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    My sister! my sweet sister!


    if a name dearer and purer were,


    it should be thine.


    —BYRON, Epistle to Augusta
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    This book is dedicated to


    all those special mail carriers who


    have delivered Mandie’s books over the years, including—
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Chapter One

    
 A Mystery to Solve


    When the train pulled into the station in Asheville, North Carolina, late Thursday afternoon, Mandie was surprised to see her grandmother’s driver, Ben, waiting with her rig.


    “Grandmother, Ben is out there,” Mandie told Mrs. Taft as she followed her grandmother and Senator Morton down the aisle toward the door of the train. Her friends, Joe Woodard, Jonathan Guyer, and Celia Hamilton came behind her.


    Mrs. Taft paused to look back and say, “Yes, dear. Remember, Uncle Ned left your house yesterday because he had his horse and could not get the train with us. I asked him to alert Ben to our arrival.” She walked on and then turned back again to say, “Amanda, please don’t let that white cat get away from you.”


    “Yes, ma’am, I won’t,” Mandie answered as she held on to the red leash attached to Snowball’s collar. The cat was trying to run ahead.


    “And I don’t want to have to chase after him,” Joe teased with a big grin.


    “Neither do I,” Jonathan added, laughing.


    “Now, Snowball hardly ever runs away,” Celia told the boys as they all continued toward the door.


    Mandie stopped to look back at her friend. “I thank you for taking up for Snowball. I won’t let him get away.” She stooped to pick up the cat and carry him in her arms.


    When they got outside on the platform of the depot, Mrs. Taft instructed Ben about getting their baggage, and he hurried to find it as the stationmaster unloaded it from the train.


    “Come on, we’ll just wait in the rig,” Mrs. Taft told Senator Morton as he helped her down to the street.


    Mandie hesitated, hoping to ask Ben questions about Miss Hope’s disappearance, but her grandmother glanced back and said, “Come on now, Amanda. We don’t want to get Ben involved in a conversation here or we’ll never get home.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied with a big sigh. “I do hope she has been found by now,” she added to her friends.


    Everyone had been at Mandie’s house in Franklin, North Carolina, when Mrs. Taft had received the message from Miss Prudence that Miss Hope was missing. Since Mrs. Taft now owned the school, she had hurried home to see what she could do. Mandie and her friends had come along to help solve the mystery.


    The Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls was located in Asheville, but since it was summertime in 1903 and school was out, Mandie and her friends would be staying at Mrs. Taft’s house not far from the school. In the fall, Mandie and Celia would enter their last year at the school.


    As soon as they were all seated in the rig, Ben came hurrying to join them. “I’ll come back for de luggage, Miz Taft. Won’t all fit in here with dis many people,” he explained as he jumped up on his seat and shook the reins to get the horse going.


    “That’s fine, Ben,” Mrs. Taft replied as the rig moved along. “Do you know if they’ve found Miss Hope Heathwood yet or have any clue as to where she went?”


    “Lawsy mercy, Miz Taft, no, they ain’t found dat lady yet,” Ben replied. “Been hearing all kinds of tales all over town.”


    Mandie and her friends leaned forward behind Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton to listen to the conversation.


    “What kind of tales, Ben?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “Some say de lady done lost her senses and jes’ wandered away somewhere all by herself,” Ben explained. “Some say she hidin’ in de attic, like dat girl, Hilda, did. Jes’ all kinda tales.”


    Hilda was the girl Mandie and Celia had found hiding in the attic of the schoolhouse. Mrs. Taft had given her a home, but she stayed with the Mannings, friends of Mrs. Taft, because they had a daughter that she seemed to like. Hilda never spoke, but it had not been decided whether it was because she couldn’t or because she wouldn’t talk.


    “I suppose they have searched the attic and every other imaginable place where Miss Hope could have gone,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    “Yessum, dat whut dey did,” Ben agreed, shaking the reins as they traveled down the main street of Asheville. “And lotsa places elsewise, too. Dey even searched de school farm, but Aunt Pansy out dere ain’t seen her.”


    Mandie spoke up. “I certainly hope they find her before school starts. It would be terrible if we had to go through our last year of school here without Miss Hope. She always understands our problems.” Mandie glanced at Celia and smiled.


    “Yes, she does,” Celia agreed.


    “You wouldn’t have problems if you would just settle down and make an effort to behave,” Mrs. Taft said, frowning at Mandie. “And unless you do that, you will not be prepared for college next year. And speaking of college, you must decide soon where you would like to go. Your mother and I need time to investigate whatever school you choose.”


    Mandie quickly glanced at Celia and blew out her breath as Mrs. Taft turned to face forward. She didn’t say anything because she didn’t want to start a conversation with her grandmother about her future plans. The lady had a habit of taking over and making decisions for Mandie, and sometimes Mandie lost the battle.


    “Ben, after we get unpacked and have our supper, I’ll ask you to drive us over to the school to speak with Miss Prudence,” Mrs. Taft told her driver.


    “Yessum, dat we’ll do,” Ben replied, turning the vehicle onto the road where Mrs. Taft lived. “After I goes back to collect de luggage.”


    As Mrs. Taft’s huge mansion came into view, Mandie whispered to her friends, “I hope we can go with her.” The rattle of the rig covered her remark.


    Jonathan nodded in agreement. Joe shrugged his shoulders. Celia smiled and whispered back, “If we don’t get to go tonight maybe we will tomorrow.”


    “Yes,” Mandie replied. “But I want to go tonight and hear just what Miss Prudence has to say.”


    Ben drove the rig down the long driveway and stopped at the front door. Senator Morton helped Mrs. Taft down from the vehicle, and the young people quickly followed.


    “Now you go right back and get our trunks and things, Ben, and please don’t take too long doing it,” Mrs. Taft told her driver.


    “Yessum, be back in two shakes of a sheep’s tail,” Ben replied with a big grin as he shook the reins and the horse moved the rig back down the driveway.


    Turning back to the young people as she and Senator Morton stepped up onto the front porch, Mrs. Taft said, “Y’all get freshened up as soon as your trunks get here, and then come on down to the parlor. We’ll have coffee and just maybe some of that cake y’all seem to like.” She smiled.


    “Chocolate cake!” Jonathan said, rolling his eyes in delight.


    “Yes, chocolate cake,” Joe echoed.


    “Yes, I’m sure when Uncle Ned came to tell Cook that we would be home today, she rushed a nice big chocolate cake into the oven,” Mrs. Taft explained.


    At that moment, Ella, the parlor maid, opened the front door.


    “Good to see y’all,” she said as she held the door open for Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton to enter.


    “And it’s good to be home, Ella,” Mrs. Taft replied and led the way into the huge front hall.


    As the young people followed, Ella quickly bent to whisper in Mandie’s ear, “Got a big chocolate cake waitin’.”


    “Thank you, Ella,” Mandie replied with a big grin. “We’ll be right back down as soon as we wash up.” She stooped and unfastened the red leash to Snowball’s collar, and he ran down the hallway ahead of them.


    “You young men, first door on de left upstairs, ’cross from de girls’ room,” the maid told them. “And do hurry, ’cause de coffee done perked up to just about de right strength.” She grinned at the young people.


    “We’re going and will be right back,” Mandie promised, rushing toward the huge staircase.


    After a quick trip to their rooms, the four young people hurried back downstairs.


    “We beat Grandmother and the senator,” Mandie remarked, glancing around the huge parlor as the four took seats at one side.


    “Not by much,” Joe said as the two older people entered the room.


    By the time Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton had sat down across the room, Ella came hurrying in with the tea cart.


    “Now, how did all this happen to fall into place?” Jonathan asked, grinning. “Everything right on the dot.”


    “My grandmother’s house is run strictly on schedule,” Mandie whispered as she leaned toward him in the chair next to hers.


    After serving the adults, Ella brought the cake and coffee over to the young people.


    “Don’t forget, Amanda, it isn’t long till suppertime,” Mrs. Taft reminded the young people with a smile.


    “Yes, ma’am,” the four chorused as they began eating the cake and silently listened to Mrs. Taft’s conversation with the senator.


    “I do hope Miss Prudence has been able to get some information about Miss Hope, exactly when she was last seen and where, and such,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Yes, that would be helpful,” Senator Morton said.


    “I understood from the message I received that Miss Hope went to her room to go to bed that night as usual, but when Miss Prudence missed her the next morning, she found her bed had not been slept in, and the servants, Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal, had not seen her since supper the night before. And they do get up very early in the morning to get the other servants started on their chores.”


    “I suppose Miss Prudence has had a search made of the whole school building,” Senator Morton said, sipping his coffee.


    “Oh yes, she has done that, all the way up through the attic,” Mrs. Taft replied, setting her coffee cup down. “I am under the impression that Miss Hope deliberately disappeared without letting anyone know, for some reason, but I can’t imagine why.”


    “Yes, why would she just walk off like that?” Jonathan whispered to Mandie.


    Mandie shrugged her shoulders and replied, “Maybe she was mad at Miss Prudence about something or other.” She grinned.


    “I can’t imagine Miss Hope doing such a thing,” Celia said. “She is so easygoing and lets her sister be the boss on everything.”


    “Perhaps she got tired of being bossed around all the time,” Joe suggested.


    Mandie quickly waved her hand at her friends as she turned back to listen to further conversation between her grandmother and the senator.


    “Do you plan on asking for help from the law enforcement authorities? That is, if Miss Prudence hasn’t already done so,” the senator asked.


    “Miss Prudence does not like to deal with law enforcement people. She is strictly private about her business and such,” Mrs. Taft said, picking up her cup and taking another sip of coffee. “However, it may be necessary to ask for their assistance. Miss Prudence will just have to realize that this is a very serious matter, Miss Hope just disappearing suddenly. I do hope there has not been foul play and she is found safe and sound.”


    “Yes, we must all pray for her,” Senator Morton said, sipping his coffee.


    Mandie immediately and quietly reached out her hands to her friends, and they joined together in a circle.


    “What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee,” the four together quoted their verse and then looked at each other as Mandie added, “I believe Miss Hope is safe, wherever she is.”


    Her friends nodded in agreement.


    At that moment Ben appeared in the doorway to the hall. “All de trunks done put in de rooms, Miz Taft,” he said.


    “Thank you, Ben,” Mrs. Taft replied as she set down her coffee cup and rose. “I’ll let you know what time after supper I’ll want you to drive me to the school to see Miss Prudence.”


    “Yessum,” Ben replied and disappeared down the hall.


    “You young people should go get cleaned up and change clothes now for supper,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie and her friends.


    Senator Morton rose from his chair to accompany Mrs. Taft out of the room.


    “Yes, ma’am,” the four replied, following the adults into the hallway.


    As the four climbed the stairs, Mandie said to her friends, “Let’s meet over there on the sofa when we get dressed.” She pointed to the sofa sitting at the top of the stairs, flanked by two mahogany tables holding lamps.


    “Fifteen minutes?” Jonathan asked with a big grin.


    “No, it will take the girls at least thirty minutes to change and get prettied up,” Joe added, smiling at Mandie.


    “We will be back out by the time you all are,” Mandie told the boys.


    “We’ll see,” Jonathan teased.


    In the room that Mandie and Celia occupied when they stayed with Mandie’s grandmother, the girls found their dresses hung up and their trunks emptied.


    “I think I’ll just put on this blue dress,” Mandie said, taking the frilly garment down from the wardrobe. “Grandmother hasn’t said yet whether we will be allowed to go with her to the school.” She began undressing.


    “I know, and I’ll put on this lavender dress,” Celia said, pulling it from the hanger. “I hope we do get to go.” She quickly changed clothes.


    Mandie stepped over to the full-length mirror on a stand in the corner and adjusted her sash around her waist. “If Grandmother doesn’t ask us to go, I’m going to ask her if we may,” she said, twirling around to shake out the folds in her full skirt. “If we don’t hear all the information from Miss Prudence, I’m sure Grandmother will never bother to repeat it all to us. So how can we search for Miss Hope if we don’t know all the details?”


    “You are right, Mandie, but I know your grandmother well enough to know that she only does whatever she wants to do,” Celia said with a big grin.


    Mandie grinned back and said, “You are absolutely right. Therefore, we need to go with her tonight and hear it all firsthand from Miss Prudence herself.”


    “I would imagine Miss Prudence has already searched the whole town and that everyone in town is on the lookout for Miss Hope,” Celia said, joining Mandie in front of the mirror and adjusting her frilly dress.


    “Oh no, Celia, you know how secretive Miss Prudence is about personal matters,” Mandie said. “I would think she has tried to search the whole town without the townspeople knowing about it.”


    “But remember Ben said there were all kinds of rumors going on all over town,” Celia reminded her.


    “Yes, but that’s why it’s all rumors going on, because no one really knows the story, only that Miss Hope is missing,” Mandie replied, going over to the bureau to brush back her long blond hair.


    Celia joined her in front of the bureau mirror and combed her auburn hair. “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” she agreed. “Miss Prudence has everyone guessing and wondering.”


    “Ready?” Mandie asked, stepping back from the bureau. “Let’s go.”


    The girls hurried out of their room and down the hallway toward their meeting place with the boys. Joe and Jonathan were already there.


    “What took you two so long?” Jonathan teased.


    “I’m sure you two just got here,” Mandie replied.


    “No, we have probably been here for about five minutes,” Joe said. “Your grandmother’s maid, Annie, happened to come down the hall while we were waiting and we spoke to her. Guess what she told us?”


    Mandie looked at him and frowned as she replied, “Well, what?”


    “The night Miss Hope disappeared, Annie was out for a stroll with her man friend and they were passing the church. It was already dark and was also cloudy, but she thinks she saw Miss Hope rush around toward the back of the church.” He grinned at the girls.


    “Really? You are not just teasing us?” Mandie asked.


    “I’m only repeating what Annie told us,” Joe said.


    “Was Miss Hope alone?” Celia asked.


    “Yes. Annie said as far as she could tell the lady was alone,” Jonathan said.


    “I can’t imagine what Miss Hope was doing out after dark all by herself,” Mandie said thoughtfully. “I wonder if Annie has told this to my grandmother.”


    “Not yet,” Joe said. “Annie said she was waiting for an opportunity to tell Mrs. Taft.”


    “The church is a good little walk from the school, and Miss Hope was out there by herself after dark.” Mandie mulled the information over. “It certainly doesn’t sound like anything she would do.”


    “And around the back of the church in the dark?” Celia questioned.


    “I wonder if there was any kind of service going on at the church when Annie went by that night,” Joe said.


    “I hope she has a chance to tell this to my grandmother before she goes over to see Miss Prudence tonight,” Mandie said.


    “Let’s go on down to the parlor. Your grandmother may be waiting for us down there,” Celia reminded Mandie.


    “Yes, and supper could be ready,” Joe added.


    “Yes, food,” Jonathan added with a big grin.


    When the four got to the parlor, Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were already there, and Mandie could hear only the end of their conversation as she and her friends entered the room.


    “That is just about unbelievable that Miss Hope would be out alone by the church after dark,” Mrs. Taft was saying.


    “Do you think there’s a possibility that Annie could have been mistaken about who it was that she saw?” the senator asked. “If it was too dark to really identify anyone, then Annie could have been mistaken.”


    “I’ll discuss this with Miss Prudence tonight and see what she thinks,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    Ella appeared at the door to the parlor and spoke. “Miz Taft, suppah is ready to serve now.”


    “Thank you, Ella,” Mrs. Taft said as she rose from her chair. The maid went back down the hallway.


    The four young people stood up, waiting to follow Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton into the dining room.


    Mrs. Taft paused to look back as she said, “Come along now, Amanda. If you and your friends are going to the school with us tonight, you need to hurry through supper.” She smiled at Mandie.


    Mandie grinned and said, “Oh yes, ma’am, we’ll hurry.” She looked back at her friends as they hastily followed.


    She didn’t have to ask to go after all. Now she would be able to hear the whole story from Miss Prudence. And perhaps Mandie and her friends might be able to help solve the mystery.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Two

    
 Visit With Miss Prudence


    Supper was a hurried affair. The young people refrained from talking in order to eat more quickly and get on their way to the school. Mrs. Taft very seldom discussed anything during a meal, but she did inform Mandie and her friends, “It seems that Hilda may not be here any time soon. The Mannings have gone on an out-of-town trip and have taken her and their daughter with them. I have not been able to find out when they will return.”


    “Did they not know you were coming home?” Mandie asked, sipping her coffee.


    “Yes, but I had not let them know exactly when. As you know, this was a sudden decision to return home,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    “Thank goodness Polly Cornwallis didn’t come with us,” Mandie said with a deep frown. “But then, the way she acted about the tunnel and the newspaper reporter will probably curtail any visits from her anytime soon.”


    “I should hope so,” Mrs. Taft agreed.


    “I’m glad your uncle made all that business with the crack in the tunnel confidential information so we don’t have to discuss it with anyone who might have heard of the trouble,” Jonathan said.


    “I also ask that you young people honor Miss Prudence’s privacy,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’m sure she will want all information she gives us to be kept confidential.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” echoed around the table as the young people agreed.


    “I just hope nothing bad has happened to Miss Hope,” Celia said, finishing the last bit of potatoes on her plate.


    “How could it not be bad, since the lady just disappeared into thin air, so to speak, and no one knows a single thing about what happened,” Joe told them as he set down his coffee cup.


    Mrs. Taft quickly looked around the table and said, “Now, if everyone is finished, we’ll go see Miss Prudence and see what we can find out.” She rose as she spoke and, turning to the senator, said, “Shall we go now, Senator?”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Senator Morton agreed.


    The four young people quickly stood up and joined them as they led the way out into the hallway.


    Ben was waiting with the rig in the front driveway, and from there it was only a short distance to the schoolhouse. Since they had had supper early and the sun was still shining, Mandie and her friends kept watching everything they passed, keeping quiet to listen for any conversation between Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton, but they were silent all the way there.


    Ben drove the rig up the long driveway to the front porch of the huge white house that was the school.


    “Ben, please wait right here for us. We shouldn’t be gone very long,” Mrs. Taft told him as she and the senator stepped down from the rig.


    “Be right here,” Ben promised.


    Mandie and her friends followed the adults up to the front door. Aunt Phoebe opened the door as they approached.


    “Lawsy mercy, so good to see y’all,” the old woman greeted them. She reached to give the girls a hug. “Miss Prudence is in the parlor, waitin’ for y’all, Mrs. Taft.”


    “Thank you, Aunt Phoebe,” Mrs. Taft replied, and with Senator Morton by her side, she led the way to the small parlor off the downstairs hall.


    Miss Prudence was sitting on the sofa alone, and when they appeared in the doorway, she stood up and told Aunt Phoebe, “Coffee now, please, Aunt Phoebe.”


    “Yessum, right away,” the old woman replied and went on down the hallway.


    “Please come in and sit down, Mrs. Taft, Senator Morton, and you young people,” the schoolmistress told them, waving her hands to seats around the room.


    Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton sat down next to Miss Prudence on the sofa, and the young people listened to the conversation as they sat in nearby chairs.


    “Oh, Mrs. Taft, you can’t imagine how glad I am to see you,” Miss Prudence said in a shaky voice. “To have one’s only sister just suddenly disappear is very unsettling, to say the least.”


    “We are here to help if we can,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Now, would you please tell me the whole story about how it happened?”


    Miss Prudence cleared her throat, dabbed her lace handkerchief at her eyes, and answered. “As you know, we have our own separate rooms here at the school since we don’t have any other home. We said good-night rather early and went to our rooms for the night. The next morning, Aunt Phoebe came to tell me that my sister had not come to the kitchen for her usual instructions to the servants for the day, which she always did very early, before the girls began moving about the house. Then breakfast was served and my sister had not shown up for that. As you know, we have two sittings for meals because of the size of the school. My sister always likes to sit with the early breakfast and then I would sit with the next group for breakfast.” Her voice quivered and she stopped speaking.


    “I’m so sorry,” Mrs. Taft murmured and then asked, “So I suppose you immediately searched the schoolhouse for her.”


    “Oh yes, indeed,” Miss Prudence replied, straightening up in her seat. “Her bed had not been slept in; at least, it was all made up. So I asked all the servants, Aunt Phoebe, Uncle Cal, Millie, and the other people who work here, to do a thorough search of the house.”


    “But school is not in session right now, Miss Prudence,” Mrs. Taft said. “Do you still have two sittings for meals during this time? I know you have a few pupils who live here year-round because of distance or family situations, but are there enough people this time of the year to have two sittings?”


    “Oh yes, ma’am, we stay right with our regular routine to keep things orderly without temporary schedules for the summer,” Miss Prudence explained.


    Mandie and her friends were listening. Mandie knew the girls who made this their home year-round. She had always been glad she only had to stay here during the school year.


    “Miss Prudence, have you heard the rumor that one of my maids thinks she saw Miss Hope near the church one night after dark, and I believe it was the night Miss Hope disappeared?” Mrs. Taft asked. “Miss Hope was alone.”


    Miss Prudence quickly replied, “I don’t believe my sister would be out after dark, and especially not by herself.” She frowned as she thought about this.


    “Annie could have been mistaken, but she insists the person looked like Miss Hope,” Mrs. Taft said. “That was on Saturday night last week.”


    “Well, that is the night she disappeared, but I don’t believe it could have been her, all alone out there after dark,” Miss Prudence said.


    Mandie thought about the possibility of Miss Hope being out after dark by herself. “There could have been some kind of emergency,” she whispered to Celia next to her. Celia nodded.


    “I understand you have had a thorough search made of the house daily,” Mrs. Taft said. “And that you have also had the school farm searched. Have you asked for the assistance of the law enforcement here?”


    “Oh no, never, that would be too embarrassing to have law men poke into our private home and business,” Miss Prudence quickly replied. “I thought maybe you could help in some way and we could keep this private.”


    “But Miss Prudence, everyone in town knows Miss Hope is missing, from what I have heard. And they don’t know any details about it, therefore they are making up all kinds of tales about what happened. Wouldn’t you rather have the true story presented to the public and ask for their help?” Mrs. Taft asked, leaning forward as she glanced at Senator Morton.


    The senator added his remarks. “I would think that would be the surest way to find Miss Hope, and that would also put a stop to all the rumors that are going on around this town.”


    “No, no, no,” Miss Prudence replied, fanning herself with her handkerchief. “The law enforcement people could not find her any faster than we can. Everyone who works here at the school and at the school farm are out looking for her every day, which is all the law officers could do anyway.”


    “But suppose Miss Hope has left the town and the surrounding area?” Mrs. Taft said. “The sheriff’s men could go beyond that in their search.”


    Mandie drew in a sharp breath. Her grandmother was right. Miss Prudence was being stubborn and should agree to official help. She looked at her friends, who were agreeing with her as they nodded their heads and made signs when Miss Prudence wasn’t looking.


    Miss Prudence emphatically said, “No, Mrs. Taft, I do not want the law people involved in this. I intend keeping it private.”


    “But if you are having searches made every day, I don’t know what else I could do to help,” Mrs. Taft said with a frown.


    “Perhaps you could watch the streets and stores when you go out shopping,” Miss Prudence said. “I checked her clothes, but I can’t tell whether she took anything to wear with her. The dress she had on that night is missing. If she doesn’t have any clothes with her she will have to purchase more.”


    “But she also has to have a place to stay,” Mrs. Taft reminded her. “Have you checked the hotel and the boardinghouses in town?”


    “Some of my people have, but no one in those places has seen her,” Miss Prudence replied. “Therefore, I believe she must be staying in a private home somewhere.”


    “I just don’t understand why Miss Hope would do all this,” Mrs. Taft said. “Why would she just walk off from the school here, leave all her personal things, and go stay somewhere else in town?”


    “Could she just be taking a little vacation time away from the school until the next semester begins?” Senator Morton asked.


    “I don’t think so,” Miss Prudence said. “She has never done such a thing before, and besides, as I said, we have some pupils here all summer and we have to keep things orderly and running even if school is out. Perhaps since you know most of the tradespeople in town, Mrs. Taft, you could ask in an offhand way if any of them have seen my sister recently.” She nervously dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief as she took a deep breath.


    “Yes, I’d be glad to,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    At that moment, Aunt Phoebe came in with the tea cart and began serving coffee. As she finished with the adults and came over to serve Mandie and her friends, she whispered to Mandie, “Sorry, no chocolate cake. Didn’t know y’all would be here tonight.”


    Mandie smiled back and said, “Next time.”


    Aunt Phoebe nodded and replied, “Next time.” She left the cart in the parlor as she went back into the hallway.


    “I appreciate your returning home in order to help me out on this,” Miss Prudence said to Mrs. Taft. “I had no one else I could trust.”


    “Thank you, Miss Prudence,” Mrs. Taft replied. “However, I don’t believe there is much I can do if you won’t agree to go to the law enforcement people. I will go shopping tomorrow and ask in the stores if anyone has seen Miss Hope lately. You do understand, though, that probably all of Asheville knows Miss Hope has disappeared and they will only give me their ideas of where she went and what happened. Unless I run across someone who has actually seen her, this won’t accomplish anything.”


    “You might happen across someone who really does know where my sister went, or has seen her, and they wouldn’t be likely to tell that information to the people who work here who have been asking around for her.”


    When the coffee was finished, Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton stood up. “I am tired from the long journey, Miss Prudence. I’ll go home, get some rest, and see what I can do tomorrow,” Mrs. Taft said.


    As everyone moved toward the door to the hallway, Mandie stepped over to Miss Prudence and asked, “Is there anything I can do to help find Miss Hope? My friends here will be visiting for a few days and they could help, also.” She indicated Celia, Jonathan, and Joe.


    “Thank you, Amanda, but I’ll leave it up to Mrs. Taft. If you all can assist her in any way, that would be fine,” Miss Prudence replied as she walked on with Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton to the front door.


    Mandie whispered to her friends as they followed, “At least she didn’t forbid it.”


    On the way back to Mrs. Taft’s house, Senator Morton said, “I don’t understand the lady’s resistance to having the law enforcement people come in.”


    “Neither do I,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I didn’t say this to Miss Prudence, but I plan to discuss the matter with Mayor Hodges. He might have some ideas as to how we can investigate this matter.”


    Mandie and her friends heard that remark and smiled at each other as Ben turned the rig into Mrs. Taft’s driveway.


    Ella, the maid, opened the front door, and once inside the hallway, Mrs. Taft turned to Senator Morton and said, “If you will forgive me, I need to retire now so I can be up early and prepared for the task of searching for Miss Hope.”


    “I was going to suggest the same thing, except that I would like to read a little in the parlor to relax before I retire. So have pleasant dreams, and I will see you in the morning,” the senator told her. He headed toward the parlor, and Mrs. Taft walked on toward the staircase.


    Mandie quickly whispered to her friends, “He is going to read in the parlor. Let’s go to the back parlor.” She called after the senator, “Good night, Senator Morton.”


    Her friends quickly added their good-nights.


    “Sleep well, all of you, see you in the morning,” Senator Morton replied as he went on into the parlor.


    Celia, Jonathan, and Joe followed Mandie to the back parlor. Snowball was there, curled up on a chair. He opened one eye to look at his mistress, then went back to sleep.


    As her friends sat down, Mandie asked, “What can we do to help find Miss Hope?” She sat on the sofa by Celia.


    “We could go with your grandmother to see the mayor if she will allow us to,” Jonathan suggested.


    “She probably will let us go if we promise not to let Miss Prudence know,” Mandie said.


    “We could ask the people who work in the stores if they have seen Miss Hope,” Celia suggested.


    “Don’t forget that Annie claims she saw Miss Hope by the church that night,” Joe said. “We could find out whether there was anything going on at the church then and if there was someone who might have seen Miss Hope.”


    “Yes,” Mandie agreed. “But what could we do on our own? Y’all must have some ideas. Maybe we could check out the school attic.”


    “But someone has already done that,” Celia said.


    “Yes, but remember, we know that attic better than most people, after all those searches up there for Hilda,” Mandie answered.


    “We could visit all of the stores downtown and ask whether they’ve seen the lady or not,” Jonathan said.


    “Yes, I had thought about that. If we can manage to get away from Grandmother, we might accomplish more without her,” Mandie said, glancing at Celia. “We know a lot of those people from other mysteries we’ve solved here in Asheville. And they might tell us more than they would my grandmother because, as you all know, my grandmother is rather bossy sometimes.” She grinned.


    “So do we go with your grandmother if she asks us, or do we slip away on our own to visit the stores?” Jonathan asked.


    “We’d better go with her if she asks us. We can always go back without her and ask more questions,” Mandie said.


    “And if we are able to get information on our own, what are we going to do with it? Your grandmother will know we went alone,” Joe reminded her.


    “That depends on whether it’s something we can check out or whether we should tell my grandmother,” Mandie decided.


    “Your grandmother said Uncle Ned came ahead of us to let Ben know that we were coming. I wonder if he went home, or is he coming back here?” Celia asked. “Sometimes he can help us out on things like this.”


    “I forgot to ask my grandmother, but I will in the morning,” Mandie promised. “Yes, if he’s on our side he can be a lot of help.”


    “I wonder what really happened to Miss Hope,” Joe said thoughtfully. “Do y’all think she just disappeared on her own, or maybe she was kidnapped or something like that?”


    “I hope she just disappeared on her own. I’d hate to think about Miss Hope being kidnapped,” Mandie said. “Besides, why would anyone kidnap her? Miss Prudence probably has some thoughts of her own about what happened, but she is not telling us the whole story.”


    “But if Miss Prudence wants your grandmother’s help in finding her, wouldn’t she tell your grandmother everything that she knows about it?” Celia asked.


    “Remember, Miss Prudence doesn’t want the law enforcement called in to help, so there may be some secret there she doesn’t want made public,” Jonathan said, frowning as he thought about it.


    Mandie grinned and said, “Knowing my grandmother, she may just go and talk to the law enforcement anyway. She did say she was going to discuss all this with the mayor, remember.”


    Suddenly Annie stuck her head in the half-open door. “Just checking to put the lights out for the night,” she said. “Everybody else done gone to bed.”


    Mandie stood up and said, “Yes, I think we’d better go, too. But Annie, can you remember what Miss Hope was wearing when you saw her by the church that night?”


    “I ain’t positive it was her,” Annie replied. “It was dark, but I am pretty sure it was Miss Hope. I couldn’t tell what kind of clothes she had on—too dark.”


    “If it was so dark, then how can you be sure it was Miss Hope that you saw?” Jonathan asked.


    “I said I’m pretty sure it was her—looked like her,” Annie explained. “Is y’all goin’ lookin’ for Miss Hope?”


    “Yes, Miss Prudence wants us to help her search for Miss Hope,” Mandie explained. “Will you let us know right away if you think you see Miss Hope again?”


    “I sho will, missy. Now I’se got to check all de lights,” Annie replied. Moving back into the hallway, she added, “Good night now.”


    “Good night,” all the young people replied.


    Suddenly Annie stuck her head back through the doorway as she added, “Dat Injun man done come back.”


    “Uncle Ned has come back? Where is he?” Mandie quickly asked.


    “He went straight upstairs to de room where he sleeps. See y’all tomorrow,” Annie replied and hurried down the hallway.


    “Well, now we know that Uncle Ned is here,” Mandie said. She stood up and added, “I think I’ll go to bed so I can be up early tomorrow. Uncle Ned is always the first one up in the morning, and I’d like to talk to him.”


    Her friends all rose to follow her.


    “Yes, he always gets up early,” Celia agreed.


    The young people went upstairs to bed and promised to be up early and meet at the top of the stairs.


    In the room she shared with Celia, Mandie discussed the mystery of Miss Hope’s disappearance with Celia as they crawled into the huge four-poster bed, and Snowball curled up at their feet.


    “I just feel like there is something Miss Prudence is not telling us, something that she doesn’t want the law enforcement people to know,” Mandie said.


    “Mmm,” Celia agreed sleepily.


    Mandie stayed awake a long time trying to figure out exactly what that could be. She finally went to sleep and dreamed that Miss Hope had come home.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Three

    
 Beginning the Search


    Mandie and Celia were up waiting at the top of the stairs with Snowball. “I wonder where the boys are,” Mandie said as they sat on the settee by the steps. “Do you suppose they are already up and have gone to look for Uncle Ned?” She tapped her foot impatiently. The white cat ran down the staircase.


    “No, they would probably knock on our door before doing that,” Celia replied. She smiled and added, “They probably overslept.”


    At that moment, Joe and Jonathan came hurrying down the hallway toward them. Joe grinned and said, “Now I know how it feels to be second.” Glancing at Jonathan, he added, “I told Jonathan he’d better get a move on, but he wanted to stand before the mirror and brush those curls just right.”


    The girls giggled and Jonathan blushed. “Well, I do like to look neat when I’m in the company of such lovely young ladies,” he said with a grin.


    “Oh, Jonathan, you look fine. Now let’s go see if we can find Uncle Ned,” Mandie said, grinning, as she led the way down the stairs.


    “Are we going to the kitchen?” Jonathan asked as he brought up the rear.


    “No, I don’t think we’d be welcome in my grandmother’s kitchen. Early coffee would be in the breakfast room. Come on,” Mandie replied. “We’ll look in there first.”


    They found hot coffee there, but no one was around.


    “Uncle Ned may be out in the yard. You know how he always likes to take a little walk before breakfast,” Mandie told her friends and started toward the back door at the end of the hall.


    “Yes,” they all agreed and hurried after her.


    Outside, Mandie glanced around the backyard and finally spotted the old Indian walking through a flower garden at the back of the property. She hurried toward him and her friends followed.


    “Good morning, Uncle Ned,” Mandie called to him.


    He stopped walking and waited for them to catch up with him.


    “Uncle Ned, are you going with Grandmother today to start looking for Miss Hope?” Mandie asked.


    “Sit,” the old man said, pointing to a nearby bench. When everyone had been seated, he continued, “I am not sure where your grandmother will go today. I have plan already to look.”


    “You do? Can we go with you, then?” Mandie asked.


    “I go to school farm today,” the old man said. “Grandmother will go other places.”


    “Oh,” Mandie said, turning to look at her friends. “What do y’all think we ought to do? Go with Uncle Ned or with Grandmother?”


    Joe frowned as he thought about it. Jonathan grinned and said, “I will go wherever you go.”


    “So will I,” Celia added.


    “Suppose we just leave it up to you, Mandie, as to what we will do today? I’m ready to follow along with whatever you decide,” Joe said.


    “Since it’s such a long ways to the farm, it would probably take most of the day, and since we don’t know what my grandmother will have to say about any plans she may have, I suppose we’d better wait and go with her,” Mandie said, blowing out her breath. Then, looking up at the old man who was sitting next to her, she asked, “Uncle Ned, why don’t you just go with us or with my grandmother today? That way we’d all know if anyone uncovered any information about Miss Hope.”


    Uncle Ned shook his head and said, “Need to talk to Aunt Pansy today. Tomorrow I search in town for Miss Hope.”


    “Then would you let us go with you tomorrow?” Mandie asked.


    The old man nodded and answered, “If grandmother say.”


    But then plans were changed when they met Mrs. Taft at the breakfast table.


    After they were all seated, Mrs. Taft asked, “Uncle Ned, I was wondering if you would like to go with the young people and me today. Senator Morton just sent word down that he is feeling poorly and does not feel up to participating with us. He thinks he may be getting a cold.”


    “I plan to go to farm but can go tomorrow,” Uncle Ned said, nodding his head.


    Mandie and her friends looked at each other and smiled.


    “But Uncle Ned, that’s exactly where I had planned to go today,” Mrs. Taft said. “So I appreciate your going along with us. That’s so far out in the country, and since we don’t know what has happened to Miss Hope, I thought we needed an escort.”


    “We?” Mandie questioned. “Then you would like for all of us to go with you, too, Grandmother?” She smiled at her.


    “Of course, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft replied, setting down her cup of coffee. “I don’t really know those people who run the farm, but you all do.”


    “Yes, ma’am, Aunt Pansy out there is Uncle Cal’s mother. You know, Uncle Cal who works at the school and is married to Aunt Phoebe. Celia and I have been out there with Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie explained.


    Turning to Uncle Ned, Mrs. Taft asked, “You also know those people, don’t you?”


    Uncle Ned nodded and replied, “Yes, know them years and years. Good people.”


    “Since we are going, perhaps we should ask Miss Prudence if there is anything we can bring back for her,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Uncle Cal does all that,” Mandie said. “He takes supplies out there and brings their produce back to the school. We could ask Uncle Cal. It might save him a trip.”


    “Yes, that’s a good idea. We’ll just stop by the school on our way out of town,” Mrs. Taft said. “Now we should finish up here and get on our way.”


    When they arrived at the school later, Mandie went inside with her grandmother while everyone else waited in the rig. They found Miss Prudence in her office.


    “Good morning, Mrs. Taft,” the schoolmistress greeted her as she and Mandie stopped in the doorway. “And good morning, Amanda.”


    “Good morning, Miss Prudence, and now that we have that all over with, I just wanted to inform you that we are on our way to the school farm. I want to speak to Aunt Pansy about Miss Hope. And we were wondering if you had anything going or coming from the school that we could help out with.”


    “Thank you, Mrs. Taft, but Uncle Cal handles all that,” Miss Prudence replied. “And right now he is down the street helping to remodel that old house that’s been closed up for years. However, I don’t imagine we need anything, because he was just out there day before yesterday.”


    “Are you talking about that huge old white house with the pink shutters, Miss Prudence? The one that’s supposed to be haunted?” Mandie quickly asked.


    “Now, now, Amanda, there’s no such thing as a haunted house. That’s the kids around here playing jokes now and then. But, yes, that is the house. And it’s in such disrepair I can’t imagine who would want to waste time and money trying to make it decent again,” Miss Prudence replied, and turning to Mrs. Taft, she said, “You know, we’ve already been to the farm several times inquiring about my sister, but no one out there has seen her.”


    “I realize you said your people have been every place imaginable, but that leaves us nothing to explore except to go behind them,” Mrs. Taft said. She smiled and added, “Besides, situations can change at a moment’s notice. The people at the farm could have heard something since Uncle Cal was there day before yesterday.” She turned to go.


    Miss Prudence followed Mrs. Taft and Mandie to the front door. “Some of the road out there needs to be worked on, according to Uncle Cal. We’ve had so much rain it has made gullies everywhere, so drive carefully,” she told Mrs. Taft.


    “Ben is a good driver,” Mrs. Taft replied as she and Mandie went outside to the rig. “Thank you. I will see you later.”


    When Mrs. Taft and Mandie got back into the rig, Mandie quickly asked, “Grandmother, could we just drive by that old house and see what they are doing to it? Please. It’s only about three blocks down this street.”


    “All right, Amanda, we’ll just pass it on our way,” Mrs. Taft agreed. She instructed Ben, “Please go by that old house down the street that is being remodeled.”


    Ben glanced back at Mandie, grinned, and replied, “Yes, ma’am, Miz Taft. We will do that.”


    Mandie quickly told Joe and Jonathan, “Y’all probably never heard this before since you don’t live here, but they say the house is haunted.”


    The boys grinned. Celia giggled. And by that time Ben had brought them to the house and had stopped the rig in front of it.


    The house was huge, even larger than the schoolhouse, with chimneys standing at each side and a veranda that turned and ran out of sight, hidden by tangles of bushes growing in the yard. Some planks were missing from the front side of the house, and the workmen seemed to be repairing that part of it.


    “Oh look, they’ve cut down all those old dead pine trees that were in the front yard,” Mandie remarked.


    “And they’ve cleared the driveway where all those bushes were growing,” Celia added. “I do believe I can see roses blooming back there.”


    Uncle Cal was holding boards for the men to nail onto the house, but when he saw them, he gave that job to another man and came to the road.


    “Good mornin’, ma’am,” he greeted Mrs. Taft. “Is there something I can do for you?”


    “No, Uncle Cal. The young people wanted to see what y’all were doing to that house. We’ve just come from the school and are on our way to the farm. We had stopped to ask Miss Prudence if she wanted anything from the country, which she didn’t.”


    “Who is going to move into that house, Uncle Cal?” Mandie asked excitedly.


    “I don’t be knowin’ de name, but I heerd it’s newlyweds,” the old man replied, grinning at the young people. “Sho’ lots of work to be done.”


    “Is there any message we can give your mother for you, Uncle Cal?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “No, ma’am, thank you, ma’am, don’t believe there is,” Uncle Cal replied and then added as he saw Uncle Ned in the rig, “Hope you are fine, Uncle Ned.”


    “Fine, you too, fine,” the old Indian replied.


    “Now I has to git back to work and help hold the boards whilst they nail ’em up.” He backed away from the rig. “Good day, ma’am.”


    “Good day, Uncle Cal,” Mrs. Taft replied. Leaning forward, she said, “Ben, let’s get on our way now.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” the driver agreed.


    As they traveled down the road, Mandie said, “I wonder if the people who are moving into that house know all about the ghosts that are supposed to live there.” She glanced at her grandmother and Uncle Ned sitting in front of them and hoped they didn’t hear.


    “Real ghosts?” Jonathan teased.


    “Real live ones?” Joe asked.


    “Y’all just don’t know what all has been going on in that house since we came to school here,” Celia told them.


    “Lights are seen in there at night sometimes,” Mandie said. “And weird music is heard.”


    “And one time, some of the girls at our school were walking by there about suppertime, and they heard someone crying and screaming,” Celia said. “They ran the rest of the way to the schoolhouse.”


    “Sounds like someone is playing pranks,” Joe said with a big grin.


    “And trying to scare the girls at your school,” Jonathan added.


    “Yes, I imagine there are some devilish boys around here somewhere,” Joe suggested.


    “Maybe the remodeling will scare the ghosts away,” Celia suggested.


    “Suppose the ghosts decide to move into your schoolhouse then?” Joe teased.


    “They wouldn’t dare,” Mandie said firmly. “We’d get rid of them some way or other real fast.”


    “That might be easier said than done,” Jonathan added.


    “I’d like to see the inside of that house—that is, when the workmen are around,” Mandie said with a grin.


