if you do I hope my grandmother will at least give me permission to go with you and your mother if Grandmother doesn’t want to go.”


  “Oh, that would be wonderful, Mandie,” Celia said with a smile. “I’m sure my mother would like for you to go.”


  “When do you think you’ll go?” Mandie asked as she opened her book.


  “I have no idea, Mandie,” Celia replied. “We won’t have a school break until Thanksgiving week, and then the next one would be at Christmas, I suppose.”


  Mandie thought for a moment, and then she said, “Celia, I don’t think I could go at Christmas because I’d like to be home with my mother then. Maybe you could make it Thanksgiving.”


  “Maybe your mother could go with us,” Celia suggested.


  “No,” Mandie said, shaking her head. “It’s going to take a long time for her to get over that terrible fever she had this summer. I don’t think she’ll be traveling anywhere this winter.”


  “Then I’ll see if I can talk my mother into going to New York during Thanksgiving week,” Celia decided.


  “If my grandmother doesn’t agree for me to go without my mother’s permission, I’ll just write and ask my mother when you know for sure you’re going,” Mandie replied.


  “I’ll let you know when,” Celia promised.


   The girls returned to their reading. Mandie had a little nagging fear about the measles as her throat became more irritated and her headache worse. There was definitely something wrong. And as the afternoon passed, she felt worse and worse. Maybe if she quit thinking about it, it would go away. She was determined it was not going to be the measles.


  Mandie tried to concentrate on her book, but she kept glancing at Celia, who was completely absorbed in her own reading. She heard the grandfather clock in the hallway strike three, and she stood up to stretch.


  “I’m tired of sitting,” she said to Celia as her friend looked up at her.


  Celia smiled and laid her book down. “Me too,” she said as she rose from the settee.


  “Want to walk outside for a little while?” Mandie asked.


  “Let’s do,” Celia agreed.


  As the girls started toward the doorway, Snowball came running into the parlor. Mandie stooped down and picked up the white cat.


  “I suppose you want to go, too,” she said to the cat. “Let me get your leash.”


  The girls stopped at the hall tree in the front hallway so Mandie could get Snowball’s leash from one of the hooks and put it on him.


  “You don’t trust him to stay in the yard?” Celia asked as she watched Mandie buckle the red leash.


  Mandie straightened up and held the end of the leash. “I don’t want him running off because Grandmother said I couldn’t go out of the yard,” she explained.


  “Good idea. I know how much Snowball likes to run away,” Celia agreed.


  The girls went outside and walked around the yard. Mandie kept a hold on Snowball’s leash. The September day was warm and sunny, but Mandie felt cold. A shiver ran over her, and she wished she had put on a jacket.


  “Are you cold, Mandie?” Celia asked.


  “Well, aren’t you? Seems a little cool out here to me,” Mandie said, nervously walking about.


  “No, not exactly,” Celia said, still watching her. “Maybe we ought to go back inside, if you’re cold.”


   “All right, I suppose we should keep on with our books or we’ll never get them read in time to write reports,” Mandie agreed.


  They went back to the parlor and continued their reading. Snowball curled up on the settee next to Celia and went to sleep.


  At the supper table that night, Mandie felt so terrible she couldn’t eat. She kept pushing food around on her plate and had nothing to say.


  “Are you not hungry, Amanda?” her grandmother asked.


  Mandie looked across at her without answering.


  “Amanda, are you not feeling well?” Mrs. Taft asked as she watched Mandie.


  Mandie felt tears come into her eyes for no reason and couldn’t answer. She dropped her gaze and shook her head.


  “Oh, dear, why didn’t you tell me you’re not feeling well?” Mrs. Taft asked as she instantly stood up and came around the table to Mandie’s side. “Let’s get you into bed.”


  Mandie was still not able to speak without bursting into tears, so she stood up and allowed her grandmother to lead her to her room. Celia followed. Annie, the maid, was in the hallway, and Mrs. Taft spoke to her.


  “Let’s get her in bed, and then ask Ben to come see me,” Mrs. Taft said. “Dr. Woodard is due in town tomorrow morning to see Mrs. Edwards, and I want Ben to take a message over there for me.”


  Mandie heard everything but did not reply. She didn’t protest when Annie and Mrs. Taft helped her undress and get into bed. Then Annie left to find Ben.


  “Everything is going to be all right, dear,” Mrs. Taft told her as she pulled up the covers. “I’ll be right back.” She turned to look at Celia, who had stayed in the room. “Dear, would you please just sit here until I get back?”


  “Of course, Mrs. Taft, anything I can do to help,” Celia replied as she sat in the big chair near the bed.


  Mandie lay there with her eyes closed, silently worried. It couldn’t be the measles, she thought. She was sure she was not going to get the measles. Celia moved over to sit on the side of the bed as she grasped Mandie’s hand and squeezed it. Mandie returned the squeeze without moving.


  Mrs. Taft was back in a few minutes. “Ben has gone to the  Edwardses’ to leave the message for Dr. Woodard,” she told Mandie as she bent over her and straightened the covers. “Now, you just rest and try to get some sleep. I’ll be right here.”


  Mandie slightly nodded her head in reply but didn’t open her eyes.


  “I can stay here with her, Mrs. Taft,” Celia offered.


  “No, dear, I was going to suggest you get your things and move into the next room for the night,” Mrs. Taft said softly. “Annie will help me. Thank you, dear, and if we need you, we’ll call you.”


  Mandie heard Annie come back into the room and felt the maid place a hot water bottle at her feet. The warmth felt so good. She heard Annie helping Celia move into the adjoining room as she drifted off to sleep.


  During the night, Mandie dreamed that she was arguing with Dr. Woodard. She told him she did not have the measles and was not going to get them, but he seemed sure she had the measles.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  UNDER THE WEATHER


   The next morning Mandie could hear someone calling her name. She managed to get her heavy eyelids open and looked straight into the face of Dr. Woodard, who was sitting next to the bed and holding her hand.


  “Ah, Miss Amanda, I knew you were playing ’possum with me,” the old doctor said as he smiled at her.


  Mandie looked around the room. Celia was standing in front of the fireplace where a fire blazed away. Mandie frowned as she remembered the night before when her grandmother had put her to bed. Trying to speak, she realized her throat was awfully sore, and her voice cracked as she asked in alarm, “Dr. Woodard, I don’t have the measles, do I?”


  Dr. Woodard squeezed her hand and smiled as he replied, “I don’t think so. What you’ve got is an awfully bad cold.”


  At that instant Mandie sneezed and pushed herself back against her pillow. “I’ve been telling everybody I’m not going to get the measles,” she said. Looking into the old man’s kind face, she added, “But I’m awfully tired.”


  “Young lady, that’s because you’ve been running around the country so much—that long journey to Europe and then to Uncle Ned’s house and then to my house. I’m ordering lots of rest so you’ll be ready to return to school on Friday, which is the day your grandmother said you and Miss Celia would be going back.”


   “Yes, sir,” Mandie said, lowering her voice to a whisper as she looked at him. Then she remembered how sick her stepsister had been. “Dr. Woodard, is Irene all right?”


  Dr. Woodard paused before he replied, “Well, not all right, but on the way there if she takes care of herself. The measles can be a terrible sickness.”


  “Joe? Is he all right?” Mandie asked as her voice cracked again with a hoarse cough. Her heart beat wildly as she waited for his answer.


  “Joe’s fine. I don’t believe he will get the measles, but we lost the little Guyton girl,” he said sadly, rubbing his forehead with his handkerchief.


  Tears came into Mandie’s eyes. She had not known the girl, but Gretchen had been in Joe’s school, and Dr. Woodard had been to see her while Mandie was visiting the Woodards. Gretchen Guyton had died from the measles.


  At that moment Mrs. Taft came into the room and, when she saw that Mandie was awake, she rushed to the bed. “Dear, I’m so glad to see you’re awake,” she said as she brushed Mandie’s blond hair back from her face.


  Mandie’s blue eyes filled with tears as she reached for her grandmother’s hand. “I don’t have the measles, Grandmother,” she said in a hoarse voice.


  “That’s what Dr. Woodard told me,” Mrs. Taft said with a big smile. “Now all we have to do is get rid of this cold you have.”


  Mandie looked at Celia over by the fireplace and asked, “Celia, what time is it? I can’t see the clock from here.” She rubbed her eyes.


  “Why, it’s ten minutes after eight, Mandie,” Celia told her as she looked at the clock on the mantel. “Mandie, I’m so glad you’re better.”


  “Thank you, Celia,” Mandie said as she tried to sit up, but she got tangled in the bedcovers.


  Dr. Woodard stood up and moved his chair away from the bed.


  Mrs. Taft bent to help straighten out the covers and then plumped up the pillows as Mandie sat up.


  “Do you think you could eat something? A little broth maybe?” her grandmother asked.


  “That’s just what you need right now, Miss Amanda,” Dr. Woodard told her. “You’ve got to regain your strength.”


   Mandie smiled up at him and asked, “Couldn’t I have grits instead and maybe a buttered biscuit?” Her voice was still husky.


  “You certainly may,” the old man said, smiling back. “Anything you want.”


  “Well, I’m hungry, even if I can’t talk very well this morning,” Mandie explained, her voice cracking. “That’s why I asked Celia what time it is. I wanted to know if I’d missed breakfast.”


  Mrs. Taft stooped to squeeze Mandie’s hand. “I’m so glad,” she said. “Half the battle against the cold is won if you can eat.”


  Mandie looked up at her and said, “But I don’t think I want to go downstairs to eat—”


  Mrs. Taft interrupted, “Of course not, dear. I wouldn’t allow that anyway. I’ll get Annie to bring up a tray.”


  “I’ll go tell her, Mrs. Taft,” Celia offered.


  “Thank you, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “And bring up the books that we were reading, Celia,” Mandie told her friend.


  Celia paused to look back at Mandie and asked, “The books? Do you think you ought to read?”


  “I have to do something. I can’t just stay here in bed,” Mandie replied.


  Celia looked at Dr. Woodard and Mrs. Taft.


  “Miss Celia, go ahead and bring your books. I don’t think Miss Amanda will overdo the reading,” Dr. Woodard said as he smiled at Mandie. “I’m going to give her a tonic that will make her too sleepy to read much.”


  “Yes, sir,” Celia said as she left the room.


  Mandie quickly looked at Dr. Woodard and said, “I don’t want to sleep all the time.”


  Dr. Woodard walked back toward the bed and said, “Now, Miss Amanda, I told you I was going to recommend lots of rest, and, knowing you, the only way that can be achieved is to slow you down a little. In a few days you’ll be as good as new.”


  “Yes, Amanda, you have to do what the doctor says,” Mrs. Taft said. “Otherwise your cold could get worse and it could be dragged out longer.”


  Mandie sighed loudly and said, “Well, right now I’m too tired to fuss about it.”


   Mrs. Taft looked at Dr. Woodard over Mandie’s head.


  Dr. Woodard caught her glance and said to Mandie with a little laugh, “That’s good that you’re too tired to fuss. You won’t wear yourself out fussing, then.”


  Mandie smiled back at him and said with a hoarse voice, “Just give me time. How long are you going to be here, Dr. Woodard?”


  “I’ll be around for two or three days probably. I have several other patients in this area that I need to see,” he told her.


  “And he’ll be staying here with us,” Mrs. Taft added.


  Celia returned with their books. Dr. Woodard said, “Miss Celia, I don’t think you ought to have contact with Miss Amanda, or you might catch her cold.”


  Celia paused on her way to Mandie’s bed and looked at him.


  “You’ll probably be all right if you just stay over there on the other side of the room by the fire,” the old man explained. “You can keep Miss Amanda company that way.”


  “And you’ll also be a great help to me,” Mrs. Taft told the girl. “You will be able to let me know if Amanda needs anything.”


  “Celia, you’ve got to stay so I’ll have someone to talk to,” Mandie added.


  “All right,” Celia agreed as she handed Mandie’s book to Mrs. Taft, who in turn laid it on Mandie’s bedside table. “I had planned on staying with you. After all, I got excused from school this week in order to stay here.” She walked back over to the fireplace and sat in a big chair nearby.


  “Thank you, Celia,” Mandie said in a whisper-voice.


  Just then, Annie came in with the tray of food. Mrs. Taft helped Mandie plump up her pillows again so she could sit up in the bed.


  “I’m cold,” Mandie said as Annie set the tray on the table by the bed and left the room.


  “I’ll get something to go around your shoulders,” Mrs. Taft said. She hurried to the tall wardrobe, took down a warm robe, and brought it back to drape around Mandie.


  “Thank you, Grandmother. That feels better,” Mandie said as she looked at the tray. “If you would set the tray by me here on the bed, I think I could manage better.”


  Mrs. Taft smoothed a place in the covers and set the tray on the bed. “Now, if you can handle this all right, I think Dr. Woodard and  I will go downstairs for a cup of coffee while you eat. We’ve already had breakfast, but I could use another cup of coffee, couldn’t you, Dr. Woodard?” she asked as she looked at him.


  “I certainly could,” Dr. Woodard agreed and, looking back at Mandie as he followed Mrs. Taft out the door, he added, “I’ll be back to give you your tonic after you finish eating.”


  Mandie didn’t reply. She just sighed as he and her grandmother left the room. Then, looking across the room at Celia, she said, “Thanks for staying, Celia. I’m sorry I got this silly cold and ruined our week away from school.”


  “I’m just glad it’s a cold you got and not the measles,” Celia replied as she curled up in the big chair.


  “So am I,” Mandie agreed as she poured a little of the coffee in the pot into her cup and sipped it. The liquid burned her throat and she set it down.


  “Leave the lid off the pot and let it cool,” Celia suggested as she watched from across the room.


  “Right,” Mandie agreed as she removed the lid from the pot. She picked up the small glass of orange juice and sipped it. It didn’t feel too good going down her sore throat, but she managed to swallow some of it. “Oh, shucks!” she moaned as she set the glass back on the tray and slid down on the bed.


  Celia looked across the room at Mandie’s tray and asked, “Do you know of anything else I could get you to eat?”


  “No, thank you, Celia,” Mandie said with a hoarse voice.


  “Not even the chocolate candy I brought back from the school yesterday?” Celia asked with a grin.


  Mandie rolled her eyes and said, “This is the first time in my life I’ve ever refused candy, but I don’t think I could swallow it.”


  “Oh, Mandie,” Celia said with a gasp. “I’m sorry.”


  “That’s all right. I’ll eat it Friday when we go back to school,” Mandie told her. She was too miserable to even think about returning to school. Maybe the tonic Dr. Woodard was going to give her would make her feel better.


  But when she drank the nasty-tasting liquid later, she fell asleep. Every time she woke up after that, someone was poking a spoonful of the stuff at her to drink again. Oh well, she thought. At least I’m not wide awake and in misery.


  
    

  


   On Thursday morning she woke up feeling just fine. Her cold was gone. She went downstairs for breakfast with her grandmother and Celia, and ate as though she had been starved. She was happy to be feeling good again.


  “I suppose you girls remember that President McKinley will be buried today,” Mrs. Taft said, looking directly at Mandie.


  Tears came into Mandie’s blue eyes as she said, “I wish we could have gone.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Celia said in reply to Mrs. Taft.


  “That would have been impossible, dear,” Mrs. Taft explained. “You see, his body is at his and Mrs. McKinley’s home this morning—for a private viewing. Then he will be taken to the Methodist church there in Canton, Ohio, for the service is to be held at two o’clock. The casket will be taken to the vault at West Lawn Cemetery afterwards. So you see, dear, it was more or less a family thing in the end.”


  “I know his wife loved him, but he belonged to us, too. He was our president,” Mandie said. “So I just wish we could have been there.”


  “At least we’re lucky that we have Vice-President Theodore Roosevelt for our president now,” Celia said. “If President McKinley had been killed during his first term, after Vice-President Hobard died, we would have been without a president or a vice-president.” Then, looking at Mandie, she said, “I brought our history books from school, and I’ve been reading about all our presidents while you’ve been sleeping this week.”


  “I’m wide awake now, so I suppose I’ll have to get back to reading that book so I can write my book report for tomorrow,” Mandie said. “And you’ve probably already done yours.”


  Celia smiled at her and said, “I’ve read the book, but I haven’t written the report yet. In fact, I read the book you’re supposed to be reading, too.”


  “You did?” Mandie replied with a big smile. “Then, if you would just tell me what it is about I wouldn’t have to read it. I could just write my book report.”


  “Oh no,” Celia replied quickly, grinning broadly. “I’m not doing your homework for you just because you got that silly cold.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at both girls and said, “Now, if you all are finished with breakfast, I think you’d better get that book and get started,  Amanda. I’m sure Celia can write her report and then find more studying to do.” She rose from the table.


  Mandie and Celia also stood up as they both chimed, “Yes, ma’am.”


  Then Mrs. Taft spoke again, “Now, Amanda, I don’t want you to have a relapse. Just take your time and get the book read, and if you want to you may get back into bed and read it there.”


  Mandie looked at her grandmother in surprise. “In bed? No, Grandmother, I’ve been in the bed too much this week already. I’ll be all right,” she said, smiling at Mrs. Taft. Then she remembered the visit from Dr. Woodard. “Did Dr. Woodard go home?”


  “Yes, dear. He left yesterday, but he’s visiting patients on his way home,” Mrs. Taft replied as they all started to leave the dining room. “And I know where to find him if we need him.”


  “But, Grandmother, we won’t need him. I only had a little old cold,” Mandie said. She had never seen her grandmother so concerned about her.


  “I know, Amanda, but a cold can come back if you don’t take care of yourself,” Mrs. Taft said as they stepped into the hallway. “Now, I’m going to be busy in the library with some correspondence. You girls go back to the little parlor and get that schoolwork done.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the two girls said as they continued down the corridor to the back parlor.


  As they stood in the doorway, Mandie stopped and said with a laugh, “Look, Snowball is asleep on top of my book.” She pointed to the table where the cat was curled up on the book. He heard them, unwound, stood up, and stretched.


  “He was trying to do your homework for you,” Celia said with a giggle.


  Mandie reached to pat his head as he looked up at her and meowed. “Snowball, you’d better make haste to the kitchen if you want anything to eat.”


  Snowball blinked his blue eyes, meowed again, jumped down from the table, and ran out of the room.


  “You see what a smart cat he is?” Mandie asked giggling. “He understood what I said.”


  Celia took her notebook from the table and sat in a chair as she  prepared to write her book report. Mandie picked up her book, curled up on the settee, and propped on the pillows.


  After a few silent minutes, Mandie stuck her finger into her book to hold her place and said, “I’m so anxious to get back to school I can’t keep my mind on this book. I want to see what they’re doing to get the electricity and furnace put in.”


  “And I want to get back so I can decide what I will wear to the social on Saturday,” Celia told her as she stopped writing in her notebook.


  “Oh, I hadn’t even thought about that,” Mandie replied. “But how are we going to have a social if the schoolhouse is all messed up with holes everywhere and workmen all over the place?”


  “Don’t worry,” Celia told her. “Miss Prudence will see that her social is done properly. Maybe she’ll even cover up the holes with satin ribbons around them or something silly like that. And I’m sure she won’t let the men work during the time Mr. Chadwick’s School is visiting us.”


  Mandie laughed as she said, “It would be really funny if one of those workmen popped up in the middle of our tea, just when Miss Prudence is watching to see that we hold our cups and saucers right.”


  “Or if they pounded away on pipes in the basement while we’re supposed to be carrying on what she calls a ‘proper conversation’ with the boys,” Celia added with a laugh. “She made an announcement last week that we would have a special guest, and we’ve all been wondering who that could be.”


  “A special guest?” Mandie repeated. “Maybe Grandmother knows who it is.”


  “No,” Celia replied. “I asked Mrs. Taft about it while you were asleep yesterday, and she said we would just have to wait and see.”


  “You know my grandmother,” Mandie said. “She usually knows everything that’s going on, especially at the school. She probably does know and is not telling.”


  “Anyhow, Robert Rogers will probably be there,” Celia said with a big smile.


  “And Thomas Patton,” Mandie added. As she spoke she realized there couldn’t be many more socials ahead because eventually they would all go on to higher education and to their separate ways.


  Even after she went to bed that night, Mandie was still thinking about her future. She was growing up even though she wasn’t sure she wanted to.


  CHAPTER SIX


  A SCARY SITUATION


   Early Friday morning, Mrs. Taft sent Mandie and Celia back to school in her rig. Her driver, Ben, who was always in a hurry, pulled up in the driveway at the front door of the school with a sudden jolt.


  “Heah we be,” Ben said as he jumped down to see about their bags.


  Mandie and Celia stepped down from the rig. Mandie looked around as she said, “I don’t see any workmen.”


  “Miss Prudence makes them stay in the backyard. They’re forbidden to use the front entrance,” Celia explained as they walked up the steps to the long front porch and into the schoolhouse.


  “I don’t see any holes, Celia,” Mandie said as she surveyed the hallway.


  “Miss Prudence has them all hidden in here. She had the furniture put in front of them so you can’t see them when you walk in,” Celia replied. She pointed to one wall and said, “There are a couple holes behind that chest over there.”


  Ben came in behind them and placed their bags at the bottom of the huge staircase going up to the second floor. “Need me to carry dis heah stuff up de stairs?” he asked.


  “No thank you, Ben,” Mandie told him. “We can get it up to our room. Thanks for bringing us back to school.”


   “Yessum,” he said. “Den I be on my way.” He went back outside.


  At that moment the dining room doors down the corridor opened, and students came out.


  “Oh, that must be the second sitting. We’d better get our things up to the room and get ready for class,” Mandie remarked.


  Some of the girls greeted Mandie and Celia as they rushed by them up the staircase. Mandie looked up and saw Aunt Phoebe, the school housekeeper, coming down.


  Mandie stepped over to meet her. “Good morning, Aunt Phoebe,” she greeted her. “I finally got back.”


  “So I sees,” Aunt Phoebe replied as she put an arm around Mandie. “And I’se so glad you made it back what with all dem measles where you been.” She turned to embrace Celia as she added, “And you didn’t git dat stuff, either, did you?”


  “No, ma’am,” Celia replied. “I had the measles several years ago.”


  The old woman picked up two of the valises. “Come on, gotta git a movin’. We git dis heah stuff up to yo’ room fo’ dat bell ring to go to class,” she told them as she turned to go back up the steps.


  “Oh, thank you, Aunt Phoebe. We would have had to make two trips to get it all up there,” Mandie said as she and Celia picked up their other bags.


  “Where are all the holes, Aunt Phoebe?” Mandie asked as they ascended the staircase.


  “Dey jes’ ev’rywhere, and de workmen be causin’ all dis heah dust and spiders and rats, and dey making all dat noise. Cain’t heah myself think sometimes,” the old woman explained.


  “I don’t hear any noise,” Mandie said as they got to the hallway outside their room.


  “Jes’ you wait,” Aunt Phoebe told her. “Miz Prudence, she don’t ’llow no noise until aftuh de breakfus’ done wid. Den dey started real good fo’ de day.”


  Celia stepped ahead and pushed open the door to their room. Mandie followed and looked around as Aunt Phoebe deposited the valises she was carrying and rushed back out.


  “I gotta git back to work now,” the old woman said. “You girls hurry up now, and don’t be late for class.”


   “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “Thanks for helping us.”


  “Yes, thank you, Aunt Phoebe,” Celia added.


  The old woman closed the door behind her as she left. Mandie walked around the room. Celia began pulling her notebook and school books out of her bag.


  “Where are the holes?” Mandie asked.


  “Oh, Mandie, there’s one under our bed, and there’s another one under that rug by the window. But right now you’d better get your books and get going,” Celia said. She took off her coat and hung it up on a peg by the wardrobe.


  Mandie quickly opened her bag and took out her books. “If we have time between classes, will you show me all these holes you said they were making?” she asked as she stood up and removed her cape to put it next to Celia’s coat.


  “I won’t have to show you, Mandie, because you’ll see holes everywhere we go, unless Miss Prudence has had them temporarily covered, but then the workmen have to uncover them in order to run pipes and wires through,” Celia told her as they went out into the hallway and down the stairs to their first class of the day.


  “How long do you think these workmen will be around?” Mandie asked as they came to the doorway of their literature classroom and stopped to talk.


  “Miss Prudence is getting impatient with them, but the men tell her that it’s impossible to do a job like this any faster than they’re going,” Celia replied. “And they told her they might be finished by Thanksgiving or at the latest by the Christmas holidays.”


  “So we have to live here with holes everywhere until they do get done. And there’s nothing Miss Prudence can do about it, I suppose,” Mandie said.


  At that moment there was a loud clanging noise that sounded like someone banging on iron pipes. The two girls jumped and looked at each other, then laughed. Other students came along behind them, and they all entered the classroom. Miss Willoughby, their literature teacher, was already behind her desk at the front of the room. The bell in the backyard rang, and the girls quickly took their seats.


  “Good morning, young ladies,” Miss Willoughby greeted them in her British accent. This was her first year teaching in the United  States, and sometimes Mandie had trouble understanding what she was saying.


  The banging continued, and the teacher raised her voice even more as she told them, “I have been informed the workmen will be in this area of the school today. So it will be impossible to carry on any lecture. Therefore, I would like for you to pass up your book reports, and then get out your notebooks and write the report again from memory.” There was a lull in the banging noise.


  There was a faint murmur among the girls, and Miss Willoughby explained, “I am not having you repeat work. I am testing your memories. You should be able to retain most of the knowledge you acquire here in your studies.”


  The students passed their book reports to the front of the class, where the girl sitting nearest Miss Willoughby collected them and took them to the teacher.


  “Thank you. Now please begin writing,” Miss Willoughby instructed them as the noise boomed through the room again.


  The girls wrote their reports from memory and handed them in at the end of the class period. Mandie breathed a sigh of relief as the noise ceased, and she and Celia went on to their next class.


  Then it was the same thing all over again, loud noises interrupting all their other classes, ceasing only during the noon meal and finally ending at suppertime.


  During the day, Mandie was able to see quite a few holes in the floors and walls. Celia already knew where they were and pointed them out to her. After supper that night, Miss Prudence asked everyone into the parlor and made an announcement.


  “Young ladies,” Miss Prudence began as she stood before the group seated in the parlor, “we will be having a very special person at our tea tomorrow—Miss Eva Marie Marston. She is well-known throughout the country as a pianist and singer, and she will play and sing tomorrow afternoon while Mr. Chadwick’s students are here. Mrs. Taft, Amanda Shaw’s grandmother, has arranged this for us.” She paused.


  Mandie glanced at Celia and thought, My grandmother didn’t tell me about this! Then she became aware that the other girls were looking at her.


  Miss Prudence continued, “And Mrs. Taft has suggested we make Miss Marston an offer to stay here the remainder of this school year so  that any of you young ladies who are interested may have the opportunity of studying with her.” She paused again and looked around the room.


  Several of the students smiled and nodded. Then suddenly it dawned on Mandie that her grandmother was doing this because she wanted Mandie to have piano lessons or voice lessons—or both.


  “Please be on your best behavior tomorrow, young ladies. Now you are dismissed,” Miss Prudence finished and left the room.


  The students stood up and moved about the parlor as they discussed the possibility of piano and voice lessons. Mandie listened, then turned to Celia and said, “My grandmother could have at least told me about this ahead of time.” They stood by the fireplace, where a fire warmed them.


  “But, Mandie, that would be jumping ahead of Miss Prudence. After all, Miss Prudence is the one who runs this school,” Celia replied.


  “I know. But I’m sure my grandmother initiated this visit by Miss Eva Marie Marston. And since my grandmother saved the school for Miss Prudence and Miss Hope by buying the building, Miss Prudence seems to think she has to let my grandmother make decisions on how to run the school,” Mandie said.


  At that precise moment, April Snow walked by Mandie and Celia and said, “So your grandmother is running the school now!” The tall girl turned and looked at Mandie with her deep black eyes as she pushed back her long black hair.


  Mandie knew April was always trying to cause trouble, so she didn’t reply. She didn’t want to get into a conversation with her.


  “So you don’t want to talk about it,” April added when she received no response from Mandie. Then she leaned forward, within inches of Mandie, and said in an angry voice, “You’d better not get me involved in this music business, or you’ll be sorry, I swear on my pirate ancestors’ reputation.”


  Finally Mandie couldn’t be silent anymore. “So you have pirate ancestors? So what? I have Cherokee ancestors!” she replied in a haughty voice.


  “Pirates are smarter than your old Indians, any day,” April answered as she spun around on her heels and walked across the room.


  Mandie watched her leave. “She always seems to get the last word,  but she’d better watch out. One day I might get even,” she said with an angry frown.


  “Why don’t we go to our room and unpack our bags?” Celia asked as she watched April Snow walk down the hallway. April turned and gave them both a challenging glance. “Come on, Mandie,” Celia said as she started toward their room.


  “I suppose we do need to get our things hung up,” Mandie agreed as she followed Celia out into the hallway and up the staircase.


  “And we have to read the next chapter in our history book, too.”


  Once inside their room, Mandie relaxed as she emptied out her bags, hung up her clothes, and put the rest of her things in the bureau drawers. Then she remembered the holes Celia had said were in the floor. Quickly getting down on her knees, she asked Celia, “Where is the hole under the bed?” She tried to see under the quilt hanging down on the side.


  Celia came over and flopped down beside her. She raised the quilt and said, “Right there, under that little rug that I put over it. See?” She pulled the rug forward, exposing a large hole in the floor near the mopboard.


  “Oh, goodness. That is a big hole,” Mandie said in surprise as she peeked under the bed.


  “Big enough for a rat to come out of,” Celia said as she pulled the rug back over the hole. “That’s why I covered them up like that,” she said as she pointed to another rug in the room.


  Mandie moved back on her heels and said, “And the other one over there, is it that large?” She got to her feet and went to pull the rug Celia had indicated covering another hole.


  “You see, it’s as big as the other one,” Celia said. “I’ve been wondering if a rat could push the rug up and come on into our room.” She looked at Mandie with a worried expression.


  “I don’t think so, not as long as they are covered with these heavy rugs. But I really don’t know,” Mandie replied as she spread the rug back over the hole near the window. “Maybe the workmen will get these closed up pretty soon.”


  “I’m not so sure it will be soon,” Celia said as she sat in one of the big chairs by the fireplace and opened her history book.


  Mandie took her history book and curled up in the other chair by the fireplace. She could feel the warmth of the fire, and it felt good.  “You know, Celia, I’m not sure I want that furnace in this schoolhouse, because we won’t have a fire in the fireplace anymore to sit by,” she said.


  “I know everybody is saying we won’t use the fireplaces anymore, but maybe we could once in a while,” Celia replied.


  “Maybe on special occasions,” Mandie agreed. Then, looking at her friend, she asked, “What are you wearing to the social tomorrow afternoon?”


  “I haven’t made my mind up yet,” Celia replied as she pulled her legs up under her long skirts. “I’m anxious to see and hear Miss Marston tomorrow. She was in Richmond one day this past summer, but my mother didn’t have time to go to her concert, and Aunt Rebecca was out of town.”


  “Are you going to study with her if Miss Prudence persuades her to stay?” Mandie asked.


  “I’d love to,” Celia said with a big smile. “She will probably have strict requirements, and if I can meet all those I’ll be thrilled if she will accept me as a student.”


  “Well, since I have no qualifications—I don’t know how to play a piano, and the only singing I ever did was in church—I don’t suppose I’ll be studying with her, even though my grandmother was the one who invited her here,” Mandie said.


  “But she probably takes beginners, too, or your grandmother has most likely already talked to her about you,” Celia said. “Aren’t you even interested in playing the piano or singing?”


  “I suppose it would be nice to be able to play the piano. Everybody else in my family knows how, even Uncle John. But when would I have time to learn? Our schedule is full already,” Mandie replied.


  “I don’t know when I’d have time, either, but if Miss Marston will stay here and teach, I’ll be glad to give up some free time in the afternoon,” Celia said.


  “Maybe I will, too,” Mandie said. “But right now I want to get this homework done so I won’t have to do it tomorrow.”


  “Me too,” Celia agreed.


  When the girls had finished with their history assignment, it was time to get ready for bed. Lights had to be out by the time the curfew bell rang at ten o’clock.


  Celia scrambled out of her long skirt and hung it up in the wardrobe.  Then she removed her waist and put it alongside the skirt. As she put on her long nightgown, she said, “You know, Mandie, I haven’t told anyone and I don’t know whether anyone has noticed, but while you’ve been gone to the Woodards’, I’ve been leaving the lamp burning all night to scare the rats away.”


  Mandie, pulling on her nightclothes, looked at her and said, “That’s a good idea. And if anyone finds out, I don’t see how Miss Prudence could do anything about it. After all, the workmen made the holes, we didn’t.”


  “You’re right,” Celia agreed as she sat on the side of the bed.


  “So we’ll just keep on leaving it burning as long as those holes are in our floor,” Mandie said as she jumped into bed on her side.


  “That’s fine with me,” Celia agreed as she got under the covers on the other side of the bed.


  Just then the huge bell began ringing in the backyard.


  “Good night,” Mandie said as she curled up.


  “Good night,” Celia replied. She turned over to look at the lamp on the table and drifted off to sleep.


  Mandie finally dozed off with a picture of the holes in their floor in her mind. During the night, she dreamed she saw a huge rat run across their room. It seemed to be making awfully loud squeaking noises. As the rat came closer, suddenly someone was shaking her awake.


  She opened her eyes. Celia was raised up on one elbow with her hand on Mandie’s shoulder.


  “What is it?” Mandie murmured.


  “Mandie, I think there’s a rat under our bed,” Celia said in a nervous whisper. She moved closer to Mandie.


  Mandie instantly sat up and looked around the lighted room. “A rat?” she asked softly. “I think I heard a squeak.”


  “I did, too, Mandie,” Celia said, sliding down under the quilt.


  Mandie slowly threw back the cover on her side and stepped onto the floor. She quickly stooped down, trying to see under the bed.


  “Mandie, what are you doing?” Celia asked as she anxiously raised up on an elbow.


  “I’m looking for the rat,” Mandie said, rubbing her eyes. She couldn’t see anything under the bed. The rug seemed to be in place. She was puzzled. She had definitely heard a rat. Was it in her dream? Or was it the same one Celia thought she’d heard?


   “Well?” Celia questioned.


  “I can’t see any rat,” Mandie replied as she straightened up and made a dive back into the bed.


  “I’m sure I heard one,” Celia told her as she lay back down.


  “I did, too, but he’s gone now,” Mandie said, pulling the covers up around her shoulders.


  “Mandie, you know what we need to do?” Celia asked.


  Mandie knew what she was going to say. “Get Snowball from Grandmother’s house and keep him in our room until these men get finished,” she said.


  “Right,” Celia agreed. “That’s what I was going to suggest. But do you think Miss Prudence will allow you to keep him here?”


  “Remember he has stayed here before, that time we found the dead mouse,” Mandie told her.


  Celia shivered and said, “Yes, I remember that very well.”


  “Tomorrow morning I’ll ask Miss Prudence if I can go over to Grandmother’s house and get him,” Mandie said. “I think she will allow it if we tell her we had a rat in our room.”


  “But, Mandie, we don’t know for sure there was a rat here in our room,” Celia reminded her.


  “I’m sure there was, because I heard one squeaking, and you said the same thing,” Mandie told her. “And Aunt Phoebe said the workmen are stirring up rats and spiders and dust and things. Remember?”


  “Yes, and I suppose she has seen a rat,” Celia agreed.


  “I would imagine Miss Prudence might like to have Snowball around while all these holes are open, because I don’t think she likes rats any better than we do,” Mandie said.


  “I just wish we had him in here right now. I’d sleep better,” Celia said.


  “If Miss Prudence agrees, I’ll go over to Grandmother’s right after breakfast and get him. I just hope he will stay in our room and won’t run away,” Mandie said.