    “I imagine they are there every day, working,” Joe said.


    “And I imagine the inside is in great disrepair, judging from the condition of the outside,” Jonathan said. “I wonder why the house has stood empty so long.”


    “The story is that an old lady lived there alone for years and years, and when she died the house was closed up because no one came to claim it,” Mandie explained.


    “Poor lady, no relatives and died alone,” Celia added.


    “I wonder if the new owners will keep the shutters painted pink,” Mandie said. “They didn’t look real bad.”


    “Pink shutters? What a silly idea,” Jonathan said.


    “It sure makes the house different from all the rest around the neighborhood,” Mandie said. Snowball had been curled at her feet all this time and now he decided to jump up into her lap.


    “Oh, Snowball, why didn’t you sleep until we got to the farm?” She held on to his red leash.


    The cat sat down in her lap and began washing his face. Mandie put him back down on the floor. “I don’t want you to ruin my dress before we even get to the farm,” she said. He curled up again on the floor of the rig.


    Mrs. Taft heard this and she turned to glance back at Mandie. “Oh, Amanda, why did you bring that cat? I didn’t see him when we got into the rig or I would have insisted he stay home,” she said.


    “I’ll watch him, Grandmother. I thought he needed some fresh air, and besides, there is a dog at the farm that he would like to chase.”


    “Please be sure he doesn’t get away. We don’t have time to look for a cat today,” Mrs. Taft reminded her as she turned forward.


    “Yes, ma’am, I will watch him,” Mandie promised.


    “Why didn’t you leave him at your grandmother’s house, Mandie?” Joe asked.


    “Because he doesn’t live there, and someone might let him out and he might wander off and get lost. That’s why,” Mandie explained with a smile.


    “Oh well,” Joe replied with a big grin.


    “I wonder where your grandmother plans to go after we visit the farm,” Jonathan said in a low voice.


    “I have no idea,” Mandie said, watching to see if her grandmother had heard the remarks, but evidently she had not, as she continued conversing with Uncle Ned while Ben drove the rig on down the road, sometimes fast and sometimes slow. Mandie knew he loved to speed but didn’t dare do that with Mrs. Taft in the rig.


    Turning to Celia, Mandie said, “We need to check out the attic. Remember, they said they had seen lights in the attic. But I’d like to slip up there without everyone knowing it.”


    “Yes, we need to do that,” Celia agreed.


    “And I suppose you girls need us boys to go with you in case you run into a ghost or something up there,” Jonathan teased.


    “Oh, you and Joe can go with us, but we’re not afraid of that attic. We’ve been up there lots of times,” Mandie replied.


    “And there aren’t any ghosts up there, either,” Celia added.


    “What about the light someone sees up there now and then?” Joe asked. “There must be someone up there to do that.”


    “Well, with that long cord hanging from the ceiling with the light bulb attached to the end of it for a light, it’s pretty dark up there in spots, and someone could hide in there,” Mandie agreed. “But I wouldn’t be afraid. After all, it’s in the school with other people in the house.”


    “I wonder when your grandmother will check out the stores in town to see if someone has seen Miss Hope,” Celia said in a whisper so that Mrs. Taft wouldn’t hear her.


    “I promise to ask some questions while we’re at the farm so we’ll know what her plans are. Then we’ll know what to plan ourselves,” Mandie promised.


    “If Miss Prudence has already had all these places checked out, more than once according to what she said, what good is it going to do us to go behind whoever did it? I don’t think we’ll learn anything new,” Jonathan said.


    “Well, for one thing, if Miss Hope is still in town she might go to a store or someplace after that person had checked it out,” Mandie said.


    “Yes, I suppose that’s a possibility,” Jonathan agreed.


    Mrs. Taft turned to look back at Mandie and said, “I believe we are nearing the farm. Now, Amanda, please don’t go running off somewhere out here. I don’t know how long we will stay, and I don’t want to have to waste time looking for you.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. “I’ll be sure I’m some place where you can find me.”


    The property line of the farm fence came up along the road, and soon thereafter Ben pulled the rig to a stop at the gate, jumped down, opened it, and got back in to drive through. He stopped inside, got down to close the gate, and then drove the rig on toward the house.


    A huge old log cabin sat in the middle of a colorful flower garden edged with green shrubbery and gigantic trees. A wide porch ran the length of the front of the house and then turned toward the back down the left side.


    “So this is the farm,” Jonathan said, looking around as Ben parked the rig and everyone stepped down into the yard. “Must be an awfully big one.”


    “Oh, it is,” Mandie said, holding Snowball in her arms. “And they grow everything that can be grown in this part of the country.”


    Mrs. Taft and Uncle Ned walked ahead toward the porch. The young people followed.


    Just as they reached the steps, the front door came open and a huge old woman came out of the house to greet them.


    “Lawsy mercy, if it ain’t Miz Taft herself,” the woman said. “Welcome.”


    “Thank you, Aunt Pansy,” Mrs. Taft said. “How are you?”


    “I’se jes’ fine. Y’all come in de house now, ya hear?” the woman said, stepping back and motioning for everyone to go in.


    Snowball wriggled in Mandie’s arms, trying to get down, but she held him tight.


    “Let dat cat down in de house,” Aunt Pansy told her. “He ain’t gwine run away long as Fido is in de kitchen.” She laughed.


    Mandie unfastened his leash from his collar and set him down. He ran ahead of everyone into the house. “Snowball, please don’t get into any trouble now,” she said. Then she turned and introduced her friends, “Aunt Pansy, you know Celia here, and that’s Jonathan there and Joe there.”


    “Pleased to meet y’all, now. Git on into de house,” Aunt Pansy said.


    As soon as the woman turned to follow Mrs. Taft inside, Jonathan whispered to Mandie, “She sure is a big woman.”


    “Yes, and every ounce full of goodness,” Mandie replied.


    As usual when people came to visit at the farm, Aunt Pansy took them to the little-used parlor and asked her granddaughter, Soony, to bring in coffee.


    The young people sat waiting and watching for their chance to escape the adults and look around on their own. Then when Soony showed up with chocolate cake on the coffee tray, the four grinned at each other and decided to stay awhile.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Four

    
 Inquiries at the School Farm


    “No, ma’am, Miz Taft, ain’t seed hide nor hair of Miss Hope,” the old woman said after everyone had been served cake and coffee. “Sho’ wish she would come out heah. We’se all worried about her.”


    “Miss Prudence says she has looked everywhere in the schoolhouse, and around town, inquiring of merchants,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “But need to go behind, check on places, people,” Uncle Ned said, holding his coffee cup as he spoke. “Things can change fast.”


    “You sho’ is right, Uncle Ned,” Aunt Pansy agreed, sipping her coffee.


    “What we really need to do is talk with the law enforcement people and report Miss Hope as missing, but Miss Prudence adamantly refused to allow us to do this,” Mrs. Taft said.


    Aunt Pansy grinned and, with a sly look, said, “I wouldn’t pay no ’tention to dat Miss Prudence. Sometimes she don’t do de right thing.”


    “Yes, I know,” Mrs. Taft agreed with a smile. “However, I have planned to talk with some officials without letting her know. This is too serious a matter not to ask for help in that way.”


    Mandie and her friends looked at each other and grinned from across the room where they sat together.


    “Yes, must do that,” Uncle Ned added. “Bad things could happen to Miss Hope. Cherokee people look for her.”


    Mrs. Taft turned to look at him and asked, “You have your Cherokee people searching for Miss Hope?”


    “Yes,” the old man replied. “They look outside town, woods, mountains, whole countryside.”


    “That is good, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’m glad you are doing that. I know your people are good at such a task.”


    Mandie had an idea and spoke up. “Grandmother, I wonder if anyone has had the boys from Mr. Chadwick’s School help search for her.”


    Mrs. Taft quickly looked at her and said, “I don’t know, Amanda, but I don’t imagine those schoolboys would be able to do much good. Besides, since school is out for the summer, most of them have gone home for vacation.”


    “Mr. Chadwick operates his school the same way Miss Prudence does ours,” Mandie replied. “Some of the boys stay at school for the summer because they live a long way from here. Also, Mr. Chadwick has some summer lessons they can take, extra subjects that are not required.”


    “Everybody loves Miss Hope,” Aunt Pansy said. “I sho’ hope ain’t nuthin’ bad happened to her. We must all continue to pray for her safe return.”


    Mrs. Taft agreed. “Yes, we must remember her in our prayers.”


    Uncle Ned finished his coffee and set the cup down by his empty cake plate on the end table. “I need talk with Willie. Where find him?”


    “Oh, dat son of mine, he ain’t never far away. Probably find him at de barn, said he had to mend a harness today,” Aunt Pansy told him.


    Mandie glanced at her friends and then quickly asked Mrs. Taft, “Is it all right if we go with Uncle Ned?”


    Uncle Ned stood up to leave the room. He waited to hear Mrs. Taft’s reply.


    “Yes, but don’t go roaming off somewhere else, Amanda. I don’t want to waste time looking for you when we leave,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    Aunt Pansy quickly said, “Gwine have noontime dinner ’bout an hour.”


    “We won’t miss that, Aunt Pansy,” Mandie said as she and her friends quickly stood up. “We’ll come back inside with Uncle Ned, Grandmother.”


    The old Indian was already leaving the room. The young people hurried to catch up with him.


    They found Willie in the barn as his mother had said, repairing a harness. The barn was several hundred feet behind the house.


    “Well, howdy, didn’t see y’all come up,” Willie greeted them as he laid down his tools and stepped forward to shake hands with Uncle Ned. Then he turned to Mandie and her friends. “Good to see y’all young folks.”


    Mandie quickly spoke. “Oh, Willie, we are looking for Miss Hope. We’ve just got to find her before something bad happens to her. Your mother said she had not seen her, so I suppose you haven’t, either?”


    Willie bent to pick up a tool and avoided a direct glance at Mandie. “I don’t know what de fuss is all about. Dat woman is old enough to do whatever she like. Everybody all worried about her. She turn up when she gits good and ready and not before.” He turned back to Uncle Ned. “Now, what kin I do fo’ you, Uncle Ned?”


    Uncle Ned glanced at Mandie and her friends and then replied, “You say no see Miss Hope. Braves say they see her down by your springhouse two days after she disappeared. You no see?”


    Willie cleared his throat and walked about in circles without looking at Uncle Ned. Finally he cleared his throat again and stopped to straighten his shoulders. “Whut dat woman does ain’t none of my bidness,” he finally spoke. “Now, whut kin I do fo’ you, Uncle Ned?” he repeated once more.


    Mandie quickly nudged Joe with her elbow as the four young people watched and listened. He glanced down at her and nodded. Willie knew something he was not going to tell. She looked at Jonathan and Celia. They smiled at her and also nodded.


    Then Mandie was surprised at what Uncle Ned said next.


    The old man squinted his black eyes and looked directly into Willie’s brown ones. “Yes, you can tell me what you do know about Miss Hope,” he said.


    Willie quickly dropped his gaze and shuffled his feet around in the loose dirt in the barn. “Befo’ you and me has some words, I’se got to git back to work and git this heah harness fixed,” he told Uncle Ned. He picked up his tools and turned back to the harness hanging on a hook nearby.


    Uncle Ned straightened his shoulders and quickly left the barn. The young people, speechless for a change, followed to see where he was going. He walked down a pathway leading to the pasture. Turning left at the split-rail fence, he continued around and ended up at the spring beyond the pasture. Mandie and her friends had to walk fast to keep up with him. He didn’t seem to notice that they were following until he stepped down the bank to sit on a huge rock by the water. Then he looked up as Mandie spoke.


    “Uncle Ned, Willie knows something he is not going to tell you, doesn’t he?” Mandie asked as she slid down to sit by the old man. Her friends sat on the other side of the boulder.


    Uncle Ned nodded but didn’t speak. Mandie could tell he was angry with Willie and he was trying to “think before he spoke,” as he always reminded her to do when she was angry.


    No one said a word for a long time as the old man tossed pebbles into the stream now and then. Finally he stood up. The four young people scrambled to their feet on the slippery rock.


    Looking down at Mandie he said, “We go back to house now. Eat.”


    “Then we leave?” Mandie asked as she took big steps to keep up with him. Her friends followed.


    Uncle Ned nodded and said, “Then we leave.”


    Mandie was determined to get him to talk. “Maybe Soony knows something about Miss Hope. She is Willie’s daughter, you know.”


    “Maybe,” Uncle Ned replied and then added, “But never mind. Braves find out about Miss Hope. Smarter than Willie.”


    “But Aunt Pansy said she has not seen Miss Hope, and if Willie has seen her, wouldn’t he tell his mother?” Mandie asked as they hurried on up the steep pathway.


    Uncle Ned nodded as he said, “They keep secret. Not tell, some reason.”


    When they reached the house, the young people followed Uncle Ned into the parlor. Aunt Pansy and Mrs. Taft were still there and seemed to be discussing recipes. As everyone sat down, Mandie started toward the door to the hallway, saying, “I’m going to check on Snowball. I’ll be right back.”


    Her three friends nodded and smiled. They all knew Soony was in the kitchen and Mandie intended on asking her questions.


    When Mandie opened the door to the kitchen, Soony was setting the table. Snowball was curled up in the woodbox by the huge iron cookstove. He opened one eye to look at his mistress.


    “I thought I’d better check on Snowball,” Mandie told the girl.


    “Oh, he jes’ fine. When I let Fido out de back door, Snowball jes’ jumped up in dat box and went to sleep,” Soony replied.


    Mandie took a deep breath and said, “My friends and I went with Uncle Ned to the barn to talk to your father.” She watched Soony, but the girl didn’t seem to even hear her. Then she added, “Your father saw Miss Hope since she became missing, didn’t he?”


    That brought a quick reaction. Soony straightened up from the dishes she was placing on the table, her eyes wide open, and replied, “He did? I don’t know ’bout dat. I ain’t heerd him say he saw Miss Hope. He tell you dat?”


    “Not exactly,” Mandie said. “Uncle Ned told him his Indian braves saw Miss Hope at your springhouse two days after she disappeared from the schoolhouse.”


    “Indian braves? I ain’t seed no Indian braves ’round here,” the girl quickly told her. “My papa seen these Indian braves?”


    “I don’t know. He didn’t say,” Mandie replied.


    The door opened and Aunt Pansy came into the kitchen.


    “Thought I’d better come help you git de food on de table, Soony,” the old woman said as she bustled about the room, getting bowls down from the cupboard and going to the stove, where pots of food sat ready and waiting.


    “Can I help you, Aunt Pansy?” Mandie offered.


    “Lawsy mercy, no, chile,” the old woman replied. “You jes’ git back to yo’ friends now. Food be ready right away.” She was filling a bowl with beans from a pot on the stove.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied and quickly left the room.


    Back in the parlor, Mrs. Taft and Uncle Ned were making plans to search downtown for Miss Hope. Mandie sat down with her friends and listened.


    “I suppose we should start with the preacher at the church,” Mrs. Taft said. “Perhaps he could tell us if there was anything going on that night at the church when Annie thought she had seen Miss Hope passing by there.”


    “Yes,” Uncle Ned agreed. “If Miss Hope at church that night, maybe preacher know where she stay.”


    “And we need to check the music store. I understand Miss Hope is a frequent customer there,” Mrs. Taft said. “We need to figure out what other establishments she trades with.” She looked at Mandie.


    “She goes to the dry-goods store to buy cloth and thread. She sews a lot,” Mandie told her. “She’s in the group of ladies who make clothes for the orphanage.”


    “The orphanage? Then we should check with the orphanage to see if anyone there has seen her,” Mrs. Taft said.


    Mandie was hoping Uncle Ned would tell her grandmother about the braves who had seen Miss Hope at the spring. She didn’t dare repeat the old Indian’s information. If he wanted to tell Mrs. Taft, he would.


    Aunt Pansy came to the doorway. “De food be on de table now,” she announced. “Y’all come eat.”


    “Thank you, Aunt Pansy,” Mrs. Taft said as she and Uncle Ned stood and joined Aunt Pansy out in the hall.


    Mandie whispered to her friends as they followed, “Uncle Ned must be really upset with Willie for not telling him anything, so he’s not going to mention it to Aunt Pansy.”


    “He probably figures Aunt Pansy would just make like she didn’t know anything about it,” Joe whispered back.


    “Right,” Mandie agreed. “And I think she does know.”


    “Do you suppose they could be hiding Miss Hope here with them?” Jonathan asked.


    “But why would Miss Hope be hiding out here?” Celia questioned.


    “There is something strange about Miss Hope’s disappearance, and I intend to find out what it is,” Mandie said, frowning as they entered the dining room and were seated by Soony down the long table from the adults.


    “I hate big, long dining tables,” Mandie muttered to her friends.


    “Why?” Celia asked.


    “Because we always have to sit so far away from the adults we can’t hear everything they say,” Mandie replied.


    “That’s what long tables are for, to separate the adults from the young people who want to eavesdrop,” Joe teased as he sat next to Mandie.


    “This table must be fifteen feet long,” Jonathan estimated.


    “Every bit of it,” Joe agreed. “This room is probably twenty-five or thirty feet long.”


    Mandie kept watching for Willie to join them, but he didn’t show up. Aunt Pansy asked the blessing and everyone started eating. Green beans, boiled potatoes, fried ham, crackling corn bread, lettuce, tomatoes, and fresh green onions were all passed around the huge table by Soony. There was buttermilk and coffee to drink.


    Jonathan watched as Mandie, Celia, and Joe all accepted buttermilk. “How can you drink that stuff?” he asked.


    “Buttermilk is good,” Mandie replied, sipping at hers. “You don’t like it?”


    “Like it? Why, I’ve never tasted it. Just the looks of it is enough,” Jonathan said, wrinkling up his nose. “Looks like spoiled milk.” He drank from his coffee cup.


    “If you’d just shut your eyes and take one sip of it you might really like it,” Joe said with a big grin.


    “I could still smell it,” Jonathan replied.


    “Smell it? Why, I’ve never thought about buttermilk having a smell,” Celia said, picking up her glass to sniff it.


    “Do y’all not have buttermilk in New York?” Mandie asked.


    “We New Yorkers have better sense than to drink such foul stuff,” Jonathan replied with a big grin, sipping his coffee again.


    “Shh!” Mandie whispered to her friends as she rolled her eyes toward the adults.


    Mrs. Taft and Aunt Pansy were discussing Miss Hope, and Mandie wanted to listen.


    “Miss Hope has always been such a pleasant person, I can’t imagine why she would want to just disappear and cause everyone to worry,” Mrs. Taft was saying.


    “Maybe not her decision,” Uncle Ned suggested.


    Mrs. Taft and Aunt Pansy both quickly looked at him.


    “Are you thinking something might have happened to Miss Hope—that she didn’t just walk off somewhere?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “Like somebody made her do dat,” Aunt Pansy added.


    Uncle Ned nodded and said, “We find out.”


    “Oh dear,” Mrs. Taft said breathlessly. “I do hope nothing has happened to the dear lady.” She put down her fork and took a deep breath.


    Mandie also caught her breath as she glanced at her friends.


    “Do you suppose someone kidnapped her?” Jonathan whispered.


    “No, no, no!” Joe quickly said, shaking his head.


    Mandie looked back down the table at the adults. Her grandmother was dabbing at her eyes with her lace handkerchief.


    Mrs. Taft then straightened up and said in a firm, loud voice, “We are going to find Miss Hope.”


    “Amen!” Mandie called out and was joined with more amens from her three friends. The adults smiled at them.


    “And we’re going to work on it as soon as we finish this meal,” Mrs. Taft told everyone.


    The four young people smiled and hurriedly finished their meal.


    When they were ready to leave, Mandie opened the kitchen door and picked up her white cat.


    While Mrs. Taft thanked Aunt Pansy for the meal, the young people followed Uncle Ned outside to tell Ben to bring the rig around to the front door. They found him at a table under a grove of trees, where he was finishing his dinner with Willie.


    “So that is where Willie ate his food instead of joining us,” Mandie whispered to her friends as they walked on behind Uncle Ned.


    “Mrs. Taft say we go now,” Uncle Ned told Ben.


    Ben quickly stood up and said, “I’ll git de rig and bring it to de door.” He started toward the vehicle as it stood in another grove of trees.


    Mandie watched as Uncle Ned put his hand out to shake hands with Willie, who had also risen from the table. “Thank you for dinner,” he said.


    Willie was slow, but he finally took the old man’s hand and shook it. “Come see us agin,” he said.


    The four young people watched and then followed Uncle Ned to the front yard to wait for the rig.


    Mandie turned toward her friends as Uncle Ned stepped up on the porch while the young people stayed in the yard. “Do good to evil. That’s what Uncle Ned always tells me. He thanked Willie when Willie had been hiding something regarding Miss Hope.”


    “Uncle Ned is smart enough to figure things out without Willie’s help, I’m sure,” Joe said.


    “Yes, he has always helped me with problems, ever since my father—ever since I lost my father,” Mandie mumbled as memories of her father came back. Uncle Ned was not really her uncle but was a lifetime friend of her father, and he had promised Jim Shaw that he would look after Mandie when he died three years before. She turned away from her friends so they wouldn’t see the tears in her blue eyes.


    “Amanda, let’s go,” Mrs. Taft called to her as everyone else approached the rig.


    Snowball tried to get down, but Mandie held him tight as she rushed to join them, wiping a tear from her eye with her finger.


    As Ben drove the rig out onto the road, Mrs. Taft spoke to Uncle Ned. “Now I think we ought to go straight to the church and see if we can catch the preacher, don’t you think so, Uncle Ned?”


    “Yes, see preacher,” the old man agreed.


    The young people listened with interest.


    “Somehow I don’t believe the preacher will know anything,” Mandie whispered to her friends, still holding tightly to Snowball.


    “No, he probably won’t know a thing,” Jonathan agreed.


    “I wonder if Miss Prudence has talked with him,” Joe said.


    “But Miss Prudence didn’t even know about Annie thinking she saw Miss Hope by the church until Grandmother told her, remember?” Mandie said.


    “Yes, but they belong to that church. Wouldn’t Miss Prudence have said something to him about Miss Hope not coming to church with her?” Celia asked.


    “Maybe, unless she was determined to keep everything so private she didn’t want him to know Miss Hope had disappeared. You know how Miss Prudence kept telling Grandmother she wanted to keep everything private,” Mandie reminded her.


    “Then Miss Prudence is really going to be upset when she learns your grandmother has visited the preacher and asked questions about Miss Hope,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


    “She sure is, but that won’t bother Grandmother,” Mandie agreed. “I wonder where Grandmother is planning to go after we visit the preacher.”


    “It may be too late today to go anywhere else,” Joe said.


    “When Grandmother gets wound up about something, she doesn’t slow down until the problem is solved,” Mandie said with a grin.


    Mandie hoped they would at least get some information today from someone about Miss Hope. She was worried about her.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Five

    
 No Luck


    As soon as they came to the main road after leaving the school farm, Mrs. Taft leaned forward and said, “Ben, drive a little faster back to town. We would like to catch the preacher before suppertime.”


    Ben glanced back at Mrs. Taft, grinned, and said, “Yessum, Miz Taft.” And he shook the reins. They went flying down the road. Ben, always delighted at a chance to speed, began humming to himself.


    Mandie grinned at her friends. “I’ve never known Grandmother to tell Ben to drive fast. She is always saying he is going too fast,” she whispered.


    Mrs. Taft and Uncle Ned, on the seat in front of the young people, discussed what they would say to the preacher about Miss Hope’s disappearance. Mandie and her friends tried to listen, but with the sudden speed, the rig rattled and the wind blew, blurring part of their conversation.


    “I intend asking him, first of all, whether he has seen Miss Hope lately,” Mrs. Taft said. “And then I will ask if he knows the lady has completely disappeared.”


    “Yes,” Uncle Ned agreed.


    “I’m not sure yet what I will undertake next. It all depends on what we learn from the preacher, if anything at all,” Mrs. Taft said. “What are your plans for tomorrow?”


    “See people in stores downtown Asheville,” Uncle Ned replied. “Stores where Miss Hope goes.”


    “Yes, that is what should be done next unless we gather more information from the preacher,” Mrs. Taft agreed.


    Mandie and her friends were silent, listening and waiting for more conversation between Mrs. Taft and Uncle Ned, but they were also silent the rest of the journey.


    When Ben pulled the rig into the preacher’s driveway next door to the church, he had a little trouble stopping it. The horse didn’t seem to want to slow down. He managed to get it under control by the time they got near the side door of the house.


    Mrs. Taft blew out her breath and adjusted her hat. “That was fast, Ben,” she said as she stepped down from the rig.


    At that moment, the door to the house opened and a woman stuck her head out to see what was going on. Mrs. Taft hurried toward her. Uncle Ned and the young people stayed by the rig, watching and waiting.


    “Mrs. Slocum,” Mrs. Taft greeted the woman. “Is Preacher Tallant at home?”


    “Why, no, ma’am, he’s gone calling,” the woman replied, straightening her long white apron.


    “Oh dear, we would miss him,” Mrs. Taft said and turned to look at Uncle Ned. “I suppose we’ll have to come back.” Looking back at the woman, she asked, “Do you have any idea as to when he will return?”


    “No, ma’am,” Mrs. Slocum answered. “You know how he just takes his own good time when he goes calling, visiting with some of those people who talk so much. They get wound up when the preacher arrives because they know he’s going to listen to them.”


    “Yes, indeed I know all about those gossipers in the church,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Do you not have the faintest idea as to when he might return?”


    Mrs. Slocum shook her head, straightened her apron, and said, “No, ma’am, all these years I been keeping house for him I know he just goes and comes when he gets ready.”


    “What about his supper? When will he be having supper tonight? Don’t you have to prepare that for him?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “It’s done prepared and in the warmer,” Mrs. Slocum said. “He eats whenever he does come home. And sometimes he eats at someone’s house where he’s visiting, and then what I have prepared for supper will do for dinner the next day.” She squinted her black eyes as she glanced at the young people and Uncle Ned standing by the rig. She lowered her voice as she asked, “Is there some kind of Indian trouble?”


    Mrs. Taft looked shocked for a moment, and then she also glanced at Uncle Ned and said, “My dear lady, this Indian was a close friend of my granddaughter’s father before he died. He more or less acts as a bodyguard for my granddaughter now.”


    Mandie smiled and caught Uncle Ned’s hand and held it firmly as she straightened up to stare back at the woman. Her three friends moved closer to her side, and they looked at Mrs. Slocum. Uncle Ned was silent. It was always hard to tell what he was thinking because his face very seldom reflected his feelings.


    “Oh, she needs a bodyguard, eh?” the woman said.


    Mrs. Taft took a deep breath and said, “Thank you for the information, Mrs. Slocum. I shall return later in an effort to catch Preacher Tallant.” She gave her long skirts a shake and hurried back to the rig, where Uncle Ned gave her a hand to step back into the vehicle. The young people followed.


    Suddenly Mandie realized she had left Snowball in the rig. She hurriedly looked under the seat without saying anything for fear he had run away. He was curled up asleep under the seat.


    “Ben, let’s get on our way home now,” Mrs. Taft told her driver.


    “Yessum, Miz Taft, be dere in a minute,” Ben replied, shaking the reins, and the horse moved the rig out onto the road.


    Turning to Uncle Ned, Mrs. Taft said, “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone so—so—” She was at a loss for the right word.


    “So nosy,” Mandie supplied with a little laugh.


    “Yes, so nosy,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “I don’t think I had ever met her before. She doesn’t go to Preacher Tallant’s church but to some small place down in the valley, I’ve heard. There’s no telling what she will tell the preacher when he comes home, so I must catch him tomorrow and explain.”


    “Yes, tomorrow,” Uncle Ned agreed.


    “If you would like to return with us to talk to the preacher, you are welcome to come along,” Mrs. Taft told Uncle Ned.


    “Yes, I will go with you, and then I will go to stores and ask about Miss Hope,” Uncle Ned replied.


    Mandie moved closer to her friends and whispered, “I hope Grandmother allows us to go with her tomorrow.”


    “She probably will,” Jonathan said.


    “If she doesn’t, we can all go out on a search of our own,” Mandie told Jonathan, Joe, and Celia.


    “Yes,” they all agreed.


    When they got back to Mrs. Taft’s house, they found Senator Morton sitting in the parlor. He stood up when they came into the room.


    “I’m so glad to see you must be feeling better,” Mrs. Taft greeted him. She went to sit nearby.


    “I’m glad to say I feel much better,” Senator Morton replied, standing up until Mrs. Taft was seated.


    “I’ll just rest a few minutes and then go upstairs and freshen up for supper,” Mrs. Taft said.


    Mandie put Snowball down, and the four young people sat in chairs close enough to hear what the adults were going to talk about.


    “I go out for air, come back in for supper,” Uncle Ned said as he turned to leave the room.


    Mandie was undecided as to whether they should follow him or stay and see what Mrs. Taft was going to say about their search. She glanced at her friends. All three motioned to their seats. They wanted to stay in the parlor. Mandie watched as Uncle Ned left the room.


    “We have not had a fruitful day,” Mrs. Taft told the senator. “I believe the people out at the school farm know something about Miss Hope’s disappearance, and they are not telling me. And that woman who is housekeeper for Preacher Tallant said he was out making calls, and she was very rude to us.”


    “I’m sorry you’ve had such a bad day,” Senator Morton replied. “Do you plan on returning to see the preacher?”


    “Yes, and Uncle Ned is going to inquire at some of the stores tomorrow,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I thought I’d see if I can catch the preacher early tomorrow morning, and then I’d like to check with Miss Prudence just in case she has heard something. And if she hasn’t, then I will go directly to see the sheriff, without Miss Prudence’s knowledge of course.”


    “I would like to accompany you,” Senator Morton said.


    “And I would be grateful if you would,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    Mandie stood up and said, “Let’s go get freshened up for supper.” She looked at her friends and then at Mrs. Taft.


    “Be sure you are all back down here ready for supper at six o’clock sharp,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Yes, ma’am,” the four replied as they went out into the hallway.


    Mandie told her friends, “Let’s meet back at the top of the stairs in thirty minutes.”


    The boys looked at each other and grinned.


    “It won’t take me thirty minutes to wash my face and hands,” Jonathan said, grinning at Mandie.


    “Or me, either, but we’ll wait for you girls,” Joe added. Mandie and Celia hurried ahead.


    Once inside their room, the girls sat down to talk.


    “I hope Grandmother allows us to go with her to visit the sheriff,” Mandie said.


    “I’m glad she is going to law enforcement people. I’m really worried about Miss Hope. Something bad could have happened to her,” Celia said.


    “Yes, it’s so unlike her to just disappear,” Mandie replied. “But I believe Willie out at the farm knows something about it. Maybe if we told Miss Prudence, she could get him to talk to her about it.”


    “Maybe your grandmother will tell Miss Prudence about the strange way Willie acted,” Celia said. “And then maybe Miss Prudence will talk to Willie.”


    “Maybe,” Mandie agreed. “I hope Grandmother will be able to catch the preacher and ask about Annie saying she saw Miss Hope that night by the church.”


    “Well, most of all, I do hope we can find Miss Hope before school opens, and that’s only a few weeks away,” Celia said.


    Mandie grinned at her friend and said, “We sure are using the word hope a lot, aren’t we?”


    Celia grinned back and said, “I suppose so, but we are hoping we can solve this mystery, aren’t we?”


    “We certainly are,” Mandie replied. “You know, I still think the boys from Mr. Chadwick’s School might be able to help us on this. They are freer to roam the town than we girls are, and they also know lots of local people.”


    “So what are you planning on doing? Going to see them?” Celia asked with a big grin.


    Mandie knew what that grin was for. Celia had a friend, Robert, who was a student at Mr. Chadwick’s School. “Maybe we could get word to Robert to come see us since we are not allowed to go to their school without a chaperone,” she suggested as she straightened her skirts before the mirror and watched Celia out of the corner of her eye.


    “But Mandie, remember they are on vacation like we are,” Celia replied, brushing her auburn curls as she stood before the bureau mirror.


    “Oh, shucks, I suppose they are,” Mandie said with a sigh. Then she remembered something else. “But you know, Robert might have decided to come back to school early to take some of those extra courses that Mr. Chadwick gives in the summer.”


    “I don’t know how we could find out,” Celia said, fluffing out her full skirts as she stood before the mirror.


    “Hmmm.” Mandie thought for a moment and then said, “We might be able to get Uncle Ned to check Mr. Chadwick’s School and see.”


    “Do you think he would?” Celia asked, eagerly turning around to look at Mandie.


    “I could ask,” Mandie said and then added, “Or we could ask Joe and Jonathan if they would go over to Mr. Chadwick’s School for us.”


    “Jonathan wouldn’t know where the school is,” Celia said.


    “But Joe probably knows,” Mandie told her. “Come on. Let’s go meet them.” She started for the door.


    “Mandie, I know what Joe will say. We left Robert down at Tommy’s house in Charleston when we came home with you, and he’s probably still down there,” Celia said, following Mandie out the door.


    Joe and Jonathan were already sitting on the settee in the alcove at the top of the main staircase.


    Joe stood up and looked at the grandfather clock standing nearby. “Y’all took exactly twenty-nine minutes,” he said with a big grin.


    Mandie glanced at the clock and said, “Oh, Joe, how do you know?” She and Celia sat down in the chairs in front of the settee.


    “I know because I happened to look at the clock when you said y’all would be back in thirty minutes,” Joe replied, still grinning at her. “And I’d also like to remind you girls that we have thirty minutes to get back down to the parlor, as your grandmother requested.”


    “Don’t worry about that. I know things go on schedule here in Grandmother’s house, so I’ll be back in the parlor by six o’clock, as she requested,” Mandie told him. She glanced at Celia and then turned back to Joe and asked, “Would you and Jonathan do Celia and me a favor?”


    “Anything for you nice young ladies,” Jonathan said with a big smile.


    “Now wait a minute, Jonathan,” Joe quickly said. “We don’t know yet what it is they want us to do.” He looked back at Mandie.


    “We would like for you to go over to Mr. Chadwick’s School and see if Robert has returned to school yet,” Mandie explained and quickly added, “I know when we left Charleston he said he was going to stay on at Tommy’s house down there for a while, but he might have changed his mind and come back to school. I know he has taken the summer classes before. Would y’all go over there and find out?” She looked at Jonathan.


    “Jonathan, don’t answer too quickly,” Joe warned him with a grin. “We don’t know what she wants to find Robert for.”


    “We want him to do a little detective work for us,” Mandie said. “He and Tommy know practically everyone in this town, and if we could get Robert to help in our search for Miss Hope, we might find her.” She paused and then blinked her blue eyes, smiled, and said, “Please.”


    Joe took a deep breath and asked, “And when are we supposed to do this? Supper is at six, you know.”


    “Yes, I know. But you and Jonathan could go right after supper. It’ll still be daylight,” Mandie replied with a big smile. “You know where the school is, don’t you?”


    “Yes, my father doctors a woman who lives down the road from Mr. Chadwick’s School, a Mrs. Percival,” Joe answered. He looked at Jonathan and asked, “Do you want to go? It’s a little hike from here, all the way on the other side of town.”


    “Sure, after I eat a big supper I’ll be able to make it,” Jonathan replied, grinning at the girls. “Especially if we have chocolate cake for dessert.”


    “Ella always bakes a chocolate cake when she knows I’m coming to visit Grandmother,” Mandie told him.


    Celia looked at the boys and said, “Please don’t let anyone else know y’all are going over to that school.”


    “Why not?” Jonathan asked.


    Mandie quickly replied, “Because I had already asked my grandmother about the boys at Mr. Chadwick’s School helping us search for Miss Hope, and she didn’t think they could be of any help.”


    “So then what do we do if Jonathan and I disappear and then turn up with Robert?” Joe asked.


    “I don’t think Robert will be able to come back with y’all tonight because Mr. Chadwick has rules at his school about going and coming, so if y’all could just tell Robert about Miss Hope disappearing, maybe he can figure out how he can come over here and help us search,” Mandie explained.


    “And if he hasn’t come back to school, are we supposed to leave a message for him?” Jonathan asked.


    Mandie looked at Celia.


    “Mandie, Mr. Chadwick must know that Miss Hope has disappeared. The whole town knows,” Celia reminded her.


    “Just tell Mr. Chadwick we would like to talk to Robert about something important and could Robert come over here for a few minutes,” Mandie said.


    “I have an idea this is going to be complicated,” Joe said with a loud moan.


    Celia stood up and said, “Look.” She pointed at the clock. “We have five minutes to get down to the parlor.”


    “Let’s go,” Mandie said, starting toward the staircase.


    The four young people rushed down to the parlor where Mrs. Taft, Senator Morton, and Uncle Ned were sitting. As they entered the room, Annie came down the hallway to the doorway and announced supper.


    “We just barely made it,” Mandie said, blowing out her breath as she looked at her friends.


    Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton stood up and started to leave the room. Uncle Ned followed.


    “Y’all come along now and we’ll have supper,” Mrs. Taft told them as they went on out into the hall. “We need to hurry now,” she added as she looked back at them. “I’ve decided to go over to the school tonight and speak to Miss Prudence again, to see if she has learned anything more.”


    The four young people looked at each other as they followed.


    “Y’all won’t be able to go to Mr. Chadwick’s School tonight,” Mandie whispered to the boys.


    “Too bad,” Jonathan replied.


    “But y’all could go early in the morning,” Mandie added.


    “We’d better wait and see what plans your grandmother has before we make any plans,” Joe said as they slowly walked toward the dining room.


    “If y’all get up real early and go over there before Grandmother gets up, you’d have time,” Mandie said as they entered the room behind the adults.


    Joe moaned and said, “How early?”


    “Probably about the time the sun rises,” Mandie replied under her breath as they sat down at the table with the adults.


    “Your grandmother may have plans to rise about that early,” Jonathan told Mandie. He and Celia were sitting across the table from Mandie and Joe.


    “Yes, maybe we should forget about trying to see Robert,” Celia said.


    “We’ll work it out somehow,” Mandie replied.


    She didn’t tell her friends, but she would wait and listen for her grandmother’s plans and then she would suggest to the boys when they would be able to go to Mr. Chadwick’s School. It would be too late tonight after they visited Miss Prudence. They would probably have a chance tomorrow.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Six

    
 Papers in the Attic


    During supper, no one had much to say because they were hurrying to finish and get over to the school to see Miss Prudence before it got too late. The young people were hungry and tried to eat everything on their plates, and the adults were eating quickly, too. With mostly just the sound of tinkling china and silver, Mandie tried to figure out what to do about getting the boys to see Robert.


    “I could ask Uncle Ned,” Mandie whispered to her friends.


    They immediately understood what she was talking about, and all three quickly shook their heads no. Mandie guessed they did not want any adults involved in their plan. However, she knew Uncle Ned could go and come at any hour, whereas the boys would have to be secretive about what they were doing. She thought about talking to Uncle Ned. She would decide about this later.


    “Shall we go?” Mrs. Taft was saying to Senator Morton and Uncle Ned when Mandie was brought out of her daydreaming.


    Mandie looked up and scrambled to her feet. The adults were already on their way out of the dining room. Her friends followed.


    “Your mind must have been a million miles away, Mandie,” Joe teased her.


    “Almost,” Mandie said with a big grin.


    Ben had the rig waiting and drove them over to the schoolhouse. The sun was still shining but was already dropping behind the mountains in the distance. Asheville was far from a level town, and the sun would hide behind the steep hills and then reappear at the top as they traveled along the cobblestone streets. Other conveyances passed them as they continued toward the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls. Finally Ben turned the rig into the curved driveway surrounded by huge magnolia trees, leading up to the clapboard mansion that housed the school.


    Mandie and her grandmother paused in the yard to look up at the house. Mandie held tightly to Snowball.


    “I wonder if anyone has seen a light in the attic again,” Mandie said, squinting to look up at the third floor.


    “If there had been, I’m sure someone would have let us know, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. Looking at the white cat in Mandie’s arms, she said, “Please hold on to that cat. Miss Prudence may not like the idea of your bringing him inside with you.”


    Mandie laughed and said, “Miss Prudence only likes Snowball when he is chasing mice for her.” She glanced back at her friends, who were waiting with the senator and Uncle Ned for them to lead the way into the schoolhouse.


    Miss Prudence met them at the door.


    “Do come in,” she said, standing aside so they could enter the front entrance hall. “I was just coming to check the door to be sure it was locked for the night.” She led the way on down the front corridor. “Let’s just go sit in the parlor here.”


    Aunt Phoebe met them in the hallway. “How’s my girls tonight?” she asked Mandie and Celia.


    “Fine, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie replied.


    “Fine,” Celia said.


    Aunt Phoebe looked at Joe and Jonathan and said, “You ain’t gwine believe this, but I just took a chocolate cake out of the oven.”


    The boys looked at each other, grinning.


    “Do you think it would be possible for us to partake of that chocolate cake?” Jonathan asked.


    “Just a tiny piece,” Joe added, grinning as he held up his fingers to indicate how much.


    “I’m sho’ Miss Prudence will be wantin’ coffee, and I’ll jes’ bring de cake along wid it,” the old woman told them.


    “Thank you,” echoed around the young people.


    They followed Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton, Uncle Ned and Miss Prudence on into the parlor, where everyone sat down. The young people sat in chairs nearest to the adults. Mandie held Snowball in her lap even though he protested.


    “This has been an uneventful day,” Mrs. Taft said with a sigh. “We haven’t uncovered one iota of information about Miss Hope and I came to see whether you had.”


    “Oh dear, no, not a thing,” Miss Prudence replied. She fingered the large brooch at the high neck of her blouse. “I was hoping someone might come forward with some information by now. I’m really worried about my sister.” She dabbed at her eyes with her lace handkerchief.


    “Yes, and we all are, too,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “This is such a time-consuming task. We’ve only been to the farm and to the preacher’s house. No one at the farm has seen her, and the preacher was out making calls. I shall try again tomorrow morning to see him. I was hoping you had heard something by now.”