  “I’ll help you look after him,” Celia told her.


  Mandie thought about the upsetting mess the workmen were causing. It was a long time until Thanksgiving, and they might not even be done by then. It could possibly be Christmas before they finished. How was she ever going to be able to stand the noise, the fear of rats or even spiders, not to mention the dust the workmen stirred up.


   “Good night again, Mandie,” Celia said. “I hope I can go back to sleep.”


  “Good night,” Mandie replied. “Wake me up if you hear another rat.”


  “You can count on that,” Celia said.


  “Just try to get your mind on something else, like the tea tomorrow when Tommy Patton and Robert come over from Mr. Chadwick’s School,” Mandie told her.


  “Hmmm,” Celia whispered.


  The girls finally drifted off to sleep.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  UNEXPECTED VISITOR


   The next morning, Celia was the first to wake. She nudged Mandie and said, “Do you suppose it’s safe to step out on the floor?”


  Mandie sat up, looked around, and said, “Someone has already made the fire in the fireplace, so if there was a rat around, it got scared off.” She slid out of bed. Celia followed.


  “I wonder what they thought about our lamp still burning—whoever lit the fire,” Celia remarked as she began getting her clothes together to dress.


  “Oh, it was probably Aunt Phoebe, and you know she is not about to say anything that would get us in trouble,” Mandie said with a shrug as she took down a dress from the tall chifferobe.


  Celia hovered near the warmth of the fire as she dressed. “Are you going to ask Miss Prudence about bringing Snowball to our room?” she asked.


  “As soon as we eat breakfast,” Mandie replied, pulling her dress on. “I’m glad we’re in the first sitting in the dining room so we can get finished early and I can catch Miss Prudence afterward.” She paused and frowned, then looked at Celia and said, “I don’t remember seeing Polly Cornwallis yesterday. She’s still here, isn’t she?”


  “Oh yes, she’s still going to school here. She changed to the second sitting for meals while you were gone to the Woodards’ house last  week. She said the first one was too early, so Miss Prudence let her change,” Celia explained.


  “But she wasn’t in any of our classes yesterday, either,” Mandie added.


  “That’s because she also changed her schedule. I believe she has made some friends and wanted to be in classes with them,” Celia said as she buttoned up her dress.


  “Oh well, I’m sure we’ll see her at the social,” Mandie said, brushing her shiny hair. “I’ll probably wear my new red dress, the one trimmed with navy that Aunt Lou made for me,” Mandie said as she quickly tied her hair back with a ribbon. She looked at Celia and smiled, adding, “Somehow that dress makes me feel all grown-up. Ready to go?”


  “Ready,” Celia agreed. She fluffed out her long auburn hair with one last look in the mirror.


  They were the first ones in line at the dining room door. And after breakfast was over and Miss Prudence had dismissed them from the table, they were the first ones out into the hallway. Mandie hurried to catch up with Miss Prudence, who had gone on toward her office. Celia followed.


  “Miss Prudence,” Mandie said, coming up behind the headmistress at her office door. “May I ask you something?”


  Miss Prudence turned to look at her and said, “Why, of course, Amanda. Come on into my office.” She entered the room and Mandie followed. Celia stayed outside in the corridor.


  As she walked behind her desk, Miss Prudence asked, “Now, what’s your question, Amanda?” She sat down.


  “Would you give me permission to bring Snowball over here from my grandmother’s house and let him stay in our room? We think we have a rat coming out of one of those holes in the floor,” Mandie spoke fast.


  “A rat? Oh dear! Did y’all see a rat in your room?” Miss Prudence visibly shivered at the thought.


  “We woke up during the night, and I heard a rat squeak somewhere; so we got up and looked around, and the noise stopped. So he must have gone back out one of the holes,” Mandie explained.


  “You know it’s against my rules to have a cat in the house,” Miss Prudence said, hesitating.


   “Yes, ma’am, but we’ve never had holes in the floor and the walls before, either,” Mandie reminded her.


  “Under the circumstances,” Miss Prudence began, and she paused to look at Mandie, “I suppose it would be permissible to bring the cat here, but you must keep him in your room. He is not to roam the house or disturb the other girls. Do you understand, Amanda?”


  “Yes, ma’am, thank you, Miss Prudence,” Mandie replied with a smile. “The only time he’ll be out of my room is when I take him outdoors for exercise.”


  “All right, now I believe Uncle Cal is going to the depot this morning to pick up a package that came in for me on the train. You may go with him and detour by your grandmother’s house to get the cat,” Miss Prudence told her.


  “Oh, thank you, Miss Prudence! I’ll go find him,” Mandie said as she started to leave the room.


  “Amanda, don’t forget. We are having guests today. You need to get this errand over with so you will be ready for the tea this afternoon,” Miss Prudence reminded her.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said as she rushed out of the room and found Celia waiting just down the hallway.


  “What did she say?” Celia asked.


  “I have permission to go with Uncle Cal when he picks up something at the depot, and then we’ll go by Grandmother’s and get Snowball. Come on. I have to find Uncle Cal,” Mandie told her.


  They found Uncle Cal in the kitchen. He was Aunt Phoebe’s husband, and they lived in the little cottage in the backyard of the school. He had just finished his breakfast and was telling Phoebe he planned to leave shortly.


  “I has to git somethin’ from de depot fo’ Miz Prudence, and I might as well git on and git it,” he was saying.


  As Mandie and Celia walked down to the far end of the long kitchen where he and Aunt Phoebe were talking, Mandie said, “I want to go with you, Uncle Cal. Miss Prudence said I could bring Snowball over here because of the rats and that you could take me by Grandmother’s house to get him.”


  “Dat be a right good idea,” Aunt Phoebe said. “Maybe he catch all de rats in dis heah house. I fix de sandbox fo’ him whilst you gone.”


  “And I’ll help,” Celia said.


   Uncle Cal started out the door, and Mandie followed. She turned back to say, “Thanks, Celia, I should have asked Miss Prudence if you could ride with us over there.”


  “Hurry back,” Celia called to her.


  “I will,” Mandie promised.


  Uncle Cal drove by the depot and picked up a huge box for Miss Prudence. Mandie wondered what could be in it. It barely fit into the back of the rig.


  “Where did that box come from, Uncle Cal?” Mandie asked as a workman at the depot helped him load it.


  “Miz Prudence, she say she ask fo’ de box from Noo Yawk,” the old man replied as he got back into the rig.


  “New York,” Mandie repeated. “I wonder what she is getting from up there.”


  Uncle Cal shook the reins and drove on down the street. “Might be books,” he said as they traveled along the cobblestone street. “Most books come from Noo Yawk.”


  “I suppose it could be just books. I thought maybe it might be something really interesting,” Mandie said with a big sigh.


  Mrs. Taft wasn’t home, but Annie was. She helped Mandie round up Snowball. Uncle Cal waited in the driveway with the rig.


  Mandie hurried through the house calling, “Snowball, Snowball. Where are you? Come here, Snowball.” Annie followed.


  “Oh, where is that cat?” Mandie asked as they glanced into rooms along the way—and there were lots of rooms in the huge mansion.


  “Upstairs mebbe,” Annie said.


  “Oh sure, he’s piled up on my bed, fast asleep,” Mandie said, laughing as she raced up the steps and down the corridor to the room she claimed for her own when she stayed with her grandmother. The door was slightly open, and Mandie gave it a push to look inside. There was the white cat, curled up on her bed. He looked at her, stood up on the counterpane, and stretched.


  “He not been heah long ’cause I give him breakfast li’l while ago,” the young maid told Mandie.


  Mandie reached over and picked him up. “Let me get your leash,” she told him as she took down the red leash hanging on a hook by the tall wardrobe. She hooked it onto his collar and set him down to walk. “Now, let’s go.”


   Snowball had learned a long time ago that when Mandie put his leash on, they were going outside. He tried to run down the stairs to the front door, but Mandie kept a firm hold on the leash to slow him down.


  “Annie, would you please tell Grandmother that Miss Prudence gave me permission to come and get Snowball because of the rats in the schoolhouse?” Mandie asked her.


  “Lawsy mercy, you dun got rats in de schoolhouse!” Annie said with a loud gasp.


  “They may be coming out of the holes in the walls and the floors,” Mandie explained. “I’m sure Celia and I heard one in our room last night, but when we got up and looked we couldn’t see anything.”


  “Do be careful,” Annie told Mandie as Mandie hurried to get into the rig with Uncle Cal. Mandie waved back at the young girl.


  When Mandie got back to the schoolhouse, she brought Snowball upstairs and set him down in her and Celia’s room. The cat immediately ran around the room sniffing and then lay down and scratched at the rug over the hole in the floor.


  “He knows there’s a hole under that rug,” Mandie told Celia as the two watched him. “He probably smells a rat.”


  “And he may manage to pull the rug off the hole,” Celia added. “I think I’ll sleep better tonight with him in the room.”


  “So will I, because I know if a rat dares enter this room, Snowball will make a meal of him,” Mandie said with a laugh.


  At the noon meal, Miss Prudence made an announcement. She took her place at the head of the long table while the girls filed into the room and stood behind their chairs.


  The headmistress picked up her little silver bell by her plate and shook it, making it tinkle softly. “Young ladies,” she said. “I must trust you all to be on your best behavior, and I will leave you alone for the meal. Our special guest, Miss Marston, has arrived, and Miss Hope and I will be dining with her in our living quarters. Aunt Pheobe and Millie will be in and out of the room here while you enjoy your food, and they will give me a report on your conduct. Now please be seated. I will see you all at tea this afternoon.” She motioned for them to sit down.


  As the girls took their places at the table, Miss Prudence left the dining room. The students all looked at each other, but even without  Miss Prudence’s presence they didn’t dare speak a word. Conversation was always forbidden during mealtime.


  Mandie and Celia, who sat next to each other, hurried through their meal and had to wait for some of the others to finish. Then Aunt Phoebe walked up to the head of the table and said, “Miz Prudence say y’all dismissed when you gits done eatin’.”


  Without a word, all the pupils hurried out of the room, but once they stepped into the hallway, conversation began. And most of it was about the tea that was being held that afternoon.


  “I should take Snowball out for a walk,” Mandie told Celia as they paused in the corridor. “I’ll give him something to eat after the tea.”


  “All right,” Celia said as they started for the stairs. “Where are you going to feed him, Mandie?”


  “Don’t you worry none ’bout dat,” Aunt Phoebe said as she came up behind them. “I bring him down to de kitchen aftuh a while and give him something to eat. Y’all jes’ do de exercisin’, I do de feedin’, and I sho hopes he ketch a rat or two.”


  Mandie and Celia had stopped and turned around when the woman spoke. “Oh, thank you, Aunt Phoebe, and I hope he catches some rats, too,” Mandie told her. “And thanks for putting the sandbox in our room for him. We’re going to take him outside now. Then we’ll come back and begin getting ready for the tea.”


  The girls opened the door to their room and found Snowball crouching over the hole in the floor. He had pulled the rug away and was so intent on whatever he could smell that he ignored Mandie when she spoke to him.


  “Snowball, come on, we’re going outside for a little while,” she said as she stooped to push him away and pull the rug back in place. Snowball finally looked up at his mistress and made growling sounds as though he were trying to talk.


  Celia laughed and said, “He doesn’t like that. He probably smelled a rat down that hole.”


  “Too bad, because right now he’s got to go outside,” Mandie said, reaching for his leash on the bureau and snapping it onto his collar.


  The girls took the cat out for a walk in the yard. Mandie held tightly to his leash so he could not run away. Mornings and nights were cool now with autumn weather, but the middle of the day was warm in the sunshine.


   “I suppose Miss Prudence will have the tea inside the house even though it is warm enough to be outdoors,” Mandie remarked.


  “I would imagine so,” Celia replied. “For one thing, Miss Marston will probably play the piano for us or sing, and she would have to do that inside.”


  “I wonder if my grandmother is coming over for the tea,” Mandie said as they walked about. “Since she was the one who got Miss Marston to come, I suppose she will be here. And that could spell trouble. You heard that remark April Snow made to me about my grandmother and that ‘music business,’ as she called it.”


  “I doubt that April would do anything to make trouble with your grandmother or Miss Marston while they’re here. Miss Prudence would really punish her if she tried anything,” Celia said, reaching up to pull a dried leaf from the huge magnolia tree they were walking under. She split it into small pieces as they continued through the yard.


  “But you know April Snow. She never seems to give a hoot whether she gets into trouble or not. In fact, she always looks as if she enjoys it,” Mandie replied. She tightened her grip on the leash to slow Snowball down as he tried to rush ahead.


  “Well, I hope April Snow behaves herself this afternoon,” Celia replied.


  They walked down the long driveway and were almost to the road when someone called Mandie’s name. Mandie quickly stopped and looked back. Polly Cornwallis was hurrying toward them.


  “Mandie, Miss Prudence wants to see you,” Polly called to her as she got closer.


  Mandie and Celia came to meet her. “Miss Prudence wants to see me?” Mandie asked as they caught up with each other.


  “Yes, and she said right now,” Polly told her. She tossed her long dark hair as she looked at Mandie with eyes that were as dark as chinquapins.


  “Right now? I wonder what she wants,” Mandie said as the three slowly began the uphill walk to the front steps.


  “I have no idea. She just now stopped me in the hallway and said, ‘Go find Amanda,’ and I happened to see you and Celia go outside with Snowball a little while ago,” Polly explained.


  “It must be important, whatever it is,” Celia commented.


   “I suppose, but I can’t imagine what she wants,” Mandie said as they reached the front porch.


  Polly went ahead and opened the front door. Celia reached for Snowball’s leash. “Let me have Snowball, Mandie. I’ll take him on up to our room,” she said.


  Mandie gave her the end of the leash and said, “I should be up shortly. That is, if I am not in trouble about something.” She frowned.


  “I’ll see y’all after while,” Polly called back as she hurried up the staircase in the front hallway. Celia followed.


  Mandie walked toward Miss Prudence’s office. She stopped outside the doorway and looked in. The headmistress was sitting behind her desk.


  “Come on in, Amanda,” Miss Prudence invited her. “This will only take a minute.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said as she stepped inside to stand before the desk. She watched Miss Prudence closely.


  “Amanda, as you know, your grandmother arranged for Miss Marston to come to our school, and we are very grateful,” Miss Prudence began as she looked at Mandie across her desk. “However, we have an unexpected situation that affects you.” She paused.


  Mandie’s heart beat faster. What had she done now? She was silent.


  “It seems that Dr. Woodard has returned to your grandmother’s house for a rest on his way to see other patients, and he has his son, Joe, with him,” Miss Prudence explained as she again paused to look at Mandie.


  “Oh, but, Miss Prudence, my grandmother has always welcomed Dr. Woodard when he comes to town,” Mandie said with a sigh of relief.


  “But, Amanda, this time Mrs. Taft has invited the doctor and his son to our tea this afternoon, and since Joe is not one of Mr. Chadwick’s students, I’m afraid you will have to entertain him or he will feel left out, so to speak,” Miss Prudence said.


  “That’s fine, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said, wondering what the headmistress’s concern was.


  “Therefore, that means you will have to spend your time conversing with Joe rather than the young Patton fellow you always pair off with,” the lady told her.


   Suddenly Mandie realized what Miss Prudence was explaining. She had looked forward to seeing Tommy Patton again, but now Joe had suddenly appeared in town. She would have to talk to Joe instead of Tommy during the tea. She drew a deep breath as she had another thought—one of the other girls might take over Tommy! He was by far the best-looking in Mr. Chadwick’s School, and she knew other girls had been envious of her.


  “Amanda, do you understand what I am saying?” Miss Prudence asked her sharply.


  “Oh yes, ma’am” Mandie said, blowing out her breath. “I will talk to Joe Woodard at the tea.”


  “I will see that another girl is paired off with Thomas Patton. Now you may go,” Miss Prudence said as she rose behind her desk.


  “Yes, ma’am, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said as she turned and left the office.


  Her footsteps dragged on the way to her room as she thought about the situation. Why had her grandmother invited Dr. Woodard and Joe to the tea? She was not happy with the sudden arrangement.


  When she got to her room and told Celia what the summons to the office was all about, Celia was practically speechless with surprise.


  “Grandmother knows I always see Tommy Patton at the teas we have. I don’t know why she did this,” Mandie complained as she walked about the room.


  “I suppose she wanted to attend and, since Joe and his father were at her house, she felt obligated to bring them, Mandie,” Celia tried to console her.


  Mandie suddenly stood still and frowned. “Maybe April Snow is right. My grandmother is taking over the running of this school,” she said.


  “Mandie, let’s lay our clothes out and start getting ready,” Celia told her.


  Mandie bit her lip and said, “Why should I get all dressed up for Joe? He’s seen me in my old gingham dresses.”


  “Oh, but that’s the reason you should get dressed up,” Celia said. “To show Joe how beautiful you can be.”


  Mandie shrugged and followed Celia to the chifferobe to take down the dress she was going to wear. The excitement of the tea had been dulled for her.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  TEA TIME


   Mandie put on her new red dress, piled her long blond hair on top of her head, and pinned a bow in it to match the navy trimming around the neckline and the hemline. As she hooked the chain holding her gold locket around her neck, she opened it and looked at the picture of her father inside. He would have been proud of his daughter in all this finery, she was sure. Oh, if only he could have lived to be an old man, to see me grow up, she thought.


  Celia glanced at her as she walked over to stand before the long mirror in the corner of their room. “I know what you’re thinking,” she told Mandie. “I’m thinking the same thing about my father, if he could see me now. Most fathers live to see their children grow up at least, but that horse . . . put an end to it.” Her voice was full of emotion.


  “At least we still have our mothers,” Mandie reminded her as she closed the cover on her locket.


  “Yes, and I’m thankful for that,” Celia replied as she brushed her long auburn hair. Her pink silk dress gave a slight reflection in her green eyes.


  Snowball was curled up asleep on the bed, and Mandie made sure the door was tightly closed as they left the room. The two girls joined the other students down in the two parlors. Everyone was standing and talking.


   As Mandie and Celia paused at the doorway of the small parlor to look inside, Miss Hope hurried through the crowd, talking as she walked, “Young ladies, please find seats. Mr. Chadwick and his boys will be here any minute now.”


  As there was a scramble for seats, Mandie looked for her grandmother and Dr. Woodard and Joe. Miss Hope, in her best black dress, stood in the center of the room as she announced, “This tea will be informal, and we expect you older girls to pair off with the older boys you all know from Mr. Chadwick’s School. Our new pupils this year will engage in social conversation with his first-year boys. I understand his school is overflowing and has a larger number of boys than we have girls. Therefore, Mr. Chadwick is only bringing as many boys as we have girls.” She paused to look around the room. “Are there any questions?”


  “Please tell me just what an informal tea is?” April Snow asked from a far corner of the room. A snicker went through the crowd.


  “Young ladies, you are supposed to be on your best manners today, and that giggle was very unladylike,” Miss Hope reprimanded the group. Then, looking at April, she replied, “We will just talk and sit around and drink tea. There will be no grades given for the tea today because we will have Miss Marston playing and perhaps singing for us. Does that answer your question, April?”


  April Snow just shrugged, without replying, and turned her gaze in the other direction. Mandie looked the same way and saw her grandmother, Dr. Woodard, and Joe going down the hall outside the doorway. Joe was wearing his Sunday-go-to-meeting suit. His father always dressed in a suit, and Mrs. Taft, of course, was wearing her best.


  “Did you see them?” Mandie whispered to Celia.


  “Yes,” Celia whispered back. “I wonder where they are going and why they didn’t come in here.”


  “They are probably going wherever Miss Prudence is, to meet Miss Marston,” Mandie told her.


  At that moment Mr. Chadwick and his students arrived. The boys formed a line down the hallway to the parlor door. Each one had been given a slip of paper with a girl’s name on it, and as they stepped up to the doorway they announced the names.


  Robert was among the first, and he smiled broadly and said, “Miss Celia Hamilton.”


   Celia smiled back and crossed the room to greet him as she told Mandie, “I’ll explain to Robert just in case you don’t get a chance to speak to Tommy.”


  “Thanks,” Mandie replied as she continued watching the doorway. She was beginning to wonder if Tommy Patton had come with the other students when he appeared and called Etrulia Batson’s name. She watched as Etrulia rose from the other side of the room and joined him at the doorway. He never did seem to catch Mandie’s glance. He and Etrulia followed the other couples across the hall to the larger parlor. Mandie felt so jealous of Etrulia she didn’t pay any attention to the other students.


  Suddenly she realized she was alone in the room. The students had all moved on out through the huge hallway into the other parlor.


  “Where is Joe Woodard? Here I sit like a nincompoop, all by myself,” she said as she rose, shook out the folds in her long skirts, and started toward the door.


  Before she reached the hallway, Joe came rushing into the room. “Sorry, Mandie,” he said. “But I was told to wait until all the students had got paired off before I could come and speak to you.” He paused to look directly at Mandie. “My, my, you look absolutely beautiful! I’m sure I got the prettiest girl in the class.”


  “Oh, Joe, you look so handsome!” Mandie teased back with a big smile.


  “Well, where’s the food?” Joe asked as he looked around the huge room.


  “You know very well this is a tea, and you will only be served a cup of awful-tasting tea and one little tea biscuit,” Mandie replied with a grin. “Too bad you had to get all dressed up just for that.”


  “But I didn’t get dressed up for that. I got dressed to come visit you,” he replied as they stood there in the middle of the floor.


  Mandie didn’t know what to reply, but right then the other students began drifting back into the room.


  “I think we’d better get seats while we can. Some of us will have to stand because this parlor is small, but it has the piano over there,” Mandie told him as she led the way to the far corner of the room. They sat down on a small settee there.


  As soon as all the seats were taken and the other students had found a place to stand, the maids came in with trays and began serving. As  the two accepted tea and biscuits, Mandie whispered to Joe, “We are not being graded today, so I’ll be glad to give you my tea if you want it.”


  Joe looked at her and said, “And I’ll be glad to give you my tea if you want it. Why don’t they at least give you a choice of tea or coffee?” He looked at the cup and saucer in his hand.


  “Because it wouldn’t be a tea if they didn’t serve tea. Joe Woodard, I’ve seen you drink tea before,” Mandie said as she held her cup and saucer.


  “Only when I have to,” Joe said. “And I suppose this is one of those have-to times.” He suddenly raised his cup and smelled the liquid in it. He quickly looked at Mandie. “Try yours.”


  Mandie frowned but finally tasted the brown liquid. Her blue eyes opened wide as she told him, “This is coffee! Somebody will get in trouble when Miss Prudence finds out what we’re drinking.”


  “We’d better drink it up before Miss Prudence tells us to pour it out, then,” Joe said with a grin as he drank heartily from his cup.


  “Yes,” Mandie agreed as she took a bite of her biscuit and then drank the coffee.


  Miss Prudence entered the room with a tall, beautiful brunette woman. She looked to be in her late thirties, Mandie thought. Mrs. Taft and Dr. Woodard followed. Mandie watched as the headmistress indicated where her grandmother and the doctor should sit and then directed Miss Marston to the piano.


  As the others sat down, Miss Prudence stepped over to a small table and spoke. “Young ladies, young gentlemen, we are grateful to have Miss Marston with us today. While you all have your tea, Miss Marston will play,” she announced as Miss Marston adjusted the piano stool. “And I might explain that your tea today is actually coffee in honor of our special guest—Miss Marston does not drink tea. Now here’s Miss Marston.”


  As the pianist struck the first chords of the Blue Danube Waltz, Mandie grinned at Joe and whispered, “I was not interested in Miss Marston before, but now I like her. She drinks coffee.”


  During the performance, Mandie kept glancing around the room in search of Tommy Patton, but if he was in the parlor he was not within her range of vision. When the music ended and Miss Prudence took the floor again, Mandie became interested in hearing what she  was saying, because Uncle Cal was carrying in the large box he had picked up at the depot.


  “We have been given a great opportunity for you music lovers,” Miss Prudence was saying. “Miss Marston has agreed to stay with us until at least the first of the year, and she will add music lessons to our curriculum.” She paused. The group was entirely silent, so she continued, “Now, Uncle Cal, if you would please set that box on the table there.” She indicated a long table at the side and then said, “Young ladies, please form a line and take a music book from the box. We will be using these books with our lessons.”


  Mandie sighed and Joe grinned at her as they stood up. Then he tried to act serious and said, “Mandie, you know in order to be a lady you need to be accomplished in music.”


  “I don’t want to be a lady, not the kind Miss Prudence expects us to be,” Mandie told him as she moved toward the line.


  “But it’s nice to be able to play a piano for your own enjoyment,” Joe said.


  “Nice for you because your mother taught piano,” Mandie reminded him as she fell in behind the last girl and Joe sat back down.


  Mandie was thinking to herself, What a miserable day! when she heard Celia calling to her. She looked up and saw her friend ahead in the line.


  “Mandie,” Celia said as she stepped back to join Mandie. “Isn’t this a wonderful opportunity for us?”


  “Oh, Celia, you know I’m not really interested when there are other things I’d much rather get involved in,” Mandie replied.


  “Yes, I know,” Celia replied. “Robert and I have been sitting across the hallway, through the double doors there in the other parlor. Everyone couldn’t get in here without being stepped on.”


  “Is Tommy in there, too?” Mandie asked.


  “He and Etrulia Batson are sitting near us, but we haven’t been talking to them. For one thing, Etrulia sure has a busy tongue, and Tommy seems to devour every word,” Celia replied.


  Mandie frowned and didn’t answer as they moved on.


  “Don’t worry, Mandie,” Celia said. “I believe Etrulia is one of those women that men just don’t know what to do with them, and Tommy is just full of curiosity and doesn’t know how to react to all that talking she is doing.”


   Mandie still didn’t reply.


  As they reached the table with the box of books, Mandie took one and said, “Uncle Cal thought there might be books in the box when we picked it up at the depot on the way to Grandmother’s house.” Celia picked up a book and looked inside as they move on, but Mandie didn’t even open hers.


  “I have to go back to Robert,” Celia said. “If I hear anything interesting, I’ll tell you about it later.”


  “And I have to go back to Joe,” Mandie said with a sigh.


  When everyone had taken a book from the box and returned to their places, Miss Prudence spoke again. “Young ladies, you are now free to spend the rest of the day in whatever way you choose. Just be sure you bring the music books to your first class Monday, and we will set up a schedule for music lessons. You are dismissed.”


  Mr. Chadwick immediately spoke from the doorway. “Young men, we will now return to our school. Please bid the young ladies good-bye and assemble on the front lawn for transportation.”


  Mandie sat with Joe, silently watching as the room emptied out, and the sound of conversation drifted away. She looked around and saw that Miss Marston, Miss Prudence, Miss Hope, her grandmother, and Joe’s father had also left.


  “Let’s sit in the swing on the front porch,” Mandie told Joe as they stood up.


  As they started toward the door, Mandie looked down at the book in her hands and said, “If you don’t mind, I’ll take this up to my room, and I’ll be right back.”


  “Of course, Mandie, go ahead. I’ll wait for you on the porch,” Joe replied as he continued toward the front door.


  Mandie rushed up the stairs and found Celia had returned to their room.


  “Is Joe gone already?” Celia asked as she turned away from the window where she had been watching the boys drive away in their rigs.


  “No, he’s waiting for me on the porch. Why don’t you come on down and join us?” Mandie said as she placed the music book on the bureau. She felt something was wrong, and then she suddenly remembered. Quickly looking around the room, she asked, “Where is Snowball?”


   “Oh, Snowball!” Celia said with a loud gasp. “I don’t remember seeing him when I came in just now.”


  The two girls quickly searched under the bed, inside the tall chifferobe, and every place where the cat might be. Snowball was definitely missing.


  “Celia, I have to find Snowball. There’s no telling where he went,” Mandie told her friend.


  “I’ll help you, Mandie,” Celia said. “But where could he be?”


  Mandie thought for a moment, and then she said, “First I’ll see if Aunt Phoebe has taken him down to the kitchen to eat. Come on.”


  The girls hurried downstairs and back to the kitchen where Aunt Phoebe and the extra maids were cleaning up after the tea.


  “Now what fo’ y’all in such a hurry?” the old woman asked as she looked up from the dishes she was stacking on the table.


  “Snowball, Aunt Phoebe, is he down here?” Mandie asked as she and Celia quickly looked around the room.


  “I ain’t seed him, not since dis mawnin’ when you brang him from yo’ grandmother’s. In fact, I was jes’ afixin’ to go git him and give him a bite to eat,” Aunt Phoebe explained as she wiped her hands on her large white apron.


  “Somehow he got out of our room, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie said. Turning to Celia, she asked, “Was the door closed when you went in?”


  “It was closed. I remember thinking I should be sure to close it behind me when I went inside so he couldn’t get out,” Celia replied.


  Mandie stomped her foot and said, “Oh, shucks! I suppose I’ll have to spend the rest of the day looking for him. I just hope Miss Prudence doesn’t find out he’s running around loose somewhere.”


  “Y’all jes’ don’t tell huh ’less she asks,” Aunt Phoebe advised. “If you don’t find him soon, let me know, and I’ll git Cal to he’p.”


  “Thanks, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie said.


  “With all those students going and coming, someone could have let him outside, Mandie,” Celia said as they turned to leave the kitchen.


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “So I suppose we should start down here to look for him and then work our way upstairs.”


  As they left the kitchen and started down the hallway, Mandie remembered that Joe was waiting. “I’d better let Joe know,” she said as she walked toward the front door.


   When she and Celia stepped outside onto the front porch and Mandie told Joe, he grinned and said, “That’s to be expected from that cat. You know he loves to run away.”


  Mandie frowned and said, “I don’t know where my grandmother and your father are right now, but I sure hope Snowball doesn’t find them.”


  “You girls look for Snowball, and I’ll look for the adults and try to keep them out of your way,” Joe said with a laugh.


  “All right, we’ll catch up with you in a little while,” Mandie told him.


  They all went inside the house. Joe walked toward Miss Prudence’s office, and Mandie and Celia circled in the opposite direction to search the parlors and classrooms. They looked under all the furniture and in all the closets and cabinets.


  Their search took a long time. The schoolhouse was big because it had once been a huge mansion and had been converted into the present school. There were currently forty girls living there, and the two mistresses, Miss Prudence and Miss Hope, had their private quarters on the first floor. Mandie and Celia shared a small room on the third floor.


  So it took a while to cover the whole house in their search. They even tried the attic door, but it was latched, and Mandie knew Snowball could not have gone in there. Since they had on their fancy dresses and the attic was usually full of dust, they didn’t go inside.


  “He has to be somewhere,” Mandie said with a loud moan as they stood at the top of the steps to the attic.


  “Do you suppose he has gone into Miss Prudence’s part of the house?” Celia asked.


  “I sure hope not. But you know we can’t go into all the girls’ rooms to look for him, so he could be in one of those,” Mandie replied as they descended the stairs. “Let’s look around the first floor again. He might have smelled food and found his way down there.”


  The two girls went through the rooms on the first floor again and finally ended up in the parlor.


  “He must be outside,” Mandie said with a sigh.


  Celia walked over to the baby grand piano. “I’d love to take lessons on this,” she said as she ran her fingers down the keyboard, causing a few keys to strike.


   Mandie was watching her when suddenly she heard a growl and saw Snowball jump out of the piano. She quickly grabbed him and said, “He was inside the piano!” She bent to look under the raised lid. “I hope he didn’t damage something.”


  Celia looked, too, and said, “I don’t think he did.”


  “Of all the places to hide,” Mandie said, frowning as she held tightly to the cat. “I might as well take him to Aunt Phoebe so she can feed him while he’s down here.”


  “He must like music,” Celia said with a giggle.


  “But he couldn’t have been in there when Miss Marston played,” Mandie said as they started down the hallway. “Why don’t you see if you can find Joe and let him know we found Snowball? Then we can all go out on the porch.”


  “All right, we’ll meet you there,” Celia said as she continued toward Miss Prudence’s quarters, and Mandie went on to the kitchen.


  Mandie pushed open the door and announced, “Here he is, Aunt Phoebe, and you’ll never guess where he was.”


  Aunt Phoebe stopped drying dishes to look at her. “In Miz Prudence’s rooms?”


  “Oh no, thank goodness,” Mandie replied. “He was inside the piano.”


  The other maids paused in their work to listen to Mandie’s description of her and Celia’s search.


  “You jes’ leave dat cat wid me, and I’ll feed him,” the old woman told her.


  Mandie looked around the kitchen and asked, “How are you going to keep him from running out when someone opens the door?”


  “I feeds him in de broom closet, and I shuts de do’,” Aunt Phoebe explained.


  Mandie frowned and asked, “You shut him up in the closet?”


  “Oh, but dat closet it’s got a window,” Aunt Phoebe explained. “He ain’t gwine smother in dere.” She reached for Snowball, who seemed glad to change hands.


  “Thank you, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie said. “Then you’ll put him back in our room, won’t you?”


  “Dat I’ll do,” the woman replied as she started toward the broom closet with Snowball.


   “I appreciate it,” Mandie said. “I’m sorry to cause you so much trouble.”


  The woman paused to look at her and, with a loud grunt, she said, “Humph! Ain’t no trouble. But you ain’t like yo’ mother, Miz ’Lizbeth, when she went to school heah. She always quiet. Nobody ever know she ’bout. But you, Missy ’Manda, you keep us happy wid all de excitement. Now you go ’head and see dat Joe boy. I tend to dis heah cat.” She opened the door to the closet and put Snowball inside and then closed the door.


  “Thanks,” Mandie said with a big smile as she blew a kiss to the woman and went on out the door in search of her friends.


  Mandie found them on the front porch. She joined Joe in the swing as Celia sat in a rocker nearby.


  “Whew!” she said. “He’s all taken care of. Joe, did you learn anything new from the adults that we ought to know?”


  “Not much, except that Miss Marston will not be here all the time—every day, that is—because she has engagements for the season and will be teaching here in-between,” Joe replied.


  “I just thought of something,” Mandie told her friends. “How is Miss Marston going to teach music when those workmen are always hammering and making so much noise that we can’t even hear half the teacher says?”


  Celia thought about that for a moment and said, “I have an idea Miss Prudence will demand that they be quiet while Miss Marston is teaching.”


  “Is it really that bad?” Joe asked.


  “Terrible. You should be here to hear it,” Mandie replied. “I can’t wait to see how Miss Prudence will solve that problem.”


  And she didn’t have long to wait because Miss Prudence made an announcement at supper that night. And Mandie didn’t like what she had to say.


  CHAPTER NINE


  DISAPPEARED!


   At supper that night, Miss Prudence brought all the adults with her to dine with the girls. Joe sat next to his father, with Mrs. Taft and Miss Marston at the head of the table, beside the headmistress.


  After they were all seated, Miss Prudence tinkled the little silver bell she kept by her place and made an announcement.


  “Young ladies,” she began, “we have had a conference this afternoon, and Mrs. Taft has volunteered the use of one of her parlors and pianos for you students here who will be taking lessons from Miss Marston, since, as you all know, the workmen have to make all that noise to install the furnace and the electric lights.”


  Mandie didn’t like this idea at all. Her grandmother’s house was practically her home while she attended school, and the idea of all these other girls invading it upset her. She felt Celia squeeze her hand under the edge of the white linen tablecloth.


  “No!” Mandie said under her breath. She didn’t want all these girls traipsing through her grandmother’s house.


  “We will begin lessons on Monday with the entire group assembled in the chapel for an introduction to music. Then we will set up a schedule, and Uncle Cal will drive you girls to and from Mrs. Taft’s house for lessons,” Miss Prudence continued.


  Mandie felt everyone looking at her. She could almost hear what  they were thinking. Her grandmother was getting too involved in running the school.


  As soon as supper was over, the girls were dismissed, but Miss Prudence stopped Mandie and Celia as they started to leave the dining room.