    “I wish I had,” Miss Prudence said.


    Senator Morton cleared his throat and said, “I don’t suppose anything unusual has been going on here at the school today, like perhaps lights in the attic or strange noises.”


    Miss Prudence frowned as she looked at him. “Why, no, nothing,” she said. Turning back to Mrs. Taft she said, “I will certainly inform you of anything occurring here.”


    Mandie spoke up. “Miss Prudence, would you give us permission to look in the attic? Since we go up there a lot for different things, we might notice something out of place, or whatever, that other people would overlook.”


    Miss Prudence shrugged her shoulders in her black blouse and replied, “Why, no, I don’t mind if you young people go up there. But please be sure you don’t move things around or leave things open. As you know, we try to keep everything neat and orderly.”


    “Thank you, Miss Prudence, we won’t mess anything up,” Mandie replied, and looking at her friends she asked, “Do y’all want to go up to the attic?”


    Everyone seemed to hesitate, and finally Joe replied, “All right, as long as we don’t miss out on the chocolate cake.”


    Everyone laughed.


    “I’ll be sure you all have a slice when you come back down,” Miss Prudence promised.


    Mandie, holding Snowball in her arms, led her friends down the long corridor and up the long staircase to the attic. The house had three floors plus the attic.


    “Where do you girls stay when school is in session?” Jonathan asked as he brought up the rear.


    “Our room is on the third floor, but we are not allowed to show it to you. Miss Prudence has strict rules about anyone outside going into the girls’ rooms,” Mandie explained, glancing back at him as she led the way. She pushed open the door to the attic and said, “There is a light bulb hanging down on a long cord in here.” She walked into the darkness feeling for the wire, found it, and turned the switch on the bulb. The light swinging on the cord made wavering shadows here and there around the packed attic. Mandie set Snowball down, and he darted into a jungle of boxes.


    “What a way to light up a room,” Jonathan remarked with a big grin. “Why don’t they have lights on the ceiling with wall switches?”


    “Because we only got electricity here recently,” Mandie said. “Before that we had oil lamps everywhere. This is not New York, you know, where you have everything modern.”


    “It hasn’t been long since we got the furnace in the building here,” Celia added. “That was a mess to install, holes everywhere.”


    “And Miss Prudence allowed Snowball to stay here to chase the mice that came out of the holes,” Mandie said with a big grin.


    “Now that we are up here, what did you plan on doing, Mandie?” Joe asked as he surveyed the shadowy room.


    Mandie walked back over to the doorway and lit an oil lamp sitting on a trunk with matches beside it. “We need this to light up the corners that the light bulb doesn’t reach,” she explained, picking it up.


    The tall pieces of furniture—dressers, headboards, wardrobes, and such—prevented the light of the bulb from shining between them. Mandie walked around with the lamp. “If y’all see anything open—drawers, trunks, anything—let me know, because Miss Prudence keeps a strict rule about how everything must be closed.”


    Jonathan walked around and said, “I still don’t know what we are doing.”


    Mandie looked at him with a big grin and said, “I just said if you see anything open let me know. If someone has been up here, maybe they left something open and we might find it.”


    Jonathan had stopped in front of a huge wardrobe. He reached over and opened the door on it. Suddenly piles of papers came falling out of it. It seemed to be packed with papers of some kind. Everyone stopped to look.


    Mandie quickly set the lamp down on a nearby box and hastened to stop the flow of papers.


    “What a mess!” Celia exclaimed as she knelt to pick up the papers.


    “Yes, and Miss Prudence said things must be neat and orderly,” Joe added as he bent to help.


    “What are all those papers, anyhow?” Jonathan asked, looking at one he had picked up.


    Mandie was also inspecting the papers. “Looks like real old bills of some kind,” she said, and reading from one she added, “One case of dish towels. A case of dish towels? My goodness, that would be a lot of dish towels, wouldn’t it?” She glanced at her friends.


    “This one says one case of pillow cases, embroidered in pastels,” Celia read.


    “And so does this one,” Joe said. “A case of pillowcases embroidered in pastels. I wonder what they did with all these pillowcases.”


    “Look at the dates on these papers,” Mandie said excitedly, holding one up. “June 30, 1880. That’s twenty-three years ago. Why would they want to keep stuff that old?”


    “You said one time Miss Prudence never throws anything away,” Celia reminded Mandie. “Besides, I don’t believe anyone ever comes up here and goes through these things. Remember we found those old love letters in that trunk that time?”


    “Yes, that was an exciting discovery,” Mandie said as she kept picking up papers.


    “Yes, it was. I was with y’all that time when we found those, remember?” Joe said, shuffling through a stack of papers from the wardrobe.


    “Yes, I remember that very well,” Mandie said, grinning. “We found out lots of secrets that time.”


    Jonathan was trying to place the papers back into the wardrobe, but it was too full and they kept falling out. “Mandie, I don’t think all these are going back in there,” he said.


    Everyone straightened up to look at the inside of the wardrobe.


    “But they all came out of there,” Mandie said.


    “And it was absolutely running over, too,” Joe said.


    “Let’s look for something else to put some of them in,” Mandie said, walking around the area and looking at the discarded furniture.


    “Here,” Celia said. She had opened an old trunk and found it completely empty. “This will hold a lot of them.”


    Mandie glanced at the trunk and then at the wardrobe and said, “But how are we going to divide them? I wonder if all these papers are bills from way back in 1880.”


    “We can find out,” Joe said and began taking stacks of the papers from the wardrobe and placing them on the floor. “So far all these are 1880.”


    Jonathan reached for a handful, too. “These are dated 1870, I believe,” he said, flipping through the brittle papers.


    Mandie looked over his shoulder. “And these are some kind of inventory,” she said. She reached for more in the wardrobe.


    Celia also took a handful from the wardrobe. “Some of these are newspaper clippings,” she said and began reading. “ ‘Miss Aurelia Quincy was awarded the top honors in her class at the graduation on May 20, 1870.’ The print has faded.” She examined the other clippings. “A lot of these are faded, too.”


    “Well, they are a little old,” Joe joked.


    Jonathan stood up from the stack on the floor and said, “Don’t you think we ought to hurry and get back to the parlor? The cake may be all gone if we don’t get back soon.”


    “Yes, I agree with that,” Joe said, pushing some of the papers back into the wardrobe.


    “Let’s just get all of them out of sight. We can come back later and try to put them back in order,” Mandie told her friends.


    They quickly filled up the wardrobe and then put the overflow into the old empty trunk Celia had found.


    Once everything had been closed back up, Mandie glanced around for her cat. “Snowball, where are you?” she called as she moved around the room looking for him.


    Her friends spread out and searched for the cat, too. Wherever he was, he was not making a sound, not a single meow.


    “Oh, Snowball, come here,” Mandie called impatiently as she looked between old furniture and boxes. She almost stepped on him when she finally located him. He was crouched down near a loose board in the floor. He was not moving and evidently had something cornered.


    “Snowball has something cornered,” Celia said as she came up behind Mandie.


    “Yes, but what?” Mandie agreed as she stopped to watch her white cat.


    “Must be a mouse,” Joe said as he, too, watched the cat.


    “Oh, let’s just pick up that cat and get back downstairs before all the chocolate cake is gone,” Jonathan told them.


    “Yes, we can’t stay here forever and wait for him to catch whatever it is,” Mandie agreed. She reached down and picked up the white cat. He immediately jerked out of her hands, ran to the door, and disappeared down the stairs.


    “I don’t think he really wanted whatever it was anyhow,” Joe said with a laugh.


    “Let’s look around and be sure there is nothing open, or Miss Prudence might say we left it open,” Mandie told her friends.


    She moved around the dark spots with the lamp. Everything seemed to be neat and in order. Her friends quickly covered the entire attic.


    “I believe everything is just fine,” Jonathan said. “Now let’s go.” He started for the door.


    Mandie looked back and spotted one paper under an old dresser; it had evidently fallen out of the wardrobe. She quickly stooped and picked it up. Without even glancing at it, she folded it up and stuffed it into the pocket in her skirt. “I’ll put it back later. I’m not going to take a chance of opening that wardrobe and having everything spill out again,” she said as she blew out the lamp and placed it back by the door.


    “I’ve got the light,” Joe said, putting out the electric light hanging from overhead.


    They left the attic and hurried down the stairs.


    “I hope we weren’t gone too long, or Grandmother might be angry with me,” Mandie said as she brought up the rear.


    “Does anyone really know what all is in that attic?” Jonathan asked as they descended the staircase.


    “I doubt it,” Celia said. “This school has been here practically forever, and I suppose everyone keeps adding to the mess in the attic.”


    “Yes, and one day it will be so full it won’t hold anything else. Then I suppose someone will have to clean it out,” Mandie added. “I’m glad it won’t be us having to do all the work. We’ll be graduating next May.”


    “Yes, and going into some other place that might just have an attic,” Celia reminded her.


    “I don’t think colleges have attics,” Joe said. “At least the one I go to in New Orleans doesn’t.”


    “That might be a good reason to go to your college,” Mandie said with a laugh as they got down to the hallway.


    “We’re certainly going to have to make our minds up about that,” Celia said. “We can’t wait till the last minute to enroll in a college.”


    “I know,” Mandie answered. “I’ll decide soon when I have time to think about it.”


    When they got to the parlor, Aunt Phoebe was just bringing in the tea cart with the coffee and cake.


    “Ah, we made it in time,” Jonathan said with a sigh of relief as he sat down.


    Aunt Phoebe went over to serve the adults as the young people sat down in chairs nearby and watched.


    Suddenly Mandie remembered Snowball. Where had he gone? She quickly looked around the room. “Oh no, Snowball is missing,” she whispered to her friends. “I forgot all about him when he left the attic.”


    Aunt Phoebe heard the remark as she came on over to serve the young people.


    “Don’t you worry about that cat,” she said with a big smile. “He done found his way to the kitchen, like usual, and he’s eating leftovers.”


    Mandie blew out her breath and said with a big smile, “Oh, thank you, Aunt Phoebe.”


    “Yes, we all thank you, Aunt Phoebe,” Celia added. “Otherwise we would have to go on a search for him.”


    “I’ll keep him in there till y’all git ready to leave,” the old woman promised.


    “Thank you” came from all four.


    They listened to the adults’ conversation.


    “I’ll be going back to see the preacher tomorrow morning and will let you know what he has to say,” Mrs. Taft was saying as she sipped her coffee. “I do hope he knows something. I believe you had told us you have not been to church since Miss Hope disappeared and therefore you have not seen the preacher.”


    “That’s right,” Miss Prudence said. “And if I learn any news I will certainly let you know.”


    Turning to Uncle Ned, Mrs. Taft asked, “And when do you think you will be seeing your young Indian friends who are searching?”


    “Any time now,” Uncle Ned said. “Will let me know if they get any news.”


    “I have some friends who are government investigators who would be glad to help us search, I’m sure,” Senator Morton suggested.


    Miss Prudence immediately became flustered and set down her cup of coffee. “Oh, not government investigators, Senator, we don’t need them, thank you.”


    “I was only making a suggestion, Miss Prudence,” he replied. “But it seems to me if we are ever going to find Miss Hope, we need some experienced people to come in and help.”


    “No, no, thank you, Senator,” Miss Prudence said, nervously pushing at a loose strand of hair. “I’m sure we’ll find my sister.”


    Mrs. Taft looked up as the clock in the hallway struck nine. “Oh dear, I didn’t realize it was so late,” she said. “We must be getting home.” She quickly stood up. “We’ll be in touch tomorrow, Miss Prudence.”


    “Thank you for your help and for coming tonight,” Miss Prudence said as everyone else rose to leave the room.


    The four young people hurried out ahead of the others and waited outside the front door.


    “Oh goodness, I forgot Snowball again. I’ll be right back,” Mandie said as she rushed back inside the house.


    Hurrying to the kitchen, she scooped up the white cat and went to join her friends, who were piling into the rig behind Mrs. Taft, Senator Morton, and Uncle Ned.


    “I’m glad you didn’t completely forget that cat or we would have had to come all the way back for him,” Jonathan told her teasingly.


    Mandie’s hand felt the paper in her pocket as she held on to Snowball when Ben drove the rig out into the street.


    “I have one of those papers in my pocket,” she whispered to her friends.


    “Why?” Joe asked.


    “It got separated from the others at the last minute, so I just picked it up and stuffed it into my pocket,” Mandie explained. “It probably isn’t anything worth bringing back tomorrow, or whenever we visit Miss Prudence again.”


    “Just throw it away, then,” Jonathan told her.


    “Be sure you look at it first. It could be something important,” Joe said.


    “I will,” Mandie promised.


    But as it turned out, when Mandie and Celia went to their room for the night, Mandie had forgotten all about the paper and slipped off her skirt and hung it up.


    That night she dreamed about the paper.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Seven

    
 More Mystery


    Papers were falling everywhere. Mandie couldn’t see through the thick whirlwind. She couldn’t outrun it. And somehow she had to escape. She couldn’t breathe, and she was shivering cold. Someone was calling her name.


    “Mandie, wake up, Mandie, wake up,” someone was saying as the person shook her.


    With all the strength she could muster, Mandie took a deep breath and forced her eyes open.


    “Mandie, you must have been having a bad dream.” It was Celia, sitting on the side of the bed.


    “Oh, it was a terrible dream,” Mandie replied, rubbing her eyes and taking deep breaths as she stretched her legs. “All that paper was falling on me.” She sat up suddenly and jumped out of bed. “Where is that paper I put in my pocket, the one that fell out of all that paper in the school’s attic?” She raced over to the wardrobe, jerked down the skirt she had been wearing, and jammed her hand into the pocket. It was empty.


    “Mandie, did you leave it in your pocket?” Celia asked.


    “Yes, I know I did. I undressed and hung up my skirt and went to bed,” Mandie replied. “What happened to it?” She frowned and looked around the room.


    “This is really strange,” Celia said. “Someone must have been in our room last night. Oh, Mandie, I wonder who it was.”


    “But no one knew I put that paper in my pocket but you and Joe and Jonathan, and I don’t think they would come into our room looking for it. Besides, I didn’t even read it, so we don’t know what it was,” Mandie said, sitting on the side of the bed, holding her skirt.


    “You’re right. It’s a real puzzle,” Celia agreed, sitting next to her on the bed.


    Mandie looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was five minutes before seven. “We need to get dressed anyway. It’ll soon be time for breakfast, at eight o’clock,” she said, going back to the wardrobe to get down clothes to put on. She rehung the skirt.


    Celia came over and got her things out of the wardrobe. “Joe and Jonathan might already be up,” she said, quickly pulling on a green skirt.


    “Yes,” Mandie agreed as she slipped into her clothes. She looked around. “Where is Snowball?” She walked around the room looking for him.


    “I don’t know, Mandie,” Celia said, buttoning her blouse. “I don’t remember seeing him when I woke up.”


    Mandie looked at the door. “The door is closed. So someone had to let him out,” she decided. “And whoever let him out must be the person who took the paper out of my skirt pocket.”


    “Let’s hurry and see if Joe and Jonathan are in the hall,” Celia said, quickly brushing her long auburn hair and tying it back with a green ribbon.


    Mandie shook out her long skirt and started for the door. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s find them.”


    They found the boys sitting on chairs at the top of the main staircase, which was their usual meeting place in whatever house they happened to be in. The girls sat down nearby.


    “I figured y’all would have been up before now,” Joe said. “We even went down to the parlor looking for y’all.”


    “And we didn’t see a single soul,” Jonathan added. “I don’t believe anyone is up yet.”


    “Have y’all seen Snowball? He got out of our room before we got up,” Mandie asked.


    Both boys shook their heads.


    “Our door was closed when we got up, but he was gone, so someone had to have been in our room,” Mandie explained. “And you know that paper I picked up from the floor in the attic and put in my pocket? It is also gone.”


    “No,” Jonathan said. “Did someone take it?”


    “Somebody’s bound to have taken it, because it’s gone,” Mandie replied.


    “So now we have another mystery,” Joe said, smiling at her.


    “We’ve been sitting here wondering whether we were supposed to go over to that school and find Robert this morning,” Jonathan reminded her.


    “Oh goodness, we never got that resolved, did we?” Mandie said, frowning. “Well, it’s too late to go right now. Grandmother will be down for breakfast at eight.”


    “We don’t have to go with your grandmother wherever she is going today, do we?” Jonathan asked.


    “No, I don’t suppose so, but if she asks us to go and we refuse, she will want an explanation as to why we aren’t going with her,” Mandie said.


    “And it had better be a good one,” Joe added.


    “She said she was going to try and catch the preacher the first thing this morning, remember?” Celia said.


    “I would say she means right after breakfast. But if she doesn’t ask, then we won’t ask to go with her,” Mandie explained. “But I still think I could ask Uncle Ned to go over to Mr. Chadwick’s School and find out whether Robert has returned.”


    “Maybe she won’t ask us to go with her when she goes back to the preacher’s house,” Jonathan said.


    “And if she doesn’t, then we won’t ask to go with her,” Mandie said. She stood up and added, “Now I need to find out where Snowball is. And then I may be able to find out who let him out of our room. Let’s go down to the kitchen. He likes kitchens because that’s where the food is.”


    They didn’t see anyone on their way to the kitchen, and when they pushed the door open they found Ben drinking coffee at the table by the window and Annie getting dishes down from the cupboard.


    “Good morning,” Mandie greeted them. “I’m looking for Snowball. Have y’all seen him?”


    “Why, he’s right there gobbling up dat food I give him,” Annie said, pointing to the white cat who was eating from a saucer by the stove.


    “Well, at least he isn’t lost,” Mandie said. “But how did he get down here? He was gone when we got up.”


    “Li’l bit ago I hears him meowing. I opens de door and he’s right there in de hall,” Annie explained. She took dishes over to the long table. “Now, does y’all be wantin’ coffee or something?”


    Mandie looked over at Ben and asked, “Do you mind if we sit at the table with you and have a cup of coffee?”


    “Course not, missy,” Ben replied. “Jes’ come on over here. Annie will git y’all some coffee.”


    Mandie and her friends sat down at the table, and Annie placed cups of hot coffee in front of them.


    Looking up at Annie, Mandie asked, “Have you been upstairs this morning, Annie?”


    “Upstairs, no, not yet. After everybody gits downstairs for de day I has to make all de beds and so forths up there,” Annie replied, returning the percolator to the stove.


    “Is Ella up and around yet?” Mandie asked, sipping her coffee and watching for Annie’s response.


    “No, but ’bout time fo’ her to come in here,” Annie replied. “Now, dat new girl, Dobie, she done come to work.”


    “New girl? There’s a new girl working here?” Mandie asked.


    “She works for Miz Manning, you know, whut has Hilda stayin’ wid dem, and Miz Taft, she made arrangements fo’ Dobie to partly work here, too, ’cause Miz Manning she don’t need her all de time,” Annie explained.


    “What does she do here for Grandmother?” Mandie asked. She glanced at her friends, who were listening and nodded at her.


    “She mostly do whut Ella tell her to do, wash clothes and such,” Annie replied.


    Celia looked at Mandie and smiled, then asked Annie, “Has she been working upstairs this morning?”


    “I don’t keep up wid her. That Ella’s job,” Annie said.


    Jonathan whispered to Mandie, “So you think that’s who came into your room?”


    Mandie nodded and did not reply because at that moment, Uncle Ned came into the kitchen and joined them at the table for a cup of coffee.


    “Are you going with Grandmother to try to catch the preacher today?” Mandie asked.


    “Maybe,” the old man replied. “Need to see braves today.”


    “Are you going to be checking with any of the stores downtown today to find out if they’ve seen Miss Hope?” Joe asked.


    “Maybe,” Uncle Ned replied, sipping his coffee. “We make plans at breakfast table.”


    Mandie thought about asking him to go by Mr. Chadwick’s School to see if Robert had returned to school. Then she decided he probably wouldn’t have time. Maybe she and her friends could get out of going with her grandmother today. Then Joe and Jonathan could rush over to Mr. Chadwick’s School.


    Mandie was also wondering what the new maid, Dobie, had been doing when she came into their room. It had to have been her. And how did the girl know that paper was in Mandie’s skirt pocket? And most of all, what was on that paper that made someone take it? And then she frowned as she tried to figure out how that girl knew which room was hers and Celia’s. She must have come to work awfully early to have done this, too.


    She was anxious to see the girl and ask her questions, but that would have to wait until after breakfast.


    Uncle Ned soon finished his cup of coffee and rose, saying, “I go walk before breakfast.” He started toward the back door.


    Mandie quickly stood up, looked at her friends, and said, “I think I’d like to walk a little myself. What about y’all?”


    “Come,” the old man told them and continued on his way out the door. All four young people followed him.


    Since Mrs. Taft lived in downtown Asheville, there was no big field or woods to walk in, but there was a small park a few blocks away. That’s where Uncle Ned led them. Mandie walked by his side but didn’t try to carry on a conversation until everyone had sat down on the grassy bank of the small creek that ran through the park.


    “If Grandmother doesn’t ask us to go with her today, do you think we could go with you, wherever you are planning?” Mandie asked, looking up into the kind black eyes as the old man smiled at her.


    “You leave Grandmother to go alone searching for Miss Hope?” he asked.


    “But that’s up to her. She may not want us to go with her,” Mandie replied. “Besides, she won’t be alone. Ben will drive her wherever she wants to go.”


    “Why not want to go with Grandmother?” Uncle Ned asked. He looked at Mandie’s friends, also.


    Mandie drew a deep breath, looked at Celia, then Joe, then Jonathan, and then said, “We would like for you to do us a favor, please, Uncle Ned. Joe and Jonathan could probably do it, but I’d rather you did it because you know how to do things like this.”


    Uncle Ned shook his head and said, “What Papoose talking about? Do what? Not understand.”


    “I’m sorry, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said with a big smile. “It’s just that we would like to know if Robert has come back to school yet. We’d like to talk to him about something. And I thought since you know where Mr. Chadwick’s School is, you might be going that way and could stop and ask for Robert.”


    Uncle Ned watched her closely and said, “Robert still at Tommy’s house in Charleston where we left him. Not time for school to start yet.”


    “Yes, sir, I know we left him at Tommy’s house, but I thought he might have come back to school early to take some of those extra lessons Mr. Chadwick gives sometimes in the summertime,” Mandie explained. “And there is something I would like to ask him.”


    “Papoose not planning trouble?” the old man asked.


    Mandie laughed and said, “No, sir, not trouble.”


    Uncle Ned stood up and the young people scrambled to their feet. “We return now. Breakfast, then Grandmother make plans, then we decide,” he said.


    “Thank you, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said, quickly following by his side. Her friends stayed close behind them as they returned to Mrs. Taft’s house.


    They found Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton in the parlor.


    “We’ve been out for a walk with Uncle Ned,” Mandie said as everyone found seats.


    “We need to hurry through breakfast so we can try to catch the preacher before he gets out for the day,” Mrs. Taft told her.


    Mandie looked at her friends. So they were expected to go with Mrs. Taft.


    “I need see braves,” Uncle Ned told her as he sat near the senator.


    “That’s fine, Uncle Ned. Senator Morton is feeling better today and will go with us,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    “Yes, indeed,” Senator Morton said. “Much better than yesterday.”


    “But you also want me and my friends to go, too?” Mandie asked as she glanced at Joe, Jonathan, and Celia.


    “Yes, Amanda, rather than leave y’all here to do goodness knows what,” Mrs. Taft replied with a smile.


    When Mandie didn’t reply to that, Mrs. Taft asked, “Do you not want to go? I thought you came home with me in order to help find Miss Hope.”


    Mandie quickly replied to that. “Oh yes, ma’am, I do want to help find Miss Hope. And I hope we will find her soon.”


    “Well, then, we will go to see the preacher and then we will probably visit some of the stores downtown to make inquiries.” She turned to Uncle Ned and asked, “And will you be gone all day? Or will you join us later?”


    “Do not know how long to catch braves,” Uncle Ned replied. “But soon as I do I will let you know.”


    “Then it’s all settled. We will have breakfast and then Senator Morton and I will take you young people with us to see the preacher,” Mrs. Taft said. “And I do hope he is home this time.”


    Mandie was disappointed as she looked at her friends. There was no way they could get away from her grandmother today. Joe shrugged his shoulders as he looked at her. Jonathan grinned, and Celia blew out her breath and squirmed in her chair. Mandie could tell they were all disappointed.


    Ella came to tell Mrs. Taft that breakfast was ready, and they all went into the dining room to eat.


    Mandie kept watching for the new girl who had come to work for Mrs. Taft, but there was no sign of her. Ella and Annie served breakfast.


    When the adults became engrossed in their own conversation, Mandie whispered to her friends, “I’d like to at least see that new girl before we leave for the day. She might not be here when we come back if she’s not working full time.” She took a sip of her coffee.


    “She’s probably doing housework in the bedrooms,” Celia suggested, quickly taking a bite of the bacon on her plate.


    Joe began eating the grits he had taken from the bowl that was passed around. Jonathan looked at him and said, “Grits. How can you people eat such stuff?” He grinned at Mandie.


    “We can eat it because we are not Yankees like you,” Mandie replied with a big grin. “You should at least taste the grits. You would probably like them.”


    Instead of replying to that remark, Jonathan asked, “Will Uncle Ned go to Robert’s school?”


    “As soon as we get up from the table I’ll ask him so Grandmother won’t hear,” Mandie promised.


    “I have a feeling this is going to be a long drawn-out day with your grandmother,” Joe told her.


    “I agree,” Mandie said with a big sigh.


    Mrs. Taft hurried through the meal and was soon rising from the table and saying, “Amanda, let’s get ready and go now.”


    “Yes, Grandmother, just let me run up to my room and I’ll be right back,” she said.


    “Don’t take too long, now. We’ll be in the parlor,” Mrs. Taft said as she and Senator Morton and Uncle Ned left the room.


    Mandie caught Uncle Ned’s hand as they went through the doorway and whispered, “Can you go to Robert’s school for us?”


    Uncle Ned smiled down at her and said, “Will go sometime today.”


    “Thank you, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said and quickly headed for the staircase. Celia followed.


    “I will also go to my room for a minute,” Joe said as he, too, started down the hallway.


    “So will I,” Jonathan added and followed him.


    They raced to the top of the huge staircase and then stopped for a quick word.


    “Uncle Ned said he would check on Robert,” Mandie whispered. She looked around and added, “I was hoping I’d find that new maid up here so I could ask her some questions. Meet y’all down in the parlor in five minutes.”


    She and Celia continued to their room as the boys went to theirs. Looking on down the hallway when she started in the door of the room, Mandie spied a girl in a maid’s uniform at the other end of the hallway. She turned and quickly walked in that direction. Celia followed.


    As they got near to the girl, who was slowly walking in the other direction, Mandie called to her, “Are you Dobie?”


    The girl stopped long enough to look back as she said, “Yes, but I’m busy right now.” She hurried on down the hallway and disappeared down the back staircase before Mandie could reach her.


    “Oh, shucks!” Mandie exclaimed. “I can’t take time to chase after her.”


    “Maybe we can catch her when we come back,” Celia said. “Come on, Mandie. Your grandmother won’t like having to wait too long for us.”


    They rushed into their room, freshened up, and returned to the parlor. The boys were already there.


    “We caught a glimpse of that new maid, Dobie, upstairs, but she wouldn’t wait for us to catch up with her,” Mandie whispered to Joe and Jonathan. “She acted strange.”


    “Oh well, maybe we’ll catch her when we return. If not, maybe we will tomorrow,” Joe said.


    Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were already walking toward the hall on their way out. Uncle Ned had evidently left. He was nowhere around.


    “This whole thing may turn out to be a slow process,” Mandie said with a low moan as they followed the adults outside to where Ben had the rig waiting.


    Mandie was puzzled by the maid’s behavior, and she hoped the girl would still be there when they returned. She also hoped they would find the preacher at home so they could learn whatever he knew, if anything, about Miss Hope’s disappearance, and whether he had seen her that night by the church.


    And then she wondered if Robert had returned to school, and if Uncle Ned would find him if he had.


    She loved Miss Hope and was worried about her, but her disappearance had certainly caused a lot of people a lot of trouble.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Eight

    
 Enlisting More Help


    “To Preacher Tallant’s house, Ben,” Mrs. Taft told him as she and Senator Morton settled into the front seat and the young people sat behind them.


    “Is we in a hurry dis time?” Ben asked, grinning as he looked back at Mrs. Taft.


    “A little, but no racing now, Ben. We don’t want to have a wreck getting there,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    “Yessum, I understand,” Ben replied and shook the reins.


    Mandie and her friends looked at each other and smiled as Ben gradually picked up speed. Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton were talking and didn’t notice.


    “I see you didn’t bring that white cat this time,” Jonathan remarked.


    “No, I left him in the kitchen. I was afraid he would be too much trouble, since I don’t know exactly where we may be going today,” Mandie replied.


    “Do you suppose your grandmother may want to go back out to the farm, Mandie?” Celia whispered.


    “Maybe, but she didn’t learn anything out there, and I don’t believe those people would tell her anything they might know anyway,” Mandie replied.


    “Once we get this whole thing solved, we ought to know a lot about a lot of people,” Jonathan said.


    “We already know a lot about a lot of people,” Joe said with a grin. “Nobody knows anything.”


    “Or they just aren’t telling,” Mandie added.


    They finally came to the preacher’s house, and Ben pulled the rig up in the driveway.


    “You young people just stay here. If he’s not home I won’t be long,” Mrs. Taft said as Senator Morton helped her down from the rig.


    The door opened and Mrs. Slocum stuck her head out. “He’s not here,” she said. “Gone visiting members over in the mountain. May be gone till late.”


    “She sounds like she has got that memorized,” Mandie said under her breath.


    “All right, Mrs. Slocum, thank you,” Mrs. Taft said, turning back to the rig. “We’ll catch him sooner or later.”


    Mrs. Slocum went back into the house and closed the door.


    Mrs. Taft got back in the rig. “Oh dear, that silly woman probably didn’t tell him we would be coming back this morning,” she said. “We’ll catch him sooner or later. In the meantime, we have other places to visit.” She adjusted her hat.


    “Yes, ma’am, we do,” the senator agreed.


    “I think we should go on now and see the sheriff,” Mrs. Taft said, looking at the senator for an answer.


    “Yes, that is a good idea,” the senator agreed. “And it may save us a lot of time. If he doesn’t know anything, he can at least get his men out searching for Miss Hope.”


    Mrs. Taft turned to look back at the young people. “Remember this, Amanda, and all your friends back there: No one is to be told that we went to consult with the sheriff. Do you understand?” she asked.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied and was joined by her friends also agreeing.


    “Of course you know the reason this must be kept secret is because Miss Prudence did not wish to bring the law enforcement into the investigation,” Mrs. Taft continued.


    “Yes, ma’am” sounded four times again.


    “Please don’t forget this,” Mrs. Taft added.


    “No, ma’am,” the four replied.


    Mrs. Taft turned forward and carried on a conversation with Senator Morton.


    The young people carried on a whispered conversation behind her.


    “I can imagine what would happen if Miss Prudence found out your grandmother had been to see the sheriff,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


    “The fur would fly,” Joe said.


    “And I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near them,” Celia said.


    “It might be interesting,” Jonathan said with a big grin. “Who do you think would win?”


    “My grandmother, of course,” Mandie replied, still grinning.


    The young people stopped talking in order to listen to the conversation between Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton.


    “I will certainly see Preacher Tallant tomorrow because it’s Sunday and he will have to be at church, and I intend detaining him long enough after the service to ask some questions,” Mrs. Taft was saying.


    “Yes, indeed,” Senator Morton replied. “That Mrs. Slocum didn’t seem to be a very bright woman.”


    “You are right,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “She probably never told him that I wanted to see him. Otherwise, I believe he would have tried to get in touch with me after my first visit to his house.”


    “Most likely,” the senator agreed.


    “I do hope we will find Sheriff Jones in,” Mrs. Taft said with a sigh. “This is a tiresome ordeal. I certainly hope Miss Hope realized what a burden she was putting on everyone if she just disappeared voluntarily.”


    Senator Morton quickly looked at Mrs. Taft and asked, “You do believe she just vanished on her own, that there was no foul play involved, don’t you?”


    “Although it doesn’t sound like Miss Hope at all, yes, I believe she decided to just leave on her own, but for what reason, goodness knows,” Mrs. Taft said.


    The young people quickly exchanged glances.


    Mandie was excited and spoke before she thought. “But Grandmother, if Miss Hope disappeared on her own, why didn’t she take her clothes with her?”


    Mrs. Taft glanced back at her. “I don’t know, Amanda, but I sincerely hope she just walked out on her own. Although it is strange that she didn’t take her clothes with her.” She mulled that over.


    Mandie’s friends looked at her and then at Mandie.


    “Maybe she took all her money with her and decided she didn’t want all the old clothes she already has but will buy a whole new assortment of clothes,” Jonathan suggested.


    “I don’t think she has a lot of money. Grandmother had to buy the schoolhouse a while back to keep them from having to close it,” Mandie told him.


    “And if Miss Hope doesn’t come back, I don’t believe Miss Prudence can run the school by herself,” Celia said.


    “What if Miss Hope doesn’t come back and Miss Prudence has to close the school, what will you girls do about school?” Jonathan asked.


    Mandie and Celia looked at each other and sighed.


    “Oh, I hope that doesn’t happen. We’d have to go to a strange school just for the one year we have left until we graduate, and no telling where that school would be,” Celia said.


    “Yes, and we haven’t even decided on a college yet, and then to have to change schools, too. That’s too much,” Mandie said. Smiling at Joe, she said, “I suppose I could just go back to Mr. Tallant’s school at Charley Gap.” That was Mandie’s old school when she was younger and her father was living.


    “I believe you are a little old for that now,” Joe said, grinning. “And remember, he did not teach enough advanced classes for me to get into college. I had to double up on my first year’s work at college in order to meet the entrance requirements.”


    “I know. I was just joking,” Mandie told him with a grin, and then frowning, she added, “I’ll certainly be glad when we finish Miss Prudence’s school and get on through college.”


    “But you don’t even know yet where you will be going to college,” Jonathan told her. “Why don’t you girls come to New York and go to college with me up there? You could both live at my house.”


    Joe quickly said, “No, they should both just come on down to New Orleans to my college.” Looking at Mandie, he said, “Please say yes.”


    Mandie smiled and said, “I’ll just say maybe.”


    Ben pulled the rig up in the yard before the sheriff’s office and stopped.


    “Here we are,” Mandie said, quickly rising and stepping down from the rig before her grandmother could tell them to stay in the vehicle. She was determined to hear what was said.


    Her friends followed, and they stood there waiting while Senator Morton helped Mrs. Taft descend from the rig.


    Looking at the young people, Mrs. Taft said, “Now, you may all go in with us if you like, but you will not participate in the conversation with Sheriff Jones. Do you understand?” She looked at all four of them.


    “Yes, ma’am” was unanimous.


    They followed Mrs. Taft and Senator Morton into the building. In the long wide hallway they saw a sign hanging over one of the doors. Sheriff, it read, and Mrs. Taft headed straight for that.


    The top half of the door had a glass panel, but it was opaque, so Mandie couldn’t see what was inside until the senator opened the door and stood back for Mrs. Taft to enter the office.


    “Good morning, Sheriff,” Mrs. Taft was saying, and Mandie bent sideways into the small office to see the man. It was Sheriff Jones himself. Mandie had met him before when he had come to their school. He quickly stood up.


    “Good morning, Mrs. Taft. To what do I owe the honor of this visit?” he asked, pulling a chair over to the desk. “Please have a seat. And there are plenty of chairs over there for everyone else.” He motioned toward the far wall with straight, uncomfortable-looking chairs lining the length of it.


    Senator Morton quickly pulled another chair next to the one for Mrs. Taft and sat down after she did. Sheriff Jones went back behind his old, beat-up desk and sat down.


    Mandie and her friends reluctantly took seats in the chairs along the far wall. She was afraid they would not be able to hear everything that was said. However, as it turned out, Sheriff Jones had a loud, strong voice that they were able to hear.


    “Oh, Sheriff Jones, I have come on a mission that must be kept entirely secret from Miss Prudence at the school,” Mrs. Taft began with a loud sigh. She paused.


    Sheriff Jones silently waited for her to continue.


    “This is so distressing,” she said, waving her lace handkerchief before her face. “First of all, Miss Hope has completely disappeared from the school. Miss Prudence has forbidden me to enlist the aid of law enforcement in an effort to find her. However, I made the decision to come anyhow.”


    “That was the right thing to do, Mrs. Taft,” Sheriff Jones replied. “And please rest assured no one here will let Miss Prudence know you have consulted us. Now, what would you like us to do?”


    Mandie noticed that he didn’t seem surprised to hear about the disappearance of Miss Hope. So he must have known already.


    “Why, I would like you to find Miss Hope, of course,” Mrs. Taft replied. “You have better ways of doing things like that than I do. And I am just overwhelmed with it all. No one seems to have seen her.”


    “Yes, yes, of course, ma’am. However, there is one problem,” he said.


    Mrs. Taft quickly looked at him and asked, “And what is that?”


    The sheriff shifted in his chair, crossed his legs, and looked directly at Mrs. Taft as he asked, “Just what do we do if we find her?”


    “Why, bring her back to the school and to her sister,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    “Now, Mrs. Taft, Miss Hope is not an underage juvenile who can be ordered around. Suppose Miss Hope does not want to come back to the school?” he replied.


    Mandie and her friends looked at each other and smiled as they listened.


    “In that case you need to tell Miss Prudence you have found her,” Mrs. Taft said. “They are sisters, you know. And then maybe Miss Prudence can settle whatever the problem is without taking up other people’s time.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Sheriff Jones said, taking a pad of paper and a pencil out of the desk drawer. “Now, would you please tell me any details that you may know about this.”


    “I don’t know much except that Miss Prudence told me Miss Hope did not go to bed that night, which, I believe, was Saturday night of last week, and that her bed had not been slept in the next morning and she was nowhere to be found. She didn’t even take her clothes with her,” Mrs. Taft told him.


    “Did Miss Prudence know what kind of clothes she was wearing that night?” the sheriff asked, scribbling on the pad before him.


    “If she did, she didn’t tell me,” Mrs. Taft said. “That’s all I know about this.”


    Mandie coughed to get her grandmother’s attention, and when Mrs. Taft looked at her, she began making signals with her hands and mouthing words.


    “What is it, Amanda?” Mrs. Taft finally asked.


    “Grandmother, remember your maid Annie thought she saw Miss Hope that night she disappeared.”


    Mrs. Taft turned back to the sheriff and explained, “Yes, my maid Annie was out strolling with her man friend, and they were walking past the church that night. It was dark, but she believes she saw Miss Hope hurrying around the corner of the church. No one else seems to have seen Miss Hope.”


    Sheriff Jones was quickly making notes on the pad. Then he looked up and asked, “Would it be permissible with you if we talk to Annie? There is a chance she might have noticed something that would give us a clue.”


    “I suppose so, but please don’t go to my house to talk to her until we have returned home,” Mrs. Taft said. “We will be back home sometime before six o’clock, because that is when our supper will be waiting.” She stood up.


    The senator and the sheriff quickly stood up. Mandie and her friends followed them out into the hall.


    “I will be back in touch with you, Mrs. Taft, as soon as my men can come up with some information,” Sheriff Jones told her. “Thank you for stopping by. Rest assured we will not let Miss Prudence know you have been here.”


    “I thank you, Sheriff Jones,” Mrs. Taft answered as she and Senator Morton started toward the main door.


    Mandie and her friends followed them outside to the rig where Ben was waiting.


    After everyone had settled down in the rig, Ben asked, “Is we gwine home now?”


    “Oh, Ben, I don’t think so yet. Let’s check with some of the proprietors of the stores downtown,” Mrs. Taft told him. “Just drive down that direction.” Ben drove the rig on down the street.


    “Are you still going to search for Miss Hope?” Senator Morton asked. “Are you not depending on the sheriff to find her now that you’ve consulted with him?”


    “Who knows what piece of news we might be able to get from some of the store owners,” Mrs. Taft replied, tucking a strand of hair under her hat. “I thought if we get any information at all from anyone, we could just give it to Sheriff Jones and let him take care of investigating it. I just don’t have time to spend all my time on this, even though I am worried about Miss Hope.”


    “I understand perfectly,” Senator Morton said.


    Mandie suddenly remembered that Uncle Ned had gone to see his braves that morning. There was a possibility he might have some news about Miss Hope when he returned.


    She leaned forward and spoke to Mrs. Taft. “Grandmother, maybe Uncle Ned will know something when he comes back. Remember, one of his braves said he saw Miss Hope at the springhouse on the farm, and I’m sure Uncle Ned will do some investigating on that because Willie acted so strange, saying Miss Hope was a grown woman with her own mind.”


    “Yes, I remember,” Mrs. Taft said.


    Ben pulled the rig up in front of the first store on the main thoroughfare, which was the largest store in Asheville and sold just about everything.


    “Will dis here store do, Miz Taft?” Ben looked back and asked as he pulled the reins and brought the horse to a stop.


    “Yes, Ben, this is fine,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    Senator Morton helped her down from the rig, and the young people followed, led by Mandie. Her grandmother had not told them to stay in the rig, so she was quickly taking advantage of the opportunity to go inside the store.


    The owner, seeing Mrs. Taft enter, rushed forward to greet her. “How are you today, Mrs. Taft? What can I do for you?”


    “I just wanted to ask about Miss Hope,” Mrs. Taft replied as everyone came to a halt in the middle aisle.


    “Miss Hope?” the man questioned.


    “Yes, you know she is missing from the school, and I was hoping you might have seen her,” Mrs. Taft explained.


    “No, ma’am, I have not seen Miss Hope since I believe it was three weeks ago last Friday she came in and bought some soap, only one cake, that fancy kind she uses, Lady Mary’s Complexion Soap,” he replied.