  “Amanda, your grandmother has asked permission for you and Celia Hamilton to spend tonight at her house since Dr. Woodard and his son Joe will be there,” Miss Prudence told her. “If you two would like to do that, you may go.”


  “Oh yes, ma’am,” Mandie said as she looked ahead for Joe, who was stepping into the hallway.


  “And so would I, Miss Prudence,” Celia added.


  “Then make sure you return in time for supper tomorrow night,” Miss Prudence told them, and she went to join Miss Marston, who was waiting for her at the doorway.


  Ben, Mrs. Taft’s driver, was waiting with her rig and took her, Dr. Woodard, Joe, Mandie, and Celia to her house. The only talk about music that night was Mrs. Taft telling Mandie she would have to begin piano lessons.


  After they were in their room for the night, Mandie said to Celia, “I suppose I’ll have to take piano lessons. I have to do whatever Grandmother decides. It’s impossible to change her mind.”


  “But, Mandie, I think you’ll like piano lessons after you get started,” Celia told her as she dressed for bed. “I remember I didn’t want to take lessons, either, when I was small, but now I’m glad I can play, and I want to go on with my music. I want to get better and maybe even make a career of it.”


  Mandie kicked off her slippers as she jumped into bed and said, “Like Miss Marston?”


  “I’d like to try for that, but I don’t know whether I could ever be that good or not,” Celia said as she got in on the other side of the big bed.


  Snowball jumped up on top of the cover and curled up at Mandie’s feet.


  “Oh, Celia, I’m sure you can do it if that’s what you want, but somehow I can’t picture you as a pianist,” Mandie told her. “Maybe a teacher, but not a pianist.”


  “But, Mandie, I would like to teach, too, like Miss Marston is doing,” Celia said.


   “Well, I suppose my grandmother has it all cut out for me to manage the family business when I grow up,” Mandie said. “But you know what I’d like to do. I’d like to live out in the country and farm and have lots of animals around.”


  Celia sighed and said, “We’ll probably both change our minds a few times before we’re old enough to do such things. And we both may end up old married women.”


  Mandie quickly turned over to protest. “Not me,” she said. “First of all, I want to do things and go places. I don’t want to get married and settle down in one place. I want to see the world, see how other people live. And then I’d like to live in the country.”


  “Well, you could begin by going to New York with me and my mother,” Celia told her. “Don’t forget to write and ask your mother if you can go.”


  Mandie suddenly jumped out of bed, turned up the lamp, and said, “I’m going to do that right now.” She got a pen and paper out of the desk in the room and quickly scribbled a letter to her mother.


  “Tell her I asked you to go, and I know my mother would want you to go with us, too. I’m sure she trusts my mother to take good care of you. After all, your mother and my mother went to school together and have known each other all these years,” Celia said as she sat up in bed and watched Mandie. “And we could go visit Jonathan Guyer.”


  “Oh yes, we’d have to go see Jonathan,” Mandie said as she folded the paper, put it into an envelope, addressed it, and licked it to seal it. “Now all I have to do is give this to Ben, and he will mail it for me.” She laid the letter on the bureau and then turned down the lamp before jumping back into bed.


  
    

  


  Sunday after the noon meal, Dr. Woodard and Joe left on their way home. Soon after that, Mandie and Celia took Snowball and returned to school.


  After supper at school, Mandie and Celia went back up to their room to catch up with some studying before they crawled into bed for the night.


  Monday morning, in accordance with Miss Prudence’s order, the girls in the school gathered in the chapel. Miss Marston gave them  a lecture on the basics of music, but only a few in the group seemed really interested.


  “Now, if you will all study the first chapter in your music books, we will begin with scales tomorrow when we go to Mrs. Taft’s house for our first lesson,” Miss Marston told them. “Miss Prudence has said we will make these sessions short so all the girls who desire to study music may begin with their lessons.”


  Desire! Mandie thought. She should have said, “All the girls who were required to study music.” Celia had taken in every word Miss Marston had to say. Evidently Miss Prudence had held the workmen off until Miss Marston was finished, because once the girls began leaving the chapel, the loud noises began in furious rapidity.


  Mandie had not run into Etrulia Batson since Saturday, until that morning. Talking was not permitted except in the hallways, and as Mandie and Celia stepped into the corridor, Etrulia, who was ahead of them, turned back to speak.


  “Mandie, did you know Tommy Patton has an ancestor who was a pirate? Tommy told me all about him. He used to rob ships off the coast of Charleston,” Etrulia said.


  Mandie stopped and looked at the girl. “That’s not so,” she said. “He had sea captains in his family. I’ve been to his house in Charleston, and I’ve seen their portraits.”


  Etrulia looked at her sharply and said, “He plainly told me he had a pirate ancestor. His name was something-or-other Grey. I can’t remember the first name.”


  Suddenly April Snow, who was immediately in front of Etrulia, turned around and said, “He did not. My ancestor who was a pirate was named Grey.”


  “Well, then, maybe you’re kin,” Celia spoke up with a big laugh.


  “I’m no kin to that snob,” April said loudly as she pushed her way ahead in the crowd of girls who had stopped to listen to the conversation.


  Etrulia started to walk on, but Mandie called to her, “I think you’d better ask Tommy exactly what he did tell you. I’m sure he doesn’t have an ancestor who was a pirate.”


  “Humph!” Etrulia muttered as she glanced back and kept on going.


  Mandie stomped her foot and said, “Well then, I’ll ask him myself—whenever I see him again.”


   “I think it would be awfully intriguing to have a pirate in the family genealogy,” Celia said as they continued down the hallway. “And according to history, there were lots of pirates back in the old days, so there must be quite a few people who have descended from them.”


  “I’ve never known anyone kin to a pirate,” Mandie told her as they came to the doorway of their next class and entered the room.


  At noontime the girls quickly ran to their room, left their books, and freshened up. Snowball roamed around the room, rubbing against Mandie’s ankles and purring.


  “Snowball, what are you talking about?” Mandie teased him as she stooped and rubbed his head, which caused him to look up at her with his blue eyes and start meowing loudly. “I know. You’re probably begging for food. It won’t be long now before Aunt Phoebe comes to get you. And I know she’ll have lots for you to eat. You behave now.” She stood up.


  Celia looked at her and smiled as she asked, “Do you really believe Snowball understands what you say?”


  Mandie laughed and said, “I just pretend he does, and he pretends I can understand him. Let’s go.”


  The girls quickly left the room. Mandie was sure to shut the door before Snowball could follow. They raced down the stairs to get in line at the dining room.


  Miss Prudence set the time limit at the table. The girls all had learned that when the headmistress was finished with her food, the meal was over, so they usually hurried.


  Mandie and Celia rushed back to their room to get their books for the next class after the noon meal. As they opened the door, Mandie noticed the rug over the hole in the floor had been pushed back into a pile.


  “Snowball must have done this,” she said as she bent to straighten the rug and cover the hole. She looked around the room. “And Aunt Phoebe must have already come up and got him to go eat.”


  “Probably,” Celia agreed as she quickly pinned back a fly-away wisp of hair. “Ready?” She picked up her books.


  “Ready,” Mandie agreed as she grabbed her books from a chair.


  They had two classes after the noon meal each day and were then usually free for the rest of the day to study or take care of other things, unless Miss Prudence added something extra now and then. So after Mandie and Celia finished their two classes that afternoon, they returned to their room.


   Mandie cautiously opened the door as she watched for her cat, who was always ready to make an escape. She stepped inside as Celia followed.


  “Snowball, where are you?” Mandie said as she looked about the room. She quickly flipped up the bed ruffle and looked beneath as she called, “Snowball.”


  Celia helped her look. There was no cat to be found.


  “He’s not here,” Mandie said as she stood in the middle of the room.


  “Maybe Aunt Phoebe has him down in the kitchen,” Celia said.


  “I’d better go see,” Mandie said with a loud sigh. “I’ll be right back.”


  But when Mandie found Aunt Phoebe in the kitchen, the woman was puzzled.


  “I goes up to git him to eat at noontime, and he ain’t no place in de room,” she explained. “Dat cat musta got out someways.”


  “Oh, Aunt Phoebe, how am I ever going to find him?” Mandie said in exasperation. “Someone must have let him out, because we are always real careful to close the door when we leave.”


  “I figures he roamin’ dis heah house somewhere,” Aunt Phoebe said. “But I ain’t seed him all day.”


  “If you do see him, would you please put him in our room and let me know?” Mandie asked. “I’ll have to start looking and I suppose Celia will help me.”


  The two girls began searching the parlors and classrooms on the first floor. The other students had gone to their rooms or were walking outside. The workmen were working loudly in the basement.


  After the girls finished searching the first floor without any luck, Mandie said, “Let’s go ask the workmen if they’ve seen Snowball.”


  “You mean go in the basement where they’re making all that noise?” Celia asked as the two stopped in the front hallway.


  “We’ve looked every place on this floor except Miss Prudence’s and Miss Hope’s private quarters, and I’m sure Miss Prudence would let me know if Snowball happened to ramble into her part of the house,” Mandie replied. “We could just go down to the bottom of the cellar stairs and holler and ask the men if they’ve seen him.”


  “Well, all right, as long as you don’t go any farther than that,” Celia reluctantly agreed.


   But when the two girls got to the cellar, the noise was so loud they couldn’t make the men hear them. Mandie could see two of them banging on pipes farther into the basement. She quickly walked toward them while Celia stayed on the steps.


  “Hello, have y’all seen my cat?” she called out, but the men still didn’t seem to hear her.


  As she stepped up behind them, she screamed with all her might, “Have y’all seen my cat?” But the men worked right on. She reached forward to pull on the sleeve of one of the men. He immediately turned around and looked at her in surprise. The other man also stopped work. “Have y’all seen my cat?” she asked again.


  The two men frowned and looked at her and then at each other, without replying.


  “I’ve lost my cat,” Mandie explained. “Have you seen a white cat?”


  The two men were plainly puzzled. They made signs to each other and then turned to look at Mandie as they motioned to indicate they could not hear.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie murmured to herself as she made one last try. Puckering up her lips she tried to mouth the word “cat,” but the men still stared without response. Mandie smiled at them, and they smiled back. She went back to join Celia on the steps.


  “They’re deaf, aren’t they?” Celia asked.


  “And I can’t make them understand a thing,” Mandie said with a sigh. “I don’t suppose Snowball would be down here anyway, with all the noise those men make. Let’s look out in the yard.”


  As they started up the steps, Mandie glanced back. The two men were still standing there, staring at her and Celia. She smiled and blew a kiss off her hand toward them. They smiled back and began quickly motioning to each other.


  Luckily no one was around when the girls reached the top of the stairs leading into the back hallway from the basement. Mandie quietly closed the door as she said, “No wonder they make so much noise. They can’t hear what they’re doing.”


  The two girls stopped by the kitchen to check with Aunt Phoebe. The woman was sitting at the long table at the far end, drinking coffee. She shook her head as she informed them, “Ain’t seed hide nor hair of dat white cat.”


   “We’re going outside and look for him. Maybe he managed to sneak out of the house,” Mandie told her.


  “Mebbe,” the woman said. “Y’all done look de whole house through?”


  “We can’t go into the other girls’ rooms to look for him, but when we come back inside we’ll go up to the attic and search it,” Mandie told her.


  “Dat attic s’posed to be kept shut all de time,” Aunt Phoebe replied. “Doubt he got in dere. Most likely he be chasin’ birds outside.”


  “We’ll check with you later,” Mandie promised as she and Celia left the kitchen.


  When the girls went out into the backyard, they found Uncle Cal, Aunt Phoebe’s husband, chopping wood. He stopped to talk to them.


  “We’re looking for Snowball, Uncle Cal. He has managed to get out of our room,” Mandie told him.


  “Don’t believe I seed dat white cat all dis heah day. Most times Phoebe, she have him in de kitchen eatin’ but not today dat I kin recollect,” the old man replied as he rested his axe on the stump he was using for a chopping block.


  “We’ll look around, and if you see him, will you catch him and let me know?” Mandie asked. As she looked down and saw a box full of small tools, she asked, “Are you working on something with all those tools?”


  “No, no, Missy, not right now,” Uncle Cal said with a smile. “I been operatin’ on de kitchen cabinet door whut wouldn’t shut and jes’ stopped heah to hit a lick or two on my way back to my house.”


  Mandie glanced toward the backyard where the tidy cottage that was Aunt Phoebe’s and Uncle Cal’s home stood. “Please let me know if you happen to see him,” she told the old man.


  “Dat I will, Missy, and I’ll be sho’ I ketch him, too,” Uncle Cal said.


  “Thanks,” Mandie said as she and Celia walked on around the huge yard.


  The two girls only saw four other students walking outside, but they were not friends, so they spoke and passed on around the schoolhouse to search the front yard. Finally giving up, Mandie and Celia went back inside the schoolhouse.


   “Now what?” Celia asked as they stepped inside the front hallway.


  “Let’s go up to our room a minute to be sure he didn’t somehow come back, and then we’ll go on up to the attic,” Mandie replied as she led the way up the front stairway.


  But Snowball was still not in their room. Mandie sighed and said, “Well, on to the attic.”


  They climbed the narrow stairs to the door at the top. It was tightly shut.


  “I don’t see how Snowball could get in the attic with the door closed,” Celia said as Mandie opened the door.


  There was enough light coming in from the outside that the girls could see around the cluttered room. Boxes, trunks, old furniture, and other odds and ends were stacked from one end to the other, and there was barely room to move between.


  “Someone could have opened the door here today, and Snowball could have slipped in without anyone seeing him. You know how nosy he is. He has to smell everything,” Mandie replied as they poked about the room. “Snowball! Here kitty, kitty!”


  There was no response. As the girls stood there listening, only silence greeted them.


  “Maybe if we could move some of these things, we could get in between all this stuff easier,” Mandie said, bending to push a small trunk aside so she could step between it and a huge wardrobe.


  “I’ll help,” Celia agreed.


  The two moved about, pushing and shoving to clear a path. Then suddenly a box they were trying to move seemed stuck to the floor. They both put their weight behind it until it finally budged an inch or two.


  “I don’t know what’s holding it,” Mandie said, stooping to look down at the bottom of the box. “It doesn’t seem to be all that heavy.”


  “It’s like it’s nailed to the floor or something,” Celia said.


  “Let’s try again,” Mandie said, standing up.


  The two pushed with all their might, and the box finally began moving. Mandie looked down at the floor when the carton suddenly slid forward. “Look at what was holding it,” Mandie said as she stooped down to investigate the boards of the floor. There was a huge nail sticking up that had worked its way out of one board. She pulled at the nail and found that the board was loose.


   Celia joined her. “The floor is coming apart,” she said as she watched Mandie.


  Mandie lay down closer to the floor to peek through the crack caused by the loose board. “Celia, there’s something under here,” she said excitedly.


  “I hope there’s something under that board—something holding up the attic,” Celia replied as she stooped to look.


  “Come here, look,” Mandie told her. She moved over a little to give Celia room to peek through the crack.


  “Mandie, you’re right,” Celia said. “Looks like some old steps or something.” She glanced at her friend in surprise.


  “I know,” Mandie agreed. “Let’s see if we can get this board up.”


  The two girls pulled and pulled at the nail, but they couldn’t get it out. It seemed to be in the board just far enough to keep the floor in place.


  “I have an idea,” Mandie said, sitting up suddenly. “Remember that toolbox Uncle Cal had in the backyard?”


  “We’ll just go borrow it,” Celia added.


  “Right,” Mandie agreed as she stood up and brushed off her clothes.


  At that moment the first bell for supper rang in the backyard. The two girls looked at each other in dismay.


  “But we’ll have to postpone borrowing that toolbox until after supper,” Mandie told her friend.


  “And we better go get cleaned up fast,” Celia said as she looked down at her soiled dress.


  The two girls quickly left the attic and hurried down the stairs to their room. They made their plans as they changed clothes.


  “Just as soon as we are dismissed from the dining room, I’ll go outside and see if Uncle Cal’s toolbox is still there,” Mandie told Celia.


  “And what if it is gone?” Celia asked.


  “Then we’ll just find out where Uncle Cal keeps it,” Mandie said.


  “I hope we can find it without someone seeing us,” Celia said.


  “We’ll find it,” Mandie promised her.


  The two rushed from their room and managed to be the last ones into the dining room.


  CHAPTER TEN


  SECRET DOINGS


   As soon as the evening meal was over, Mandie and Celia checked their room and with Aunt Phoebe, but Snowball had not returned. They then walked out into the backyard with hopes of finding Uncle Cal’s toolbox where they had seen it.


  “Oh, shucks, it’s gone,” Mandie said in a disappointed voice as they approached the chopping block near which it had been sitting earlier.


  “Uncle Cal is gone, too,” Celia remarked. “I suppose he took it with him.”


  “But he was in the kitchen with Aunt Phoebe just now, and he didn’t have the box with him,” Mandie said.


  She looked around the yard. “I wonder where he keeps it. I know he puts the rakes, and hoes, and shovels, and big tools like that under the end of his house. Let’s see if he left the box there.”


  The two girls cautiously approached the cottage as they kept a lookout for any other students who might wander into the backyard. When they reached the side of the little house, they quickly stooped down to look under the end of the porch.


  “I only see the big tools,” Mandie said as she peered into the shadows underneath. She began moving some of them, but she didn’t uncover the toolbox.


   “I can’t see any box, either,” Celia agreed, stooping at Mandie’s side.


  Mandie stood up and brushed the dirt off her hands. “Well now, we’ll have to do a little exploring.”


  As Mandie began circling the house, Celia followed. “What are you planning to do, Mandie? I hope no one sees us. Maybe we should at least wait until dark.”


  Mandie’s eyes were busy searching the porches and the little outbuilding in the back.


  “That building is not very big. Let’s see if the door is unlocked,” Mandie told Celia as she walked across the yard.


  “Mandie, I feel like we are intruding on Uncle Cal’s and Aunt Phoebe’s private property,” Celia protested as she reluctantly followed, glancing behind her.