    “As you must know, Miss Hope is missing, and she hasn’t been seen since Saturday of last week,” Mrs. Taft told him. “Have you not seen her in three weeks, then?”


    “No, ma’am, she has not been in the store since then,” he said.


    “Just in case she does come into the store, would you please notify Miss Prudence immediately? She is worried about her.” Mrs. Taft explained what little information they had about the missing schoolmarm.


    “Yes, ma’am, rest assured I will notify Miss Prudence if I see Miss Hope,” he said.


    They returned to the rig, and as Mrs. Taft stepped back in, she said to Senator Morton, “It must be time for our noon meal. Shall we go to the dining room at the Biltmore?”


    Senator Morton followed her into the rig. “Yes, ma’am, that sounds like a wonderful idea.”


    Mandie and her friends looked at each other and grinned as they took their seats.


    “We’re going to get to eat at the Biltmore,” she whispered.


    “I’ve never eaten there,” Celia said.


    “Neither have I,” Joe added.


    “Is that a fancy place to dine or something?” Jonathan asked.


    “Oh yes, it’s the most prestigious place in town to be seen dining,” Mandie replied.


    “Can it compare with our restaurants in New York?” Jonathan mischievously asked.


    As Ben pulled the rig out into the road, Mandie replied, “Lots nicer than some of your restaurants I’ve seen.”


    “Now we take a break,” Joe said. “I wonder what we will do after we eat.”


    “If we listen to Grandmother’s conversation with the senator we’ll find out,” Mandie said.


    Mandie wondered if they would return home to Mrs. Taft’s house after the meal, or just where else her grandmother would take them. She hoped she could get back and see that new maid, Dobie, before she left for the day. She wanted to ask her some questions.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Nine

    
 A Hot, Tiresome Day


    After the noonday meal, Mrs. Taft decided to continue checking with store owners in town for someone who might have seen Miss Hope. This took hours with no results. Exhausted from the heat, she finally decided to go home. But by the time they got back to Mrs. Taft’s house, Dobie had left for the day.


    Mandie and her friends sat in the back parlor, relaxing after a tiresome day. Snowball had joined them and was asleep on the footstool.


    “I’m going to be up early tomorrow morning, and I am going to catch Dobie and ask her some questions,” Mandie stated firmly.


    “Will she be working then?” Celia asked.


    “I’ll ask Ella when she is supposed to come to work,” Mandie replied. “I just can’t imagine what she was doing in our room. I’ve never even seen her before and certainly didn’t know she was working here for my grandmother.”


    “I was surprised your grandmother didn’t want to go check with Miss Prudence after our rounds today and see what that lady might have heard,” Joe remarked.


    Mandie smiled and said, “Grandmother was too tired. And so was the senator.”


    “Maybe she will decide to go over there after supper and talk to Miss Prudence,” Jonathan said.


    “Maybe,” Mandie agreed. She looked up and saw the door slowly open. She waited to see who it was. “Uncle Ned!” she exclaimed as the old man came into the room.


    “Long day,” Uncle Ned said as he sat down. “Long journey.”


    “Did you go to Mr. Chadwick’s School?” Mandie eagerly asked.


    Celia said, “And did you see Robert? Was he there?”


    The old Indian smiled at the girls and said, “Go to school. Mr. Chadwick gone, vacation. Robert not there.”


    “Oh, shucks,” Mandie said.


    “Mr. Chadwick was gone on vacation? Was the school closed, then?” Joe asked.


    Uncle Ned shook his head and said, “Number-two man stay in charge while Mr. Chadwick go away.”


    “At least we didn’t go wandering over there for nothing,” Jonathan said.


    The hall door opened again, and this time it was Annie. She looked around the room and asked, “Should I bring coffee? Miz Taft resting and senator man in his room.”


    “Oh yes, please do, Annie. I’m sure Uncle Ned would like some coffee,” Mandie said, looking at Uncle Ned.


    “Yes, coffee,” he agreed.


    “I’ll bring it right back,” Annie said, leaving the room.


    “What else did you do today, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked.


    “Went to see braves,” he said. “They tell me things.”


    Mandie and her friends silently waited while he paused to think. He continued, “Braves tell me again they did see Miss Hope at spring on farm that day.”


    “They did?” Mandie asked, her eyes growing big.


    “Yes, that day but no more,” Uncle Ned finished.


    “So they haven’t seen her any more,” Mandie said in a disappointed voice.


    “Was there anyone else with her that day?” Jonathan asked.


    Uncle Ned shook his head and explained, “Braves say alone.”


    “Maybe Willie didn’t see Miss Hope, then,” Celia remarked.


    Uncle Ned shook his head and explained, “When braves see Miss Hope, then Miss Hope see them. She hide.”


    “I wonder if she was hiding somewhere while we were out there,” Mandie said.


    The old man nodded his head and said, “Maybe.”


    “We could go back out there and search everywhere for her,” Mandie suggested.


    “Oh no, that wouldn’t work,” Joe said. “If those people don’t want us to find Miss Hope, I’m sure they would have ways of hiding her, so it remains a secret why she wants to stay there and hide.”


    “Where grandmother go today?” Uncle Ned asked.


    Annie came back with the tea cart loaded with hot coffee and sweet cakes. She quickly served everyone in the room and left the cart.


    When everyone had their coffee and cakes, Mandie finally replied to Uncle Ned’s question. “We went by the preacher’s house first and he wasn’t home. He’d gone visiting over in the mountains, so we went to some of the stores downtown, but no one had seen Miss Hope in quite a while. We ate at the Biltmore and went to see the sheriff.”


    “Sheriff?” Uncle Ned repeated as he sipped his coffee. “Will sheriff look for Miss Hope?”


    “Yes, sir, he said he would,” Mandie replied, taking a bite of sweet cake.


    “It was a long, hot day,” Jonathan added.


    “But it was nice eating at the Biltmore,” Celia said.


    “Remember, the sheriff said he would come by tonight and talk to Annie about seeing Miss Hope at the churchyard that night,” Joe reminded everyone.


    “Oh yes, I hope Grandmother is down here when he comes,” Mandie said. Looking back at Uncle Ned, she asked, “Are your braves going to keep watching out at the farm, in case Miss Hope shows up somewhere out there again?”


    “Yes,” Uncle Ned replied. “Will watch day and night.”


    “Can they do that without being seen?” Jonathan asked.


    “Yes,” Uncle Ned replied.


    “Of course, Jonathan,” Mandie added. “Indians are good detectives.” And then grinning at him over her coffee cup, she added, “I’m one-fourth Cherokee, you know. That’s why I’m such a good detective.”


    Everyone laughed, including Uncle Ned.


    “Good detectives don’t get in trouble while they are detecting,” Joe teased her.


    Mandie looked at him and said, “I don’t always get in trouble. Anyhow, I usually solve the mystery. You have to admit that.”


    “Well, now, most of the time,” Joe agreed.


    “We’ve been through some scary mysteries, haven’t we, Mandie?” Celia remarked.


    “Definitely we have,” Mandie replied. Turning back to Uncle Ned, she asked, “If your braves see Miss Hope again, will they come and let you know? Or will they follow her and see where she goes?”


    “Will let me know, one will,” Uncle Ned said. “Other will follow.”


    “It’s such a long way out to the farm, Miss Hope would have probably disappeared by the time they came and got you,” Mandie said.


    Uncle Ned smiled at her and said, “Not far on horseback.”


    “Yes, it would be much faster on a horse than in the rig,” Mandie agreed.


    Annie opened the door and said, “Miz Taft and de senator both in de parlor up front. She say y’all come in there.”


    “Thank you,” Mandie said as she rose and Annie left. She led the way to the front parlor. Snowball followed and found a stool by the hearth to curl up on and go back to sleep.


    “Annie said you were back, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft greeted him as he sat down near Senator Morton. “I thought you might have news about Miss Hope.”


    “Not new news,” he said and then related what he had told the young people.


    “Evidently Miss Hope is staying at the farm and they are all keeping it secret, then,” Mrs. Taft said thoughtfully. “I wonder why.”


    “That does seem strange,” Senator Morton agreed. “Perhaps your men will see her again and catch up with her next time.”


    “Yes,” Uncle Ned agreed.


    There was a knock on the front door down the hall from the parlor, voices, and then Annie came to the door of the parlor.


    “Miz Taft, de sheriff man here to see you,” she said.


    “Thank you, Annie, please bring him in here,” Mrs. Taft told her.


    When Annie brought the sheriff to the parlor, Mrs. Taft asked Annie to sit down a minute and tell the sheriff about her possibly seeing Miss Hope in the churchyard that night.


    Sheriff Jones listened and then asked, “Then you are not sure it was Miss Hope that you saw, is that right?”


    “I’m not sure, but I’m almost sure. It sho’ did look like her,” Annie replied. “It was jes’ a lil bit too dark for me to be sure.”


    Looking at Mrs. Taft, Sheriff Jones said, “And I believe you said you still haven’t been able to see Preacher Tallant?”


    “Not yet, but tomorrow is Sunday, and I plan on catching him at church long enough to ask a few questions,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I’ll let you know what he has to say.”


    “I thank you, ma’am,” Sheriff Jones said as he stood up to leave.


    “Annie, please show the sheriff back out,” Mrs. Taft told the girl. “Good day, Sheriff.”


    When the sheriff and Annie had left the room, Mrs. Taft said, “I told the sheriff all this must be kept confidential, that Miss Prudence had forbidden me to consult with law enforcement. So you young people please remember that.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” the four said.


    “Of course, if the sheriff learns of anything about Miss Hope’s whereabouts, then I will have to decide exactly how to tell Miss Prudence,” Mrs. Taft added.


    “But Uncle Ned said Miss Hope had been seen at the farm. You didn’t tell the sheriff about that, Grandmother,” Mandie reminded her.


    “No, I didn’t,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I did not want to have the sheriff going out to the farm and interfering with Uncle Ned’s men watching out there.”


    “Are we going to see Miss Prudence again?” Mandie asked.


    “Yes, I thought we could run over there for a few minutes after supper. I need to keep in touch with her just in case she hears something herself about Miss Hope that might help find the woman,” Mrs. Taft replied. Then, looking at Uncle Ned, she asked, “Would you like to go with us, Uncle Ned? I don’t intend staying but a few minutes.”


    “Yes, but will not tell her about braves watching,” Uncle Ned replied.


    “Oh no, we don’t want her to know that, but in due time when we do learn something, we can let her know then,” Mrs. Taft agreed.


    Supper was a hurried affair again that night so they could get on over to the school and return home before dark.


    Aunt Phoebe met them at the door of the school and put them in the parlor, where Miss Prudence joined them after a few minutes.


    She came into the room looking all flustered and said, “I’m so sorry to keep you all waiting, but I was just accomplishing a most dreaded task,” she said as she sat down.


    “That’s all right, Miss Prudence,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    Miss Prudence fidgeted in her chair for a minute and then explained, “You see, I’ve been needing to go through my sister’s belongings to see if I could find any clue to her disappearance.” She stopped, took a long breath, then added, “I’ve been afraid I might find something I didn’t want to find.”


    Mrs. Taft quickly glanced at her with a puzzled look and said, “I certainly hope you didn’t find anything, should I say, bad?”


    “No, nothing unexpected. All her things seemed to be in order and all there. She didn’t take anything that I can find missing,” the lady replied, pushing back a stray lock of hair. “But we will keep on looking. I mainly wanted to check with you in case you had learned something helpful in this search.”


    Mandie and her friends were sitting together across the room. Mandie put her hand over her mouth to whisper, “Miss Prudence isn’t acting exactly right, is she?”


    Celia agreed. “No, she isn’t. She seems to be all flustered about something.”


    “Do you reckon she has learned something and doesn’t want your grandmother to know about it for the same strange reason?” Joe whispered.


    “She does act like she is hiding something, doesn’t she?” Mandie agreed.


    All three friends nodded in agreement.


    Miss Prudence turned to Uncle Ned and asked, “I don’t suppose you have seen Miss Hope or learned anything, have you?”


    “No, ma’am,” Uncle Ned replied. “Working on it. Will let you know.”


    “And, Senator Morton, I suppose you are going along with Mrs. Taft on her search, aren’t you?” Miss Prudence asked.


    “Yes, ma’am, it’s a long, drawn-out problem,” the senator replied.


    Suddenly Aunt Phoebe came rushing into the parlor.


    “Excuse me, Miss Prudence, but you say let you know if happened again, and it jes’ happened,” she said excitedly. “Dat light in de attic gone on agin.”


    Miss Prudence looked at her in alarm and said, “How do you know? Were you up that way?”


    “No, ma’am, but Cal, he be out in de yard talkin’ wid Ben, and dey look up and see de light through dat window up there. Do you want them to go check it out?”


    “Yes, immediately, Aunt Phoebe. We’ll wait down here until they go up and come back down, and please tell them to hurry,” Miss Prudence replied.


    “Yessum,” Phoebe replied as she hurried out of the room.


    Mandie was itching to investigate the attic herself, but there was no way she would be allowed to do so, so she whispered to her friends instead, “Oh, how I wish we could catch whoever is up there, don’t y’all?”


    “Not exactly,” Celia replied.


    “Sure, we could catch them all right,” Jonathan agreed.


    “But we cannot go up there,” Joe reminded them.


    Mandie turned back to listen to the adults’ conversation.


    “Could this be someone dangerous?” Senator Morton asked.


    “I don’t know how anyone from outside could have come in and got all the way to the attic without someone seeing them. The servants are working all through the house,” Miss Prudence said with a deep frown as she twisted her handkerchief in nervous fingers.


    “Like me go look?” Uncle Ned asked Miss Prudence.


    “If you want to, Uncle Ned. The more men we have around here at a time like this the better off we are,” Miss Prudence replied.


    Uncle Ned rose and quickly asked, “Which way to go?”


    “Straight down the hallway and then left at the back,” Miss Prudence said in a shaky voice.


    Uncle Ned left the parlor.


    Mandie and her friends watched and listened. Miss Prudence, Mrs. Taft, and Senator Morton were all silent as they waited.


    After what seemed a long time but could have been only a few minutes, Uncle Ned returned to the parlor. He looked at Miss Prudence and said, “No one up there. Search. Look good. No one.”


    “Oh dear, they must have gotten away. I wonder where they are. This schoolhouse is so big they could find lots of hiding places, I’m sure,” Miss Prudence said, wadding up her handkerchief.


    “Miss Prudence, Celia and I know this whole house. Could we go look around?” Mandie asked.


    “Only if you take the boys with you. Look for the maids and see where they are,” Miss Prudence said, and then turning to Mrs. Taft she added, “With your permission, of course, Mrs. Taft.”


    “Yes, but Amanda, y’all stay together,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    “Yes, ma’am,” the four agreed as they rushed out of the parlor.


    Mandie led the way, and the four quickly ran in and out of every room on the first floor, finding one maid, who had not heard anything.


    Next they went upstairs and went through the bedrooms, then on up to the third floor, and then on to the stairs to the attic. Ben and Cal were coming down.


    “Ain’t nuthin’ up dere,” Ben told them with a big grin as the young people waited to pass him and Cal on the narrow steps.


    “Did you turn the light out?” Mandie asked.


    “Nope, done went out by de time we got dere,” Uncle Cal explained.


    “Where is Aunt Phoebe?” Mandie asked.


    “She gone to our house out in the backyard,” Cal explained.


    The men went on, and the young people climbed the staircase.


    When they reached the top, Mandie pushed the door open and reached to light the lamp that was kept just inside the door. Then Joe went forward and clicked the switch on the overhead light that hung down on a wire.


    The four quickly searched in between all the furniture, boxes, trunks, and other discarded items. They didn’t find a trace of anyone.


    “They must have left before Uncle Cal and Ben got here,” Mandie said, walking around. She went over to a window to look out. Suddenly she noticed an opened latch on the window. “Look! This window is unlocked.” She tried to see outside on the roof.


    The other three came running.


    “So whoever it was went out the window,” Joe said with a big grin.


    “Yes,” Mandie agreed.


    “Then they must still be on the roof,” Jonathan said. “Shall we go out there and look, Joe?”


    Joe smiled at him and said, “Sure.”


    Mandie wanted to go, too, but didn’t dare. She might mess up her clothes, and if her grandmother found out she had been on the roof, there would be trouble.


    “We’ll stay right here. Please hurry,” Mandie told the boys.


    “You girls stay in here and do not come outside,” Joe instructed them.


    For once Mandie didn’t take that as a dare. She and Celia waited while Joe and Jonathan disappeared on the roof.


    Celia was almost shaking with fright. “What if the person comes back in here and Joe and Jonathan are still out there? What will we do?”


    “I’ll throw something at them and scream as loud as I can,” Mandie said with a big grin.


    Finally the boys returned and climbed back inside the attic.


    “No one out there,” Joe said, brushing off his pants.


    “No sign of anyone,” Jonathan added.


    When the four returned to the parlor and explained what they had found, Miss Prudence said she was glad they got away. Otherwise the girls might have been injured.


    “Amanda, I think it’s time we go home,” Mrs. Taft said as she stood up. “Miss Prudence, we will be in contact with you tomorrow after we see the preacher. I take it you are not going to church.”


    “Oh no, ma’am, I can’t go to church until we find my sister,” Miss Prudence replied. “I just couldn’t face the questions.”


    “Will you be all right here? I mean, if there was someone up in that attic, they might come back,” Senator Morton said. “Maybe we should call the sheriff.”


    “I’ll be fine. Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal have been sleeping in the house here since my sister left,” Miss Prudence replied. “They just go out to their little house in the backyard to check on it now and then. And we have other servants with quarters in the house here.”


    As they left, Mandie wondered whether Miss Prudence was really afraid because of the light seen in the attic or whether she was just nervous over her sister being missing. She hoped Uncle Ned’s men would soon find Miss Hope and everything would settle down.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Ten

    
 Sunday Events


    Mandie woke early the next morning. The sun was just beginning to shine through the tall trees surrounding Mrs. Taft’s house. Snowball, at her feet, sat up and began washing his face. Mandie quickly jumped out of bed. She wanted to catch the new maid, Dobie, before she had to go to the dining room for her breakfast and then on to church.


    Pulling down a blue voile dress from the huge wardrobe, Mandie turned to see Celia right behind her.


    “Isn’t it a little early to get up?” Celia asked, rubbing her eyes as she moved to select a dress for herself.


    “Not really, Celia,” Mandie said, going over to a chair with the dress and quickly removing her nightclothes to put it on. “Remember, I want to catch Dobie before Grandmother gets us all tied up today.”


    “Yes, that’s right,” Celia agreed with a yawn. She took down a white lacy dress trimmed with bright green flowers.


    Standing before the bureau mirror, Mandie quickly brushed her long blond hair and pinned it up off her shoulders. They were going to church later, and she would have to wear her hat.


    Celia joined her and yawned as she also put her hair up. “I don’t feel like it’s time to get up, Mandie,” she said.


    “You could go back to bed and I could come back and wake you later,” Mandie suggested, retying her long sash. “But I want to look around and see if I can find Dobie.”


    “No, I’ll go with you,” Celia replied.


    As soon as they were dressed, Mandie silently opened the door and stepped out into the hall. Celia followed. Snowball shot by them too fast to catch, but Mandie knew he would be heading to the kitchen where the food was.


    There was not a sound anywhere. “Let’s go see if the boys are up yet,” Mandie whispered. She didn’t want to wake the adults.


    The two went to the main staircase and looked around. The boys were nowhere in sight.


    “Joe and Jonathan must not be up yet,” Mandie decided in a whisper. “Let’s go downstairs and look for Dobie.” She softly stepped down the long staircase. Celia followed.


    They looked in the main parlor and found it empty. There was no one in the back parlor, either. Going on down the hallway, Mandie pushed open the kitchen door. At last they found someone. Ella was in there making coffee. Snowball was already eating from a plate by the stove.


    “Good morning,” Mandie said, and she and Celia stepped into the kitchen.


    Ella looked at them and smiled. “My, my, y’all jes’ sit down over there and we’ll have some coffee shortly.” She put the percolator on the iron cookstove, opened the door on the side of the stove, and added some sticks of wood to the fire burning inside. After she poked at the fire with the poker, she shut the door on the stove and opened the damper wide.


    Mandie and Celia went to sit at the table by the window.


    “Ella, has that new maid, Dobie, come to work yet?” Mandie asked as Ella set cups and saucers down from the cupboard.


    “No, she don’t come on Sunday,” Ella replied. “Be back tomorrow.”


    “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said to Celia.


    Ella was filling the sugar bowl with sugar, and she turned to look at Mandie. “What you be wantin’ wid her?” she asked.


    Mandie quickly decided not to tell Ella the real reason. “I just wanted to ask her something,” she replied. “Has Uncle Ned been in here yet?”


    “No, y’all de firs’ ones up,” Ella said.


    Just as the coffee was ready and Ella was filling their cups, Uncle Ned came to join them. He sat down at the table, and Ella gave him a cup full of steaming coffee.


    “Uncle Ned, are you going anywhere today? Like maybe out to the farm?” Mandie asked, sipping her coffee.


    “Not out to the farm but to visit more friends in the mountain,” the old man replied.


    “Will you be gone all day?” Mandie asked.


    Uncle Ned nodded and said, “All day, all night, long way.”


    “But you will be back in the morning, then, won’t you?” Mandie asked.


    Uncle Ned nodded and said, “Yes, early.”


    “I suppose Grandmother will talk to the preacher at church today,” Mandie said. “Maybe he will know whether Miss Hope was in the churchyard that night Annie thought she saw her.”


    “But unless preacher knows where Miss Hope went that night, still not much help to find her,” Uncle Ned reminded Mandie.


    “That’s right,” Mandie agreed. “At least we will be able to find out whether there was anything going on at the church that night. If there was, maybe Miss Hope had gone to it, whatever it was.”


    The old man stood up. “Must go now. Back tomorrow, early,” he said as he walked toward the back door.


    “We’ll see you then, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said as he went out the back door. Turning to Celia, she said, “I hope he is going to see his braves and maybe find out something they may have learned about Miss Hope.”


    Ella was bustling about the kitchen getting things ready for breakfast. She took a stack of plates down from the cupboard, placed them on the table, and said, “Where dem boys? Dey don’t want coffee dis morning?”


    “They weren’t up, Ella, when we came downstairs,” Mandie said. Then she rose, looked at Celia, and said, “Come on. They may be waiting for us on the stairs, not knowing we are already down here.”


    “Thank you for the coffee, Ella,” Celia said as she followed Mandie.


    Mandie stopped and looked back. “Yes, Ella, thank you.”


    Ella nodded and smiled at the girls as they left the room.


    They hurried down the hall and up the main staircase. Joe and Jonathan were sitting in the alcove at the top. They both stood up when the girls came up.


    “Where have y’all been? Here we are waiting for y’all, and y’all have probably been in the kitchen drinking coffee,” Joe teased.


    “You didn’t even let us know,” Jonathan complained with a sly smile.


    “Y’all weren’t out here when we went downstairs,” Mandie said as she and Celia sat down nearby. “Uncle Ned has gone to visit people over in the mountains and won’t return until tomorrow.”


    “So what is your grandmother planning to do today?” Jonathan asked.


    “If she talks to the preacher at church and he knows anything at all, maybe we will be able to figure out what to do next,” Mandie said.


    “I hope the men he’s got spying on the farm hurry up and find out something to put an end to this round and round we go,” Jonathan said, grinning at Mandie.


    “Yes, I hope we can find Miss Hope soon, too,” Mandie agreed.


    “The only thing about solving this mystery is Mandie will find another one just as soon as we end this one. It’s an endless business,” Joe said, smiling at Mandie.


    “Now, wait a minute. I didn’t initiate this mystery. Remember, it was Grandmother who got us involved,” Mandie quickly told him.


    “And Miss Hope started the whole thing by deciding to just disappear,” Celia said.


    At that moment, Mrs. Taft came down the hallway to the staircase. She stopped to say, “Breakfast will be served shortly, Amanda, and then we will go on to church a little early in hopes of catching Preacher Tallant before the whole congregation gets there.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. Turning to her friends, she said, “Let’s go to the parlor.”


    They followed Mrs. Taft down to the parlor. Senator Morton came in as soon as they were seated.


    After greetings were exchanged, Mrs. Taft said, “I do hope I will be able to speak to Preacher Tallant for at least two or three minutes before the service starts and he gets too busy. If we go a few minutes early, perhaps we can find him in his office.”


    “Yes, that’s the right thing to do,” Senator Morton agreed.


    “Grandmother, if he did see Miss Hope that night, then what are we going to do?” Mandie asked.


    “Well, I hope he knows where she was going or what she was doing out at night like that,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    “Then are we going back to visit Miss Prudence today?” Mandie asked.


    “I suppose so,” Mrs. Taft said. “We need to keep in close touch with her in hopes that she might have learned something about her sister.”


    After breakfast Ben drove them to church in the rig. Theirs was the first vehicle in the parking lot. Mrs. Taft hurried everyone out and into the church.


    “Let’s hurry now,” Mrs. Taft told the young people. “We’ll just see if Preacher Tallant is in his office.” She led the way to the side door, which opened into a hallway. The preacher’s office was at the end of the hall.


    “You young people just wait out here,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie and her friends. “The office is too small to hold all of us.”


    As Mandie and her friends stood back, Mrs. Taft knocked on the closed door. When it opened, it was not the preacher who stood there but the assistant preacher. “Good morning, Mrs. Taft,” he greeted her.


    “Good morning,” she replied. “I’m looking for Preacher Tallant. I need a few words with him.”


    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Taft, but he is under the weather this morning,” the young man said. “He’s been visiting so many members this week and eating all kinds of food that he has come down with an upset stomach and can’t be here today. Is there anything I can do for you?”


    “Oh, I’m sorry he’s ill,” Mrs. Taft said, looking surprised at the news. “When did you return? I believe you’ve been on vacation for the last several weeks, haven’t you?”


    “Yes, ma’am, I went home to visit my parents in Tennessee for my vacation time,” he said. “Are you sure I can’t help you, ma’am?”


    “Thank you, but I suppose I’ll just have to wait and see Preacher Tallant when he recuperates,” Mrs. Taft said, turning back to the others. “Come along, Amanda, we’ll just go back outside and enter through the main doors. There may be someone out there we ought to speak to.” She led the way back out into the yard, where she stopped to talk with the senator.


    “That was so unexpected I couldn’t decide whether to ask him about anything that might have been going on here at the church that night that Annie thinks she saw Miss Hope,” she said. “Then I realized he was on vacation then and wasn’t even here.”


    “The preacher shouldn’t be out too long with just an upset stomach,” Senator Morton said.


    “Shucks,” Mandie whispered to her friends. “We just can’t seem to catch up with that preacher.”


    “It’s almost like he’s dodging Mrs. Taft,” Jonathan remarked.


    Mandie looked at him and said, “You’re right, Jonathan. Maybe he is trying to avoid us. But I wonder why.”


    Other vehicles were arriving in the yard, bringing members to the service. “Come along, Amanda, we’ll go in and sit down now,” Mrs. Taft said, starting toward the main front door.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. She and her friends quickly followed.


    Mandie had a hard time keeping her mind on the service that day. She kept thinking about Miss Hope, wondering where she was and hoping that she was all right. When they stood to sing the last hymn, she wanted to rush back to Mrs. Taft’s, eat, and go on over to see Miss Prudence. Maybe the lady knew something to tell them this time.


    But when they arrived at the school that afternoon, Miss Prudence was waiting for them and had not learned a thing about her sister’s disappearance.


    They sat in the parlor and the adults talked.


    “I still haven’t been able to catch Preacher Tallant. He’s slightly ill today,” Mrs. Taft said and explained what had happened. “So I will keep trying.”


    “I hope we can learn something and find my sister,” Miss Prudence said, “It’s awfully quiet and lonely here without her.”


    “Yes, it is quiet,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “Where are the girls who stay throughout the summer? Come to think of it, I didn’t see any of them when we were here before.”


    “They have gone on a field trip with Miss Cameron. They left the day before my sister disappeared,” Miss Prudence said, twisting her lacy handkerchief as she dabbed at her eyes.


    “Miss Cameron is a good teacher. I’m sure they are in good hands,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Yes, they’ve gone to visit the capitol and won’t be back for another two weeks,” Miss Prudence explained.


    Mandie had a sudden idea. She waited to get a word in and then asked, “Miss Prudence, is it all right if I go to my room to get something?”


    “To get something?” Miss Prudence asked.


    Mrs. Taft looked at her sharply.


    “Yes, ma’am, I left a necklace in my room when I went home for the summer that I’d like to get if you don’t mind,” Mandie explained.


    “I suppose you may go, then,” Miss Prudence said, looking doubtful as to Mandie’s reason.


    “Don’t be gone too long now, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft told her.


    As she stood up to leave the room, Mandie looked at Celia and said, “Come with me.” She then looked at Miss Prudence for permission.


    “All right, Celia, you may go, too, but please hurry back,” Miss Prudence told her.


    As she left the room, Mandie looked back and said, “Sorry, Joe and Jonathan, you are not allowed in girls’ rooms.”


    “Now, who wants to go to girls’ rooms anyhow?” Jonathan replied with a big grin.


    Joe smiled and shrugged his shoulders.


    The two girls rushed up the main staircase to the third floor, where Mandie and Celia’s room was. Mandie quickly pushed open the door, ran over to the bureau, opened a drawer, and took out a necklace, which she put in her pocket. Turning back to Celia, she said, “Come on, let’s go up in the attic.” She hurried out the door.


    Celia reluctantly followed her. “Mandie, why are you going to the attic? We’ll be in trouble if Miss Prudence finds out we went up there,” she said.


    Mandie silently raced up the steps to the attic and pushed open the door. It was pitch black in the attic, and she ran forward to grasp the electric light hanging down from the ceiling and snapped it on. It swung around in the air, casting shadows across the room. She closed the door so no one would know they were in the attic.


    Celia stood watching Mandie. “What are you doing? I don’t understand why you wanted to come up here, Mandie.”


    “I just wanted to see those papers we found up here,” Mandie said, rushing over to the old wardrobe where they had been stored. She quickly opened the double doors and reached for a handful of the papers.


    “What is it, Mandie?” Celia asked, coming to read over her shoulder.


    “These are old bills,” Mandie said and then shuffled through the contents. “In fact, they’re all mixed up, different kinds of papers, bills, newspaper clippings, letters, and all kinds of things. I thought maybe I would be able to tell what that paper was that I picked up and put in my pocket.”


    “Whatever it was, Mandie, it couldn’t have been important, not stuffed in all this mess of papers,” Celia told her.


    Suddenly the light went off. Mandie froze. Celia reached for her hand.


    “Someone is in here!” Celia whispered in a trembling voice.


    “Help me find the light,” Mandie whispered back as she began moving toward the center of the room. It was so dark she kept stumbling into something, and Celia clung to her hand.


    “Our verse, Mandie,” Celia whispered, jerking Mandie to a stop.


    Mandie tightened her hold on Celia’s hand and together they whispered their verse that they always said in time of trouble. “What time I am afraid I will put my faith in Thee,” they said together.


    “Now,” Mandie said, straightening her shoulders, “I’m going to find that light.”


    Mandie bumped into the cord hanging down and was frightened until she realized it was the light cord. Fumbling in the darkness, she managed to turn on the light.


    Looking around, Mandie said, “I’ll put these papers under here.” She shoved what she had in her hand under a dresser and told Celia, “Quick, go open the door.”


    Celia raced across the room, jerked the door wide open, and stood there waiting for Mandie.


    Mandie glanced around the room and said, “I don’t know what happened, but if anyone is up here we’re going to leave you. We’re going back downstairs.” She turned off the light and ran for the door. She and Celia quickly slammed the door closed behind them and raced down the steep steps, not even looking back until they were down to the main staircase.


    Mandie slowed down to take a deep breath. “I don’t think we can tell Miss Prudence about that because then she will know we’ve been in the attic.”


    “Right,” Celia agreed.


    “So I suppose whoever was in there will just get away this time,” Mandie continued. “That’s too bad, because the boys would probably have caught them.”


    “Come on, Mandie, let’s get back downstairs,” Celia urged her.


    Mandie went on down the stairs with Celia and on to the parlor. She looked at Joe and Jonathan as they entered the room and rolled her eyes and blew out her breath. They seemed puzzled by her behavior.


    “Did you find what you wanted, dear?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    Mandie pulled the necklace out of her pocket and said, “Yes, ma’am, I thought I might want to wear this before school starts.”


    “All right, then, I believe we’d better be getting back to the house,” Mrs. Taft said, rising as Senator Morton stood up beside her.


    Everyone said good-bye and left Miss Prudence alone in the big house except for the servants.


    After they got into the rig, Mandie whispered to Celia, “I sure hated to leave Miss Prudence without telling her someone was in the attic. It could be someone dangerous.”


    “I don’t think so or they would have grabbed us or something. Whoever it was stayed hidden,” Celia replied.


    The boys looked at them, trying to overhear the whispered conversation.


    “We’ll explain when we get to the house,” Mandie promised.


    She needed to discuss this with the boys anyhow, to get their opinions and reactions. The light in the attic really did go off, and someone had to have done that.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Eleven

    
 More Doings


    As soon as they got back to Mrs. Taft’s house, Mandie was delighted to hear her grandmother say she and Senator Morton were going for a walk. That would give her and Celia time to explain to Joe and Jonathan about what had happened in the attic.


    “Amanda, would you and your friends like to go with us? We’re going to walk downtown,” Mrs. Taft asked as everyone entered the front hallway.


    Mandie quickly looked at her friends and then said, “I don’t believe I do, Grandmother, but if anyone else wants to go, then go ahead.”


    Her three friends shook their heads no.


    Celia and Mandie left their gloves and hats on the hall tree.


    “We won’t be gone very long, then,” Mrs. Taft said. She and Senator Morton went out the front door.


    “The back parlor,” Mandie told her friends, leading the way.


    They met Annie in the hallway.


    “Anybody care for coffee?” Annie asked. Then added with a big grin, “And some of dat chocolate cake?”


    Mandie’s eyes grew big as she looked at Celia, Joe, and Jonathan. “Yes, indeed!” she exclaimed. “We’re headed to the back parlor, Annie. We thank you.”


    “Be right back,” Annie replied, turning back toward the kitchen door.


    As soon as they had all sat down in the back parlor, Mandie told the boys about their experience in the attic.


    “Whoever it was, we left them up there,” Mandie said, frowning. “I think they didn’t want us to see them, so maybe it was someone we know.”


    “You girls shouldn’t have gone to the attic alone after what we’ve been hearing about the light being on sometimes,” Joe said. “It could have been someone dangerous.”


    “Yes, and I think you should have told Miss Prudence, although that would have got you in trouble for not getting permission to go up there,” Jonathan said. “But at least it would have given us a chance to try and catch whoever it was.”


    “Probably,” Mandie agreed. “But we were so scared, all I could think of was getting back down to the parlor. Miss Prudence does have Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal and the other servants all staying in the house with her.”


    “I just thought of something,” Joe said. “Do y’all think it could possibly be Miss Hope hiding out in the attic?”


    Everyone thought about that for a moment.


    “No, because whoever it is must have gone out that window we found unlocked, and I can’t imagine Miss Hope climbing through windows out onto rooftops,” Celia said.


    “No, she would never make it,” Jonathan declared, grinning.


    “I just can’t figure out why Miss Hope disappeared,” Mandie said, thoughtfully twisting a stray lock of blond hair. Then she added, “I mean, without letting anyone know. It seems like someone in this town would know what is going on.”


    “Does Miss Hope have any close friends that she might have talked to about going away somewhere?” Jonathan asked.


    “I don’t remember ever seeing her with any personal friends. She’s always here at the school and never goes anywhere alone,” Mandie replied.


    “Even when she goes shopping she usually takes one of the girls who go to school here,” Celia added.


    “She and Miss Prudence both seem to just run the school and never have any outside activities,” Mandie said.


    “That’s strange,” Joe said. “You’d think they would at least have a personal friend or two besides people at the school.”


    Annie brought the tea cart with the coffee and chocolate cake and served it.


    “I’ll leave the cart here so y’all can eat all you wants now,” she told them as she left the room. At the door she turned and said, “But jes’ remember supper is at six.” She smiled and went out into the hall.


    That night, Mandie dreamed she was taking a bath in chocolate. Snowball was trying to lick it off her face. She woke and found her cat washing her ear. She quickly pushed him away and sat up.


    She could see daylight through the open window. The sun was already lighting the day.


    “It must be time to get up,” Celia said by her side as she, too, sat up.


    “Yes, I want to catch that maid, Dobie,” Mandie replied and jumped out of bed. She went over to the mantelpiece and looked at the clock. “It’s six-thirty. Maybe she is here by now.”


    Mandie and Celia both rushed around the room, getting dressed.


    “Uncle Ned said he would be back early today, too, didn’t he?” Celia reminded her.


    “Yes, he did,” Mandie replied, quickly brushing her long blond hair and tying it back with a blue ribbon to match her dress. “Joe and Jonathan may be up by now, too,” she added.


    As soon as they were dressed, Mandie quietly opened the door. The white cat shot out into the hallway and disappeared.


    “Let’s walk around the hall up here and look for Dobie,” Mandie said, leading the way down the long corridor.


    There was not a sound in the house. They circled back to the main staircase and looked for Joe and Jonathan. Mandie was surprised to find the boys sitting on the chairs there.


    “It’s about time you girls got up,” Joe said with a grin.


    “The sun is already up, and exciting things are probably going on down in the kitchen, but Joe insisted we wait here for you,” Jonathan told them. “I’m about to collapse for want of a cup of coffee.”


    “Then let’s go to the kitchen,” Mandie said. “But let’s detour by the parlor on the way. I’m trying to find Dobie, if she has already come to work.”


    The parlor was empty. They looked in all the other rooms as they walked on toward the kitchen. No one was around.


    When Mandie pushed open the kitchen door, she found Ella getting breakfast ready. Uncle Ned was sitting at the table drinking coffee.


    “Good morning,” Mandie said.


    “Good morning, missy. Sit down and I’ll pour coffee for y’all,” Ella told them.


    “Good morning,” Uncle Ned greeted them as they took chairs at the table. “Up early.”


    “Yes, sir. I would like to catch that new maid, Dobie, and talk to her about something,” Mandie said, and then turning to Ella, she asked, “Has she come to work yet?”


    “No, but she’ll be along shortly,” Ella replied, pouring coffee for the young people.


    “Will she be working all day today?” Mandie asked.


    “No, not today, jes’ till after de noon meal,” Ella replied.


    “Is anyone else up yet?” Joe asked Ella.


    “Not dat I’ve seen there ain’t,” Ella replied, putting the percolator back on the stove.


    “Annie told us Dobie works part time for Mrs. Manning, too,” Mandie said. “The Mannings are out of town, Grandmother said, and they took Hilda with them. Do you know when they will return?”


    Ella shook her head. “No, Miz Taft hired Dobie part time because Miz Manning didn’t need her all de time, with all those other servants she has. And since de Mannings are gone now, Dobie didn’t have no work, so she works here. She’s got an invalid mamma and she need de money.”


    “I’m glad Grandmother gave her a job, then,” Mandie said. “Did you know Dobie before she came to work here?” Mandie asked between sips of the hot coffee in her cup.


    “No, she come from up de mountain somewheres,” Ella replied.


    Annie came into the kitchen, looked around, and said, “Best y’all finish yo’ coffee. Miz Taft and dat senator be in de parlor, and you knows she don’t like nobody in de kitchen.” She grinned at Mandie.


    The young people jumped up. Mandie quickly finished the few sips of coffee left in her cup and said, “Let’s go.” They hurried down the hall to the parlor, and Uncle Ned followed.


    Mrs. Taft began making plans for the day after everyone was seated. Looking at Uncle Ned, she said, “Perhaps we should return to the farm and see if anyone there will volunteer any information. Your men are still watching out there, aren’t they?”


    Uncle Ned nodded, saying, “Yes, braves watch. Not see Miss Hope again.”


    “We could just go for a visit with Aunt Pansy and hope that something will be said or done that will give us a clue as to whether Miss Hope is out there or not. What do you think?” Mrs. Taft turned to ask Senator Morton.


    “Yes, since we don’t have anything else to follow right now I think that would be the thing to do.”


    Looking at the young people, Mrs. Taft said, “We will go to the farm as soon as we have breakfast.”


    “Will we stay all day out there?” Mandie asked.


    “No, dear, I don’t plan on even staying for the noon meal as we did before. It takes too much of our time,” Mrs. Taft said. “And when we return, we probably need to go by and visit the sheriff. He may not have any information this soon, but we want to let him know that we are waiting for him to investigate.”


    Ella came to the door to announce that breakfast was ready.


    Everyone rose to go to the dining room.


    “Let’s hurry through breakfast and get on our way so that trip won’t take up the better part of the day,” Mrs. Taft told Mandie and her friends.


    Mandie whispered to her friends as they followed the adults to the dining room, “I don’t suppose I’ll be able to see Dobie again today.” She sighed loudly.


    “No, I don’t imagine we’ll get back here before she leaves,” Celia agreed.


    Everyone rushed through the meal. Ben had the rig waiting at the front door and they were soon on their way to the school farm. Mandie left Snowball at Mrs. Taft’s house.


    Aunt Pansy seemed surprised to see them, but she was friendly as ever.


    “Come in dis house,” she welcomed Mrs. Taft, Senator Morton, and Uncle Ned, holding open the front door for them.


    “We just thought we’d come visit for a few minutes. We can’t stay long,” Mrs. Taft replied as everyone went into the parlor and sat down. “We were just wondering whether you had any news about Miss Hope.”


    “No, not a word,” Aunt Pansy said. “Now let me git some coffee going. I’ll be right back.” She went through the door that led to the kitchen.


    Mandie and her friends had sat near a window that looked out over the backyard. She happened to glance out and then excitedly whispered to Mrs. Taft, “Grandmother, look out the window. Looks like Willie is moving furniture and stuff out of the barn into his wagon.”


    Mrs. Taft instantly shifted her position to look, as did the senator and Uncle Ned.


    “Yes,” Uncle Ned agreed. “Willie is moving things.”


    “I do wonder what that’s all about,” Mrs. Taft said as she watched Willie load a chair into the wagon.


    “And I wonder why all that furniture was in the barn anyhow,” Mandie remarked.


    Aunt Pansy returned to the room before they saw her and said, “Dat Willie, he dun movin’ out. Had a li’l fallin’ out wid his brother, decided to leave.”


    “Willie is moving out, Aunt Pansy? How can you get along without him?” Mrs. Taft said, straightening up in her chair.


    “His brother lives here, too, and he got a family, too, that works on de farm. We can manage widdout him,” the old woman said as she sat down.


    As they all watched through the window, Willie finished loading the furniture, jumped up on the wagon seat, and started the horse down the lane to the road.


    Soony, Willie’s daughter, came into the room, bringing coffee and sweet cakes, which she placed on the table near Mrs. Taft.


    “Aren’t you Willie’s daughter, Soony?” Mrs. Taft asked her.


    “Yessum, I is,” the girl replied.


    “If he is moving out, aren’t you going with him, then?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    Before the girl could reply, Aunt Pansy loudly said, “I cain’t git along widdout Soony. She ain’t gwine nowhere. No, she ain’t. Now, y’all jes’ he’p yourselves to de cakes.” She filled cups that Soony had brought with coffee from the pot and passed them around.


    Soony, without a word, went back through the door into the kitchen. Mandie looked at her friends and frowned. Something was just not right here, and she couldn’t figure out what it was. Joe and Jonathan shook their heads, and Celia mouthed the word, “What?”


    Mandie then looked at Uncle Ned. He seemed deep in thought and finally spoke. “I wanted talk with Willie. Where he go? Where can I find him to talk?” He directed the question to Aunt Pansy.


    Aunt Pansy stuttered for a moment, “Well now, I—I—you see—well, he was mad at me and he didn’t tell me where he gwine.”


    Mandie quickly said, “Maybe we could catch up with him if we leave right now.” She looked at Uncle Ned.


    The old man shook his head. “We find him later,” he said. Then Mandie remembered that Uncle Ned had braves spying on the farm in hopes of finding Miss Hope, and one of them probably followed Willie to see where he was going.


    As soon as they finished their coffee, Mrs. Taft stood up and said they must be going. Mandie noticed Aunt Pansy didn’t insist they stay longer, as she usually did.


    “Y’all must come back agin,” Aunt Pansy told Mrs. Taft.


    “We will, but right now I have some other calls to make today, so I need to hurry back to town,” Mrs. Taft replied.


    When everyone had stepped into the rig, Mrs. Taft told Ben, “Go a little fast, Ben. Not very fast, just a little fast, and if you see Willie in that wagon that he drove out of the farm, pull up beside him. Uncle Ned would like to speak with Willie.”


    “Yessum, sho’ will,” Ben agreed with a big smile and shook the reins. The horse moved quickly forward.


    After they got up the road and there was no sign of Willie in the wagon, Mrs. Taft told Ben, “We will go by the sheriff’s office, Ben, and see if we can talk to him.”


    When they got to the sheriff’s office, he was not in. The deputy said he had gone over to the mountain on some business and he didn’t know when the sheriff would return.


    “Well, I suppose we might as well go home,” Mrs. Taft said in a disappointed voice. “Ella was going to have leftovers prepared just in case we returned in time for the noon meal.”


    “That’s the best thing to do,” Senator Morton agreed. “We haven’t accomplished anything today.”


    Mandie smiled at her friends and whispered, “Maybe I’ll still get a chance to speak to Dobie.”


    They all nodded.


    By the time they got back to Mrs. Taft’s house it was late for the noon meal, but Ella and Annie had things on the table within minutes. And since things were so rushed, Mandie couldn’t wander off in the house to look for Dobie.


    At the table Mandie whispered to her friends, “Just as soon as we finish eating, I’m going to look for Dobie.”


    The three nodded.


    But other things began to happen as soon as the meal was over. They had all retired to the parlor, where they were having coffee, when someone pounded loudly on the front door.


    Mandie and her friends quickly set down their cups and watched the door to the hall, hoping that whoever it was, Ella would bring the person to the parlor. They could hear excited voices. It sounded like another woman.


    Mrs. Taft also looked at the door to the hall and said, “Now, I wonder what all that commotion is about.”


    Suddenly Aunt Phoebe appeared in the doorway to the hall. She was excited and wringing her hands.


    “Lawsy mercy, Miz Taft, Miz Prudence sent me to get y’all quick,” she said. “Somebody in de attic.”


    Everyone rose. Mandie and her friends looked at each other excitedly.


    “Miss Prudence sent for us?” Mrs. Taft asked, and walking toward the door, she looked back and said, “Then we must go. There must be some kind of real trouble.” She went into the hallway, snatched her hat and gloves from the hall tree, and put them on as she continued toward the front door.


    Mandie caught Aunt Phoebe by the hand and asked, “Did someone break into the school?”


    Aunt Phoebe looked down at her and replied, “We jes’ don’t know yet. De light be on in de attic, and de attic door won’t open, and Miz Prudence she scared.” She followed the others out into the yard. She had driven the school buggy. Now she stepped back into it as everyone else boarded the rig, which Ben had kept waiting for the afternoon.


    “She said the attic door is locked,” Mandie said excitedly.


    “And the light is on in the attic,” Joe added.


    “I’m sure Uncle Ned will be able to catch whoever it is this time,” Mandie said, looking to where the old Indian was sitting with the senator and Mrs. Taft.


    “I wonder how she knows the light is on in the attic,” Celia remarked.


    “Someone must have been in the yard and looked up at the attic window,” Mandie said. “Remember, they’ve seen it on through that window before.”


    Ben, excited from overhearing the conversation, quickly kept up with the buggy that Aunt Phoebe was flying through the streets in. She was in a hurry.


    “Maybe we’ll be able to solve this mystery,” Mandie told her friends.


    “Maybe, but I don’t think we will be allowed up in the attic,” Joe reminded her.


    “We can at least stay at the bottom of the steps and listen and wait to see what happens,” Mandie said. “I don’t think the culprit is going to get away this time.”


    Celia looked at Mandie and asked, “Do you suppose whoever turned off the light on us is still up there?”


    “If they are, I’m sure they are going to be caught this time,” Mandie replied.


    Ben brought the rig to a screeching halt by the front door of the schoolhouse, and everyone scrambled out to follow Aunt Phoebe into the house.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Twelve

    
 Solved


    Miss Prudence was waiting for them in the alcove just inside the front door. She looked very worried and seemed awfully glad to see them.


    “I wonder if Uncle Ned would go up to the attic and see if he can get the door open,” Miss Prudence said to Mrs. Taft as she looked at Uncle Ned.


    Uncle Ned nodded and said, “Yes, I go.”


    “Cal is not here,” Miss Prudence said as they all crowded into the front hallway. “He was working on the old house down the street earlier, but when Phoebe went down there looking for him, no one was around, so I couldn’t wait to find him before we investigated the attic.”


    Mandie noticed the lady was very nervous and was hardly making sense. She looked at her three friends, who were also watching Miss Prudence.


    “I go,” Uncle Ned repeated as everyone stood there in the front hall.


    “Oh yes, of course, Uncle Ned,” Miss Prudence said.


    “Shall I go with him?” Senator Morton asked.


    “Oh no, please, sir, you stay here with us ladies,” Miss Prudence replied.


    “Then may I go with him?” Joe asked, looking at Mrs. Taft.


    “Only if you stay at the bottom of the steps to the attic. It could be someone dangerous up there,” Mrs. Taft told him.


    “And may I go with Joe?” Jonathan asked her.


    Mrs. Taft frowned as she looked at Jonathan and said, “All right, but you must stay at the foot of the stairs with Joe.”


    As the boys started after Uncle Ned, who was quickly walking toward the main staircase, Mandie wanted to follow them but knew her grandmother would never give permission.


    “Let’s just sit down here and wait,” Miss Prudence told everyone as she indicated the settees in the front hall.


    Mandie managed to get a seat where she could see up the main staircase. The schoolhouse had three stories and then the attic above that. It was a long way up. However, anyone coming down had to come down the main staircase or the back stairs to the kitchen. Everyone was quiet, waiting and listening.


    There was a loud cracking noise, and then Joe came running down the stairs. He stopped and called to Miss Prudence from the landing, “It’s all right up here now if you want to come look. The lock was loose, and a screw had slipped out and jammed the door.”


    “Oh dear, I don’t believe I’m up to all those steps. I’ll just take your word for it,” Miss Prudence replied.


    Mandie quickly stood up and asked, “Grandmother, may I go look?”


    “I suppose so, Amanda, but hurry back,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Wait a minute,” Miss Prudence said quickly. Then, calling across the room to Joe, she asked, “What about the light? Had someone been in the attic?”


    “If anyone had been in there, they went out the window onto the roof, Miss Prudence,” Joe explained. “We couldn’t find anyone up there.”


    “Would you please ask Uncle Ned to board up that window so it can’t be opened again?” Miss Prudence asked, and looking at Mrs. Taft, she said, “That way we’ll feel safer.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Joe called back and started up the steps.


    Mandie and Celia hurried after him.


    When Joe asked Uncle Ned to board up the window, Uncle Ned looked around and said, “Need tools, wood.”


    “Oh, I know where the tools are,” Mandie said, going to a small alcove near the door. Joe and Uncle Ned followed. “See what’s in here? Everything you need—nails, hammer, screwdriver, hatchet, pliers, and all those other things there.”


    “Good, now we need board,” Uncle Ned said, turning to look around the attic.


    Jonathan went across the attic and called back to them, “I’ve found a huge piece of paneling over here, Uncle Ned. Will this do?”


    The old man came to inspect the paneling and said, “Just right.”


    Mandie and Celia watched while Uncle Ned and the boys nailed the board across the window. It not only barred the window from being opened, it cut out light from outside.


    “Nobody down in the yard will be able to see the light if it goes on again,” Mandie remarked.


    “I don’t think the light will go back on again, because I believe whoever was doing it came in the window from the outside,” Joe said.


    As everyone stood there surveying the work Uncle Ned had done, the light suddenly went off.


    Mandie and Celia grabbed each other in the darkness and headed for the open door.


    Uncle Ned and the boys cautiously moved around in the darkness.


    Bumping into the cord, Uncle Ned grasped it and turned the switch. The light immediately came on.


    While they all stood there squinting to see around the huge room, the light suddenly went off again.


    Uncle Ned laughed in the darkness as he turned the light back on. “Light broke,” he said. “Need fix switch.”


    Everyone stood there staring as he shook the cord and the light went off again and he turned it back on.


    “And that’s what’s been going on all the time,” Mandie said in a shaky voice as she smiled.


    They quickly returned downstairs and explained the mystery to Miss Prudence. She took a deep breath and said, “We’ll get that repaired immediately. Thank goodness it was not a burglar.”


    After a discussion about the light, Mrs. Taft rose and said, “We must be going now, Miss Prudence. Please let us know if you need any more help in any way. And of course we will let you know if we learn anything regarding Miss Hope’s whereabouts. And I will keep trying to talk to Preacher Tallant.”


    Miss Prudence followed everyone to the front door. Aunt Phoebe came behind her.


    “I appreciate everything you are doing, Mrs. Taft,” Miss Prudence told her. “And I will certainly be in touch with you if I learn anything about my sister.”


    After they were all in the rig, Mrs. Taft told Ben, “Go past the old house they’re remodeling. Maybe Uncle Cal has come back down there and we can tell him to go home.”


    “Yessum,” Ben replied. He drove down the street and stopped in front of the old house.


    “My, my, what a good job they have done redoing that house,” Mrs. Taft remarked as everyone stared at the house, which was now standing there in a landscaped yard, freshly painted, but still with pink shutters.


    “I’m glad they left the shutters pink,” Mandie said with a big grin.


    “Ben, would you please go up to the house, look around, and see if Uncle Cal is inside or anywhere around?” Mrs. Taft asked him. “I don’t see anyone at all.”


    Ben jumped down, hurried up the lane, peeked in the windows of the house, and walked around the yard. He came back to report, “Ain’t nobody anywhere. But dat house done got full of furniture.”


    “Then someone must have moved in,” Mrs. Taft said. “Come on, Ben, let’s go home.”


    Ben jumped back up in the rig, shook the reins, and drove the vehicle down the street in a hurry. Mandie smiled at her friends when she saw that Mrs. Taft didn’t even notice the fast driving.


    As soon as they entered the house, Mandie went in search of Ella or Annie to find out if Dobie was still working. She found Ella in the kitchen drinking coffee.


    “Well now, did y’all git Miz Prudence taken care of?” Ella asked.


    “Oh yes,” Mandie replied and explained what had gone on. “So I think everything is all right now at the schoolhouse. I’m looking for Dobie. Is she still working or has she gone home?”


    “She’s gittin ready to go home. She’s upstairs finishing up,” Ella told her.


    “Thanks, Ella, I’ll hurry and see if I can find her. I want to ask her something,” Mandie replied and rushed from the room.


    Mandie hurried up the stairs and finally found Dobie making up a bed in a guest room.


    “Dobie, I’ve been trying to catch you,” Mandie began as she stepped inside the room through the open door. She walked up close to the girl and asked, “Why were you in my room the other morning? You let Snowball out, didn’t you?”


    Dobie straightened up and looked at her. “I opened de door and he run out,” she said. “Ella say I should collect dirty clothes and wash ’em, so I go looking for yours.”


    Mandie was surprised to hear that explanation. “But you didn’t take any of my clothes to wash,” she said.


    “I took down what you had wore and what you had hung in de wardrobe, but den I decides I’ll just start with de boys’ clothes first, considering all dem fancy clothes you girls got and all dat ironing dat would have to be done,” Dobie explained. “Now, what else you wants to know? I got to git my work done so I kin go home.”


    “That skirt I had on had a paper in the pocket. Did you see it when you took the skirt down?” Mandie asked as she watched the girl’s face.


    “I knows dat. I took de paper out and dropped it down in de wardrobe,” Dobie said. “But den I decides I ain’t gonna wash it dat day so I hangs de skirt back up,” the girl explained.


    “You did,” Mandie said. “Thank you. I just wanted to know what happened to that paper.”


    She hurried from the guest room and went to her room. Going straight over to the wardrobe, she opened the door and bent over to look in the bottom. There was a paper down there. She picked it up and recognized it as one of the account papers she had found in the attic, so Dobie must have been telling the truth.


    “So it was not important after all,” Mandie said to herself as she sat down in a chair and looked at the paper.


    Celia came into the room, looking for her.


    “I thought you were coming right back to the parlor after you saw Ella,” Celia said.


    Mandie explained what had happened. “So you see, this old piece of paper is not important after all. It looks just like the other ones up there in the attic.”


    “Well, at least you know now,” Celia said, glancing over the piece that Mandie handed her. And then she added, “Joe and Jonathan are in the back parlor. Uncle Ned has gone for a walk with the senator. And your grandmother has gone to her room to rest.”


    “Come on, let’s go downstairs,” Mandie said, going to open the door. She took the piece of paper to show the boys.


    “All that worry for that unimportant paper,” Joe teased her.


    “I didn’t know what it was when I stuck it in my pocket. I had not even looked at it, and it could have been something important,” Mandie replied. “Did Grandmother say anything about what we would do next to look for Miss Hope?”


    “She was in a hurry to go and rest, but she did say we would probably check on the sheriff in the morning to see if he had done anything,” Joe said.


    The next morning, Mrs. Taft announced at breakfast that they would pay a visit to the sheriff.


    Mandie wasn’t surprised when they stopped by his office and found him away again. “You know, it seems that everybody we try to see just goes off somewhere or other, or gets sick, like the preacher, and we don’t even get to really talk to anyone,” she said to her friends as they got back into the rig.


    Mrs. Taft decided to check the stores again, so Ben headed that way. And again they didn’t find anyone who had seen Miss Hope in the last few weeks.


    “I could almost say that lady has just completely vanished off the face of this earth,” Mrs. Taft said to Senator Morton and Uncle Ned as they returned to the rig after checking three more stores that day.


    “We find Miss Hope,” Uncle Ned said. “We look and look and one day we find her.”


    “Let’s go sit in the park for a little while and relax under those shade trees,” Mrs. Taft suggested. “What do you all say?”


    Everyone agreed, and Ben drove the rig to the square and parked it. There was no one else in the park, so they found plenty of seats on the benches.


    “Uncle Ned, have you heard from your braves who are watching the farm recently?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “Not till tonight. They come after dark tonight,” Uncle Ned explained.


    “I do hope they know something,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Maybe they will know where Willie took all that furniture, where he is staying, or whatever,” Mandie said.


    “Yes, they will find out,” Uncle Ned said.


    Mandie happened to look down the street and she quickly told the others, “Look! Where is everyone going in such a hurry?”


    The others turned to stare as people began coming out of shops and stores and all headed in the same direction.


    “Something must be going on down that way,” Joe said.


    “But how did they all know to come out and go in that direction at the same time?” Jonathan asked.


    “It is rather unusual,” Senator Morton remarked.


    “Headed direction of school,” Uncle Ned decided.


    “To the school? Oh my, something must have happened. Let’s go see,” Mrs. Taft said, rising from the bench.


    They all quickly got in the rig, and Ben drove it down the street in the direction of the school. As they rode along, more and more people joined the crowd walking toward the school.


    As Ben pulled the rig up in the driveway to the school, Mandie looked back down the road and said, “They aren’t coming to the school. They’re going down the road.”


    Everyone in the rig turned to look.


    Miss Prudence came out on the porch of the school to investigate the rig, and then she recognized who it was. “Do come in, Mrs. Taft,” she called.


    “Miss Prudence, look at all the people down the road,” Mrs. Taft called back. “What is going on?”


    Miss Prudence shaded her eyes and looked. “I have no idea. Something must have happened,” she replied.


    “Come get in the rig with us and we will go find out,” Mrs. Taft told her.


    Miss Prudence came down to join them in the rig but didn’t seem too interested in what was going on. “I was hoping you had come with good news about my sister,” she told Mrs. Taft as Ben drove the rig back out into the street.


    They got two blocks down the street and then were unable to get through the crowd.


    “Grandmother, let’s get out and walk and see where everybody is going,” Mandie said.


    “I suppose we’ll have to if we want to know,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Let’s go.”


    Everyone stepped down from the rig and began walking forward with the crowd.


    “I can’t see through the crowd,” Mandie remarked as she and Celia stayed beside Joe and Jonathan.


    Joe grinned down at her and said, “I’ll let you know when I see something worth seeing.”


    The crowd slowed down, and Mandie managed to get a glimpse of where they were. They were in front of the old remodeled house. And suddenly the crowd began singing, “I Love You Truly.”


    And as she watched, she saw Miss Hope, wearing a red dress, come out on the porch, holding hands with Mr. Chadwick. Her heart turned somersaults. Had Miss Hope married Mr. Chadwick?


    “Oh, Celia, they must have been married,” Mandie shouted through the noise. Tears streamed down her face. “I’m so glad and so happy for Miss Hope.”


    Behind her she heard Miss Prudence say, “I must go home now. If my sister was crazy enough to run off and get married, and to that man of all men, then I will have nothing to do with it.”


    Mandie and her friends turned to look at Miss Prudence. She was trying to push through the crowd but was unable to move.


    “Miss Prudence, this is your long-lost sister,” Mrs. Taft reminded her, “whom we’ve all been looking for.”


    Mandie quickly darted through the crowd and managed to get to the porch of the house. Miss Hope saw her and stepped over to where she was standing.


    “Miss Hope, I love your red dress,” Mandie said.


    “No more black schoolmarm clothes for me,” Miss Hope replied.


    “Could you please come out here a minute? Your sister is back there with my grandmother,” Mandie yelled in order to be heard.


    Miss Hope hesitated a moment and then quickly slipped through the crowd with Mandie to where Miss Prudence was standing with Mrs. Taft, Uncle Ned, Senator Morton, Joe, Jonathan, and Celia. She stopped within two feet of Miss Prudence and waited.


    Miss Prudence wouldn’t even look at her at first. Then the lady began crying, and Miss Hope rushed to her and put her arms around her.


    “I’m sorry,” Miss Prudence managed to say.


    “You are forgiven. You are my sister,” Miss Hope replied.


    Miss Prudence allowed Miss Hope to lead her through the crowd and up to the porch of the house, where Mr. Chadwick was still standing and watching. She straightened her shoulders, held out her hand, and said, “Welcome, brother-in-law.”


    Mr. Chadwick squeezed her hand and planted a kiss on her cheek.


    “Everyone in town knew but me,” Miss Prudence said in a shaky voice. “And it’s my fault for being angry with you that night, over nothing really, just a chance to act superior because I am a little older.”


    Mandie and her friends grinned at each other.


    “So this is where Willie brought that furniture,” Mandie said.


    Miss Hope heard her and said, “Yes, dear, I had furniture stored out at the farm for several years.”


    “Get your husband, Hope, and let’s go to the house, where we can talk,” Miss Prudence told her.


    Everyone piled into Mrs. Taft’s rig and headed to the schoolhouse.


    Miss Hope looked at Mrs. Taft and said, “I’m so sorry we had to keep everything a secret from you, but we were afraid my sister might find out.”


    Mrs. Taft smiled and said, “I understand. I am glad you are happy.”


    “What a love story!” Jonathan exclaimed.


    “Yes, it is,” Celia agreed.


    Mandie looked at Joe and said, “That’s what I’d like to do if I ever get married, just run away and do it.”


    Joe reached to squeeze her hand.
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    “Bring up a child in the way he should go and


    when he is old he will not depart from it.”


    —Proverbs 22:6 kjv
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    Thank You . . .


    . . . to all those wonderful people who have “worked” for Mandie for the past twenty-one years, including Bethany House Publishers, the salesmen, the bookstore owners, the many reviewers, teachers, book clubs, librarians, and the millions of readers who purchased the books.


    

    

    
 Dear Friends/Readers:



    For the past twenty-one years you have read about Mandie in forty numbered books, two special books, and her cookbook. You have written thousands of letters to me about her, and I have saved every single one. My closets are full of mail. Over the years I have received many little gifts and photos tucked into letters from you, and birthday and Christmas cards, and I have kept and treasured all of these.


    The first two books were published in 1983, and Mandie was eleven years old in Book #1. Now in Book #40 she is only sixteen. In twenty-one years she has aged just five years, whereas some of you have grown up and married and are still reading about Mandie!


    Mandie and her cat, Snowball, have solved many mysteries, and you readers were right there with her, cheering along the way. Mandie has had many sorrows, and some of you have written over the years to tell me of yours. Mandie has also had much happiness, which you have shared with her. And Mandie has learned many lessons. Many of you have written to say you have also learned right along with Mandie.


    Chris Wold Dyrud has illustrated all the beautiful covers for Mandie’s books, which you have written to say you liked. You can write to her and thank her in care of Bethany House Publishers. I’m sure she would love to hear from you.


    Let’s stay friends and help Mandie along the way as she grows older. You are all so special.


    I love you all,


    Lois Gladys Leppard

  


  
    

    
Chapter One

    
 Home for Christmas


    “I can’t believe this will be our last Christmas holiday at this school,” Mandie said with a loud sigh. “It seems like time has really just flown by.” She slid down comfortably in the chair in their room.


    “I agree,” Celia said. “I wonder what college will be like.” She sat in the other chair.


    Mandie straightened up to ask, “You did ask your mother to mail in your application, didn’t you? When Grandmother sent mine in during the Thanksgiving holidays I thought you were sending yours, too.”


    “Yes, Mother wrote last week that she had mailed it for me. But Mandie, you got ahead of me. When your grandmother sent yours in I thought we were still just considering the College of Charleston. I didn’t know you had definitely decided to go there,” Celia told her.


    “I’m glad you finally agreed to at least try the College of Charleston for a year,” Mandie said, smiling. “Then we can decide whether to stay or transfer to another college.”


    “It might be nice,” Celia said.


    “There’s one good thing about going all the way to Charleston, South Carolina, to college. It’s too far from Asheville, North Carolina, for my grandmother to try to run things,” Mandie said with a little laugh.


    “At least you won’t be in the same town with her, but you know, Mandie, I believe your grandmother really does love you. She just likes to be the boss when it comes to making plans,” Celia said.


    “Oh, I don’t doubt that my grandmother loves me, and I love her, too, but she wants to control everything all the time and I’m old enough now to have some opinions of my own,” Mandie replied.


    Celia laughed and said, “I know that very well—all the scrapes you’ve gotten us into since we came to school here, solving all those mysteries you get tangled up in. When I think about all the things we’ve done it’s a wonder we didn’t get seriously injured, or even killed, like that time you went out on the roof and almost slid off.”


    Mandie grinned and said, “But I didn’t slide off.” She stood up and stretched as she added, “Let’s go down and sit in the parlor. It’s almost time for supper.”


    Celia rose and the two looked around the room. Their luggage was packed and standing in a corner and all their personal items were missing from the bureau.


    “I’m going to leave a lot of my things at home this time because I won’t need all of it for the rest of the school year. When we come back from the Christmas holidays it will be 1904 and less than five months to our graduation,” Mandie remarked as they walked toward the door.


    Celia stopped and looked back. “You know, Mandie, I’m going to miss this place, and I hate going to a new school.”


    “Oh, come on, Celia,” Mandie said, opening the door. “We can’t stay here in this school forever. I’m going to enjoy feeling really grown up in college.”


    “I’ll remind you of what you just said when we get down there at that strange college where everyone is a stranger and you can’t even find a mystery to solve,” Celia said with a big grin, following Mandie out into the hallway.


    As they headed for the staircase Mandie said, “The only bad thing about going to Charleston is that Grandmother has been insisting that she be the one to go and check me in, and since my mother has already been down there with us to see the place, she will probably agree that Grandmother accompany me when we go back.”


    “Yes, but remember your grandmother knows how to get things done,” Celia said with a grin.


    “Yes, I know that very well,” Mandie replied with a frown.


    They stopped at the foot of the staircase to talk a minute before mingling with the other girls at the school.


    “Have you heard yet whether your aunt Rebecca will be coming to my house and bringing Mollie for Christmas?” Mandie asked.


    “As far as I know right now she will be coming with my mother and me,” Celia replied.


    “Celia, please don’t take too long to get there so we can have some time with all our friends before you have to go home,” Mandie told her. “The last I heard everyone else will be coming right after I get home. And we are going to have a houseful.” She smiled.


    “When I get home I’ll do my best to get Mother and Aunt Rebecca to come right on to your house,” Celia promised.


    “Grandmother is coming to get me right after breakfast in the morning and we’ll be getting the train to Franklin, so I won’t be here when your aunt Rebecca comes for you, but please tell her I said to hurry,” Mandie said with a smile.


    “I will, I promise,” Celia replied.


    Later on the train the next day with her grandmother, Mrs. Taft, and her white cat, Snowball, Mandie eagerly anticipated the coming holidays where all her friends would gather at her house for Christmas. She wondered if they would have enough beds for all those people, but then the house had three stories plus an attic. She would have Celia and Sallie stay in her room with her. Joe and Jonathan could share a room. Then there were all those adults, Uncle Ned; his wife, Morning Star; Dr. and Mrs. Woodard; Jane Hamilton, Celia’s mother; Celia’s aunt Rebecca and Mollie, the orphan they had brought home from Ireland when Mrs. Taft took them to Europe; Jonathan’s father, Lindall Guyer; Senator Morton, her grandmother’s friend; Jacob Smith, her father’s old friend, who would be bringing Riley O’Neal, the schoolmaster at the Cherokee school. And no telling who else might show up at her house during the holidays.


    The train ride with her grandmother seemed unusually long because Mandie was in a great hurry to get home to Franklin, North Carolina.


    When they finally reached the depot in Franklin, they were met by Jason Bond, her uncle John’s caretaker. As he put their luggage in the rig, Mandie excitedly asked questions.


    “Mr. Jason, has anyone arrived at our house yet for the holidays?” she eagerly asked.


    “Why, yes, little lady, they have in fact,” Mr. Bond replied. He helped Mrs. Taft into the rig and they were on their way to the house. “Dr. and Mrs. Woodard and their son, Joe, came in last night.”


    “Joe is already here!” Mandie excitedly repeated. “His college must have let out earlier than our school did for the holidays.”


    Mr. Bond glanced back at her with a smile and said, “And he’s been asking about you, when you’re going to get home, and who else is coming to visit.”


    “Oh, everybody is coming, Mr. Jason,” Mandie told him.


    “So I’ve heard,” he replied.


    Joe Woodard was sitting on the front porch waiting for them. He rushed down the long walkway to help Mr. Bond with the luggage.


    “I’m glad to see you finally made it home,” Joe teased as he reached for a piece of luggage.


    “You didn’t beat me by much, just one night, according to Mr. Bond,” Mandie replied as she held on to her white cat.


    Mrs. Taft walked ahead up to the house. Mandie followed Joe, who had the luggage.


    Elizabeth Shaw, Mandie’s mother, and Uncle John Shaw, Mandie’s uncle who had married her mother after her father died, were waiting for them in the parlor with Dr. and Mrs. Woodard.


    Mandie put Snowball down and hugged her mother, then greeted everyone else. “I want to change out of this traveling suit. I’ll be back down in a few minutes,” she told them as she left the parlor and hurried up the stairs to her room.


    She quickly took down a blue gingham dress from the huge wardrobe in her room, removed the traveling clothes, and put on the dress. She thought about Joe as she brushed out her long blond hair and tied it back with a blue ribbon.


    Mandie and Joe had grown up together at Charley Gap when Mandie’s father was living and then she had come to her uncle’s house in Franklin to live when her father died. Joe was her dearest friend.


    Instead of going directly back to the parlor, Mandie quickly stopped by the kitchen to see Aunt Lou.


    “Well, there’s my chile.” Aunt Lou greeted her as she put down the spoon she was using in a pot on the iron cookstove and came hurrying to embrace Mandie.


    “Oh, Aunt Lou, I’m so glad to see you,” Mandie replied as she squeezed her hand. “And I’m so glad to be back home where I can get some decent food.” She glanced at the pot on the stove.


    “Decent food? Dem people at dat school don’t give my chile no decent food?” Aunt Lou asked, frowning.


    “You know what I mean, Aunt Lou. The food at the school is cooked in such huge quantities for so many people it doesn’t taste like what you cook at all,” Mandie explained.


    “Well, we gwine cook in big quantities for de holidays ’cause all dem people comin’, you know,” Aunt Lou replied.


    “I hope you have some extra help. You and Jenny and Liza can’t cook for all those people who are coming to stay a few days,” Mandie said.


    “Don’t worry ’bout dat,” Aunt Lou told her. “Miz Lizbeth done rounded up de Burnses and a couple more to help us. In fact, dey gwine be so many workers I kin jes’ stand back and be de boss.” She laughed.


    Mandie laughed, too, and said, “You are the boss, Aunt Lou. You shouldn’t have to do so much work yourself.”


    Liza, the young maid, came hurrying through the door and exclaimed, “Dere you be! I ben huntin’ fo’ you all over dis heah house.” She danced around the room.


    “Yes, here I am, Liza, and I’m glad to be home,” Mandie told her.


    “I’se jes’ wantin’ to tell you dat Miss Pritty Thang, she done come home yesterday,” Liza leaned over to say in a loud whisper.


    Mandie smiled as she knew Liza was talking about their next-door neighbor’s daughter, Polly Cornwallis, who went to the same school as Mandie. “I don’t know how she does it but she is always getting special concessions for time off from the school,” Mandie said. “She probably won’t come over here after the trouble she got into back in the summer with that newspaper reporter trying to get into our tunnel.”


    “Dat girl ain’t got no memory,” Liza said, shaking her head. “Betcha she be over here when she hear Joe is here.”


    “There are going to be a lot of boys here this time,” Mandie told her. “Besides Joe, there will be Jonathan, Riley O’Neal from the Cherokee school, Dimar, my Cherokee friend, and possibly some others.”


    “My, my! Wid all dem boys dat Miss Pritty Thang, she be comin’ over here,” Liza replied.


    Mandie turned back to Aunt Lou and said, “I have to go back to the parlor now because everyone else is in there, but I’ll be back to visit as soon as I get a chance.”


    “You do dat, my chile. Now git on in dere wid dem people,” Aunt Lou said, shaking her big white apron at Mandie. “ ’Sides, we’se got to git some food cooked heah now.”


    Mandie blew her a kiss as she went out into the hall. When she got back to the parlor, all the adults were talking and Joe was sitting on a nearby settee waiting for her.


    “Your college must give you extra days for the holidays,” Mandie remarked as she sat down beside him. “We weren’t dismissed until today.”


    Joe smiled at her and said, “That’s because I go to college and you’re still in that young ladies’ school.” Then he quickly added, “I hope you have decided to come to my college next year.” He seemed to be holding his breath as he waited for her reply, Mandie noticed.


    “Sorry, Joe, but Celia and I have both signed up for the College of Charleston,” Mandie said with a weak smile. “We decided to get out completely on our own, with no old friends around, and see if we can rush through college and be done with all that education.”


    “Oh, Mandie,” Joe said, his face showing his disappointment.


    “You know that the main reason for my going to college is to learn how to handle the family business, which I will inherit someday—if I survive all those mysteries I get in to—even though it is a business I don’t really want. It sounds overpowering just to think about it,” Mandie told him, blowing out her breath. Leaning closer to him she whispered, “And don’t dare tell Grandmother, but once I get all that money I’ll probably give it all away.”


    “If you marry me, Mandie, remember I will be an attorney someday and I could handle your business for you,” Joe replied, gazing into her blue eyes.


    Mandie straightened up and moved back into her seat. She finally looked him in the eye and said, “Now, Joe Woodard, we keep going through this every now and then and I keep telling you I may never get married. I have decided lately I might just hang out my own shingle and become a lady detective.” She grinned at him.


    Joe smiled and quickly said, “Yes, you would make a good lady detective, but you could still be married.”


    “No, I don’t think so,” Mandie said. “Being a detective would require odd hours of work, which would be hindered by being married.”


    “Mandie, it’s a long time before you graduate from college and you could change your mind about a whole lot of things,” Joe reminded her, then added, “At least I hope so.” He smiled at her.


    “Amanda,” Elizabeth Shaw, Mandie’s mother, spoke across the room to her. “Aunt Lou has your graduation dress all done except for the hemming. She needs to measure the length to be sure you haven’t grown a few inches, which I don’t believe you have. So when you find her with a few minutes free you need to try it on and let her measure it.”


    “Oh, really, Mother?” Mandie said excitedly. “I’ll ask her about it.” Turning back to Joe, she said, “I’m going to have the prettiest dress in my class if Aunt Lou has made my dress like we talked about.”


    “Now, how do you know that? All the girls are having their dresses made and I understand none of them are alike,” Joe replied with a smile.


    “No, we don’t have to wear the same dress to graduate at our school, you know, like a uniform, or something. After Miss Hope ran away and got married, she managed to change some of the rules. She doesn’t wear black now, either, and in fact doesn’t even look like a schoolteacher is supposed to look anymore.”


    “I’m glad to hear that. Do Miss Hope and her new husband still live in that old house they fixed up?” Joe asked.


    “Oh yes, and they have made it a beautiful place,” Mandie replied.


    There was a knock on the front door down the hall, and Mandie listened to see who was there as Liza came hurrying by the doorway to answer it.


    “Y’all come right in now, you heah?” Liza was saying.


    Then she heard Uncle Ned, her father’s old Cherokee friend, say, “I put wagon in barn. Be right back.”


    Liza said, “And de rest of y’all come right in de parlor. Everybody in dere.”


    Mandie quickly stood up as Uncle Ned’s wife, Morning Star, and his granddaughter, Sallie, and their friend Dimar Walkingstick appeared in the doorway.


    Elizabeth met them across the room, “Oh, how nice to see y’all. Come on in and sit down, Morning Star and Sallie and Dimar. We’re so glad you were able to come.” She motioned to seats.


    Mandie ran to Sallie and Dimar. “Come over here with Joe and me,” she said, motioning to the other side of the parlor.


    Morning Star, who could understand most English but could not speak much English, replied as she took a seat near the other adults. “Thank you,” she said with a nod and a smile.


    Sallie and Dimar sat down near Joe. Mandie was excited to see her friends, whom she very seldom saw during the school year because they all lived out at Deep Creek. Only Uncle Ned managed to travel wherever Mandie was because he had promised her father when he died that he would look after Mandie. He had been a lifetime friend of Jim Shaw, Mandie’s father.


    Mandie and Sallie tried to bring each other up-to-date on everything since they had last seen each other. Joe and Dimar talked.


    “Did Riley O’Neal not come with y’all?” Mandie asked. Riley was the schoolmaster for the Cherokee school.


    Sallie shook her head and said, “He got delayed and said he would join us tomorrow.”


    “Are you still helping teach at the school?” Joe asked her.


    “Yes, I still help, and the children are learning fast, most of them,” Sallie replied. “Their parents finally relented and let the children come to the school when they saw what a wonderful thing it was to be educated. In fact some of the parents come and sit with us and listen and watch.” She smiled, looked at Mandie, and said, “That school is the best thing that ever happened to the Cherokee people and I know they all thank you, Mandie, for getting it built for us.”


    “Oh, remember the gold we found really belonged to the Cherokee people, and when your people wouldn’t accept it I decided the school would be a way to give it to them,” Mandie replied. “I’m coming over to visit as soon as I get out of school in the spring.”


    “Before you go to Europe?” Joe asked.


    Mandie looked at him in surprise and said, in a whisper, as she glanced across the room where Mrs. Taft was deep in conversation with the other adults, “But Grandmother hasn’t said yet whether she will take us to Europe.”


    “She’d better say so soon or all your friends will have other plans for the summer,” Joe reminded her.


    “You know I can’t rush Grandmother. She has to at least think whatever we do for the summer was her idea,” Mandie said, grinning at her friends, and then asked, “Sallie and Dimar, I do hope you can both go with us if we go to Europe. Have y’all discussed it with your families yet?”


    Sallie quickly nodded and said, “Yes, my grandfather and my grandmother say I may go with you.”


    “I’m so glad,” Mandie said with a big smile, and then turning to Dimar, she waited for his reply.


    Dimar nodded and said, “My mother gave me permission to go with all of you, but I am not sure I will go.”


    “Why not?” Joe asked. “You have to go. I can’t go all around the world with just girls.”


    Dimar smiled and said, “I will think about it and let you know. I have never been so far away from my home in the mountains.”


    “I have not, either, Dimar,” Sallie quickly told him. “You must go because you may never have another opportunity to do so, to see the other side of the world.”


    Dimar smiled at her and said, “I am thinking on it.”


    Uncle Ned came into the parlor and Mandie quickly rose and went to greet him. “Come on in, Uncle Ned,” she said. “Thank you for bringing Morning Star and Sallie and Dimar.” She took his old hand in hers as she looked up at him. Uncle Ned was well over six feet tall.


    “Papoose, glad to see you,” he said and waved at Joe as Elizabeth and John Shaw both rose to come and greet him. He went over to sit with the adults.


    Mandie looked across the room at her mother and asked, “Mother, is anyone else coming tonight?”


    “No, dear, but I imagine the train tomorrow will bring quite a few more of our friends,” Elizabeth Shaw answered.


    Mandie would be glad when everyone who was expected finally arrived. She hoped Celia and her mother would be on the train the next day, and Jonathan Guyer and his father, Lindall Guyer, and Senator Morton, Mrs. Taft’s special friend. The other friends expected would probably travel across the mountain on horseback or by wagon.


    “This is going to be the best Christmas I ever had,” Mandie said to her friends.


    “Yes,” they all agreed together. But no one knew the mystery that would befall them before the holidays were over.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Two

    
 Trouble


    The train the next day brought Celia Hamilton; her mother, Jane; her aunt Rebecca and Mollie; Senator Morton; Jonathan; and his father, Lindall Guyer.


    John Shaw went with Jason Bond in the rig to meet the train. Abraham, the Shaws’ handyman, drove the wagon to pick up the luggage. Mandie, with her friends, Joe, Sallie, and Dimar, were allowed to go to the depot with the understanding they would have to walk home if too many of their guests arrived to fit into the rig.


    The young people eagerly waited on the platform as they heard the train’s whistle in the distance, and it soon came flying down the track, slowing to a creep as it neared the station.


    “Let’s stand back here where we can see who gets off,” Mandie told her friends as they moved back against the wall of the building on the platform.


    “Oh, I see Lindall Guyer is on here. That’s his special train car up there,” John Shaw remarked as he walked toward it.


    Mandie squealed with delight and she and her friends followed. “Jonathan is here,” she said.


    The doors of the train opened and they watched the private car. Sure enough, Lindall Guyer was stepping down and helping Celia’s mother, Jane Hamilton, down the steps. As she stepped aside, Mr. Guyer reached up to assist Aunt Rebecca down. Mollie held tightly to her hand. Celia came close behind them, then Senator Morton hurriedly descended to the platform with Jonathan following and anxiously looking around. Seeing Mandie and her friends, he yanked at Celia’s hand and said, “Over here. They’re all over here.”


    Everyone was talking at once until John Shaw stepped over to them and said to Mandie, “Straight home now and don’t take too long.”


    “Yes, sir, we’ll hurry,” Mandie replied with a big grin.


    They didn’t exactly hurry back to Mandie’s house because they kept stopping along the way to talk. After all, it was impossible for six people to walk along together and everyone had to talk to everyone else, she explained to John Shaw when they finally reached the house and found him on the porch watching the road for them. The rig and the wagon were not in sight so all the luggage and guests were already in the house.


    “I was beginning to think I should send Mr. Bond back with the rig to pick you all up and get you back here,” John Shaw told the young people with a smile.


    As they all began to answer at once, he interrupted to say, “If y’all want coffee and chocolate cake you’d better make haste to the parlor.” He went inside.