  But Mandie had already opened the door to the building. There, sitting in the corner, was the toolbox. “I’ve found it,” she said, excitedly opening the lid. “Let’s see. We need a claw hammer and a screwdriver, I think.” She picked up the tools as she talked.


  “And how are we going to get these tools up to the attic without someone seeing us?” Celia asked as she watched.


  Mandie paused for a moment and then said, “I’ll hold the hammer under my skirt, like this.” She pulled up her dress, positioned the hammer near her waistline, and carefully let her skirt back down while holding on to the tool through her dress. “And you take the screwdriver and do the same thing.” She held out the screwdriver to Celia.


  Celia slowly accepted it and tried to follow Mandie’s instructions. After she had a grip on the tool through her skirt, she said, “You know, this could be dangerous. What if we drop these things?”


  “Oh, Celia, stop worrying,” Mandie told her as she carefully closed the toolbox. “We’ll go up the back stairs, which come out near our room and which the other students don’t ever use. And since our room is near the attic steps, no one will see us. Come on.”


  Mandie walked back across the yard, carefully holding the hammer under her skirt, and Celia stayed close behind her. When they were finally on the steps, Celia said, “I don’t know why we couldn’t have just asked Uncle Cal to borrow his hammer and screwdriver instead of sneaking around like this.”


  Mandie answered in a low voice as they quietly came out into the  hallway near their room, “Because that would get Uncle Cal involved in this, and I don’t want someone else to get in trouble because of me.”


  “Well, thanks a lot,” Celia replied. “I’m in this with you.”


  Mandie quietly led the way up the steps to the attic. There was a kerosene lamp kept by the door and matches to light it, but Mandie could see with the daylight through the windows, so she didn’t bother with the lamp. She found the place in the floor they had discovered earlier.


  “I don’t think this will make much noise,” Mandie said as she took the claw hammer and began pulling at the nail in the board. “This thing sure is tough.”


  Celia watched. She held out the screwdriver and asked, “Why don’t you wedge this between the boards?”


  “Good idea,” Mandie agreed as she took the screwdriver and managed to insert the end of it between the loose boards. Then she struck it hard with the hammer, and the plank suddenly flew up. “We’re making progress.” She peeked through the hole in the floor. “It is a staircase going down under here. I wonder where it goes.”


  Celia bent to look. “Well, I wonder why someone put a floor over it,” she said.


  “We’ll find out,” Mandie said as she continued working on the loose boards in the floor.


  Finally they had removed enough of the boards to make room for them to go through.


  Mandie stooped to look down. “It’s dark down there,” she said.


  “Are you going down there, Mandie?” Celia asked as she gazed into the space below.


  Mandie stood up and said, “I think we’d better get a candle and some matches. You wait here. I’ll run back down to our room to get them.”


  Celia didn’t say anything, but as Mandie hurried out the attic door, she went to stand on the landing outside until Mandie returned, armed with a pocketful of matches and two large candles.


  “You one, me one,” Mandie told her as she handed a candle and matches to Celia. “Come on.”


  Celia accepted them and followed Mandie back across the attic to the hole revealing the steps. The girls lit their candles. Then Celia  stopped and stubbornly asked, “Mandie, why are you so interested in going down there? I don’t think I want to go.”


  Mandie looked at her as she put out her foot and tested the first step. It seemed stout enough to hold her weight. “Celia, if you don’t want to go, stay here, but I’m going to see what’s down there.” She held her candle above her head and slowly stepped down onto the next step.


  “All right,” Celia finally agreed as she followed. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you if we run into rats and spiders down there.” She stayed close behind Mandie and held on to her lighted candle.


  The candles cast eery shadows on the steps, and it was impossible to see anything but the stairs. Mandie carefully stepped down from one step to the next. Suddenly they came to a large landing. Mandie held her candle up to inspect it.


  “Look! There’s a door!” Mandie exclaimed as she tried to open it. The door wouldn’t budge. “Must be locked,” she said.


  Celia frowned as she bent to look. “No, it’s not, Mandie,” she said. “There’s no lock on it, just that catch on this side.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed as she tried releasing the rusted hook. “Hold this a minute, please.” She handed Celia her candle and worked on the door. Finally it gave way, and she was able to pull the door open. The girls were astonished to be greeted by a blank wall behind the door. “Well, of all things!”


  “Can we go back now, Mandie?” Celia asked as Mandie took her candle back.


  “No, we haven’t found out where the steps go yet. We’ll just leave that door for later,” Mandie told her as she turned to continue down the steps from the landing.


  As she walked down, Mandie tried to figure out which floors they passed. Then a musty odor met her nostrils, and she realized they were going into the basement below the house. She looked down what seemed to be the last flight and could vaguely see what must be a small air vent with a dim light coming through.


  “This is the last flight,” Mandie said, glancing back at Celia, who was close behind her.


  “Where are we?” Celia asked in a frightened voice.


  “The basement—” Mandie started to say when suddenly the staircase gave way. She and Celia fell into the area below.


   “Oh!” Celia cried as she scrambled to find her candle, which had gone out.


  “Are you all right?” Mandie asked as she got up from the floor and took a match from her pocket and relit her candle. She glanced overhead. The staircase had broken away, and a piece of it was hanging over their heads.


  Celia found her candle and touched the wick to Mandie’s. “Mandie, how are we ever going to get out of here?” she asked, almost in tears as she, too, looked up at the broken steps.


  Suddenly there was a loud meow. Mandie quickly looked around. She could see by the light of her candle that they were in a section of the basement she had never seen, but somewhere around here she was sure she’d find Snowball.


  “Snowball, where are you?” Mandie called loudly.


  “Up there, Mandie,” Celia said, pointing overhead.


  The white cat was clinging to a piece of the rotten wooden steps and began meowing loudly without stopping.


  “Snowball, I don’t know how you think we’re going to get you down,” Mandie said, backing away against a wall to look up at him.


  Then there was a scuttling noise, and Mandie glimpsed a large rat out of the corner of her eye. Celia also saw it and the two girls clung to each other in fright.


  Snowball made a jump down from his perch in an effort to catch the rat. The girls watched as the rat seemed to go into the brick wall. Snowball began clawing at the bricks.


  “Too late, Snowball. He’s gone,” Mandie told the cat as she drew a deep breath.


  But Snowball seemed to know better. He kept digging at the wall and managed to get a brick loose enough to fall out.


  “Celia, look!” Mandie told her friend as she bent over to look through the hole in the brick wall. “I do believe there’s another wall or something behind this.” She started pulling at another loose brick. Celia came up behind her and helped.


  “If only we had that screwdriver and hammer we left in the attic,” Celia said as the girls broke their fingernails on the rough wall while they held the candles in their other hands.


  “Watch out, another brick is coming out,” Mandie told Celia as she jerked hard on one of the bricks in the wall. It tumbled out and landed  on the floor. Mandie looked closely at the space they had uncovered, and she became excited. “Celia, there’s another door behind this. Look!” She pointed to a rusted hinge behind the brick.


  Celia quickly looked where Mandie was pointing and said, “I don’t understand why someone went around sealing up doors and steps in this house.”


  “I wonder what is on the other side,” Mandie said, quickly digging away at the bricks, which now seemed to fall away more easily.


  As soon as they had made a hole large enough to push on the old door, the girls stuck their burning candles on bricks nearby and began trying to open the door. All this time Snowball had sat quietly watching. He was afraid of fire, so he moved back a little distance from the candles.


  After a lot of pushing and banging, the old door gave way a couple of inches, and the two girls together managed to move it enough to force their way through the crack.


  “It’s dark in here! The candles!” Mandie exclaimed as she reached through the opening of the door to retrieve the candles.


  The room they found themselves in was long and narrow. The first thing Mandie noticed was some kind of writing on the wall directly in front of them.


  “Look at this,” Mandie said as she held up her candle to inspect it. “Why, it’s a riddle.” She read on:


  
    “ ‘Turn to your left and then about face,

    Two steps forward, then back one pace.


    Look o’er your head, down at your feet.

    Now cross your eyes and stand up neat.


    Turn round and round and count to four.

    Look really hard and you will find the door.’ ”

  


  She looked puzzled. “But we’ve already found the door.”


  “I hope there’s another door out of here, because the stairs are gone, and we can’t go back out that way,” Celia said worriedly.


  “Let’s try this silly riddle, just for fun. You read it for me, and I’ll do what it says,” Mandie told her.


   Celia repeated the riddle, and Mandie acted it out. At the end she looked around and didn’t see any other door. “I’ll read it, and you do it,” Mandie told her friend.


  As Mandie read the writing, Celia followed the commands but without any more luck than Mandie had. “Whoever wrote it must have meant the door we just came through,” Celia decided.


  Mandie held her candle up and moved about the room. “This must be some kind of storage room,” she said. “Look at all those trunks and boxes.” She moved closer to inspect them.


  “They sure are old,” Celia commented as she followed.


  Snowball had followed them into the room and was roaming around, smelling everything. He made a sudden lunge at a rat that had jumped up on the top of an old trunk. The girls watched as the rat instantly disappeared through a hole in the trunk lid. The cat began pawing through the hole.


  “Mandie, we need to find a way out of here,” Celia reminded her friend, who had stepped closer to watch the cat.


  “Celia, there’s jewelry or something inside that trunk. See Snowball pulling at a strand of something through the hole,” Mandie told her as they watched.


  “Well, I’m not about to open it,” Celia said, shivering.


  “If I had something to poke it with . . .” Mandie said, trying to see what else was in the room. Her eyes went back to the door they had come through. A piece of wood was hanging from the side of it. She rushed over to pull at it.


  Celia came to help, and they managed to free it from the door.


  “I’ll try this,” Mandie said, swinging it in the air. “Watch out for the rat that went inside that trunk.” She looked at Snowball, who was still sitting on top. “Snowball, you grab it quick if it comes out. Here goes.” She stuck the stick out and punched at the hole in the lid. Nothing happened, but the cat stayed on guard.


  “Mandie, don’t get too close,” Celia warned her as she watched.


  Mandie managed to get the stick through a loop in the strand hanging out through the hole. She pulled, and it came out. She pulled it near her and then bent to inspect what she had found. “It is some kind of jewelry, but it looks old. I believe it’s a necklace.”


  Celia quickly joined Mandie, stooping to inspect the strand. By the light of the two candles the girls decided it was an old necklace  encrusted with dirt. There seemed to be some kind of jewels set here and there along the strand, and metal strings hung on the edge like a fringe.


  Then a sudden thought dawned on Mandie. “There may be more jewelry in that trunk!” she exclaimed as she stood up and walked over to it.


  “The rat, Mandie,” Celia warned her.


  But at that moment the rat jumped from another hole in the trunk. Snowball chased after it and captured it in the corner of the room.


  “He got it,” Mandie said as she continued toward the trunk. Celia slowly followed.


  Together the two girls managed to raise the lid, which fell to pieces as they pushed it open. They gaped in wonder as the light of their candles revealed a trunk crammed full of jewelry, old and dirty with age. They both reached inside to explore.


  “This is so old it stinks,” Mandie said as she wrinkled her nose at the musty scent. She held up another necklace with two fingers.


  “It’s probably over a hundred years old, Mandie,” Celia remarked as she lifted out a wide jeweled bracelet.


  Mandie looked at her and asked, “How do you know?”


  “Remember all the museums we visited in Europe and all the old artifacts—jewelry, clothes, and other things we saw? This stuff looks every bit as old as what we saw over there,” Celia explained. “And these things are probably real.”


  “You mean real jewels, real gold?” Mandie asked as she continued poking inside the trunk.


  “Yes, real in every way,” Celia told her. She glanced at the candle in one hand. “Mandie, my candle is burning down. We need to get out of here before we get left in the dark for good.”


  Mandie looked at her candle. “I know we’d better get out,” she said, “but how?” She straightened up to look around the room. At the far end of the long narrow place, she noticed there was something standing up larger than the trunks and boxes stacked here and there. Quickly walking down that way, she discovered there were stacks of paintings leaning against the wall. “Look, Celia! Artwork!”


  Celia followed her and said, “These look very old, too.”


  Mandie started flipping trunk lids here and there, wherever she  could find one that would open. Inside every trunk and box she found old treasures. “We must have found a fortune.”


  “A huge fortune,” Celia agreed.


  “If we can find a way out of here we can come back and look at everything later,” Mandie said. “Evidently no one knows this is all here.”


  “Let’s say our verse, Mandie, and I’ll feel better,” Celia said.


  Mandie reached for her hand, and together they said their favorite verse, “What time I am afraid, I will put my trust in Thee.” The girls squeezed each other’s hands.


  “Now let’s try the riddle again. There must be some solution to it,” Mandie said.


  They didn’t figure out the answer to the riddle, but each time they tried it, they ended up facing the same wall, so Mandie decided it was time to explore that wall. The bricks were much looser than those that had been in the other wall.


  The girls once again began digging loose bricks from the wall. After more broken fingernails, they found another door behind the brick.


  “Oh look, this door moves,” Mandie said, excitedly pushing on it after they had uncovered a large place in the wall. It swung open, and they found themselves in the section of the basement where the workmen had been installing the furnace.


  Mandie reached down and picked up Snowball, who had been following them. “You don’t run away again, mister,” she told him as she held him with one arm while she had the candle in her other hand. He meowed his reply. She shut the old door behind them. “I think I see the steps ahead where we came down to speak to the workmen.”


  “At last,” Celia said with a big sigh as they reached the top of the basement stairs. They paused to listen and silently, slowly opened the door to the hallway. Everything was quiet. They blew out their candles and were able to get up the back staircase without being seen by anyone.


  Mandie pushed open the door to their room and entered. Celia came in quickly and closed it behind them. Mandie dropped Snowball to the floor, and the two girls collapsed into chairs.


  Mandie looked at Celia’s dirty clothes, and Celia looked at Mandie’s filthy garments, then both girls burst into uncontrollable giggles.


   In the middle of this, there was a light tap on their door. They both straightened up and looked at each other.


  “Come in,” Mandie called with a worried expression. She was concerned about being caught by anyone in this condition.


  Aunt Phoebe stuck her head inside the doorway and said, “Just checkin’ to see if dat white cat been found.” She looked from one girl to the other but didn’t remark on their appearances.


  “Oh yes, Aunt Phoebe, just now,” Mandie told her. “He was in the basement. That’s where we got so dirty.” She stood up.


  “Den whilst y’all git cleaned up, I git dat cat sumpin’ to eat and bring it up heah. Best he don’t go out agin tonight,” she told Mandie. “Be right back.”


  “Thank goodness that was Aunt Phoebe and not somebody else,” Mandie said with a sigh of relief. “Let’s make ourselves decent.” She laughed as she looked down at her soiled dress. Celia stood up and twirled around in hers.


  Mandie looked at the clock and realized it would be time to go to bed by the time they were cleaned up. She wondered where the evening had gone.


  Aunt Phoebe returned with a plate heaped full of delicious scraps for Snowball and fresh water for his water bowl by his sandbox in the corner. Mandie could tell she was curious about where they had been, but she didn’t ask any questions, and Mandie didn’t volunteer any information. She didn’t want to get her involved in anything that could cause trouble.


  After they were in bed for the night, the two girls talked a long time about their discovery and what they should do about it.


  “I think we should tell Miss Prudence about what we found,” Celia suggested.


  “Not Miss Prudence,” Mandie objected. “Why not tell my grandmother? She owns the school building now anyway.” She pushed up on her pillow.


  “All right, we’ll tell her,” Celia agreed as she sat up beside her in the bed.


  “But not right away. We have to have time to look through everything first, so we’ll know what we’re talking about,” Mandie said. “And, Celia, I just remembered something. We left the floor torn up in the attic. And we left Uncle Cal’s hammer and screwdriver up there,  too. We need to get up there real early in the morning, and place things back like they were, and return his tools before he misses them.”


  “And when do you plan on going back down to that room in the basement? Even though we closed the door behind us, those workmen might notice that the door has been opened, and since they’re working every day until suppertime, that means they’d see us go in there unless we wait until after they finish for the day,” Celia said.


  “We’ll just have to wait for them to leave tomorrow night, because we won’t have time before classes in the morning. Besides, we’ll probably get all dirty again,” Mandie told her. Snowball stood up on the foot of the bed, walked around in circles, then lay back down. “Snowball started all this. I wonder how he got down there anyway.”


  “He must have found a secret way,” Celia said with a laugh.


  Suddenly Mandie remembered the rug being pushed off the hole in the floor when they came into the room earlier that day. “The rug, Celia!” she exclaimed. “Snowball had evidently pushed the rug off the hole the workmen made in our floor. Do you suppose he managed to get down through that hole and on into the basement?”


  “Oh, Mandie, that’s exactly what he must have done, and it was so dark down there we couldn’t see any hole that he came through,” Celia agreed.


  “Well, we’d better put something heavy on that rug when we leave the room tomorrow so he can’t do it again,” Mandie said. She moved around on her pillow as she plumped it up. “I’d just like to know why those steps were sealed off and where all the stuff in that room came from.”


  “We may never know,” Celia said as she slipped down in the bed and put her head on her pillow.


  “Celia Hamilton, are you daring me? You know I’ll never let this go unsolved,” Mandie said with a big smile as she lay back down.


  “This mystery is too old, Mandie,” Celia told her.


  “Old, but never too old,” Mandie murmured as she let sleep close her eyes.


  She dreamed about the door on the landing of the secret stairs that opened into a blank wall. In her dream she opened it and found Celia standing on the other side.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  PAST SECRETS


   Roosters crowing in the backyard woke Mandie the next morning. She nudged Celia and jumped out of bed.


  “The attic,” Mandie reminded her friend as she quickly put on a dress.


  “Oh me!” Celia groaned as she yawned and slid out onto the carpet. “Let’s just get this over with.”


  The two girls hurried up to the attic after they had dressed, and they soon had the floorboards back in place and the trunk back over it.


  Mandie picked up Uncle Cal’s hammer and screwdriver and said, “Now we have to return these.” She handed Celia the screwdriver as she hid the hammer in the folds of her dress.