    Mandie and her friends gathered at one end of the huge parlor and watched and waited as Liza pushed the tea cart into the room and began serving the adults.


    Mollie stayed right beside Aunt Rebecca and seemed shy of the whole room full of people. She was usually talking all the time and curious about everything.


    “I’m glad Mollie is behaving,” Mandie remarked to Celia.


    “Aunt Rebecca has been quite successful at teaching her to be still and to stop asking a question every time she breathes,” Celia replied with a smile. She looked at Mandie and asked, “What have y’all been doing? Did everyone else get here yesterday?”


    “Yes, everyone who is here now came yesterday. However, we’re still expecting Mr. Jacob Smith and Riley O’Neal,” Mandie replied.


    “They will be coming on horseback,” Sallie added.


    “I hope they get here before it starts to snow,” Joe remarked, glancing out the window near where he sat.


    “Snow?” Mandie asked, turning to look outside.


    “Yes, didn’t you notice the clouds when we were outside?” Joe replied.


    “Not really. I was too busy greeting everyone to notice,” Mandie said.


    “Oh, I hope it does snow. Christmas without snow wouldn’t seem like Christmas,” Celia said.


    “Don’t forget your uncle said yesterday that we would wait until everyone got here to go cut a tree for Christmas,” Joe reminded Mandie.


    “It won’t matter if it snows on us while we do that,” Mandie said with a laugh. “This may be our last Christmas together for a while since we will be going off in different directions.”


    Jonathan quickly asked. “Did you girls decide to come to New York and go to college with me?”


    Joe quickly spoke, “No, they didn’t, and they aren’t going to my college, either. They’ve decided to abandon all of us and go down to Charleston, South Carolina, to college.”


    “To the College of Charleston,” Mandie explained.


    “Aha! There are lots of boys down there at the Citadel. Are you girls aware of that?” Jonathan said, pretending to be serious.


    “Yes, and Tommy Patton lives down there, also,” Joe added.


    “Oh, phooey on y’all,” Mandie said. “Tommy Patton won’t be in Charleston because he will be away at college.”


    “And I had not even thought about the Citadel. There will also be boys at our college, you know,” Celia said, smiling at the boys.


    “All right, enough about college,” Jonathan said. “What mystery are we involved in this time?”


    “Mystery?” Mandie and Celia said in unison, with surprise.


    “You know, one of those problem things you girls are always trying to solve,” Jonathan replied with a big grin. “Now don’t tell me you don’t have a mystery here to solve.”


    “Now, why did you mention such a thing, Jonathan?” Joe said with a loud groan. “Now they’ll be chasing all over the place looking for one.”


    Liza finally got to them with the tea cart. She reached down on the bottom shelf and began passing out plates of chocolate cake. “Y’all see, I done went and looked out fo’ you. I hid these heah pieces with the extra outside icing on them, jes’ fo’ y’all.”


    “Oh, Liza, we thank you,” Jonathan quickly replied as he accepted one of the plates and a cup of coffee.


    “Thank you, Liza, we appreciate that,” Mandie said with a big grin as the other young people took cake and coffee from the tea cart.


    Liza bent over to look at all the young people and whispered, “I’se lookin’ out fo’ y’all ’bout Missy Pritty Thang, too.”


    “Polly hasn’t been over here, has she?” Mandie asked in surprise.


    “No, but she’s wantin’ to,” Liza whispered.


    “How do you know?” Joe asked.


    “Have you seen her?” Jonathan asked.


    “I kin read dat girl’s mind,” Liza replied, “Once she find out you boys are heah, she’ll be right over.”


    All the young people laughed.


    “I don’t think she’d dare after all the trouble she caused with that newspaper reporter when they tried to get into our tunnel,” Mandie said.


    “The tunnel where my ancestors hid during the terrible removal,” Sallie added.


    Aunt Lou appeared in the doorway to the parlor and called, “Liza.”


    Liza quickly straightened up and said, “I jes’ leave dat cart heah wid y’all. I’se got to go to work.” She hurried from the room and disappeared with Aunt Lou.


    “What if her mother decides to come over and visit? I doubt whether she knew anything about what Polly was doing when the men were working on y’all’s tunnel,” Celia said to Mandie.


    “Well, if Polly does come over here, let’s all just sit around like dummies and not speak a word to her,” Mandie said with a laugh.


    “That would be a good idea,” Dimar agreed.


    “You are a quiet one anyhow. You never talk much,” Mandie said.


    “Sometimes it is more enlightening to sit and listen rather than to talk,” Dimar replied with a smile.


    “You are right about that,” Joe agreed, sipping his coffee.


    “That depends on who is talking,” Jonathan said with a big grin as he glanced at Mandie, then quickly changed the subject. “Has your grandmother decided whether she is going to Europe this coming summer?”


    “She has probably already decided but is taking her own good time to tell me,” Mandie answered.


    “I’d like to go back to Europe with all of you as a passenger and not a stowaway this time,” Jonathan said with a big grin.


    “It’s nice to have a grandmother who owns a ship line,” Celia said.


    “Yes, but she always wants to arrange everything her way,” Mandie said, and blowing out her breath, she added, “Seems like she would give in for one time at least, for our graduation present, and let us have some say-so in the plans.” She glanced across the room. The adults were deep in conversation, but Mandie couldn’t hear what they were talking about.


    John Shaw stood up and came across the room to speak to Mandie. “We need to get the tree before the snow gets too thick,” he told her.


    “Snow?” the whole group said together as everyone turned to look out the window. Snow was falling fast and thick outside. Huge snowflakes swirled in the wind.


    “Riley O’Neal and Mr. Jacob Smith aren’t here yet, are they?” Mandie asked.


    “No sign of them yet. They might have encountered a lot of snow in the mountains, which would slow them up,” John Shaw replied. “I’d say if they aren’t here in the next hour we’d better go ahead and get the tree.”


    “Yes, sir,” Mandie agreed. “I was hoping everyone would be here to go out together to find a tree,” Mandie said. She glanced out the window. “Maybe they’ll make it in time.”


    But when the hour passed, they still had not arrived. John Shaw motioned across the room for Mandie and her friends to come with him and Jonathan’s father, Lindall Guyer, and Uncle Ned.


    As she caught up with him, she asked, “Is Mother not coming? Or Grandmother and the others?”


    “No, they will get things ready to put the tree up while we find one,” John Shaw explained.


    Wrapped up in warm coats, gloves, scarves, and hats, the young people stepped out into the white wonderland. Everything was already covered with snow. Their shoes pressed deep footprints into the white covering.


    John Shaw led the way and they walked all the way to the woods at the back line of his property.


    “Amanda, you and your friends pick a tree and we’ll cut it,” John Shaw told her.


    “Yes, sir,” Mandie replied. She looked at her friends and said, “Now remember we will only cut one tree so we have to agree on one together.”


    “How about some of that mistletoe up there?” Joe asked, gazing above them at the bunches growing on the trees.


    “Yes, mistletoe,” Jonathan said laughing.


    “If you would like mistletoe, I will climb the tree and get it for you,” Dimar offered.


    “All right,” Joe agreed, and looking at Jonathan, he added, “I’d trust you ahead of Jonathan anytime climbing a tree.”


    Dimar smiled and went to get a hatchet from the men’s tools.


    “You don’t think I can climb a tree?” Jonathan asked with a big grin. “Just because I live in New York is no reason to think I’m that dumb.”


    “All right, maybe you can climb a tree, but please don’t try it today. We don’t need any accidents today.”


    Mandie, afraid that Jonathan might just try climbing the tree, quickly said, “Oh, Jonathan, we need you down here on the ground to catch the mistletoe when Dimar cuts it and throws it down.”


    “Sure,” Jonathan agreed and went to stand under the tree that Dimar was already climbing.


    “You catch it and I will put it in the croker sacks to carry it,” Sallie told him.


    “Then Celia and I will help the men find a tree to cut,” Mandie said. She and Celia went ahead to catch up with the men.


    “I’m always afraid Joe and Jonathan are going to have a real argument some day,” Mandie said as they walked along.


    “I don’t think so. I believe they both know the other one is kidding all the time,” Celia replied. “Do you think Riley O’Neal and Mr. Smith will get here in all this snow?”


    “Oh yes. Remember Mr. Smith was born and raised in the country and is used to it. And I think Riley O’Neal has been in the South long enough to know how to get around in all kinds of terrain, not like where he came from back in Boston.”


    “I’m wondering if Sallie likes Riley O’Neal,” Celia said.


    “If Sallie likes Riley O’Neal? Of course she does. She is helping him teach the Cherokee children,” Mandie replied.


    “That’s not exactly what I meant,” Celia said.


    “Oh, oh, oh!” Mandie said with a laugh. “I understand what you mean, but no, I believe Sallie likes Dimar.” She turned to look at Celia as they tramped along in the snow. “Don’t you think they would make a nice couple?”


    “Well, I suppose, but Sallie wants to travel around other places and all that and Dimar wants to stay right where he was born and raised.”


    “Uncle Ned and Morning Star certainly will miss Sallie if she ever leaves home,” Mandie remarked. “With both her parents dead, Sallie is all they’ve got. I wish Uncle Ned was my grandpa.”


    They had caught up with the men by then and Uncle John asked, “Which tree? We’ve located four about the right size.” He pointed to four different trees nearby. “Your mother told me to remind y’all that the limbs shouldn’t be too long or they will take up too much room in the hallway.”


    “Celia, help me decide,” Mandie said as she walked around the area.


    “They look pretty much alike, don’t they?” Celia asked as she looked at the cedar trees John Shaw had picked. “Maybe we should compare the branches and see which one has the shortest, like your mother wanted.”


    “All right,” Mandie agreed and began examining the branches of the nearest one. “This one won’t do. You see this branch is awfully long—in fact, longer than all the branches on this tree, and if you trim it the shape of the tree might not look right.”


    “How about this one?” Celia said as she examined the next tree.


    “Yes, that’s a better one, but let’s look at the other two,” Mandie said.


    As they were examining the other two trees, Mandie heard horses’ hooves in the distance and someone yelling. She quickly looked at her uncle. He had heard it, too.


    John Shaw stood listening for a few seconds, then called to Lindall Guyer and Uncle Ned, who were looking at trees ahead of them, “Sounds like trouble.”


    “I go see,” Uncle Ned called back and quickly turned to go back the way they had come.


    “Let’s cut the tree quickly now and get back,” Uncle John told Mandie.


    “Yes, sir, this one,” she indicated the one she and Celia had decided on.


    As John Shaw began chopping at the trunk of the tree, Joe and Jonathan came to join them.


    “I can cut that, Mr. Shaw, if you’d like to go with Uncle Ned to see what the trouble is,” Joe offered.


    John Shaw quickly handed him the axe and said, “Thank you, Joe.” Looking at Lindall Guyer, he said, “If you don’t mind, I’d appreciate your staying here to see they get it down and back to the house all right.”


    “Of course, John, I’ll be glad to,” Lindall Guyer replied. “Now, boys, let’s make a quick job of this.”


    John Shaw quickly disappeared through the trees to join Uncle Ned and to investigate the yelling they had heard.


    “Yes, please hurry, Joe, so we can get back to the house and find out what is going on,” Mandie urged.


    “I’ll have it down in no time,” Joe promised.


    The tree began to topple and everyone stayed out of the way until it was far enough down, lying on other branches, that they pulled it free. And then the boys shouldered it and they began their way back to the house.


    By the time they got to the back door, Mandie saw that the riders were Mr. Jacob Smith and Riley O’Neal.


    “What’s happening?” she anxiously asked as John Shaw and Uncle Ned stood talking to the two men.


    “House on fire,” Riley O’Neal told her.


    “Where?” all the young people asked at once.


    The boys dragged the tree up onto the huge porch out of the falling snow and came back to listen.


    “Over the mountain,” Jacob Smith told the group.


    “Just let me tell Elizabeth where I’m going and I’ll be ready to go,” John Shaw told the men.


    “And I go, too,” Uncle Ned added.


    Everyone went in the back door and on down the hallway to the parlor. Elizabeth immediately stood up as she saw the new visitors. “Welcome,” she said.


    John Shaw quickly told her and the others in the parlor, Dr. and Mrs. Woodard, Senator Morton, Mrs. Taft, Morning Star, and Jane Hamilton the news.


    Dr. Woodard insisted on going with them. “After all, I am a doctor and might be needed,” he said.


    “Senator Morton, would you please stay here with the ladies? I have no idea how long we’ll be gone,” John Shaw said, and turning to look at the boys, he said, “No, you cannot go. You fellows need to stay here with the ladies . . .”


    The men, John Shaw, Uncle Ned, Dr. Woodard, Lindall Guyer, Riley O’Neal, and Jacob Smith quickly left.


    Mandie and her friends began removing their coats and hanging them on the hall tree. They went back into the parlor to sit down.


    “Someone’s house is burning up, right here at Christmas,” Mandie said with a frown. “I just hope no one is hurt in the fire.”


    “Yes, they were in and out in such a hurry we didn’t really find out much,” Celia added.


    “I would imagine there was no one in the house or Riley and Mr. Smith would have stopped long enough to try to rescue them,” Joe said.


    “We at least got the tree,” Jonathan said. “And the mistletoe.”


    Liza came to the doorway to announce, “Miz Lizbeth, Aunt Lou, she say de food be on de table.”


    “Thank you, Liza,” Elizabeth Shaw said, rising. “We should go on in and eat. It may be hours before the men are back.”


    Everyone agreed and they all went to the dining room where the table was loaded with food. But Mandie noticed that no one seemed to have an appetite at the moment.


    Senator Morton returned thanks and said a prayer for whomever the house belonged to. The others joined him.


    Mandie and her friends didn’t even discuss the Christmas tree. They talked about the terrible disaster that had befallen someone on this snowy night.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Three

    
 Waiting


    Supper was slow as everyone waited for the men to return from the fire. Mandie and her friends kept watching the door.


    Finally Liza stuck her head in the doorway and told Elizabeth Shaw, “Dem thangs whut you hang on de Christmas tree all down from de attic, sittin’ in de hallway.”


    “Thank you, Liza,” Elizabeth Shaw replied as the girl left. Then looking down the table at Mandie, Elizabeth said, “I believe we should go ahead and decorate the tree when everyone is finished with supper here. Abraham can bring it in and set it up in the hallway for us.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, trying to get excited about the tree again. She looked down the table and saw Mollie, who was sitting beside Aunt Rebecca, about half asleep. “Should we include Mollie in our decorating or let her go on to bed?”


    Elizabeth glanced at Mollie and said, “Rebecca, I believe Mollie needs to go to bed, don’t you think? That long journey has worn her out. I don’t believe she has even eaten much supper.”


    “You’re right,” Aunt Rebecca replied. “I’ll take her upstairs and tuck her in for the night.”


    Everyone rose and left the room. Rebecca managed to get Mollie up the stairs with help from Joe and Jonathan. Mandie, Celia, and Sallie opened the boxes of decorations in the hall. Elizabeth went to the kitchen to ask for Abraham’s help in getting the tree inside.


    And after much huffing and puffing, Abraham managed, with the help of the boys, to get the tree standing in the hall, ready for decorating. The adults watched and supervised now and then as the young people decorated the huge tree.


    “Some of these decorations are older than I am,” Mandie told her friends as she picked up a wooden cross with a red ribbon threaded through it and found a branch to hang it on.


    “Y’all have so many decorations,” Celia remarked as she looked at the boxes sitting around the hallway.


    “Yes, and of course we never use them all. We just pick and choose every year,” Mandie replied.


    Joe and Jonathan volunteered to climb up on a ladder and attach the silver angel to the top of the tree. Dimar held the ladder since it was a little shaky.


    “This ladder needs tightening up or something,” Jonathan remarked as he stood on a rung halfway up.


    “That’s because it’s old and so many heavy people have used it,” Mandie said, standing back to survey the ornament at the top.


    “Did y’all put up a tree in your house in New York?” Mandie asked Jonathan.


    “Yes, we did,” Jonathan said, coming down the ladder. “My father has so many business friends coming and going all the time, he decided to decorate even though we won’t be there for Christmas Day.”


    Joe followed him down. “We did, too, because all our people who work for us will be there during Christmas,” he said.


    “Well, we didn’t even put a tree up, just a huge wreath on the front door,” Celia said. “All the help have been given the holidays off, so there is no one there.”


    “Grandmother put up a tree last week, but I didn’t help decorate because I had to stay at the school until we left for home here,” Mandie said.


    “Dimar got us a tree and helped put it up, then everyone went up to his house to help put up one for his mother,” Sallie said.


    “And Sallie and I put one up for the Cherokee school,” Dimar said, picking up one of the wooden ornaments and examining it.


    “So everybody has a tree except my mother and me,” Celia remarked, handing a silvery ornament to Joe to hang near the top of the tree.


    Mandie glanced through the open doorway to the parlor. The adults had finally gone in there to sit down. “I wish Uncle John and the others would hurry up and come on back,” she said.


    At that moment Snowball came racing down the hall and headed straight for the ornaments hanging on the lower limbs of the tree. Mandie quickly grabbed him. “Don’t you dare touch anything on that tree, Snowball,” Mandie told the white cat.


    Liza hurried toward her. “Sorry, dat cat he got out of de kitchen,” she said. “Give me him and I take him back.” She reached for him.


    “Thank you, Liza,” Mandie said, handing over the white cat. “Please keep him out of here until we at least finish decorating. I don’t think he’ll bother the tree after we finish and no one is hanging ornaments. He always thinks we are playing with him when we decorate.”


    “I sho will keep him in de kitchen,” Liza said, turning back toward the kitchen. She stopped and looked back as she said, “De men done come up in de yard out dere. Dey all back.”


    “They’ll come through the hallway here,” Mandie told her friends. “Then we can catch them and find out what happened at the fire.” She stepped over to the doorway of the parlor, looked across the room at her mother, and said, “Liza said the men are back, Mother.”


    “Ask your uncle John to stop in here as he comes through,” Elizabeth told her.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied, and went back to her friends.


    The young people kept watching the hall door and finally John Shaw, Uncle Ned, Lindall Guyer, Jacob Smith, Riley O’Neal, and Dr. Woodard came through it. They were all dirty and rumpled.


    “Uncle John, did y’all save the house?” Mandie quickly asked.


    “No, it was too far gone, but we did manage to save the occupants,” John Shaw replied as he and the men walked on toward the parlor.


    “Who was in it, Mr. Shaw?” Jonathan asked.


    John Shaw turned back with a big smile and said, “We brought the occupants home with us. Abraham took them to his house in the backyard.” He walked on.


    The young people followed.


    “They are at Abraham’s house?” Mandie repeated, slightly puzzled with this. Why didn’t he bring them to the Shaws’ house?


    John Shaw stopped at the parlor door, looked inside, and said, “We just wanted y’all to know we got back all right and we need to clean up and will be right back down.”


    “All right, I’ll ask Aunt Lou to get y’all some supper ready,” Elizabeth said, rising.


    “She saw us come in,” John Shaw said, turning into the hallway. He and the other men quickly went down the hall and up the main staircase to their rooms.


    The young people looked at each other and said, “Well!”


    “Shall we go out to Abraham’s house and see who it was that they brought back with them?” Jonathan asked with a big grin.


    Mandie thought about that for a second and replied, “No, I don’t believe we had better do that. We might get in trouble. We’ll just have to wait for them to come back downstairs so we can ask some more questions.”


    They quickly finished decorating the tree, picked up the odds and ends left over, and placed them in the boxes. Abraham would take them back to the attic when he had time.


    The young people hung around the parlor doorway, waiting for the men to return.


    Mandie heard her mother say, “Now, I wonder just who was living in the house.”


    “If Abraham took them to his house, they must have been some servants of some kind,” Mrs. Taft said. “Otherwise John would have brought them here.”


    “This is a puzzling situation,” Jane Hamilton said.


    “I’m sure he has a good explanation for his actions,” Senator Morton told the ladies.


    “At least they didn’t say anything about anyone being injured in the fire,” Mrs. Woodard said.


    Mandie whispered to her friends, “I have an idea. Let’s go ask Aunt Lou if she knows anything about this. We can do it real fast and be back by the time Uncle John and the other men come back downstairs.”


    “All right,” Jonathan agreed.


    Mandie started down the long hallway toward the kitchen door and all her friends followed. Pushing open the door they stepped into the kitchen at the same time Abraham came in the back door. He was carrying a large basket.


    Aunt Lou looked at him and said, “Put dat behind de stove for right now.” She turned and saw the young people. “Now y’all git out of my kitchen. Gotta git supper on de table fo’ de men.” She shook her big white apron at them.


    Mandie watched as Abraham set the basket behind the stove, and suddenly Snowball came running across the room making a loud purring noise and headed straight for the basket.


    Abraham stood back and watched Snowball. “He’s a boy and dis heah cat she’s a girl.” He laughed. “I cleaned dem up best I could.”


    Mandie ran across the room to look in the basket. There was a large black cat lying in it with two tiny kittens. “Look!” she excitedly told her friends. “It’s a mother cat and two kittens!” She quickly picked up Snowball, not knowing whether he intended fighting the other cat. Snowball squirmed to get down, but Mandie held him tight.


    The other young people quickly came to look in the basket.


    “Oh, so these were the occupants of that house that burned down,” Jonathan said with a laugh.


    “Mandie, suppose Snowball is jealous of the cat,” Celia said.


    “I’ll have to watch him and see,” Mandie said.


    “I don’t think he will be,” Joe said. “As Abraham just said he’s a boy and that black cat is a girl.” He smiled at the other young people.


    “Aunt Lou, are you going to keep those cats in the kitchen here?” Mandie asked.


    “No, my chile, jes’ long enough to feed and den dey git put in de back storage room. Since dis is a strange cat maybe you’d better keep Snowball out of heah until I git finished with de mama and her kittens.”


    “All right, Aunt Lou, I’ll take Snowball with me to the parlor,” Mandie replied.


    The young people hurried to the parlor and got to the doorway just as the men came back down the hall. She put Snowball down and he rushed over to the hearth and curled up by the fire to sleep.


    “Oh, Uncle John, was that mama cat and her babies living alone in that house? Who was feeding them?” Mandie quickly asked as she followed him into the parlor.


    The women in the room heard that question and they listened as John Shaw replied, “Yes, the house was empty and practically falling in. The cat and her kittens were in the attic,” John Shaw explained.


    “I’m so glad no one was in the house,” Elizabeth Shaw said. “John, Aunt Lou has supper ready for you and the men.”


    “Why don’t you ladies come join us for coffee?” John Shaw asked.


    Elizabeth looked at the others and they all agreed.


    Mandie left Snowball in the parlor and she and her friends followed the adults into the dining room and found Liza putting chocolate cake and coffee on the table for them. They ate and listened as John Shaw explained what they had done at the old house.


    “It was burning fast and we determined it was not occupied, so we were standing by, waiting for it to fall so we could put out the fire. Then we heard a cat crying, and Uncle Ned determined that it was inside the house,” John Shaw explained as he ate his supper.


    “It came out on the tin roof of the porch meowing something awful,” Jacob Smith said.


    “So Uncle Ned decided he was going to rescue it,” Lindall Guyer said. “He managed to get up on the porch roof, but the cat went back inside the window.”


    “And of course Uncle Ned followed it and came out in a couple of minutes holding the two baby kittens. The cat followed,” Dr. Woodard added.


    “Oh, thank you, Uncle Ned, for saving the mama cat and her babies,” Mandie said from down the table as she looked at the old man eating his supper.


    The old Indian smiled at her and said, “Now you have two cats.”


    Mandie quickly looked at Uncle John and asked, “Are we going to keep the cat and the kittens?”


    Uncle John smiled at her and said, “Unless we find someplace to put them, we’ll have to.”


    Celia smiled at Mandie and said, “I wonder what Mollie will think of the black cat and her kittens.”


    “Since she’s already in bed for the night, we won’t find out until tomorrow morning,” Mandie replied.


    The men were talking and Mandie heard Jacob Smith say to John Shaw, “I might be able to take the cat if you don’t really want it. The last one I had has disappeared and you know they are good to keep the rats out of the barn.”


    “That would be fine if you care to take the cat,” John Shaw replied.


    “Don’t you think you ought to wait until the kittens are a little older before you move them?” Dr. Woodard asked. “I suppose they will be kept in the house here until they are big enough to go outside. Otherwise something might happen to them.”


    “Yes, you’re right. I am away a lot and it would be better if I wait awhile.” He looked at John Shaw and added, “If that’s all right with you.”


    “Yes, of course. They’ll be old enough to be up and about in a few weeks,” John said.


    Mandie was thinking she would love to keep the cat and the kittens, but she knew it was impossible. She would be going back to school after the holidays and sometimes it was a job getting Snowball taken care of. Then after she graduated in the spring she was hoping to go to Europe with her grandmother and friends. She decided to ask the question right here and now.


    “Grandmother,” Mandie said, clearing her throat as she looked up the table at her grandmother, who immediately put down her coffee cup and looked at Mandie. “Grandmother, do you have plans made yet for the summer, that is, after I graduate in May?”


    Mrs. Taft took a deep breath and replied, “That all depends on a lot of things, Amanda.”


    Mandie waited, thinking Mrs. Taft would go on and explain, but she just picked up her cup and sipped her coffee.


    Then Lindall Guyer came to Mandie’s rescue. He looked down the table at her and said, “I’ve been waiting for a chance to ask you, Miss Amanda. I would like to invite you and all your friends to come stay with us in New York for the summer. There is so much to do in New York and I believe you would enjoy it.”


    Mandie was surprised by this invitation. She quickly looked at her grandmother, who was still drinking coffee, then glanced at her friends, all of whom also looked surprised, even Jonathan, and she replied, “This is so sudden, Mr. Guyer. May I let you know later? There is so much I’d like to do this coming summer.”


    “Of course, let me know later, Miss Amanda,” Lindall Guyer replied, and looking down the table at the other young people, he added, “And you other young people, you don’t have to wait for Miss Amanda to decide. You are all welcome any time, whether she comes or not.”


    A bunch of thank-you’s were sent up the table. Then there were puzzled looks among all the young people. They couldn’t discuss this invitation in the presence of Mrs. Taft because she knew they were all hoping to go to Europe on one of Mrs. Taft’s ships for the summer.


    Then Jonathan caught Mandie’s glance, winked at her, and said, “That would be fun, having all of you at my house for the summer. We could do all kinds of things, never a boring moment in New York.”


    To her surprise, all her other friends joined in.


    “Yes, it would be a very enjoyable summer,” Celia remarked.


    “And to me it would be a most wonderful experience,” Sallie said.


    “I have never been to New York,” Dimar spoke at last.


    “Yes, it would be very educational to spend the summer in New York,” Joe said, grinning at Mandie.


    “Let’s discuss this later,” Mandie told them.


    Lindall Guyer looked around the table at them and said, “Yes, please do discuss it later. And let me know whenever you decide. I sincerely hope you will all come to visit.”


    As soon as everyone left the table, the adults went to the parlor and Mandie motioned for her friends to go with her to the back parlor. They needed to have a serious discussion about this invitation for a summer in New York.


    As soon as they closed the door behind them in the back parlor and sat down, Mandie quickly asked, “Jonathan, was your father serious about this invitation to visit y’all, or was he trying to make Grandmother decide whether we are going to Europe with her or not?”


    Jonathan grinned and said, “He was serious, but on the other hand he knows about your grandmother holding out on a decision as to whether or not we will be going with her to Europe. So I suppose he was trying to make her decide.”


    “Well, it didn’t work, did it? She didn’t say a thing,” Mandie replied.


    “No, but we didn’t accept or decline the invitation, either,” Celia reminded her.


    “I was serious when I said it would be an educational opportunity to spend the summer in New York,” Joe said. “And for once I have caught up with my class and won’t have to take extra classes this coming summer, unless I want to.”


    “Oh, Joe, I’m so glad for you,” Mandie said.


    “Of course I’d rather go to Europe. However, you are all welcome at my house and we could have a great time for the summer,” Jonathan said.


    Mandie looked at Jonathan and asked, “When should we let your father know whether or not we’re coming to your house?”


    “Anytime would be fine. If we don’t go to Europe, of course I’ll be home anyway,” Jonathan replied.


    Mandie looked at Dimar and asked, “Would you like to spend the summer in New York at Jonathan’s house if we don’t go to Europe?”


    “I am not sure I would want to go to Europe and spend the whole summer over there, or spend the whole summer in New York, either,” Dimar replied.


    “Dimar, you must travel some to be properly educated,” Sallie told him.


    “Dimar, you wouldn’t have to stay all summer at my house if you don’t want to. You could come home any time you wish,” Jonathan told him.


    “But you would have to stay with us all summer in Europe unless you wanted to return across the ocean all by yourself,” Sallie reminded him.


    “I will think about it,” Dimar promised with a smile.


    “We all need to think about this,” Mandie told her friends. “If Grandmother doesn’t take us to Europe, I’m ready to go to your house, Jonathan. And it would be nice if we could all spend the summer together somewhere.”


    “Mandie, would your mother know what your grandmother is planning?” Celia asked.


    Mandie shook her head and replied, “I don’t think so. I don’t believe Grandmother ever confides in anyone. Maybe by the time the Christmas holidays are over she will let us know whether we are going to Europe or not.”


    “I hope so,” Jonathan said.


    “Yes,” the others agreed.


    Mandie had some thinking to do. She had to figure out some way to get Mrs. Taft to make a decision. However, she didn’t want to make her angry with questions because she sincerely wanted to go to Europe for the summer. She’d have to figure out just how to handle this.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Four

    
 Cat Trouble


    Mandie woke early the next morning. Snowball had managed to get between her and Celia and was purring loudly. She sat up to make him move and to her amazement he had one of the kittens and was vigorously washing it with his tongue as he purred.


    “Snowball!” Mandie exclaimed, and giving Celia a push, she said, “Celia, wake up. Look at Snowball. He has one of the kittens.”


    Celia instantly sat up, and across the room Sallie also woke up. She was sleeping on a single bed that had been placed in Mandie’s room so the three girls could be together.


    “Snowball!” Celia said. “How did you get that kitten?”


    Sallie quickly joined them on the big bed to look.


    “Someone must have left the door to the storage room open,” Sallie said.


    “Yes, Aunt Lou said they would be shut up in there after they ate,” Mandie agreed. “I wonder where the other kitten is, and the mother cat.” She glanced around the room. The door was slightly open. “And I wonder who opened our door and let Snowball out.”


    “That kitten is not protesting. He must like all that washing,” Celia said with a big smile.


    “We must return the kitten to its mother,” Sallie said.


    “Yes, or the mama cat will be looking all over the house for it,” Mandie agreed as she jumped out of bed.


    “Do you suppose the other kitten also got out?” Sallie asked as they took down dresses to put on.


    “I hope not because there’s no telling where it is if it did,” Mandie said, buttoning the buttons down the front of her red dress.


    “Someone must be already up. Otherwise how did the kitten get out, and how did our door get opened?” Celia remarked as she brushed her long auburn hair.


    After they were dressed they started for the door. Mandie stopped and said, “I suppose we’d better take the kitten with us.” She went back and picked it up. Snowball followed with a loud purring sound as they went out into the hall.


    The house seemed quiet. There was no one around until they got to the kitchen. Aunt Lou and Liza were busy in there getting breakfast ready.


    “Look what Snowball had,” Mandie said, holding up the kitten for them to see.


    “Snowball! Lawsy mercy!” Aunt Lou exclaimed as she filled the percolator with water. “Where he git dat?”


    “I don’t know how he got it, but he had it in our bed when we woke up this morning,” Mandie explained. “And our door was open.”


    “Been meanin’ to tell ya, dat do’ hit won’t stay shut no more,” Liza told her. “Think it’s shut and soon as you walk away it comes open all by itself.”


    “Then we need to get Mr. Jason to fix it,” Mandie said as she walked over and dropped the kitten in the woodbox. “I’ll leave it right here where it can’t run away.”


    “Liza, go check dat storage room and see if dat cat and other kitten be in there,” Aunt Lou said.


    “Yessum,” Liza said, hurrying from the kitchen.


    “Since y’all done up and dressed, sit down over there and de coffee will be ready right quick,” Aunt Lou told the girls, motioning toward the table that the servants used to eat on.


    Mandie, Celia, and Sallie sat down at the table and Liza hurried back into the room.


    “Dat cat ain’t dere,” she said excitedly. “And de other kitten he ain’t dere, either. And dat door to de storage room it won’t stay shut, either.”


    “Oh goodness, we’ll have to find the cat and the other kitten,” Mandie said with a groan. “Why won’t that door stay closed, Liza?”


    “Same as yo do’, jes’ won’t stick shut. Must be de house fallin’ in after dat crack in de tunnel downstairs,” Liza said, getting cups and saucers down from the cupboard for the girls.


    “Now, Liza, I don’t think the house is falling in,” Mandie told her. “Uncle John had that crack examined by experts and they said it did not affect the foundation.”


    “So you suppose someone is going around opening doors?” Celia asked.


    “But why would someone do that?” Mandie asked.


    Uncle Ned came in the back door and came to sit with the girls.


    “My grandfather,” Sallie said to him. “There are doors in this house that will not stay closed. Could you fix them?”


    Uncle Ned nodded as Aunt Lou poured coffee into his cup. “I fix. What doors?” he asked.


    Mandie explained what was going on. “And now we have to find the mother cat and the other kitten and there’s no telling where they might be,” she added. “But they will get out again if that door to the storage room won’t stay closed.”


    Joe, Jonathan, and Dimar came into the kitchen just as everyone had their cups filled and joined them at the table.


    “You girls must have risen before daylight,” Jonathan told them with a grin as he sipped his hot coffee.


    “Since today is Sunday we might have slept a little longer, but we were awakened by Snowball,” Mandie replied and explained about the kitten.


    “So now we have to search for the other kitten and the mama,” Joe said with a loud groan.


    Abraham came in the door from the hallway. “Looks like dat cat found her another place to sleep,” he said with a big grin.


    “You know where the cat is?” Mandie quickly asked.


    “Sho do. She be in de parlor on de hearth by de fire I built a while ago,” he said.


    “Then we won’t have to search for the cat, thank goodness,” Joe said.


    Mandie explained to him about the cat and the kittens. “And the other baby kitten is in the woodbox over there, just in case you plan on throwing wood in it.”


    “I fix door right now,” Uncle Ned said, rising from the table.


    The young people stood around in the hall watching while Uncle Ned, with Abraham’s assistance, repaired the latch on the storage room door. He closed it several times, testing it, and then declared, “Stay closed now.”


    “Let’s get the cat and the other kitten now,” Mandie said to her friends.


    They hurried down the hallway to the parlor and went to the hearth looking for the cat. It was not there, nor was the kitten.


    “Oh, shucks!” Mandie exclaimed. “Now we do have to search for that cat. If she’s not housebroken she may make a mess somewhere.”


    So the search began. Mandie and her friends looked under all the furniture and in all the rooms on the first floor. There was no sign of the cat or the kitten.


    “That cat sure knows how to hide,” Jonathan remarked as they finished searching the last room.


    “You know, Mandie, this gets to be a habit. We are always looking for something,” Joe said with a big grin.


    “That’s because something or someone is always getting lost,” Mandie replied, returning his grin.


    They returned to the parlor where they had begun. As they passed the huge Christmas tree standing in the hall, Mandie said, “It’s good that cat didn’t bother our tree.”


    “Yes, that could mean trouble for that cat,” Jonathan agreed as they went on into the parlor.


    Although they had searched the parlor first, all of the young people quickly looked again behind and under all the furniture.


    Dimar walked over to the window to look out. “I do not believe it has snowed much more since last night,” he said.


    The others came to join him.


    “There’s not much out there after all,” Mandie said.


    “We won’t have any problem getting to church this morning,” Celia remarked.


    “Not enough to build a snowman,” Jonathan told them.


    “It would melt right down anyway because it’s not cold enough to stay,” Joe agreed.


    Sallie pushed back the curtain a little to see out. She quickly jumped back. “The cat is there!” she told the others, pointing behind the curtain on the wide windowsill.


    “Please help me see that it doesn’t get away,” Mandie said, slowly approaching the window. She eased back the curtain and the mama cat sat up and meowed. “Nice girl, I’m going to pick you up and take you back to your bed.” She reached for the cat but the cat jumped down and ran across the parlor to the door. “Well, at least the kitten is still here,” Mandie said, picking up the tiny cat.


    They followed the cat down the hallway as it headed straight for the kitchen. Mandie pushed open the door and let it into the room. It began meowing loudly and Aunt Lou looked at it and said, “Dat cat hungry. Liza, git some food down by de woodbox for it, quick like.”


    Liza fed the cat and Mandie put the kitten in the woodbox with the other kitten. She laughed and looked at her friends. “Well, we at least solved that mystery.”


    “Oh, but Mandie, we have an unsolved mystery,” Joe teased her. “Where is Snowball?”


    Everyone looked around the room. Mandie said, “We let him out of our room, but I don’t remember seeing where he went.”


    “This cat business could take up the whole day,” Jonathan teased.


    So the search began for Snowball. Every nook and cranny in the big house was searched as the young people quickly spread out through the rooms. But Snowball was nowhere to be found.


    The adults came down for breakfast and sat in the parlor waiting for the call to the dining room. Mandie and her friends were already sitting together in one corner discussing what they should do next to look for the missing cat.


    “Maybe some of the grown-ups have seen Snowball,” Celia suggested.


    “Yes, we should ask,” Sallie agreed.


    Mandie looked across the room and waited until her mother seemed to have finished a conversation with the others. Then she stood up and said, “Mother, we can’t find Snowball. He seems to have disappeared. Have any of y’all seen him this morning?”


    The adults quickly looked at each other and shook their heads.


    “No, I haven’t, Amanda, and I don’t think anyone here has,” Elizabeth Shaw replied. “Have you looked in all the rooms?”


    “Yes, ma’am, except the adults’ rooms, of course,” Mandie replied. She told her mother about finding the cat with the kitten in her bed, and all the grown-ups laughed.


    Mandie looked at her friends and frowned. She didn’t think it was funny, so she sat back down and turned her attention to Joe. “Do you think Snowball could have gone outside? Remember when we lived at Charley Gap how he always darted out the door every time it was opened?”


    “Yes, why don’t we go look around outside?” Joe replied. “If he did go outside I don’t think he’ll stay long because it’s cold out there.” He stood up.


    “Amanda, put on your coat and hat if you’re going outside,” Elizabeth told Mandie.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, and turning to her friends she said, “Joe and I will go look around. Y’all don’t have to come with us because we’re only going to be a minute or two.”


    “I hope so,” Jonathan said. “I believe the call to breakfast is due any minute now.”


    All the young people laughed.


    “Jonathan, you are forever thinking about food,” Celia told him.


    “We’ll be right back,” Mandie said, quickly going out into the hall to get her coat and hat from the hall tree and put them on.


    Joe did the same and hurried to open the front door.


    “It is cold out here,” Mandie said, shrugging her shoulders in the cold frosty air.


    Joe glanced up at the sky and said, “Probably more snow is on the way.”


    “That’s fine as long as we can get to church and back before it gets too bad to travel,” Mandie replied. “Let’s walk around the house. If he is out here he’s probably sitting at one of the doors and crying to get back inside.”


    They circled the house to the back door with no sign of the cat. Then Mandie spotted him sitting on the outside of a window looking into the kitchen.


    “There he is,” she exclaimed and went toward him.


    Snowball immediately jumped down and hurried to meet her, loudly purring as he approached.


    Mandie stooped down to talk to him. “I’m not picking you up because you are bound to be wet in all this snow. Therefore you will have to walk with me to the back door.”


    Snowball looked up at her and loudly meowed. She and Joe went on to the back door and Snowball quickly followed and almost tripped Mandie when she opened the door in his haste to get inside.


    Aunt Lou and Liza were in the kitchen, finishing the food for breakfast. Snowball ran over to the stove and sat down to wash his face.


    “I thought dat cat had more sense den to go outside in de snow,” Aunt Lou said.


    “I thought I saw him run out when Abraham brought de wood fo’ de cookstove,” Liza said.


    “Maybe he’ll stay inside now that he’s found out how cold it is out there,” Mandie said, removing her coat and hat.


    Joe also took off his coat and hat. “I suppose y’all put the mother cat and the kittens back in the storage room?” he asked.


    “Yes sirree, can’t have dem strange cats cluttering up my kitchen. Dis heah kitchen belongs to Snowball,” Aunt Lou said. “Now y’all git back in de parlor ’cause we’se ready to announce breakfast.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said with a big smile.


    “Den dis afternoon after we all go to church I wants you to try on dat dress so’s I kin hem it, you understand?” Aunt Lou told Mandie.


    “Oh yes, ma’am, Aunt Lou. I know it’s going to be beautiful,” Mandie replied. “Remember all those pretty clothes you made for me when I first came here to live?”


    “I sho’ does. Po’ child didn’t have nuthin’ fittin’ to wear,” Aunt Lou replied. “But right now git out of my kitchen. Shoo!” She fanned her big white apron at Mandie and Joe.


    They both laughed and went back to the parlor to join the others, and to tell them Snowball had been found and was now in the kitchen.


    Aunt Rebecca had joined the group in the parlor and was saying, “So I thought it best if we just keep Mollie in her room.”


    The young people looked alarmed.


    “What has Mollie done to be kept in her room?” Mandie quickly asked.


    “Oh, dear, she hasn’t done anything but come down with a terrible cold,” Aunt Rebecca answered.


    “A cold? Can we help in any way, Aunt Rebecca?” Mandie asked.


    “Yes, what can we do?” Celia added.


    “Nothing, dears, I can take care of her. She’ll be as good as new in a couple of days,” Aunt Rebecca told them.


    “So you are not going to church with us then,” Elizabeth Shaw said.


    “Not today, but I hope she recovers enough to attend the Christmas Eve service. Since this is Sunday and Christmas Eve is not until Thursday, I’m pretty sure she will make it,” Aunt Rebecca replied.