  They crept down the back stairs, hoping no one was in the kitchen yet. There was complete silence, but when they opened the back door and stepped outside, they came face-to-face with Uncle Cal and Aunt Phoebe, who were coming to prepare breakfast.


  “You girls sure are up and out awfully early,” the old woman said.


  Before they could answer, Uncle Cal grinned and said, “And I know why.” He held out his hand as he added, “If y’all will jes’ give me dat hammer and screwdriver, I’ll jes’ put ’em back in de box.”


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other in shock, then silently held out the tools they were carrying.


   “But, Uncle Cal, how did you know we had them?” Mandie asked.


  “I come out de do’ to git mo’ wood fo’ de stove last night, and I seed y’all standin’ in de do’way of de shed wid de tools. But don’t y’all worry none. Y’all musta had a good reason to borrow dem,” the old man said as he took the tools.


  “Whut y’all been up to now?” Aunt Phoebe asked.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other again, and then Mandie said, “Oh well, I know y’all never give away our secrets, so I’ll just tell you. We found some loose planks in the attic floor, and when we pulled them up we found some secret steps.”


  “Secret steps under de flo’ in de attic?” the old woman asked with a gasp.


  “Y’all ain’t kiddin’ us ole folks, are you?” Uncle Cal asked.


  “No, we really did find some old rotten steps that go down into the basement, and we’re going to tell my grandmother about it after we do a little investigating, so please don’t tell on us.”


  “Lawsy mercy, whut kinda house we be livin’ in?” Aunt Phoebe asked in astonishment.


  “We’ll show y’all later if you want to see,” Celia spoke up.


  “We sho’ do,” Uncle Cal said. “But right now we gotta git dat breakfus’ ready fo’ all dem young ladies.”


  Mandie and Celia turned back and ran into the house and up the back stairway to their room.


  The two girls couldn’t keep their minds on their lessons that day. They were wishing for the day to end so they could return to the basement to go through the treasures they had found.


  But Mrs. Taft came to the school as their last class was being dismissed for the day. She was going to the courthouse to record the deed to the school building, which she had recently bought from Miss Prudence and her sister, Miss Hope, and wanted to take Mandie with her to show how it was done.


  “You need to begin learning about the business world, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft told her after Miss Prudence had given permission and as Ben was driving them to the courthouse for Buncombe County in downtown Asheville. Celia had also been allowed to go with them. “I’m sure you’ll have some property transfers to do sometime. This is a good time to start.”


   Mandie looked at her and said, “Yes, ma’am.”


  “I’ve been to the courthouse at home with my mother,” Celia told them.


  Once inside the courthouse, Mrs. Taft led the way to the office of the Registrar of Deeds. As they entered the room, Mandie and Celia looked around at the dozens and dozens of huge books stacked on shelves all the way around the room. A middle-aged lady with spectacles and her gray hair pinned on top of her head was sitting at a desk near the door.


  Mrs. Taft approached her and said as she held out the deed, “I would like to record this, and I brought my granddaughter and her friend along to watch.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the lady said as she accepted the paper and carefully read it over. “Everything seems to be in order. Now for the fees.” She consulted a book on the desk.


  Mrs. Taft paid the fees. The woman stamped the document, recorded it in her huge book, and handed it back to Mrs. Taft, who then walked over to the shelves.


  The girls watched and listened.


  “Now, if you want to look up someone’s name and see what property they own, you first look in the index for the name. There are two books, one for the grantee and one for the grantor, that is, the buyer and the seller. In other words, you are able to look up my name and find out the names of people I have purchased property from all the way back. And you would be able to find any property willed or given to someone, also. And you can keep going back and find out who that person received the property from.” She paused and looked at them.


  “Sort of like a family history? Your property would be recorded here, and your parents’ before that, and their parents’ before that, and so on?” Mandie questioned.


  Mrs. Taft smiled and said, “In a way it’s a genealogy of property.”


  Another lady had entered the room and was listening to Mrs. Taft’s conversation. When she paused, the tall lady smiled and asked, “And how are you today, Mrs. Taft?” Her teeth were sparkling white even though her face showed signs of wear.


  “Just fine, Miss Hamby,” Mrs. Taft replied, also with a smile. “I’d  like you to meet my granddaughter, Amanda, and her friend Celia Hamilton.”


  “Elizabeth’s daughter,” Miss Hamby replied as she looked at Mandie. “The spittin’ image of her mother, isn’t she?” Her brown eyes crinkled as she smiled.


  Mandie felt uncomfortable at the appraisal and said, “Oh, but my mother isn’t part Cherokee like I am.”


  “Why, that’s right, you are,” Miss Hamby replied. “I am a genealogist, and I’ve traced quite a few people’s ancestry in this town, and I remember that your father was half Cherokee.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed.


  “We must go now, girls. Y’all probably have homework to do,” Mrs. Taft said, starting for the door. “Good day, Miss Hamby.”


  As Miss Hamby bid them good-bye, Mandie glanced back to look at her again. She seemed to be an awfully interesting person due to the fact that she traced other people’s ancestors.


  The girls had homework—lots of it—that day. They were nowhere finished when the bell rang for supper, and Mandie knew they would never be able to go down to the basement after the evening meal. They would do well to complete their studies by the time the bell rang for curfew at ten o’clock.


  “Whew!” Mandie said, laying down her pencil and notebook as she finally finished. Looking at the clock on the bureau, she said, “Almost bedtime. Why do all the teachers give us so much to do at one time?”


  Celia closed her book and stretched. She laughed and said, “They’re probably all in cahoots together to keep us from doing anything else.”


  “Like going back down to that secret room in the basement,” Mandie said with a big sigh. “Maybe tomorrow night we can go.” She stood up, picked up her pillow from the bed, and squeezed it tight. “I think we need some exercise, like a good pillow fight, maybe?” She grinned at her friend.


  “I’m all for it,” Celia agreed. “Just let me get my shoes and dress off.”


  Mandie removed hers, also, and the two girls jumped up on the bed and began batting the pillows back and forth at each other.


   “I know we’re too old for this, but it’s fun,” Mandie said as she slammed Celia with her pillow.


  Celia fought back, and the game got fast and furious. Suddenly, before the girls knew what had happened, the bed fell in and threw them down with it.


  “Uh-oh. We’re in trouble,” Mandie said as she scrambled to her feet and stepped onto the floor.


  Celia followed. “Where is Snowball? Did he get caught beneath the bed?” she asked.


  Mandie hurriedly searched the room and found her white cat with his fur ruffled up, sitting in a far corner. “No, he had sense enough to get out of the way,” she said. She turned back to look at the bed. The mattress was lying on the floor, and the bedstead stood at a crooked angle. Then her eyes noticed the wall behind the head of the bed. She ran to see what had happened.


  “Celia, look! The head of the bed knocked a hole in the wall, all the way through the plaster. What are we going to do?” Mandie exclaimed as she surveyed the damage.


  “I don’t know, Mandie,” Celia said with a gasp.


  Mandie moved closer to the hole in the wall. “I wonder where this hole goes through to,” she said, trying to get all the way to the damaged place. “There isn’t another room next to us, remember? This is the end of the hallway.” She stepped up on the fallen mattress to put her eye next to the hole. “I can’t see anything. It’s dark in there.”


  Celia ran for the lamp. “Here, I’ll hold the lamp up while you look,” she said.


  Mandie looked again. “There’s something inside the wall,” she exclaimed. “Looks like papers.” She turned to look around the room. “I need something to pry it out. Will you hand me the shoehorn off the bureau?”


  Celia quickly got the shoehorn and gave it to her. Mandie began poking at the hole in the plaster, and it gradually grew a little larger. She could definitely see something inside.


  “Can you get it out?” Celia asked as she continued to hold the lamp up.


  Finally the hole was large enough for Mandie to put her hand inside, and she pulled at the object. She twisted and turned it and pulled with  all her might. It suddenly came out, and Mandie lost her balance and fell back onto the mattress.


  Celia set the lamp down on the table and hurried to look. “What is it, Mandie?”


  “I’m not sure,” Mandie said as she sat up on the mattress and looked at an old book in her hand. “It’s a book and it’s awfully old. In fact it’s almost crumbling up.”


  The two girls bent over the book and slowly deciphered the ancient handwriting inside.


  “Why, it’s a diary or something,” Mandie exclaimed as she scanned the pages.


  Celia by her side kept reading. “Mandie, this says, Set sail at first light this twenty-fourth of June in the year of 1789. Ships carrying valuable cargo travel this time of day. And we did encounter one such ship. They were armed but we managed to board it and take what we wanted, beautiful jeweled gowns headed for the New World.” She stopped to gasp.


  Mandie felt a thrill run over her body. “Pirates! Pirates, Celia!” she exclaimed, and then she stopped to think. “But how did this diary get in this house?”


  “I think you call it a ship’s log,” Celia corrected her. “The pirate must have lived here, or something.”


  Mandie grasped Celia’s hand and squeezed it hard. “You’re right. That stuff in the cellar must have belonged to a pirate, a real pirate, who lived right here in this house!”


  “Oh, Mandie, what are we going to do?” Celia asked worriedly.


  Mandie stood up and stepped over to lay the book on the bureau. “First of all, we’d better get this bed put back together. I sure hope no one heard the noise,” she said as she began pulling off the tangled bedcovers.


  Celia helped, and together they managed to stand the bed back up; but it was hard work trying to get the slats spaced under the heavy mattress so it wouldn’t fall in again. Finally they stood back and surveyed their work.


  “It’s all fixed now except for the hole in the wall,” Mandie said as she looked at the spot where the bed had broken the plaster.


  “Someone will see that for sure,” Celia said.


  “You know what I think?” Mandie asked as she went back to peep  into the hole. “I believe that door that we found on the landing opened into this room at one time, and this hole here is in the wall behind the door.” She looked at Celia.


  Celia came to look inside, too. “I think you’re right, Mandie. That would make sense because we couldn’t get through that door, and it was just about this level in the house,” she agreed.


  “Well, I don’t think I want to go back to see,” Mandie said as she walked about the room. “We’ve already stopped up the floor in the attic, and the secret stairway collapsed in the basement, so we can’t come up from there.” She thought for a moment. “I know what we can do about the hole, though. If we push the bed over far enough, the headboard will cover the hole.”


  “Yes, but what about rats with that hole right behind our heads at night?” Celia asked.


  “Snowball will watch out for us, and tomorrow we can tack something over the hole,” Mandie told her. “Let’s get ready for bed so we can finish reading this pirate’s log.”


  When they were ready, they propped up on their pillows, and after reading about several ships being looted, the girls came to a part where the man had reformed.


  “God, please forgive me. My daughter died because of my sins. I have nothing left. I’ve put all I had taken from that missionary ship into the room in the cellar where my darling daughter used to write on the walls—bless her little soul—because I do not know how to return it to its rightful owners. I have sealed up the contents of my sins and will place this where no one will find it. Satan, get thee behind me.” It was signed “Jeremiah Grey, lately of Charles Town, South Carolina.” And that was the end of the log.


  “Grey!” Mandie said with a loud gasp. “Remember Etrulia said Tommy Patton had an ancestor named Grey who was a pirate, and then April Snow said she had one named Grey, too. You don’t suppose . . .” She stopped as she assembled her thoughts.


  “That this man was one of their ancestors?” Celia finished for her.


  “Yes, this man evidently lived in Charleston, which was Charles Town then, sometime or other,” Mandie said as she continued trying to sort out the story.


   At that moment, the curfew bell rang. Mandie jumped out of bed. She raised the long scarf on the bureau and put the log beneath it.


  “I’ve got to wash my hands,” she said.


  “Me too,” Celia added.


  Finally back in bed, the girls discussed their discoveries.


  “We’ve just got to find out who this man was and where all that stuff came from,” Mandie said as she bunched up her pillow.


  “He says he stole it from a missionary ship, Mandie,” Celia reminded her.


  “But what missionary ship? How could we find out who the owners were?” Mandie puzzled.


  “Maybe your grandmother could help us sort this all out,” Celia suggested.


  “Maybe, but I have an idea,” Mandie told her. “First let’s see if we can find that Miss Hamby who traces ancestors and ask her if she ever knew of anyone named Grey.”


  “All right, but there are probably dozens of people named Grey,” Celia reminded her.


  “But that long ago—the log was written over a hundred years ago,” Mandie reminded her. “There probably wouldn’t have been so many people living here in Asheville and, therefore, probably not many by the name of Grey.”


  “How are we going to find Miss Hamby?” Celia asked.


  “Grandmother would know where she lives, but come to think of it, Miss Prudence probably knows where to find her since everybody knows everybody in this town,” Mandie replied. “I’ll ask Miss Prudence.”


  And the next morning when the girls were dismissed from breakfast, Mandie waited outside the dining room door for Miss Prudence to come out. She stepped up to the headmistress as she started down the hallway.


  “Miss Prudence, could I just ask you if you happen to know Miss Hamby who traces people’s ancestors?” Mandie quickly asked.


  The headmistress paused to look at her and said, “Why, of course, everyone in town knows her—and, I might add, she knows everyone in town and their ancestors, too.”


  “Would you know where she lives, where to find her? We met her at the courthouse with my grandmother,” Mandie told her.


   “Miss Hamby lives in that big white house down on the next corner, the one with the green shutters and the green rockers on the porch,” Miss Prudence replied as she looked at Mandie curiously.


  “Would you give Celia and me permission to visit her after classes this afternoon? Just for a little while?” Mandie asked, eagerly waiting for her response.


  “Well, I suppose so, but mind you now, you will have to let me or Miss Hope know when you go and come,” Miss Prudence agreed. “I have to hurry now.” She went on down the hallway.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other in glee. “We’re going to see Miss Hamby,” they chimed together as they raced up the stairs to get their books to begin classes for the day.


  And the minute their last class for the day was over, they rushed back to their room, threw their books inside, checked to be sure Snowball was still there and that he hadn’t moved the rugs out of place, and raced back downstairs. They found Miss Hope in her office.


  “Miss Prudence gave us permission to go see Miss Hamby,” Mandie told her.


  “Yes, my sister told me,” Miss Hope said. “Are y’all planning to trace your ancestors?”


  “Oh no, not ours,” Mandie said. “You see, she’s a friend of my grandmother, and we just wanted—”


  “You don’t have to explain to me, Amanda,” Miss Hope interrupted with a smile. “My sister gave you permission, so run along, and be sure to let me know when you return.”


  “Thanks,” Mandie said.


  As they started to leave, Miss Hope said, “Oh, wait a minute. Celia, you are on the music schedule to go study with Miss Marston at Mrs. Taft’s house for a lesson tonight and, Amanda, you are on for tomorrow night. Of course, both of these lessons will be after suppertime. I just wanted to remind you.”


  “Thanks,” Mandie said with a slight groan as she and Celia left the office and went down the hallway.


  “I’m glad I’m beginning my lessons,” Celia remarked as they got to the front door.


  “But you know what that means,” Mandie reminded her. “You will be tied up tonight, and I will be tomorrow night, and we won’t be able to get back down in the cellar either night.”


   “Well,” Celia said thoughtfully. “Sooner or later we’ll make it.”


  The two girls walked down the roadway and found the house Miss Prudence had described. As they went up the long walkway, Mandie tried to see inside the floor-length windows on the front of the house, but long curtains blinded her view.


  Once on the porch, Mandie took a deep breath and knocked with the round brass knocker on the big front door. She could hear it echo inside. The house must be enormous, she thought.


  The door opened almost immediately, and Miss Hamby stood there looking at the girls in surprise, and then she stepped back and motioned them inside.


  “Come in. Do come in. The parlor is over here,” she told them as she led the way and waved her hand toward seats. “This is a nice surprise.”


  “We won’t take up much of your time, Miss Hamby. We just wanted to ask you a question,” Mandie began, suddenly realizing she didn’t know how to inquire about the pirate as she and Celia sat on the settee.


  “Of course, what can I do for you young ladies?” Miss Hamby asked as she sat down on a chair nearby.


  “You said you could trace ancestors,” Mandie began. “Can you trace people all the way back to 1789?”


  Miss Hamby looked at her in surprise. “Why, probably,” she said. “I’ve done lots of research further back than that on certain families. Who is it you wish to know about, dear?”


  “A man named Jeremiah Grey, and he used to live in Charleston, but in 1789 he was living here in Asheville,” Mandie told her.


  “Is this man a relative of yours?” Miss Hamby asked.


  “Oh no, never,” Mandie quickly replied.


  “Then, you are doing this for someone else?” the lady asked.


  “No, well, you see, we found his name in . . . a book, and we’d just like to know something about him,” Mandie replied.


  “In a book? Could I see the book, just to see what it said about him?” Miss Hamby asked.


  Mandie was beginning to be sorry she had come. “Well, you see, the book doesn’t belong to me and—” she paused.


  “And we don’t have the book right now,” Celia added.


   Mandie looked at her friend and realized she was not telling a lie because they didn’t have the ship’s log with them right at that time.


  “Well, that’s all right, then. Now, let me write this down,” Miss Hamby said, getting up to walk over to a desk by the window. She picked up a notebook and a pencil and wrote in it. “Jeremiah Grey—do you know whether that’s spelled with an ‘e’ or with an ‘a’?” she asked.


  “Oh, with an ‘e.’ It’s G-R-E-Y,” Mandie spelled the name out for her.


  “I’ll look into it for you, but right now I have an appointment and must get ready to go out,” the lady told them.


  The girls stood up and followed her as she started for the hallway. At the front door Mandie asked, “Do you have any idea how long this will take?”


  “I just never know,” Miss Hamby said. “Sometimes I’m lucky, and sometimes I never seem to accomplish much. But I’ll let you know.”


  As they stepped out onto the front porch, Mandie asked, “Would you mind if we check back with you? You see, we don’t want everyone at school knowing what we’re doing.”


  “Aha!” Miss Hamby said with a smile. “Of course, you girls come back whenever you like. You’re welcome anytime.”