    “And we wanted to show her the kittens,” Mandie said with a sigh.


    “They’ll still be here then,” Joe reminded her.


    “If they don’t get carried around again,” Celia added.


    Liza came to the doorway of the parlor and said, “Miz Lizbeth, de food be on de table.”


    “Thank you, Liza,” Elizabeth Shaw said, rising and looking at the others. “Shall we go eat now?”


    “And then get off to church before it gets worse outside,” Mrs. Taft said.


    Since there were so many guests, Aunt Lou had served breakfast in the dining room rather than the breakfast room. A blazing fire in the huge open fireplace warmed the room, and the odor of freshly baked biscuits and ham filled the air. John Shaw returned thanks and Liza began filling the coffee cups at each plate.


    “Are you going to let us see this dress Aunt Lou has made for your graduation?” Jonathan asked, looking at Mandie across the table.


    “See my graduation dress? No, no, no! No one sees it until I put it on for the graduation exercises,” Mandie replied.


    “That’s strange. What’s so secretive about this?” Joe asked.


    “No one sees anyone else’s dress beforehand,” Mandie explained. “Otherwise someone might see someone else’s dress and decide to go copy it. And Miss Hope finally got Miss Prudence to allow us to have our own different dresses. We don’t have to dress alike for graduation anymore.”


    Jonathan looked at Joe, winked, and asked, “Do you think we could all get different suits for our graduation at the schools we go to?”


    “Nope, too late for me,” Joe said. “I have already graduated from school, remember? And when I graduate from college it will be a cap and gown I’ll have to wear, just like everyone else’s.”


    Sallie turned to Celia and asked, “And do you have a different dress for the graduation, too?”


    Celia nodded and replied, “Yes, mine will be different, also. I don’t have it made yet, but it won’t be like Mandie’s.”


    “Does everyone try to look at everyone else’s dress?” Dimar asked.


    “Yes, if they can find them. We aren’t going to bring our dresses to the school until the last minute and then we will guard them so no one can see them,” Mandie replied. “I hope you and Sallie can come to our graduation in May.”


    Dimar smiled and said, “I will try very hard to do that.”


    “And I will see that my grandfather brings me to the school to the graduation ceremony,” said Sallie. Looking across the table at Riley O’Neal, she said, “This is something we should do for the Cherokee school, have a big graduation day. The children would be happy to do that.”


    “Yes, you are right. We’ll plan something when we get back home,” Riley O’Neal replied.


    Mandie was anxious to see her dress and began wishing the day away until time to do that. She was sure she would have the most beautiful dress in the school because Aunt Lou was the most wonderful seamstress around.


    And gradution day was not so far off.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Five

    
 Uncertain Plans


    After the hurried church service, which the minister shortened because of the increasing snow, everyone returned to the Shaws’ house and had a meal that was prepared the day before and warmed up in the warmer of the huge iron cookstove. The leftovers would be their supper.


    Later Mandie and Celia and Sallie went up to Aunt Lou’s sewing room where Mandie’s graduation dress was hanging. The boys were emphatically told they must remain downstairs, and no peeking at this special dress. Joe, Jonathan, and Dimar sat in a corner in the parlor, waiting.


    When Mandie opened the door to the room, Aunt Lou was busy getting pins out of a drawer. Mandie rushed forward to look at the dress.


    “Oh, Aunt Lou, it’s absolutely the most beautiful dress I have ever seen,” Mandie exclaimed.


    “Yes, it is,” Celia agreed.


    “Most beautiful,” Sallie added.


    Mandie carefully inspected the rows of pastel ribbons that were threaded through eyelets in the skirt of the white silk dress, and also through the neckline and the sleeves. Tiny pastel flowers were embroidered around the top and the hemline of the dress. A multicolored sash, made of tiny strands of matching ribbons, hung around the waistline.


    Tears came into Mandie’s blue eyes as she looked up at Aunt Lou. And as the big woman turned to smile at her, Mandie threw her arms around her and began to cry.


    “Now, now, what fo’ my chile cry?” Aunt Lou asked, patting Mandie’s blond head as she held her tight. Taking a large white handkerchief out of her apron pocket, she wiped at Mandie’s tears.


    “Aunt Lou, I love you so much,” Mandie said between sobs as she straightened up and looked up at the old woman. “And I thank you from the bottom of my heart. My dress will be the prettiest of all.”


    Aunt Lou cleared her throat and said, “Not de way it looks right now. My chile got to put it on so I kin measure the hem.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed and began removing the dress she was wearing.


    Once Mandie had the new dress on, she found it was dragging on the floor. She looked down at it, smiled at Aunt Lou, and said, “It does need a hem, a big hem.”


    “I’ll hold the dress up and you just step up right heah on dis chair so I can measure,” the old woman told her, assisting as Mandie stood up on a straight chair.


    Celia and Sallie stood watching and smiling. Then when Aunt Lou had pinned up a hem and Mandie began removing the dress, Celia asked, “Aunt Lou, you embroidered all those little flowers on the dress by hand, didn’t you?”


    Aunt Lou smiled at her and replied, “I sho’ did, only way to git dem on dere.” She hung the dress back on the hanger.


    Mandie buttoned up her dress and asked, “Aunt Lou, when will the dress be finished?”


    “I be busy right now wid all de company and everything, but I’ll have it hemmed and ready for you to take back to school with you when you come home for your spring holidays. Now y’all jes’ git on back down dere to de parlor. Dem boys been waitin’ long enough.” She shooed them out the door with her big white apron.


    The girls laughed as they hurried back down the stairs to the parlor.


    “Well, are you going to at least tell us what it looks like?” Jonathan asked as he and Joe rose when the girls entered the parlor.


    “Of course not,” Mandie said with a quick smile. “Then you would know what it looks like, which is a deep dark secret right now.”


    “Why bother to ask, Jonathan? You know she’s not going to let us know anything about the dress,” Joe told him, grinning as everyone sat down.


    Mandie looked around the room. “Where is everybody?” she asked.


    “Various places,” Jonathan replied. “I believe the men went out to your uncle’s workshop.”


    “And the ladies went to their rooms to rest awhile,” Joe added.


    “I was hoping I could catch Grandmother and try to find out what she has decided about going to Europe,” Mandie said. “Sooner or later I will find out.”


    But during the coming week Mandie could not catch her to ask any questions. Then it was Christmas Eve and everyone prepared to go to the service. Mollie was recovered from her cold and was finally allowed to come downstairs.


    Mollie went straight to Mandie when Aunt Rebecca brought her into the parlor. “Mandie, did you ever find any leprechauns in this house? Did you?” she asked in a loud whisper as she shyly looked at the other young people.


    “No, Mollie, remember I told you before when you came to see me that we don’t have leprechauns here.” Mandie replied, putting an arm around her shoulders as Mollie leaned on Mandie’s lap.


    “But maybe leprechauns came to stay after I was here. Could they not have done that? Maybe a few wee ones?” Mollie asked.


    “No, Mollie, we will never have leprechauns here,” Mandie replied, and then she had a sudden idea and asked, “Would you like to go back and visit Ireland, where you used to live?”


    Mollie quickly straightened up, her eyes wide, and said, “Yes, we must go back to Ireland so I can find a leprechaun. When, Mandie? When can we go?”


    Mandie looked at her friends, grinned, and said, “Why don’t you ask Grandmother? She might know when we can go back to Ireland.”


    “Mandie!” Celia exclaimed.


    Joe and Jonathan grinned at her. Sallie and Dimar listened to the conversation.


    “Mandie, that may be a way to find out if we are going to Europe,” Jonathan said in a loud whisper. He glanced at the adults who were sitting on the other side of the huge parlor and carrying on their own conservation.


    Mollie looked at Mrs. Taft, who was talking to Senator Morton, and then quickly looked back at Mandie. “When must I ask Grandmother? When, Mandie?”


    “Anytime you get ready, Mollie.” Mandie replied.


    “Must I ask at this very moment, then?” Mollie asked, uncertain of what she should do.


    “If you want to, Mollie,” Mandie replied.


    Elizabeth Shaw stood up and looked across the room at them. “Amanda, it’s time to get our wraps and go to church,” she said.


    The other adults also rose, hurried out into the hall, retrieved their winter coats and hats from the hall tree, and put them on. Mrs. Taft went with them as Mollie watched.


    “Grandmother is getting ready to leave,” Mollie said.


    “Yes,” Aunt Rebecca said, coming to put Mollie’s coat and hat on. “We are all leaving now.” She led Mollie out into the hall.


    “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said under her breath as she and her friends prepared to go outside.


    “You can always try again,” Jonathan whispered with a big grin.


    “Yes, if and when I can get Mollie in the mood again,” Mandie said as she and her friends followed the adults out the front door.


    Mr. Bond was waiting with the rig, and John Shaw came up behind him in a larger rig that the Shaws very seldom used. But for this occasion with so many visitors, it took two rigs to squeeze them all in. The driveway had been cleared of snow and there was none falling at that time. Although the church was only across the road, down apiece, it was too slippery to walk.


    Mandie watched Mollie now and then as she sat with Aunt Rebecca down the pew from her and her friends. But Mollie didn’t say a word to anyone. She seemed to be interested in the Christmas play that was being performed.


    After the service everyone returned to the house and to the parlor where the fire burned brightly in the fireplace and felt good after the cold outside. Mollie went to sleep in her chair and Aunt Rebecca woke her and took her upstairs to bed.


    Mandie sighed. “Maybe Mollie will ask Grandmother in the morning about going to Ireland,” she told her friends.


    Soon the adults began saying good-night and going to their rooms. Elizabeth told Mandie, “Please don’t stay up too late now. Remember we will be up very early tomorrow morning to give out the presents.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. And as the last of the adults left the parlor she said to her friends, “I suppose we might as well retire, too.”


    “Yes, so morning will hurry up and come and I can see what that present is my father put under the tree for me,” Jonathan said, grinning as they passed the tree in the hallway.


    They stopped to glance down at the presents. “Somebody has been adding a lot of presents. Every time I pass here the pile gets larger and larger,” Mandie remarked.


    “When you stop to think about the number of people staying here at your house, no wonder the presents are piling up,” Celia said.


    “But I can’t see a single name on any of them,” Jonathan said, squinting as he walked around the tree.


    “That’s because people always turn the name tag under the bottom of the present so no one can see what is for whom,” Joe said.


    “At my house my mother and I just exchange gifts. We don’t wrap them up and put them under the tree,” Dimar said.


    “But there are only two of you. Look how many people are here,” Mandie said. “Let’s sit in the back parlor a few minutes.” She led the way.


    “Dimar, I hope your mother is not spending Christmas alone,” Celia said as everyone sat down.


    “No, she is staying with Uncle Wirt while I am gone. She didn’t want to travel this far,” Dimar explained.


    “My grandfather and my grandmother asked her to come with us to visit you and your family, Mandie, but she did not want to come and stay away from her home for so long,” Sallie said.


    “I’m sure she will have a nice visit with Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia,” Mandie said. “I would like to go and visit my Cherokee kinpeople. If Grandmother takes us to Europe she probably won’t leave for at least a week or two after we graduate, Celia, so we could go then. You will go with me, won’t you, all of you?” She looked at her friends.


    “I can’t promise right now, Mandie, because my mother may have plans,” Celia replied.


    “Since you’re coming back to my neighborhood at Charley Gap, of course I’ll be there,” Joe said.


    “If you are going to visit Uncle Wirt I will see you then, since I live so near him,” Sallie said.


    Jonathan looked at Mandie and said, “I don’t know about coming back down here at that time, but I will be home because all of you will have to come to my house to get the ship since it sails from New York.”


    “Celia, I do hope your aunt Rebecca will go to Europe with us so she can bring Mollie, because I’ve already asked Mollie if she would like to go back to Ireland, you know,” Mandie said.


    “Yes, Aunt Rebecca will probably agree to come with us, because I don’t want the job of keeping up with Mollie,” Celia said. “I can imagine what she will do when she gets back to Ireland. She’ll probably try to run away, chasing leprechauns. And I imagine there are still people there she would know because it hasn’t really been long since your grandmother brought her to the United States.”


    “You know, we could just sit here and wait for everyone to get up in the morning,” Joe said with a big grin.


    “I don’t think I like that idea,” Jonathan said as he stood up.


    Everyone else rose and said good-night as they went to their various rooms.


    When Mandie, Celia, and Sallie got to Mandie’s room, Mandie turned back as she opened the door and said, “I think I’d like to go take a peek at my graduation dress so I can remember the exact shade of the blue and pink and lavender flowers on it so I can match a hair ribbon sometime before I wear it. Y’all want to come with me?” She looked at the two friends.


    Celia shrugged and said, “If you think we won’t get caught snooping in Aunt Lou’s sewing room.”


    “Yes, I will go, too, if you believe it will be all right for us to do this,” Sallie added, tossing back her long black hair.


    “Come on,” Mandie said. She quickly picked up the lighted oil lamp from the hall table and led the way up to Aunt Lou’s sewing room.


    The three quietly crept down the hallway, went upstairs to the door of the room, and Mandie slowly pushed it open. She stepped inside and held the lamp up to look for the dress.


    “Do y’all see my dress? It was hanging right here when we were up here before,” Mandie said, going to a hanger by the huge wardrobe. She opened the door and looked inside. The dress was not there, either.


    There were quite a few garments half finished lying around and hanging about the room that evidently Aunt Lou was working on. After they quickly examined all of this, Mandie straightened up and said, “The dress is not here.”


    “I don’t see it,” Celia replied.


    “I do not see it, either,” Sallie added.


    “Let’s go, Mandie, before we wake someone and are caught in here,” Celia said, going toward the door.


    “All right,” Mandie agreed and led the way back to her room after leaving the lamp where she had found it.


    As the three girls began getting ready for bed they discussed the dress.


    “How am I going to find out where the dress is?” Mandie asked, brushing out her long blond hair.


    “You certainly can’t ask Aunt Lou or she will know you have been in her sewing room,” Celia said, fastening the buttons on her nightclothes.


    “Have you thought about the possibility that Aunt Lou has taken it to her room to work on it?” Sallie asked, hanging up the dress she had taken off.


    “Oh no, I don’t think she would do that. Remember she said she was too busy because of all the company we have for the holidays?” Mandie reminded her. She shoved Snowball off her pillow and turned down the cover.


    “I’m sure she must know where it is right now,” Celia said, getting into bed on her side of the big bed.


    Sallie quickly jumped into the single bed she slept in, puffed up her pillow, and looking across the room at Mandie, she said, “Since no one is allowed in her sewing room without her permission, she must know where the dress is right now.”


    “I hope she does, but I can’t ask about it, either,” Mandie replied. Then she added with a frown, “I suppose I could ask her if she is working on my dress, without letting her know we’ve been to her sewing room.”


    “She might be suspicious of that question,” Sallie reminded her.


    “Or she might just shoo you away with her big apron without even giving you an answer,” Celia told her.


    The girls finally fell asleep discussing the missing dress.


    When Liza came in to light the fire on the hearth in their room, she woke them with a cheery greeting, “Mawnin’ y’all now. Git up and let’s open dem presents under dat tree downstairs.”


    Mandie rubbed her eyes and looked at the girl. “Don’t tell me it’s time to get up. We just now went to bed.”


    Liza looked up at the clock on the mantelpiece and said, “You means y’all dun stayed up all night? It’s seven o’clock right now and dem boys dey dun dressed and waitin’ fo’ y’all at de top of de stairs.”


    Mandie pushed Snowball out of the way and swung her feet down from the bed. Snowball ran for the heat of the fire. “If the boys are up then we’d better hurry,” she said, yawning and stretching.


    Celia and Sallie jumped out of bed and quickly began dressing.


    Liza started toward the door and then turned back to say, “Oh, I forgot to say Merry Christmas to y’all.”


    The three girls answered together, “Merry Christmas, Liza.”


    As the maid went out the door, Mandie called to her, “Please tell Joe and Jonathan and Dimar we’re on our way.”


    “Dat I will do,” Liza promised as she went out the door and closed it behind her.


    As Mandie tied the sash on her dress she said, “I suppose I should have asked Liza if my mother and the other adults are up, too.”


    “Seems like we just went to bed,” Celia fussed as she buttoned up her green dress.


    “I feel that way, too,” Sallie agreed, brushing back her long black hair.


    “Mandie, are you going to say anything to anyone about your graduation dress?” Celia asked.


    “If I can think of a way to do it without letting anyone know we have been in the sewing room,” Mandie replied, joining Sallie at the mirror on the bureau.


    “I just remembered the mother cat and the kittens,” Celia said, coming over to join them. “Do you suppose the cat stayed in the storage room this time, or maybe it got out again?”


    “I hope it stayed in the storage room with its kittens,” Mandie said. “I wish I could keep one of the kittens.”


    Sallie quickly turned to look at her and said, “Keep one of the kittens?”


    “What would you do with it?” Celia asked. “You already have one cat, Snowball, and he is enough, don’t you think?”


    Mandie looked over at the cat while he was washing his face in front of the fire on the hearth. “I suppose he is, but the kittens are so pretty and tiny.”


    “Remember Snowball was once tiny, but cats do grow up, you know,” Celia replied.


    “Yes, he was a tiny kitten back at my father’s house at Charley Gap when my father was still living,” Mandie replied, sadly looked at the cat. “I brought him with me when I ran away.”


    “But Mandie, you did not run away. You were sent to live with those terrible people, and my grandfather brought you here to your Uncle John’s house,” Sallie reminded her.


    “You are right, Sallie, and I love your grandfather so much for looking after me,” Mandie replied.


    Celia started toward the door. “Come on, the boys are waiting, and no telling who else is up, and we have presents to open,” she said.


    They found the boys waiting at the top of the stairs.


    “We were about to come pound on your door,” Joe told Mandie. “Even your grandmother is up this early. They’re all down in the parlor.”


    “Oh goodness, let’s hurry,” Mandie replied.


    The group rushed down the staircase, and when they came to the open door of the parlor, they stopped, looked into the room, and all together said, “Merry Christmas!”


    The adults returned the greeting.


    “Now we will proceed to the Christmas tree and distribute the presents,” John Shaw said.


    As they got to the tree, Mandie saw Aunt Lou and all the other servants coming to join them, and again everyone chorused, “Merry Christmas!”


    And Aunt Lou added loudly, “Happy Birthday, Jesus!” and the others echoed the greeting.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Six

    
 Time Flies By


    Christmas Day and the week following passed quickly. During that time Jenny and Abraham decided to take the mother cat and her kittens to their house in the back of John Shaw’s property.


    “I sho’ am glad dem cats ain’t comin’ into my kitchen now,” Aunt Lou told the young people one morning. “Jenny promises to keep dem at her house.”


    “Yes,” Mandie agreed. “Snowball is enough to have around. I had thought I’d like to keep one of the kittens but decided it was too much trouble.”


    “You couldn’t have took it back to school when you goes back,” the old woman reminded her.


    “That’s right,” all of Mandie’s friends chimed in with a smile.


    “I know, and my grandmother would not have allowed one to live at her house while I’m in school.”


    Mandie had not mentioned her graduation dress to Aunt Lou but decided this was the right time to ask. “Oh, Aunt Lou, have you been doing any work on my graduation dress since you showed it to me?”


    Aunt Lou looked at her, put her hands on her broad hips, and said, “Now I dun told you I can’t be workin’ on dat dress with so many visitors in dis here house, and I also told you I’d have it ready for you to take back with you when you come home for spring break. So now, dat’s de last of dis heah conversation ’bout dat dress.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied, and as she turned to look at her friends drinking coffee with her at the kitchen table, she said, “Guess we’d better get out of Aunt Lou’s way so she can get breakfast.”


    “That’s right,” Joe agreed.


    “Yes, dat’s right, now, shoo, I’se got to git de food ready,” the old woman fanned her large white apron at the young people. They all quickly rose from the table.


    “Yes, ma’am,” they all agreed as they left the kitchen.


    “It didn’t do any good to ask,” Mandie said with a loud sigh as she looked at Celia and Sallie in the hallway.


    “No,” the two girls agreed.


    Since the boys didn’t know about the missing dress, Mandie decided not to tell them right then.


    Christmas week passed quickly and then it was New Year’s Eve. John and Elizabeth had planned a large dinner party for that night and the house was running over with people when the clock struck twelve.


    “Happy New Year!” Mandie and all her friends said together. Everyone was standing around the loaded dining room and were taking plates full of food to a seat wherever they could find one.


    “Where are we going to eat this?” Jonathan asked as he held a heavily laden plate in his hands.


    Mandie frowned thoughfully and said, “Maybe no one is in the back parlor. Let’s see.” She led the way down the hall.


    Luckily no one was inside the room. The young people found seats and hungrily began eating, even though they had had supper earlier that night.


    “My parents and I will be leaving tomorrow morning,” Joe told them.


    “I think my father is planning to leave then, also,” Jonathan said, and added between bites, “and of course I’ll have to go with him. Too bad you haven’t been able to get your grandmother to tell us whether we are going to Europe or not, Mandie.”


    “I’m sorry, but I’ve done everything I could think of to find out,” Mandie said. “She just isn’t telling yet.”


    “If she doesn’t hurry up and decide, my mother may be making plans for something else for the summer,” Celia said.


    “I am not certain I would like to go on that huge ship all the way across the ocean so it does not matter to me,” Dimar told them.


    “Oh, but Dimar, you’ve just got to go if my grandmother does take us,” Mandie told him.


    “Yes, Dimar, you must go,” Sallie said. “You may never have such an opportunity to see what it is like on the other side of the ocean.”


    “But Mrs. Taft may not go anyhow,” Dimar replied.


    “And you must come to our graduation,” Mandie told him.


    “Yes, you must come with my grandfather and me,” Sallie said. “Next school year we will all be separated in different places.”


    “At least Celia and I will be together at the College of Charleston,” Mandie remarked, glancing at her friend.


    “At least for one year,” Celia added. “Remember I said I would try it out for one year.”


    “Yes, and if we don’t like the college we will go to another one the next year, together,” Mandie agreed.


    “Y’all may end up at my college yet,” Joe teased her.


    “Or they may end up at my school in New York,” Jonathan said with a big grin as he swallowed a huge bite of mashed potatoes.


    Mandie looked forward to the coming year of 1904. So many things would be happening. She thought to herself that there would not be any time for any mysteries this year. Then she remembered her missing dress. That was a mystery, and unless the dress was there when she came home for spring break, she would have to really investigate the matter. After spring break, graduation day was not long off, and she certainly had to have her graduation dress.


    Next day when Joe and his parents and Jonathan Guyer and his father left for their homes, Mrs. Taft informed Mandie, “We will be leaving tomorrow. Jane Hamilton and Celia will also be going. We need a day or two of rest before you girls have to return to school on Tuesday.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied and turned to ask Celia, “Will you be going home and then coming back to school on Tuesday?”


    Celia looked at her mother, who was standing nearby on the platform after they had waved good-bye to the Woodards and Guyers.


    “Yes, Celia, we’ll go home and then you can come back to school on Tuesday. We need a day or two by ourselves since we’ve spent the whole holiday time away from home.”


    Mandie silently groaned to herself. She wasn’t looking forward to spending the next two days alone at her grandmother’s house in Asheville. She smiled at Celia, who always understood what she was thinking. Celia smiled back.


    But Tuesday did finally arrive and the girls were back in the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls at last that afternoon.


    As they began unpacking their trunks, Mandie looked around the room and noticed things on the bureau had been moved about. She pulled open the drawer she used and found personal belongings jumbled up in the drawer.


    “Celia, look,” she said, pointing to the open drawer. “Someone has been messing in my things, and on the bureau, too.”


    Celia came to look and replied, “Yes, it looks like someone must have gone through your things in a hurry. Let me check my drawer.”


    Mandie pushed her drawer shut so Celia could open the one she used beneath it.


    “Oh, Mandie, mine is a mess, too,” Celia said. “I wonder if they took anything.” She anxiously tried to refold things and put them back in some kind of order.


    After Celia closed her drawer, Mandie quickly straightened up her belongings in her drawer.


    Celia went over to check the inside of the huge wardrobe where they hung their dresses.


    “I can’t tell for sure but it looks like someone has been pushing our clothes about in here,” Celia said.


    “I’m not sure, either, because I know we packed in a big hurry when we went home.”


    “Should we tell Miss Prudence about this?” Celia asked as she sat in a big chair.


    Mandie flopped into the other chair. “I don’t know what good it would do,” she said. “I don’t think anything of mine is missing.”


    “It’s bound to have been one of the girls who stayed over here for the holidays,” Celia said.


    “Yes, someone who lives too far away or has no family to go home to,” Mandie agreed. “And the first one in that category I can think of would be April Snow.”


    Celia nodded in agreement. “But I don’t know why anyone would want to go through our things. Whoever it was evidently didn’t take anything.”


    “Let’s do some investigating on our own and find out just who stayed here at school during the holidays,” Mandie suggested. She stood up and added, “How about sitting in the parlor until time for supper, where we can see everybody come and go, and where we can find out exactly who didn’t go home.”


    “All right,” Celia agreed as she got up and walked over to the bureau. “But let’s place things here so we’ll know if anyone comes in here while we’re gone.” She moved her hairbrush and comb.


    “Yes,” Mandie said, coming to straighten up her belongings on top of the bureau. “I have already straightened out things in my drawer, so I’ll know if they are disturbed again.”


    “So have I,” Celia said.


    When Mandie and Celia went to the main parlor on the first floor, there were only two girls walking through the room to sit at the far end. They were talking to each other and didn’t even glance in Mandie and Celia’s direction.


    “Twins!” Mandie said with surprise. “And I’ve never seen them before.”


    “Yes, they are identical,” Celia agreed.


    They stared at the two girls as they sat on a sofa. Even the curl of their long hair seemed to be identical. They wore the latest fashion in bright red grown-up dresses that offset their long dark hair.


    Mandie frowned as she whispered to Celia, “Don’t you think they look too old to be going to school here?”


    “Yes,” Celia whispered back. “But do you suppose they are students here, or just visitors?”


    “I don’t believe Miss Prudence has accepted any new students in the middle of the year since we’ve been here,” Mandie said.


    Other girls began coming into the parlor and Mandie noticed none of them passed near the two new girls or spoke to them. However, they did all stare at the twins.


    “I don’t believe anyone here knows them,” Mandie whispered to Celia.


    “No, but they sure are staring,” Celia agreed.


    Mandie saw April Snow enter the room, and she went to sit at the other end as she glanced at Mandie and Celia but didn’t speak. Not far behind April, Polly Cornwallis quickly slipped into the room and, without even looking at anyone, went to sit in a chair in a small alcove by herself, where she could view the room.


    Polly was Mandie’s neighbor back home but was always causing trouble of some kind.


    “There’s Polly,” Mandie said. “Mother said she and her mother had gone to New York for the holidays, so that’s why she didn’t put in an unwanted appearance at our house.”


    “I sure hope she doesn’t go to the college we’re going to,” Celia said.


    “Oh, that would be disastrous,” Mandie agreed. “I have an idea she will go to school in New York. She likes the big city. And besides, Jonathan lives there.”


    “But Jonathan is not interested in her,” Celia said.


    “Now you know a person doesn’t have to be interested in Polly Cornwallis for her to push herself on them,” Mandie reminded Celia.


    “You are right,” Celia agreed.


    Mandie looked at the twins across the room again. They were still talking to each other and seemed unaware of the fact that every girl in the room was glancing at them now and then. And Mandie imagined they were all trying to figure out who the new girls were.


    “Mandie, do you think anyone looks guilty?” Celia whispered.


    “Looks guilty?” Mandie asked.


    “Yes, of going through our things in our room,” Celia reminded her.


    “Oh, the guilty one might not even look guilty. You know how Miss Prudence has been teaching us to act aloof, to act like young ladies,” Mandie whispered back. “However, I would like to find out if April Snow stayed here for the holidays.”


    “But Mandie, it could have been someone who went home for the holidays and got back ahead of us,” Celia said.


    “That’s right,” Mandie agreed.


    The bell in the backyard of the school began ringing for supper. All the girls hurried to get in the line headed for the dining room. Mandie watched the new girls who just sat there, evidently wondering what the fuss was all about.


    “Should I go tell them they need to get in line for supper?” Mandie whispered to Celia as they slowly got up to join the line.


    “But they might not be students,” Celia said.


    “Now that Miss Hope has changed the rules and has only one sitting for each meal, they won’t get anything to eat if they don’t come on with us,” Mandie reminded her. She stood there undecided as all the other girls had formed a line. “Come on, let’s go explain to them,” Mandie decided. She started across the room toward the twins. Celia followed.


    “Hello, I was wondering if you knew you were supposed to get in that line there in order to get supper.”


    The girls looked at each other and finally one spoke, “Grazie, we did not know.” They stood up.


    “My name is Mandie Shaw and this is Celia Hamilton,” Mandie introduced them. “The line is moving. We have to hurry.”


    “My name is Maria and my sister is Margret,” the other girl told them.


    At that moment Miss Hope came hurrying across the room to them and told the twins, “Please excuse me, but I was tied up and didn’t get here in time to explain about the line. Just follow the other girls into the dining room.”


    The twins nodded to her as she hurried around the line and into the dining room to take her place at the head of the table.


    The line moved fast and there was no more chance to talk. The twins sat on the other side of the room from Mandie and Celia. The long dining room tables had been moved and pushed together to form a T-shape when the new rules about the seating had been instated.


    Mandie whispered to Celia as they stood behind their chairs waiting for Miss Hope to ask the blessing, “So they are students here.”


    “Yes,” Celia whispered back.


    “And they are not American, probably Italian,” Mandie added.


    Celia nodded her head as Miss Hope shook the little bell sitting by her place and announced, “Young ladies, we will now return thanks.” Everyone immediately bowed their heads as Miss Hope said the blessing.


    Then Miss Hope solved the mystery as she again shook her little bell and announced, “Young ladies, we are pleased to introduce you to Miss Maria and Miss Margret Cassell who have come here for the last half of this school year from Italy. Their father is a diplomat in Washington. Let’s show them our welcome.” She began clapping her hands and all the girls joined in.


    Mandie noticed the twins looked confused and uncertain as to what this was all about. When Miss Hope silenced the noise, she looked directly at them and they both said, “Grazie.”


    There was no conversation allowed at the table but Mandie said under her breath to Celia, as she put a forkful of potatoes into her mouth, “I was right.”


    Celia nodded and went on eating.


    As soon as the meal was over and the girls were dismissed from the table, Miss Hope hurried around to speak to the twins again. Mandie lingered again, hoping for a chance to talk to them, and then she heard Miss Hope saying “If you young ladies would please come with me. We need to make out records for you in the office.”


    Miss Hope left the room with the twins following.


    “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said as they were the last ones to leave the dining room.


    “So their father is a diplomat,” Celia said as they walked out of the room.


    “I wonder if they speak English,” Mandie said.


    “They must or they couldn’t attend a school like this,” Celia said.


    “Let’s go into the parlor and wait and see if they come back in there,” Mandie suggested, walking down the hall.


    “And we were going to try to find out who stayed here at the school over the holidays, remember?” Celia said, catching up with her.


    “Yes,” Mandie replied.


    They sat in the parlor, but it seemed all the other girls were going upstairs to their rooms and no one came to join them. After a while Mandie said, “We might as well go to our room, too. I don’t believe anyone is coming in here.”


    “They are probably all tired from the holiday travel,” Celia said.


    Mandie looked for Miss Hope as they left the parlor and went down the hall to the center staircase, but she was nowhere in sight.


    Once in their room they checked their things to see if they had been disturbed. Nothing had been moved.


    They sat in the big chairs to talk awhile since it was really too early to go to bed.


    “If we had been able to catch up with Miss Hope she would have told us all about those new girls,” Mandie said.


    “I wonder if they will be graduating with us since they only now enrolled here,” Celia said.


    “They must have been going to school somewhere, either in their country, or here in the United States,” Mandie decided.


    “Do you suppose they will have identical graduation dresses?” Celia asked with a big grin.


    “I would imagine so. They probably dress alike all the time,” Mandie said. “I sure hope my graduation dress is not missing or something. It wasn’t in Aunt Lou’s sewing room where it was supposed to have been so I can’t imagine who took it or where it went.”


    “I would think Aunt Lou knows where it is or she would raise a fuss about the disappearance of it,” Celia said.


    “I’ll be glad when graduation and all that is over with,” Mandie said. “And I hope Grandmother will take all of us to Europe.”


    “I wonder if anyone knows for sure what she will do about Europe,” Celia remarked.


    “No one ever knows what my grandmother is going to do next,” Mandie said with a big grin. “She likes to make mysteries out of everything.”


    Mandie thought about that after she and Celia went to bed that night. If her grandmother didn’t take them to Europe, what would she be doing all summer? And her friends?


    She knew she was going to feel kind of lost, having graduated from this school in the coming summer, and having to begin at a completely new school, the College of Charleston. Well, she would at least have Celia with her.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Seven

    
 Surprises


    The girls at the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls were allowed Wednesday as a free day, and classes did not begin until the Thursday after the Christmas holiday break.


    Mandie woke up on Thursday to hear the rain pouring down outside. And she knew it would be a cold rain, since it was January. Therefore, she would have to spend the day inside. She groaned as she sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes.


    Celia was also awake and pushed herself up on her pillow. “It’s raining,” Celia said.


    “Yes, and I had hoped the girls would be coming in and out and we’d have a chance to see the twins again, and also a chance to try to figure out who was in our room while we were gone,” Mandie replied, sliding off the big bed.


    Celia looked at the clock and replied, “But it’s early, Mandie. It’s only twenty minutes till seven. We have time, if we hurry, to get downstairs and see who else is around before we have to go in for breakfast at seven-thirty.”


    “Yes, let’s hurry,” Mandie replied, rushing over to the wardrobe to find a dress. Celia followed.


    They hurriedly dressed and only took time to place their hairbrushes and combs on the bureau in a position that they would know if they were bothered by anyone while they were out of the room.


    Downstairs they only found Polly, who was sitting in the same place she had sat the night before. Polly didn’t look at them as they crossed the parlor and sat on a settee.


    “Do you think she might have spent the night down here in that chair?” Mandie asked with a big grin.


    “Of course not, Mandie,” Celia whispered back. “Why would she do that?”


    “You know that she does a lot of things other people don’t do, like trying to break the lock open on our tunnel that time,” Mandie said, glancing at Polly, who was too far away in the huge parlor to hear them.


    April Snow came into the parlor and sat down on the other side of the room.


    Mandie had learned April was a strange person, sometimes friendly and sometimes not speaking, for no reason at all. She decided to see if the girl would reply as she looked across the room at her and asked, “Did you go home for Christmas, April?”


    April quickly pushed her black hair back from her face, shrugged her shoulders, and answered, “Of course I went home. Didn’t you go, too?”


    “Yes, and Celia went home with me. We just got back here Tuesday,” Mandie replied.


    April didn’t say anything to that.


    Mandie took a deep breath and asked, “When did you get back?”


    “When did I get back?” April repeated. “Now, what business of yours is that? I got back before you did and also before those two foreigners from Italy showed up. And I’m glad I’ll be graduating in May because it looks like the old ladies are going to turn it into a school for just anybody.”


    Mandie took a deep breath. April didn’t usually say that much at one time. She must really be upset with the foreigners being admitted to the school.


    “I think we ought to be nice to those girls,” Celia spoke up. “They are visitors in our country.”


    Mandie tried to trick April into an answer about her return to school. “Did you say you came back to school on Monday? That would have been a day ahead of us.”


    “I did not say any such thing,” April said, angrily rising and hurrying out of the room.


    As she went out, the twins came into the parlor. Mandie looked across the room, smiled, and said, “Good morning.”


    The girls smiled back but kept walking right on through the parlor and out the door on the far side, which led into a smaller parlor.


    “Well,” Mandie muttered under breath.


    Some of the other girls came into the room, among them Mary Lou, a girl who had always been friendly but never friends with Mandie and Celia. However, now she walked on over to sit in front of Mandie and Celia on a chair and remarked, “It must be wonderful to have a grandmother like yours, Mandie, who is going to take you and all your friends to Europe this coming summer.”


    “To Europe?” Mandie quickly asked. “Who told you my grandmother was going to take us to Europe?”


    Mary Lou pushed back her long red hair and replied, “Why, everyone here at school knows about that. Was it supposed to be a secret or something?”


    Mandie quickly cleared her throat and answered, “No, of course not. It’s just that I didn’t know you knew my grandmother that well to be getting information like that.” She glanced at Celia.


    “Oh, I didn’t get the information from your grandmother. I overheard her talking to Miss Prudence when she brought you girls back to school,” Mary Lou replied. “I heard her say that she is taking you and all your friends. I hope that includes me.” She smiled at Mandie.


    “Do you not have any plans for the summer?” Celia asked.


    “Oh, I have plans all right, but they could all be changed to get a chance to go to Europe. My parents could never afford to take me on such a trip. I do hope you appreciate your grandmother’s interest in you and your friends,” Mary Lou said. “I don’t have any grandparents. They’re all dead.”


    “Oh, yes, I do love my grandmother,” Mandie replied, and then feeling sorry for the girl, she added, “I’m not sure how many of my friends my grandmother intends taking but I’ll let you know if we have room for one more.” She smiled.


    “Oh, thank you, Mandie,” Mary Lou quickly answered. “I’ll be your friend forever.” She grinned as she tossed back her long hair.


    “Does my grandmother know your parents?” Mandie asked.


    “No, of course not, but they know who she is. Everyone knows who Mrs. Taft is, with all her ships and money,” Mary Lou said.


    Mandie couldn’t decide how to respond to that and finally said, “She is a wonderful grandmother. I’m glad she’s mine.”


    All the other girls in the school had come into the parlor and the surrounding halls. The bell in the backyard began ringing for breakfast.


    Mandie and Celia stood up. “I’ll let you know as soon as I can,” Mandie promised Mary Lou as everyone got into line.


    Mary Lou’s seat was on the opposite side of the dining room from Mandie’s. As they separated in line Mandie whispered to Celia, “Do you suppose she is making all that up about Grandmother taking us to Europe?”


    “I don’t think so, Mandie. How would she know about that?” Celia whispered back.


    Mandie didn’t know much about Mary Lou and was trying to figure out how she could really find out if her grandmother had said that to Miss Prudence. And then she figured her grandmother must have, as Celia said, otherwise how would Mary Lou know anything about a possible trip to Europe with her grandmother?


    “Oh, why won’t Grandmother tell me something?” Mandie whispered to Celia as they came to their designated chairs and stood there waiting for Miss Hope to ask the blessing.


    As soon as breakfast was over, Mandie and Celia walked down the hall toward the office, where Miss Prudence stayed.


    “If I can find Miss Prudence I will just ask her what my grandmother said about going to Europe,” Mandie told Celia as they neared the open doorway.


    Mandie looked inside and saw that Miss Prudence was sitting at her desk. The lady looked up, smiled, and said, “Come on in, young ladies. I’ve just finished what I was doing here. Sit down.”


    Mandie entered the room and sat in a straight chair, and Celia took the one beside her. Miss Prudence only had the bare essentials for running a school. She didn’t believe in luxurious offices.


    “Good morning, Miss Prudence,” Mandie began.


    The lady quickly said, “I’m so glad you are going back to Europe with your grandmother this summer, and I understand she is taking all your friends. Why, she even asked Miss Hope and me, but of course we can’t take time off like that from the school. I’m sure you are going to have a very educational journey with your grandmother to supervise it.” She paused to take a breath. “Now, what can I do for you young ladies?”


    Mandie and Celia looked at each other and grinned.


    “Well, you see, Miss Prudence, my grandmother has not told me yet that we are definitely going. Then Mary Lou spoke to us about it so I decided to ask you about it,” Mandie said, feeling as though she was jumbling up her words.


    Miss Prudence smiled at Mandie and said, “You don’t know about it?” Then she said, “That’s just the way your grandmother does things. She’ll get around to telling you about it in her own good time, I’m sure.”


    “But all my friends want to know so they can arrange their vacations for summer,” Mandie said.


    “This is only January, dear,” Miss Prudence reminded her. “You have plenty of time before your graduation in May to make plans.” She stood up and added, “Now, I have some business to attend to.”


    Mandie and Celia also quickly rose.


    “Yes, ma’am, thank you for telling me,” Mandie said as she and Celia started out the door. She turned back to ask, “Miss Prudence, will those girls from Italy be graduating with us in May, or are they in lower classes?”


    “Yes, they will be graduating with you. And I must say they have an excellent education already,” Miss Prudence replied. “Have you met them?”


    “Oh, yes, ma’am, and they seem to be very nice,” Mandie told her. Then, looking back one more time as she stood in the doorway, she asked, “Maybe you could find some time to go with us yourself to Europe.”


    “I see no time right now, thank you, dear,” Miss Prudence replied, and began picking up papers on her desk.


    Mandie and Celia walked back down the hall toward the main staircase.


    “I was going to say let’s go back to our room and get our books for our first class and then come down here and wait so we can see everyone going and coming. Maybe someone else will stop to tell us we are going to Europe with my grandmother,” Mandie said, grinning.


    As they climbed the main staircase Celia said, “You know, Mandie, I have a feeling that your grandmother has been keeping the trip to Europe a secret so she could surprise you with it for graduation.”


    Mandie paused to look at her friend and replied, “Maybe, but she knows all my friends have to make plans for the summer and she should at least let them know.”


    Celia grinned at her and replied, “Maybe they all know already.”


    Mandie stomped her foot as they stood on the staircase. “Don’t you dare tell me that you and all my friends have known about this trip all along and I’m the only ignorant one in the bunch.”


    “Mandie, please don’t let anyone know I told you, but Mrs. Taft has organized this trip with all our parents—mine, Joe’s, Jonathan’s, Sallie’s, and everyone’s, and she asked that we keep it secret because it was to be a surprise graduation present to you,” Celia explained.