  “Thank you, Miss Hamby,” Mandie said.


  “And I thank you, too, Miss Hamby,” Celia added as they started down the long walkway. Miss Hamby waved to them and closed the front door.


  As soon as they had walked to the roadway, Mandie blew out her breath and said, “I had no idea she would ask so many questions.”


  “Remember Miss Prudence said she knows all about everyone in town, so she is probably wondering who this Jeremiah Grey was, whether he was connected to your grandmother’s family or not,” Celia reminded her as they walked along.


  “I have no idea about when to go back to see if she has found out anything,” Mandie said.


  “We can just guess. And she did say we were welcome anytime,” Celia said.


  The girls checked back in with Miss Hope when they returned to the school and then went upstairs to read the log again while they waited for the supper bell.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  SORTING IT ALL OUT!


   Celia had her music lesson that night, and Mandie went for hers the next night, Thursday. She couldn’t make her mind up whether she was going to enjoy the lessons or not.


  On Friday, Mrs. Taft came to take Mandie and Celia to her house for the weekend. Therefore, the girls still had not had a chance to return to the cellar to examine the treasures they had found. And they had not seen Miss Hamby.


  But the puzzle began unraveling on Sunday at church. As the congregation was leaving, Mandie and Celia stepped outside the front door with Mrs. Taft and they found Miss Hamby waiting for them on the porch.


  “I found such interesting information about Jeremiah Grey, I thought I’d take a moment to tell you,” Miss Hamby began as she spoke to Mrs. Taft and then to the girls.


  “Jeremiah Grey?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Yes, you see he was a notorious pirate, and he was born here in Asheville but shipped out of Charles Town, South Carolina,” Miss Hamby quickly went on. “I found some old newspaper reports on his daughter, how she was murdered by someone trying to steal his treasures. Of course the law never found whoever did it, but Jeremiah Grey made a complete turnabout, quit the sea, and shut himself up in  that house you use for a schoolhouse now. He was found dead one day in the backyard by a traveling peddler. Apparently he had had some health problems. That was in 1820, I believe—”


  Mrs. Taft spoke loudly as she interrupted, “Just a moment if you please, Miss Hamby. Who in the world are you talking about? Why are you telling us this?”


  Miss Hamby immediately looked at the girls. They both avoided her gaze as Mandie said, “We asked Miss Hamby to get us some information on this man. We found his name in a book at school.”


  “Well, why didn’t someone say so in the first place?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Taft,” Miss Hamby said. “I thought you were aware that the girls had asked me to do this.” Looking at Mandie, she added, “I’ll bring you my report, and Mrs. Taft the bill, then.”


  “Bill?” Mandie gasped as she realized Miss Hamby was in the business of finding information and expected to be paid.


  “An itemized bill, if you please, Miss Hamby,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Now, girls, let’s go on home.”


  “Yes, Mrs. Taft, I will be happy to,” Miss Hamby called after them.


  As soon as they were all in Mrs. Taft’s rig and on the way to her house, Mandie told her, “I’m sorry, Grandmother, but I couldn’t explain to you in front of Miss Hamby because we have come across a deep, dark secret and I didn’t want to share it with Miss Hamby. But you see, we found a ship’s log with this Jeremiah Grey’s name on it.” She paused.


  “All right, dear, I’ll pay her fee. If it’s for school, I don’t mind,” Mrs. Taft said as Ben, her driver, cut a corner sharply.


  “But it’s not exactly for school, at least not for school lessons,” Mandie said as she kept her balance on the seat. “And not only that, we found all kinds of treasures in a secret room in the cellar at school—”


  That caught Mrs. Taft’s attention immediately. “Amanda, will you please begin at the beginning? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said.


  Mandie explained how they had found the steps through the floor of the attic, the treasure in the cellar, and finally the pirate ship’s log in the wall of their bedroom.


   “So I got the idea to ask Miss Hamby to look up any records she could find on this Jeremiah Grey,” Mandie finished.


  Mrs. Taft had sat silently, listening to Mandie’s explanation. Now she asked, “Do you mean to tell me there is real, valuable treasure in the schoolhouse cellar?” She frowned and added, “And illegal treasure, at that.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie assured her. “We’ll show it to you. We haven’t told anyone yet, not even Miss Prudence.”


  “Of course we’ll have to tell Miss Prudence,” Mrs. Taft said. “When you girls return to school this afternoon, I’ll go with you and talk to her.” She turned sideways to look at Mandie and asked, “You are sure this is all for real? I don’t want to be made a fool of, especially not in front of Miss Prudence.”


  “You could go look at all the stuff before we tell Miss Prudence, and then you would know what to say,” Mandie suggested.


  “Yes, we could, but I believe I’ll talk to one of the Heathwood sisters first. I’m sure they will hear I’m at the school and would wonder why I was visiting without seeing them,” Mrs. Taft told her.


  
    

  


  As soon as the noon meal was finished at Mrs. Taft’s house, Miss Hamby came with the report she had promised.


  When the maid came to the parlor to tell Mrs. Taft that Miss Hamby was at the front door, Mandie’s grandmother got up and went to see her. She met Miss Hamby on the front porch.


  “I have the report I promised,” Miss Hamby said, holding out a stack of papers.


  “Thank you very much, Miss Hamby, but since I don’t believe in doing business on Sunday, I will accept the report and confer with you when I have read it and will at that time make payment,” Mrs. Taft informed her.


  “Yes, anytime, Mrs. Taft, thank you,” Miss Hamby said, turning to hurry to her buggy standing in the driveway.


  Mrs. Taft closed the door and returned to the parlor. She read the report to the girls, but there was nothing in the papers except what Miss Hamby had already told them and a notation she had made that he had no relatives and no descendants. An additional note at the end stated that Miss Hamby had traced a descendant of the missionaries  who had been robbed by Jeremiah Grey and would be glad to follow up on that if desired.


  Mandie frowned when she heard that and said, “Well, if she found out about this person, why didn’t she put it in the report?”


  “Because you only asked for the name Jeremiah Grey,” Mrs. Taft said with a big smile. “Miss Hamby will expect more money for a report of this descendant.”


  “Well, I sure wish we knew who it is,” Mandie protested.


  “Don’t worry, dear, I’ll get the information when I pay Miss Hamby,” Mrs. Taft assured her.


  
    

  


  Later that day when the girls returned to school, Mrs. Taft came with them. She brought some old clothes in a bag, on the advice of Mandie.


  “It’s terribly, awfully dirty down there, and so is the stuff in the trunks and boxes,” she had told her grandmother. “You could change your clothes in our room.”


  When they arrived at the schoolhouse, Mrs. Taft went down the hallway to knock on the door of the private quarters of the schoolmistresses. Mandie and Celia followed.


  “Do come in,” Miss Prudence invited them as she opened the door wide.


  Once inside and they were all seated, Mrs. Taft told her, “I’m afraid we have a serious problem.”


  When Mrs. Taft told her what Mandie had related to her, Miss Prudence sat there speechless and could only manage to say, “Indeed.”


  “Now, I have brought old clothes with me and would like to change into these and go down there in the cellar and see for myself exactly what is there,” Mrs. Taft added.


  Miss Prudence immediately agreed, “Yes, yes, we must go investigate. If you’d like to use my bedroom there.” She motioned toward the open door behind her. “And I will change, also.”


  “Thank you,” Mrs. Taft said. Rising and turning to the girls, she added, “You two run upstairs and change and get right back down here.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the girls chorused as they left the room.


  When everyone was dressed and ready, Mandie and Celia led the  way down into the cellar. Miss Prudence had insisted that they all bring lamps instead of candles in order to see better as they walked across the dark basement.


  The girls showed them the old door. They opened it and then pushed some more bricks aside so Mrs. Taft and Miss Prudence could pass through the hole.


  Once inside the room, Mandie and Celia anxiously moved from trunk to box to trunk and on around the secret room, as they lifted lids and glanced inside each one. Everything seemed packed full. Mrs. Taft and Miss Prudence were absolutely speechless. Mandie glanced at them and suddenly got a case of the giggles.


  “Mandie, this isn’t funny, you know,” Celia told her as the adults looked anxiously at Mandie.


  “I know, I know. I’m not laughing because it’s funny,” she insisted. “I’m laughing because we managed to beat the old pirate at his own game. We have his loot now, and he thought it was hidden forever.”


  “For the moment we have it,” Mrs. Taft reminded her. “It is not ours to keep. We shall have to do something with all this. I don’t know what yet, but something.”


  Finally Mrs. Taft said she wanted to go to the girls’ room to see the ship’s log. Mandie cringed as she remembered the terrible hole they had made in the wall. Miss Prudence wasn’t going to like that.


  But she was surprised. When they got to the girls’ room and Miss Prudence saw the hole, she immediately said, “Oh dear, we’ll have to find you girls another place to sleep until that hole is repaired, because of rats.”


  Mandie didn’t want to give up their room. “Oh, we aren’t afraid of rats. Remember you let me bring Snowball to chase them. In fact, he was the cause of us finding all that stuff,” she said.


  “Very well, I’ll get it repaired tomorrow,” Miss Prudence said. “Now, shall we inspect the floor in the attic? This house is amazing. I never would have dreamed it held such secrets.”


  In the attic, the girls explained about the boards, but Miss Prudence said she would get the place opened later to inspect it.


  “Oh, we forgot about the ship’s log, Miss Prudence, Grandmother,” Mandie said as they left the attic. “You looked at the hole, but you didn’t look at the book we found in it.”


  “We’ll stop on the way down,” Miss Prudence told her.


   Back in their room, Mandie and Celia sat quietly while Mrs. Taft and Miss Prudence read the ship’s log. And then Mrs. Taft told Miss Prudence about Miss Hamby’s report.


  “So that is why you girls wanted to visit Miss Hamby,” Miss Prudence said, looking at the two. “I certainly wondered about it.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the girls chorused.


  “And we need to find this descendant of the missionaries that she spoke about,” Mrs. Taft reminded the schoolmistress.


  “Yes, indeed,” Miss Prudence agreed.


  
    

  


  The next day, Mrs. Taft came back to the school after classes and went to show Miss Prudence the report Miss Hamby had given her on the descendant of the missionaries. Miss Prudence called the girls into her office to talk with her and Mrs. Taft.


  “According to Miss Hamby’s report, the missionary group went out of existence many years ago, and this man, Carl Conover, was only a child when the group broke up. He lives alone down near the depot and picks up odd jobs now and then. He’s old and has no relatives that anyone knows of,” Mrs. Taft told them.


  “And what would you suggest? That we turn all those things in the cellar over to this man?” Miss Prudence asked.


  “Well, they belonged to his ancestors, and I don’t know of anyone else who has a claim on it,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “Grandmother, could we go visit this man?” Mandie asked.


  Mrs. Taft looked at Miss Prudence, who nodded and then answered, “Yes, I suppose we could—or should, in fact.”


  
    

  


  Mandie, Celia, Mrs. Taft, and Miss Prudence found the home of the missionary’s descendant that afternoon. The house looked old and run down. When they showed up at the old man’s door, he was rude to them. “What do you fancy people want?” he asked.


  “Are you Carl Conover?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  The man looked at her real hard and didn’t answer.


  “Because if you are Mr. Conover, we have some good news for you,” she continued.


  The man continued to stare but didn’t reply.


   Mandie stepped forward, tried to take his hand, but he quickly withdrew. She said, “Mr. Conover, we have some wonderful news for you. We’ve found the treasures that were stolen from your missionary ancestors when they came to the United States.”


  He quickly stepped away from her and said, “Got a curse on it.”


  Everyone looked at each other in surprise.


  Mandie continued, “Do you know what we’re talking about? The treasures that were stolen off the ship belonging to your ancestors by a pirate named Jeremiah Grey.”


  “I know all about him. I also figured the treasures were hidden in his house, which is being used for a school now,” Carl said. “I don’t want anything to do with it. It’s got a curse on it. My people died because of it.” He shrugged his thin shoulders and squinted his deep-blue eyes.


  “But you are the only one we can find connected to this stuff,” Mrs. Taft argued. “We have to give it to you.”


  “No, you don’t, lady, ’cause I’m not accepting it. Now, you just go back where you came from. I don’t want anything to do with it or with you people,” the old man insisted.


  “All right, then. We’ll donate it to some church group,” Mrs. Taft said. “But from the looks of this place, I’d say you could use at least some of it.” She glanced around the rotten front porch where they stood.


  “At least what I’ve got I earned with my own hands. Now you just go on home,” Carl Conover said as he slammed the door shut in their faces.


  “Well!” Mandie exclaimed. “Very ungrateful, isn’t he?”


  “Just overly superstitious, I’d say,” her grandmother said.


  “And also rude,” Miss Prudence added.


  “But he did look awfully pitiful and poor,” Celia said.


  “We’ll fix that,” Mrs. Taft said. “Let’s go make our plans now.”


  They all went back to the schoolhouse and to Miss Prudence’s quarters. It was not yet time for supper, so they discussed what they would do with the treasures.


  “If it’s agreeable with you, Miss Prudence, here’s what we can do,” Mrs. Taft began. “I can see Mr. Conover is in bad shape, financially and healthwise. And he won’t accept the treasures. There are a couple of pieces I’d like to own in one of those trunks, so why don’t I take them and put out the cash value on this Mr. Conover? The balance I think  we should donate to some religious group, since that was the kind of people it belonged to. Now, what do you think?”


  “That is an excellent idea, Mrs. Taft,” Miss Prudence agreed.


  “But, Grandmother, how are you going to get him to accept anything, money or whatever? He’ll figure it’s from the treasures,” Mandie said.


  “We won’t have to get him to accept it. We’ll just hire some men to rebuild his house, furnish it, stock up some new clothes, and fill up his pantry—and we’ll open a bank account in his name with the rest of it,” Mrs. Taft explained. “I have an idea he won’t refuse any of this.”


  
    

  


  So that’s what they did. The girls were allowed to be in charge and they enjoyed every minute of it, most of all when they made a final visit to Mr. Conover’s new house, and he actually thanked them.


  The girls, along with Mrs. Taft and Miss Prudence, returned to see him when the work was all done, and this time he invited them inside to sit down.


  “I have to apologize,” he began, “and I have to admit I didn’t like you all, because I thought you all were evidently rich and were down here showing off with all your money and stuff. I know now I was wrong. I’ve never met finer people, and I thank you all from the bottom of my heart.”


  Mandie wiped tears of joy from her blue eyes and said, “Oh, Mr. Conover, that’s the nicest thing anyone ever said to me.”


  “And we all thank you,” Mrs. Taft told him.


  When they got up to leave, Miss Prudence told him, “We want you to know that we’d like for you to come and have dinner with us at the school one day. We’d like for you to see the house the way it is now.”


  “Oh yes, please do come,” Celia said. “We want you to meet the other girls.”


  “Well, I thank you all for the invite, but I’m too old to traipse around much anymore. And I want to say I hope you all come back to see me,” Mr. Conover told them with a big smile.


  “We will,” both the girls said as they all left.


  On the way back to the schoolhouse, Mrs. Taft told them how much the religious group had appreciated the treasures they had found. “But,  mind you, now, all that stuff wasn’t gold and jewels. Some of it was fake, but it totaled up to quite a sum anyway.”


  They were in Mrs. Taft’s rig, and she insisted they all stop at her house for a cup of tea before returning to school, since it was only midafternoon.


  At her house, they found Uncle Ned, who had brought Hilda home. He was sitting in the parlor with her, waiting for Mrs. Taft to return.


  “No measles, bring Hilda back,” the old man told Mrs. Taft as they all entered the room.


  “Yes, thank you, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft replied as they sat down.


  Mandie walked over to the young girl and said, “Hilda, I’m glad you’re home again.”


  To her great surprise, Hilda started jabbering away in what seemed to be the Cherokee language. Mandie looked at Uncle Ned in astonishment and asked, “Is she speaking Cherokee?”


  “We learn Hilda know Cherokee, no English,” the old man explained. “Sallie and Morning Star talk to Hilda. Hilda talk back.”


  “Uncle Ned, do you mean to tell me this child could talk all the time, but she just didn’t understand English because she only knew Cherokee?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Yes, talk all time to Sallie, Morning Star, and also to Dimar,” he said, looking at Mandie. “Hilda like Dimar.”


  “Oh, she’s smarter than I am. Here I’m part Cherokee and don’t even know the language. Uncle Ned, I’ve got to learn,” Mandie told him.


  “Sallie teach Hilda some English, too,” he said with a big smile.


  “I’m so glad we finally found out she could talk,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Did you come by to see my mother and Uncle John?” Mandie asked.


  “John Shaw send word. Number two wife of Jim Shaw claim she got will giving her Jim Shaw’s house,” Uncle Ned said.


  Mandie’s heart flip-flopped. “Oh no, she can’t have,” she said. “I have the will. I gave it to Uncle John, and he was going to get it recorded in the Swain County Courthouse.”


  “She claim that old will. She got new will,” the old man explained. “John Shaw say have courtroom battle.”


  “Oh dear, that woman is going to cause a lot of trouble,” Mrs. Taft  said. She looked at Miss Prudence and explained, “We are talking about the woman Amanda’s father married after he and Elizabeth were divorced. He was still married to her when he died.”


  “I’m sorry,” Miss Prudence remarked.


  “Uncle Ned, did my mother send me any message? I sent her a letter,” Mandie told him.


  “Only message from John Shaw,” Uncle Ned replied.


  Mandie frowned and said under her breath to Celia, “Remember I wrote and asked her about going to New York with you and your mother?”


  Celia nodded.


  “Amanda, we will have to go to Swain County when this thing comes up in court,” Mrs. Taft said. “I do hope it doesn’t interfere with your schooling.”


  “Never mind the schooling, Grandmother,” Mandie said. “That woman is not going to take my father’s house. It belongs to me, and I’m going to keep it, no matter what I have to do.”


  As she spoke, she again felt the pain of losing her father. The house was all she had left of her memories. And no one was going to take it away from her. She’d see to that.


  Her thoughts turned back to her father and the log cabin at Charley Gap.
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