    Mandie clenched her fists and stomped her foot again. “Well, she certainly managed to make me look like a dumb idiot.”


    “Come on, let’s get our books,” Celia reminded her as she started on up the stairs.


    In their room the girls grabbed their books for their morning classes and then quickly returned downstairs. They sat in the parlor again. Most of the students were already attending other classes and no one came to join them.


    After the two morning classes, everyone got in line again, this time for the noonday meal. Mandie noticed that no one seemed to meet her eyes as she looked around at the other girls. Now she knew they were hiding a secret, but it was no longer a secret from her and she intended to have a talk with her grandmother. This situation had turned out to be embarrassing, being the last one to know what her own grandmother was planning.


    Mandie felt uncomfortable with the other girls, and then a few days later something happened that caused her attention to revert to another matter.


    The mailman for the neighborhood always delivered mail to the school immediately after noontime each day. And on Friday he brought an important letter to Celia as she and Mandie sat in the alcove looking out into the wintry front yard.


    “A special one for you, Miss Hamilton,” the postman told her as they waited in the front hallway while he took the mail for the school out of his bag.


    “For me?” Celia asked as he handed her a large white envelope.


    Mandie quickly looked over her shoulder. “Celia, that’s from the College of Charleston. Quick, see what it is.”


    The two moved back into the alcove and sat down. Celia opened the envelope and withdrew a business letter. Her eyes grew big as she read it and said, “Here, read this. The college received my application too late and they can’t accept me.”


    “What!” Mandie practically screamed as she took the letter and read it. “Celia, didn’t you turn in your application about the same time I did?”


    “Well, yes, I suppose. I actually gave it to my mother to mail,” Celia explained.


    “And she didn’t get it mailed in time. Oh, Celia, what are we going to do? I can’t go without you,” Mandie moaned.


    “I’ll have to get word to my mother about this,” Celia said, her eyes brimming with tears. “Oh, Mandie, I’m so sorry.”


    Mandie straightened up and said firmly, “My grandmother can fix anything. We’ll just take this letter to her and see if she can change their minds, that’s what we will do, this weekend.” Mandie smiled at her.


    “But Mandie, it won’t do any good to change their minds if they are already filled up. There still wouldn’t be any room for me,” Celia replied.


    “They’ll make room when my grandmother talks to them.”


    The girls heard the mailman come back inside.


    “Miss Hamilton, sorry, but I have another letter for you that I overlooked,” he said, looking around the hall as the girls came out of the alcove.


    Celia took the letter. “Thank you,” she said.


    As they went back inside the alcove Celia said, “Look, Mandie, this letter is from the University of Virginia. Remember I applied there, also, and I never did tell them I wanted to cancel out.” She quickly opened the letter. “And they have accepted me.” She waved the letter at Mandie, smiling.


    “But Celia, that doesn’t solve anything. I didn’t apply to the University of Virginia and I’m sure it’s too late now,” Mandie replied.


    “I don’t know, Mandie, but they would probably make room for you if you wanted to go since I am accepted there already,” Celia replied.


    “Celia, this is one big mess,” Mandie said with a sigh. “This is one time I’ll be glad to ask for Grandmother’s help.”


    Everything seemed to jam up on the girls with no solution in sight. Mandie sent word to her grandmother that they would like to come spend the weekend with her, and Uncle Cal, the school handyman, brought back the message that Mrs. Taft was away for the weekend.


    “Sorry, young ladies, but Miz Taft she ain’t home till Monday,” the old man told them in the hallway that afternoon.


    “Thank you, Uncle Cal,” Mandie said. Turning to Celia she said, “Guess we will have to wait till Monday, but you could write a letter to your mother and get it in the mail this weekend.”


    “Yes, I will, Mandie,” Celia agreed.


    While they sat in their room that Saturday and Celia wrote her letter, they discussed college.


    “I cannot go to the College of Charleston without you, Celia,” Mandie said emphatically as she stood up to walk the floor. “They just have to make room for you. They have to.”


    “But Mandie, if they don’t have room, then they don’t have room. You can’t just make up a space out of thin air,” Celia told her. “However, registration is still open at the University of Virginia and most likely you could get in there.” She quickly folded the letter she had been writing to her mother and placed it in an envelope.


    “So many things have been going on I can’t get a chance to breathe lately,” Mandie complained, stopping by the bureau to brush her long blond hair.


    Celia licked the flap on the envelope and sealed it. “Mandie, I need to take this downstairs so the mailman can take it for me when he comes with the mail.”


    “All right, let’s go,” Mandie said, going to open the door.


    When they got downstairs Celia said, “I’ll just give this to Miss Prudence to mail for me because the postman always gives her the mail for the school.” She led the way back to Miss Prudence’s office.


    After giving Miss Prudence the letter to pass on to the mailman, Celia said, “I have had bad news, Miss Prudence. You know Mandie and I both applied to the College of Charleston. She was accepted a while ago but now I’ve received a letter saying mine was rejected due to no more spaces available.”


    “Oh, dear, then I would advise you to get Mrs. Taft right on the problem. She has good luck at persuading other people. I’m so sorry,” Miss Prudence replied.


    “Do you know of any other girls here who have applied to the College of Charleston, Miss Prudence?” Mandie asked.


    “Let me see now, I believe Mary Lou Dunnigan did apply, but I don’t know whether she was accepted or not, or in fact whether she decided that she really did want to go there,” Miss Prudence replied.


    “Mary Lou,” Mandie repeated, looking at her friend.


    “Mary Lou who is going with us to Europe,” Celia added.


    “Maybe we could persuade her to attend another college and give up her space,” Mandie suggested.


    Miss Prudence, listening to the conversation, said, “I don’t know about that. You see, her parents can’t afford to send her off somewhere to college. And she lives in Charleston, so she will be a day student there.”


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


    As they walked down the hall Mandie said, “Remember all that money my grandmother has. She could afford to pay Mary Lou’s tuition somewhere else if Mary Lou would agree to give up her space,” Mandie said with a big smile.


    “That is a delicate situation, Mandie,” Celia reminded her. “You can’t just go around shaking money in people’s faces to get them to do whatever you want.”


    “Oh, Celia, I certainly didn’t mean it that way. I thought perhaps there is another college somewhere that Mary Lou wishes she could attend but can’t because of the money,” Mandie replied.


    “We can certainly come up with some problems lately, can’t we?” Celia said with a loud sigh.


    “Yes, but I intend talking to Grandmother as soon as she returns on Monday,” Mandie replied. “So let’s not give up hope yet.”


    “I haven’t, because if I go to the University of Virginia, I know you will probably be able to get accepted, too.”


    So much confusion and so many problems to solve. Everything will come out all right but it will just take time, Mandie thought as they walked along the hall.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Eight

    
 Errors


    Mandie couldn’t think about a single other thing all weekend. Finally Monday morning came and Mandie once again asked Uncle Cal to go to her grandmother’s house, not far from the school in Asheville, North Carolina, and take a message that she urgently needed to see her.


    “We’ll stay right here in the parlor until you come back, Uncle Cal,” Mandie told the old man. She and Celia didn’t have a class scheduled for another hour.


    “I’ll hurry right back, Missy,” Uncle Cal told her, heading for the front door.


    And this time he returned with a note for Miss Prudence, asking that Ben, Mrs. Taft’s driver, pick up the two girls at the school at four o’clock and bring them to her house for supper. She sent Mandie a separate note explaining that she was arranging for their visit.


    Mandie had a hard time keeping her mind on the classes she had to attend that day. She was wishing for the time to come to go to her grandmother’s house. Celia didn’t have much hope that Mrs. Taft could really do anything about her not being accepted at the College of Charleston.


    Late that afternoon the girls joined Mrs. Taft in her parlor.


    “Now, what is this all about, Amanda? What is so urgent?” Mrs. Taft asked, looking from one girl to the other.


    “Oh, Grandmother, Celia was not accepted at the College of Charleston because they said her application was too late and they were filled up,” Mandie began, hurriedly speaking without even taking a breath.


    Mrs. Taft turned to look at Celia. “Why, my dear, was your application really too late to be considered?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “Yes, ma’am, that’s what this letter says,” Celia replied, taking the letter from her pocket and handing it to Mrs. Taft.


    Mrs. Taft read the letter and then asked, “Well, what is your mother going to do about it?”


    “I wrote her a letter but of course it’ll take the mail a while to get to her,” Celia replied.


    “Mail? Does your mother not have a telephone?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “No, ma’am, not yet. The electricity has not been run all the way out in the country to our house yet,” Celia explained.


    “Grandmother, since you are right here for us to talk to I thought perhaps you could do something about this,” Mandie suggested.


    “No, Amanda, that would not be proper without having consulted Celia’s mother,” Mrs. Taft said. “But I have another idea. We’ll just ask our sheriff here to call the sheriff near your home, Celia, and give Jane the news. Our sheriff has a phone and I’m sure yours must have, too. I must get around to having a telephone installed here in my house. I’ve just been so busy since they ran the wires out this way I haven’t had time to do it.” She suddenly stood up. “Therefore we must hurry down to the sheriff’s office and talk with him before he goes home to supper.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” both girls said as they followed her into the hall.


    Mrs. Taft had timed it just right. When they arrived at the sheriff’s office, Sheriff Jones was getting ready to go home for supper. He was on his way out when they went into his office.


    “Mrs. Taft, how nice to see you,” the sheriff greeted her as he removed his wide-brimmed hat, hung it back on the hook on the wall, and motioned to a seat. “Please sit down.”


    “Thank you, Sheriff Jones,” Mrs. Taft replied as she quickly sat down near the desk. The girls sat in the chairs near the door. “This will only take a few minutes of your time so we won’t delay your supper.”


    “I’m at your service, madam,” he replied, going behind the desk and sitting in his chair.


    “I need to get a message to Mrs. Jane Hamilton in Virginia for her daughter here,” she replied, motioning toward Celia. “It seems we have a mix-up in her college registration.” She went on to explain and then said, “Since I don’t have a telephone yet I thought perhaps you would call the sheriff up there and ask him to take a message to Mrs. Hamilton for me.”


    “Certainly, Mrs. Taft, I’d be glad to,” Sheriff Jones replied. “And I can understand how urgent this message is.” He smiled at Celia.


    “Here is the letter Celia received from the College of Charleston, and if you could just get the sheriff up there to inform Mrs. Hamilton about this and ask Mrs. Hamilton what she plans to do about this, I would be most grateful,” Mrs. Taft explained, handing him the letter to read.


    “Yes, ma’am, this is urgent business,” Sheriff Jones said as he read the letter. “And I will ask the sheriff in Virginia if he will call me back with Mrs. Hamilton’s response for this. And I’ll do this right now.”


    Mrs. Taft and the girls listened while Sheriff Jones made the call to Virginia and identified himself to whoever answered the call.


    “You say the sheriff has gone to supper,” Sheriff Jones repeated over the phone. “Please have him call me as soon as he returns. I have an urgent message for him. Yes, I’ll be here. Thank you very much.” He hung up the receiver.


    “So he is not in then?” Mrs. Taft quickly said.


    “No, ma’am, he’s gone to supper, and while he’s gone I’ll just go ahead to supper, and by the time I return he should be back at his office. And I will let you know as soon as he has contacted Mrs. Hamilton and has a reply for me,” he explained.


    Mrs. Taft rose and the girls quickly joined her as she started toward the door. “I thank you very much, Sheriff Jones, and I will wait to hear from you,” Mrs. Taft told him as she and the girls left the office.


    Ben, Mrs. Taft’s driver, was waiting and took them back to Mrs. Taft’s house.


    On the way Mrs. Taft said, “I think you girls should just spend the night at my house tonight. I’ll send Ben to tell Miss Prudence what we are doing, and of course you all will have to get up early and return to school in time for your classes. However, we may not get a message from the sheriff tonight.”


    “Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said, smiling at Celia.


    “And I thank you, Mrs. Taft,” Celia said.


    Mrs. Taft allowed the girls to stay up till midnight, but no message had been received when everyone finally went to bed.


    And the next morning, immediately after breakfast, the girls returned to school. They stayed around the parlor between classes all day, but when time came for supper there had not been a message.


    When the huge clock in the front hall struck nine, Mandie and Celia were sitting on a settee just inside the parlor door.


    “Nine o’clock!” Mandie exclaimed. “I wonder why we haven’t received any news. Do you think your mother could possibly be gone away somewhere and the sheriff could not reach her, or something?”


    “I don’t know of any plans my mother had,” Celia replied. “Maybe the sheriff up there is having trouble getting the sheriff here. You know they say the telephone lines are not always working properly.”


    “Grandmother promised to send Ben over here as soon as she received a message,” Mandie reminded her.


    When the clock struck nine-thirty, Mandie stood up and said, “You know we have to go to our room now and get ready for bed before the ten-o’clock bell rings.”


    Celia stood up with a sigh and said, “Yes, I know.”


    When the girls stepped out into the hallway, they met up with Miss Prudence. She stopped to ask, “Have you received any word from your mother yet, Celia?”


    “No, ma’am,” Celia replied. “We’re going up to our room now. Maybe in the morning we’ll hear something.”


    “If Mrs. Taft sends Ben over with a message, I’ll let you know immediately,” Miss Prudence replied.


    “Thank you, ma’am,” Celia said.


    They went up to their room and got ready for bed. Instead of actually getting in bed they got comfortable in the two big chairs and covered up with blankets.


    “No use going to bed. I just won’t sleep,” Mandie remarked as she pulled the blanket over her in the chair.


    “Neither will I,” Celia said, curling up in the other chair. “Mandie, I’m sorry this is causing so much trouble. It would probably be easier if you would just agree to go to the University of Virginia with me.”


    “No, I don’t want to go to the University of Virginia. I want to go to the College of Charleston, and I want you to go with me,” Mandie said emphatically.


    “I hope your grandmother and my mother can work things out,” Celia said, yawning. “I’m plumb worn out.”


    “I am, too,” Mandie said, also yawning. She began to doze.


    Suddenly the bell was ringing and Mandie instantly sat up and looked around. The light was still on and she glanced at the clock, six o’clock. It was morning. She had slept the whole night in the chair, and so had Celia, who was also stretching and sitting up.


    Mandie stood up. “Oh, Celia, we didn’t even go to bed last night,” she said, as she headed toward the chifforobe to find clothes to put on.


    Celia followed as she said, “And we didn’t get a message.”


    “No, but we probably will today,” Mandie said. “Let’s get dressed and go downstairs. Maybe we’ll see Miss Prudence. She might have received a message too late to tell us.”


    When they got downstairs, there was no sign of Miss Prudence or Miss Hope. And only two other girls were in the parlor. It was too early.


    Finally the bell rang for breakfast and all the girls began lining up. Miss Hope was always in charge of breakfast. She came down the hallway and into the dining room as she smiled at the girls.


    “Miss Hope probably wouldn’t know anything,” Mandie told Celia.


    “And Miss Prudence is hardly ever seen before breakfast,” Celia added.


    “So we just have to wait,” Mandie said, blowing out her breath as they joined the line.


    After breakfast was finished, they had to go to a class.


    “I wish we could see Miss Prudence,” Celia said, as they got their books from their room and came back downstairs to their classroom.


    “I’m sure she’ll let us know when she does hear something,” Mandie replied. “I don’t dare go looking for her because it would cause us to be late for our class. So we’ll just have to wait.” She sighed loudly as they entered the classroom.


    The girls had three classes that morning, one right after the other, so they did not have a chance to go looking for Miss Prudence. Then when they left the last one immediately before the noontime meal, they ran into Miss Prudence in the hallway.


    “I’m sorry, young ladies, but I have not received a word from Mrs. Taft. Therefore I assume she has not been contacted by Sheriff Jones,” Miss Prudence told them as they stopped in the hall.


    “We don’t have any classes this afternoon, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said. “Do you think it would be possible for us to go over to my grandmother’s house for the afternoon?”


    “Of course, if you would like to do that I’ll have Uncle Cal drive you over,” Miss Prudence replied.


    “Thank you, Miss Prudence,” both girls replied.


    When they arrived at Mrs. Taft’s a little while later they found Ben getting ready to come to the school to get them. He had just pulled the rig up by Mrs. Taft’s front door.


    Uncle Cal stopped the rig by Mrs. Taft’s in the driveway.


    “Y’all done saved me a trip, dat you have,” Ben declared. “Miz Taft she want to see y’all right away.”


    Mandie and Celia hurriedly jumped down from the school rig.


    “Thank you, Uncle Cal,” Mandie told him as she hurried over to ask Ben some questions.


    Celia thanked the old man, also, and as he went on down the circular driveway back to the road, she joined Mandie.


    “Where is Grandmother?” Mandie asked Ben.


    “She be awaitin’ in de parlor for me to bring y’all from de school,” Ben replied.


    “Thank you, Ben,” Mandie said, leading the way in the front door and on down the hall to the parlor.


    “Well, you certainly got here fast,” Mrs. Taft said as the girls came in and sat down.


    “Ben didn’t come and get us. We had Uncle Cal bring us over here just as Ben was leaving. We wanted to see if you had heard anything, Grandmother,” Mandie replied.


    “Yes, ma’am, have you?” Celia anxiously asked.


    “Yes, I have,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Sheriff Jones came over a little while ago with a message from your mother, Celia. She says she is very sorry about the situation and would like to know our ideas as to what to do about this. She will be staying over at a friend’s house in Richmond, Mrs. Willis, who has a telephone and whom we can go down to Sheriff Jones’ office and call.”


    “I’m so glad you got in touch with my mother,” Celia said.


    “Have you decided what we can do?” Mandie asked.


    “I need to find out from Celia’s mother exactly when she mailed the registration form to the College of Charleston, first of all, to figure out whether yours was actually late, Celia,” Mrs. Taft explained. “And if it was mailed in time to meet the deadline then we need to do something about it.”


    “Like telling them they have to honor it?” Celia asked.


    “Yes, they will have to honor it if it was mailed in plenty of time to get there before the cutoff date.”


    “And what if it was not mailed in time, Grandmother?” Mandie asked.


    “Then we need to find out if they were filled up on the deadline date,” Mrs. Taft said. “And if they weren’t, how did they go about selecting which application would be accepted.”


    “It sounds complicated, but I know you will know how to handle this, Mrs. Taft,” Celia said.


    “I won’t be dealing with the college myself. It will have to be done by your mother, unless she asks me to take over and untangle this mess,” Mrs. Taft said. She stood up and added, “Now let me get my hat and we will go to see Sheriff Jones.”


    When they arrived at the sheriff’s office, Sheriff Jones immediately got the call through to Jane’s mother. “Here is Mrs. Hamilton, Mrs. Taft,” he said, handing the receiver to Mrs. Taft.


    The girls listened as Mrs. Taft asked questions and discussed the matter with Mrs. Hamilton. Then she turned and held out the receiver to Celia and said, “Celia, your mother would like to say hello to you.”


    “But I don’t know anything about talking on telephones,” Celia stammered, reluctantly taking the receiver.


    Mandie watched and listened as Celia said a few words to her mother and then nervously handed the receiver back to Mrs. Taft.


    “That’s the first time I ever talked to my mother on a telephone,” Celia said, nervously clearing her throat. “It was unreal. She’s all the way up in Virginia and we’re down here in North Carolina, and it sounded as though she were right here in the room with us.”


    Mrs. Taft finished her conversation and hung up the receiver. She smiled at Celia and said, “I see that Miss Prudence is lacking in some of her education program. She needs to get a telephone in the school and teach you young ladies how to use it.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed with a big smile.


    “I guess so,” Celia mumbled, still nervous from her use of the sheriff’s telephone.


    “Thank you, Sheriff Jones,” Mrs. Taft told him. “We will go home and discuss this matter and will be back in touch with you in order to contact Mrs. Hamilton again. Thank you.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” the sheriff said, opening the door for her to leave the office. “Anything I can do for you, just let me know, ma’am.”


    As soon as they returned to Mrs. Taft’s house, they sat in the parlor and discussed the situation regarding the College of Charleston.


    “Your mother did mail your registration papers in time to meet the deadline date the college had given her. However, it seems the college made an error in the written date they gave her. She has asked me to handle this for her since we are so much closer to the college and may have to make a visit down there, and also, Celia, they are having some very bad winter weather at your home right now.”


    “Yes, ma’am, we do have lots of snow and bad weather in the winter back home,” Celia replied.


    “I will write a letter tonight and get it mailed tomorrow to the college protesting their decision and explaining why. Then we’ll see what to do next. It will all depend upon their response,” Mrs. Taft told Celia.


    “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Taft,” Celia said, smiling at her.


    “I knew you could get everything straightened out, Grandmother,” Mandie said with a big grin.


    “Now I think you girls should go on back to school in time for supper,” Mrs. Taft said. “I don’t want you staying away from school too much, Amanda.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed, smiling at Celia.


    “We have some studying to do tonight anyway,” Celia reminded Mandie.


    Ben drove them back to school in Mrs. Taft’s rig, and they immediately went to look for Miss Prudence and found her in her office.


    “Sit down, young ladies, and tell me what is happening now concerning your college,” Miss Prudence told them.


    After the girls explained what they had been doing and what was going to be done, Miss Prudence frowned and said, “I’m sure whoever is running that college was not educated here in my school. I can’t imagine making such an important mistake.”


    The girls smiled at each other and agreed. “Yes, ma’am.”


    “We have to go study now, Miss Prudence, before suppertime,” Mandie told her as she rose from the chair.


    “You don’t have much time left before suppertime, so you’d better hurry,” Miss Prudence told them.


    As the girls started out the door, Mandie turned back to say, “And, oh, Miss Prudence, my grandmother thinks you should have a telephone installed here in the school.”


    Miss Prudence threw up her hands and said, “Heaven forbid! That’s all the young ladies would be doing, talking on that telephone.” And then with a smile she said, “Thank you for warning me, Amanda.”


    The girls immediately went to their room to study.


    Mandie went over to the bureau to brush back her long blond hair. She glanced at the comb and brush and said, “Celia, we forgot to keep watch on our things to see if anyone was coming in here. My hairbrush has not been moved that I can tell.”


    Celia rushed over to look at hers and said, “Mine hasn’t, either.”


    “Maybe whoever was in here before is not coming back,” Mandie said. “However, I intend keeping watch on my possessions, that is, every time I can remember to do it.”


    “Yes,” Celia agreed.


    Mandie picked up her history book with a loud sigh and settled into one of the big chairs. She was sure her grandmother would pursue the situation until the college did accept Celia. Mrs. Taft always got whatever she went after.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Nine

    
 Problems Solved


    During the next few weeks there was a lot of correspondence between Mrs. Taft and the College of Charleston. It seemed that no one down there knew what the other one was doing. Different people replied to Mrs. Taft’s letters every time she wrote. Then she began making telephone calls and kept getting different people on the line.


    One weekend when Mandie and Celia were staying with her, Mrs. Taft told them, “It seems hopeless. I may have to go down there in person to get any results. The people who answer the telephone don’t seem to know what each other is doing, or what should be done to straighten out this affair for Celia.”


    “Grandmother, may we go with you? Please?” Mandie quickly asked.


    “No, that is out of the question, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft replied firmly. “You cannot miss any of your classes for the rest of this school year. Remember you will be graduating in May and need to put in every hour of study that you can.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied with a big sigh.


    “If I don’t get any results by the end of next week, I will go down there and confront these people,” Mrs. Taft told the girls.


    When the end of the next week came, Mrs. Taft had not received anything and made plans to go to Charleston.


    Mandie and Celia were allowed to see her off on the train. Mrs. Manning, her friend and neighbor, went with her.


    “If I need to speak to anyone up here while I’m there I will call Sheriff Jones’ office and ask him to give my message,” Mrs. Taft explained to the girls as she stood on the platform with Mrs. Manning.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “We’ll be waiting to hear from you.”


    The train sat there huffing and puffing and the two ladies walked to the door of the car.


    Mrs. Taft waved back at the girls and said, “And when I return we shall get a telephone in my house and also in the school.” She smiled and stepped inside the train car. Mrs. Manning followed her.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, excitedly thinking of the prospect of a telephone that she could use sometime.


    As the train pulled out of the station Celia said, “Oh, Mandie, I hope we don’t get the telephone at the school before we graduate. I’m not sure I like telephones.”


    “Come on,” Mandie told her as they hurried off the platform to Mrs. Taft’s rig, where Ben was waiting to drive them back to the school. “Think of all the time that could be saved by using telephones.”


    “Yes, but think of all the wonderful letters people write now that just won’t be written in the future when they can simply talk into one of those telephones,” Celia replied.


    When they got back to the school they met up with Miss Prudence in the front hallway.


    “Did Mrs. Taft get off all right?” the lady asked. “Was the train on time?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Mandie replied. “And when she comes back we are going to get a telephone here in the school.” Mandie grinned at her.


    Miss Prudence gave a big sigh, frowned, and said, “I suppose we will get a telephone if Mrs. Taft wants one here, since she owns the school now. Oh, dear, Miss Hope went off and got married and will be taken care of. Would that I were that independent. I could retire.”


    “You could do the same thing, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said with a big smile. Then she worried about the effect of that remark.


    “What? Oh, Amanda, I’m too old for that,” Miss Prudence said. She straightened her shoulders and said, “Now you young ladies get back to your schoolwork.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” both girls replied as Miss Prudence headed down the hall toward her office.


    Walking toward the main staircase, Mandie stopped and said, “I wonder if Sheriff Jones is married. He’s a nice-looking old man, you know. And I know the preacher’s wife died a long time ago. You know, Celia, we ought to look for a nice husband for Miss Prudence.” She grinned.


    “Oh, Mandie, now you are talking about trouble. I certainly don’t want to get on the bad side of Miss Prudence,” Celia replied.


    “We’ll see,” Mandie replied with a secretive grin.


    As they continued up the staircase Celia said, “Talking about older people getting married, I would think your grandmother would marry again, either Jonathan’s father or Senator Morton.”


    “I’m not sure my grandmother would like being tied down to a husband,” Mandie replied. “She likes being the boss of everything, you know.”


    In their room the girls settled down to do assignments they had been given because they had missed the morning classes by going to the depot.


    When the bell in the backyard rang for the noonday meal, both girls rushed to the bureau to brush their hair. And both noticed their combs and brushes had been moved.


    “Someone has been in here,” Mandie said, standing back to look at her things on the bureau.


    “Yes, they have,” Celia agreed.


    They quickly looked around the room but couldn’t find anything else that had been disturbed.


    “I wonder why whoever it is just picks the bureau to snoop in.” Mandie said with a big sigh.


    “I don’t know, but Mandie, come on. We’ll be late for the line to the dining room,” Celia urged her as she hurried to the door.


    Mandie quickly put her things on top of the bureau back in the order she kept them and then rushed to join Celia. “I fixed everything back so I’ll know if someone comes in again,” she said.


    Downstairs they found the twins last in line and followed behind them into the dining room. Although they were not supposed to talk in line, Mandie whispered to the girls, “What college are you all going to after you graduate here?”


    The twins looked at each other, smiled, and said, “The one in Charleston, that is in the state of South Carolina.”


    Mandie’s eyes grew wide as she looked at Celia. “We are going to the same college,” she whispered to the twins.


    Both girls smiled and nodded as the line moved on.


    When they finally got to their chairs at the table, Mandie whispered to Celia, “I wonder when they applied. It had to be before they came here because of the deadline.”


    Celia nodded as Miss Prudence shook the little bell she kept by her plate. “We will return thanks, young ladies,” she said loudly. She watched as the girls bowed their heads before she began the blessing.


    As soon as the meal was over and they were dismissed from the table, Mandie and Celia went to sit in the main parlor until time for their next class.


    Polly Cornwallis came through the door on the far end of the parlor and sat down there. Then Mandie and Celia were surprised to see April Snow enter the parlor and join Polly.


    “Well, when did they get to be friends?” Mandie whispered to Celia.


    “This is the first time I have ever seen them even speak to each other,” Celia remarked.


    Then, as they watched, the twins entered the parlor and went straight across the room and sat down with Polly and April.


    “My goodness, remember what April said about the twins being foreigners,” Mandie whispered.


    “She must have changed her opinion of them,” Mandie replied.


    Mandie and Celia watched as April, Polly, and the twins laughed and talked, but they were too far away to hear what was being said. Mary Lou came into the parlor and joined Mandie and Celia.


    “I just heard that April, Polly, and the twins are all going to the College of Charleston,” Mary Lou told them.


    “Really?” Mandie said in surprise. “I wonder how they all got to be friends all of a sudden.”


    “I don’t know, but I overheard them talking this morning between classes. I didn’t see y’all around so I figured y’all didn’t know about their decision to go to the College of Charleston,” Mary Lou said. “Miss Prudence told me y’all were both going to the College of Charleston.”


    “We went to the depot to see my grandmother off to Charleston, to the College of Charleston, in fact, to straighten out a mixup in Celia’s registration,” Mandie explained. “Miss Prudence told us that you will also be going to the College of Charleston.”


    “Yes, but as a day student. I’ll be living at home,” Mary Lou replied. “Y’all will have to come visit at my house and get to know my parents.”


    “Thank you, that would be nice. We don’t know anyone in Charleston, except the Pattons who are friends of my mother. Do you know their son, Tommy, and his sister, Josephine, who is younger?” Mandie asked.


    “Patton? No, I don’t believe I know anyone with that name,” Mary Lou replied.


    The clock in the hall chimed. Mandie quickly stood up and said, “I’ve got to rush up to my room and get by books for my next class. I’ll see you later, Mary Lou.”


    “Yes, I have to get my books, too,” Mary Lou replied.


    In their room, Mandie and Celia quickly looked at their things on the bureau. Nothing had been moved. And as they grabbed their books from a chair Mandie said, “No one has been in here to move things around because whoever is doing it must have been downstairs in the dining room when we were and didn’t have a chance to do it.”


    “I hope no one comes in here again while we’re out,” Celia said, following Mandie out the door.


    “They’d better not because sooner or later they’re going to be caught,” Mandie said. “And they’re going to be in trouble then.”


    Mandie and Celia anxiously awaited word from Mrs. Taft in Charleston, but no message came. Finally Mrs. Taft came home a week after she had left. She sent Ben over with a note to Miss Prudence, asking permission for Mandie and Celia to come to her house for supper.


    “Your grandmother has returned,” Miss Prudence told Mandie when she had summoned the girls to her office one afternoon. “And you’re to go to her house for supper. She didn’t ask, but if you would like to spend the night there tonight it would be permissible. But be sure you let me know. Now get your things. Ben is waiting.”


    “Thank you, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Celia added.


    They hurried up to their room to get their cloaks and gloves. The weather had turned colder and it was also raining.


    “I do hope Grandmother has everything straightened out,” Mandie said as they stepped out onto the front porch and hurried down the steps where Ben was waiting in the buggy, which had attachable curtains for protection against the weather.


    “Does Grandmother seem to be in good spirits?” Mandie asked as she and Celia stepped into the buggy.


    “I don’t rightly knows, Missy,” Ben replied, picking up the reins. “I gits her at the de depot dis here mawnin’ and brings her home. Den don’t see huh all day till she say come git you.” He drove the buggy on out into the road.


    “She’s probably been sleeping all day after that train trip,” Mandie said.


    Mrs. Taft was waiting for them in the parlor where a fire blazed and crackled in the huge stone fireplace. The girls left their cloaks on the hall tree outside the parlor and went on into the room to stand by the fire.


    “It’s cold outside, Grandmother,” Mandie said.


    “Yes, it is,” Mrs. Taft said. “You girls sit down here on these stools by the fire until you get warmed up.”


    Ella, the maid, rolled the tea cart into the room and began pouring cups of hot coffee. “Heah, dis heah will warm you up,” she said to the girls. “And there’s sweet cakes heah, too.” She picked up a small plate on the cart, put a pastry on it, and handed it to Mrs. Taft, then gave some to Mandie and Celia.


    “Grandmother, Miss Prudence said we could spend the night if you want us to,” Mandie said between sips of the hot coffee.


    “Yes, the weather is bad outside. Ella, would you please ask Ben to run back over to the school and tell Miss Prudence the girls will be staying over. I don’t know why I didn’t think about that.”


    “Yes, ma’am, Miz Taft,” Ella said, quickly leaving the room.


    Mandie and Celia were silent, waiting to hear what Mrs. Taft had to say. After drinking half of her cup of coffee, Mrs. Taft finally spoke.


    “Celia, you are now registered at the College of Charleston,” Mrs. Taft said with a big smile as she looked at the girl.


    “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Taft!” Celia squealed, almost choking on the coffee.


    “Grandmother, I knew you would get things straightened out, and I thank you, also,” Mandie said, smiling at her.


    “It took some doing, but I accomplished the matter of getting Celia enrolled in the College of Charleston,” Mrs. Taft said. “It seems that they have students working in the office there and answering the telephone, and that is why it was impossible to get any information by telephone. And speaking of telephones, I will be talking to Miss Prudence tomorrow and discussing the installation of a telephone in the school, and I’ll also get one here in the house. Of course not many people have one here locally so it won’t be much good for calling here in town, but we certainly can call other places, like the College of Charleston. I will be able to talk with you, Amanda, and check on things without having to go all the way down to Charleston when you go to school down there.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied, but she was thinking Mrs. Taft might be able to check on her too often. After all, she was going to college and she didn’t need her grandmother treating her like a child anymore.


    “And Celia, I imagine your mother will be getting a telephone just as soon as the lines out there are installed,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Yes, ma’am, she said she would,” Celia replied.


    “Now we need to discuss a trip to New York to do some shopping,” Mrs. Taft told them. “You will both need clothes to begin school in the fall and we could spend the spring holidays in New York. What do y’all say?”


    “Well, yes, ma’am, if you think we need to go to New York to shop,” Mandie agreed.


    “I’ll have to ask my mother,” Celia said.


    “I spoke to your mother on the telephone while I was at the college and she agreed we need to go,” Mrs. Taft explained. “It will be a fast trip, but we can do it.”


    “Do you think my mother will want to go with us?” Mandie asked.


    “I will talk to her before then,” Mrs. Taft promised.


    Then Mandie remembered about the other girls who were planning to attend the College of Charleston. “Grandmother, you won’t believe it but April Snow and Polly Cornwallis are also going to the College of Charleston.”


    “That’s too bad,” Mrs. Taft said. “I do hope they don’t get down there and stir up trouble.”


    “Oh, and the twins from Italy are also going,” Mandie added.


    “And Mary Lou Dunnigan, but she will be a day student because she lives in Charleston,” Celia added.


    “Well, well,” Mrs. Taft said. “So many out of Miss Prudence’s school. The college is much larger, of course, and you girls won’t be having to see those girls very much, I wouldn’t suppose, so maybe they will stay out of other people’s business.”


    Mandie quickly thought about the journey to Europe in the summer and she smiled big and asked, “Grandmother, when we go shopping in New York, will that be before the voyage to Europe, also?”


    Mrs. Taft quickly looked at her and then, with a big smile, she finally replied, “Yes, I suppose you have learned about our plans to go back to Europe. I wanted it to be a surprise for your graduation.”


    “I’m sorry, Grandmother, to ruin your surprise, but everyone is talking about it and I was the only one who didn’t know about it until some of the girls told me,” Mandie said.


    “I should have gone ahead and told you, too,” Mrs. Taft said. “I should have known it would get back to you somehow before graduation.”


    “But I need to know now, Grandmother, because I have to make plans, too,” Mandie said. “Otherwise, I would have been planning other things for the summer. Oh, Grandmother, I am so excited about going to Europe again. And this time taking all my friends. It’s going to be a wonderful summer.”


    “We will meet all the others at Lindall Guyer’s house in New York a few days before time to sail and we’ll do up the town.”


    “Mrs. Taft, I appreciate your asking me, too,” Celia said. “And I’m glad Aunt Rebecca and Mollie will be able to go with us. I just wonder what Mollie will do when she finds herself back in Ireland. Do you think she might not want to come back home with us?”


    “Your mother and your aunt and I have discussed that and we’ve decided the child will want to come back with us. And of course we can’t take her over there and leave her with no family. I believe your aunt Rebecca has pretty good control of her now.”


    “She was really wild when we found her, wasn’t she?” Mandie said.


    “And she still wants to chase leprechauns,” Celia said.


    “We will have to change her mind about believing in leprechauns,” Mrs. Taft said. She rose from her chair. “Now, you girls go up to your room and freshen up for supper and I will do likewise. I’ll be back down in about an hour. You will spend the night here because of the weather.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” the girls chorused.


    Mandie had her own room at her grandmother’s house and kept clothes and personal belongings there. And since they visited Mrs. Taft so much, Celia had also over a period of time brought some of her things and left them there. It solved the problem of having to bring clothes when they came to visit. In the room upstairs that Mandie called her own, the girls went through their clothes hanging in the wardrobe and decided to change into something a little warmer.


    “I’m so glad Grandmother got everything straightened out down at the college. I knew she would,” Mandie remarked as she quickly removed her dress and slipped into a heavy blue woolen one.


    “Yes, I knew she would, too,” Celia agreed as she changed into a green woolen dress. “I understand the weather is not so cold in the wintertime in Charleston. I suppose we’ll be shopping for something suitable for down there.”


    “I’m excited about going to school there now and also about the trip to Europe,” Mandie said, brushing her blond hair. “I am very thankful for all of this. I remember how poor we were when my father was living and I only had two or three dresses a year for school, and that’s because I was growing and outgrew them so fast.”


    “Yes, Mandie, I am very grateful for all the good things that are happening, too,” Celia agreed, coming to join her at the bureau.


    “It’s going to be a wonderful summer this year.”


    So many wonderful things were happening that Mandie hoped they would last and her plans would not get changed.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Ten

    
 Spring Holidays


    Time passed swiftly and Mandie and Celia kept finding their hair brushes and combs moved on their bureau but could not locate the source of the trouble.


    Mary Lou kept reporting that April Snow, Polly Cornwallis, and the twins remained close friends. And Mandie could not figure why.


    And finally spring break arrived, warm, gloriously beautiful with flowers blooming all over and birds chirping in clusters.


    On a Saturday morning Mandie woke up, sat up in bed, looked at Celia who had also risen, and said, “New York next week.”


    “Yes, New York shopping trip next week,” Celia repeated, swinging her feet to the floor.


    “Yes, and my mother and Uncle John, and your mother should have already gone up there this week,” Mandie said, standing up to stretch and going over to the open window where the curtain fluttered in the morning breeze.


    Celia came to join her and to look out at the new leaves sprouting from the trees. “I hope we don’t stay very long up there. I’d like to spend some time at home with my mother,” she said.


    “Yes, and so would I,” Mandie agreed. “With Grandmother to supervise everything, maybe she will hurry and get the shopping done. I have so many clothes already I don’t know what I need with any more anyway.”


    “I do, too. Mother is going through my things and will donate a lot of it to The Salvation Army,” Celia replied.


    “I’ll ask my mother to do the same, then,” Mandie said. “I’m anxious to get this New York trip over with and get home while we still have time on our spring break to get my graduation dress. I know Aunt Lou must have it hemmed by now.” She turned to look at her friend. “You know we never did find out what happened to the dress when we couldn’t find it in Aunt Lou’s sewing room.”


    “I imagine she knew where it was and will have it finished. Otherwise there would be a big fuss going on because she knows you have to have it for graduation.”


    Mandie turned to walk over to the wardrobe to pull down a dress. “And you know I’ve been lonesome all this time without Snowball here. I’m going to bring him back when we go home on our break. I’m sure Grandmother will agree to at least let him stay at her house until we graduate.” She started dressing.


    Celia also took down a dress. “Do you think she will allow you to take him to Europe with us on the boat?” Celia asked with a big grin.


    Mandie frowned for a moment as she paused in buttoning her waist. “I think she will. Remember he didn’t really cause much trouble on our other journey to Europe. In fact, he was the cause of our making friends with Lily Masterson and her little sister, Violet. And I wonder how they are. I’m not very good at letter writing.”


    “I imagine Lily realizes you are terribly busy getting an education, and she’ll probably be in touch later,” Celia said, fastening her long skirt band and shaking out the folds.


    “Celia, you just gave me an idea,” Mandie said, stopping halfway across the room. “I’m going to ask Grandmother if I can invite Lily and Violet to go to Europe with us.”


    “Oh, Mandie, that would be wonderful. I’d like to see them, too,” Celia replied.


    “We’d better hurry with breakfast because you know Grandmother is having Ben pick us up right after that to go to her house so we’ll be ready to leave for New York from there on Monday,” Mandie reminded her. “And I do have to pack some clothes.”


    “Yes, you are right. We need to hurry,” Celia agreed. “And I imagine a lot of the girls are leaving today for break.” She quickly brushed her long auburn hair. She turned to look at Mandie and asked, “Mandie, how in this world are we ever going to get everyone together for the trip to Europe when everyone lives in so many different places?”


    “I asked Grandmother about that but I suppose I forgot to tell you. She said it was up to everyone else to get to New York to Jonathan’s house. That’s where everyone will meet after we graduate in May,” Mandie explained.


    Celia blew out her breath and smiled as she said, “I’m sure glad Jonathan has such a huge house, with all the people who are going to Europe staying there.”


    “Let’s go,” Mandie said, going to open the door.


    Downstairs, when they got in line for breakfast, they didn’t see Polly, April Snow, or the twins. Mandie watched and then whispered to Celia as they arrived at their chairs, “They must have left yesterday, but I wonder if they left together.”


    “Maybe,” Celia whispered back.


    As soon as the meal was over, Mandie and Celia rushed back to their room and quickly packed everything they would need to go to New York and then to their homes for the rest of the spring break. They were just finished when Ben came to take them to Mrs. Taft’s house.


    Miss Prudence found them in the front hall. “Ben is here for you young ladies to go to Mrs. Taft’s,” she said. “I hope you have nice holidays.”


    “Thank you, Miss Prudence. This is one time when a telephone would have been convenient. Grandmother could have called and told us Ben was on his way,” Mandie said with a big smile at the lady.


    “Yes, yes, I know,” Miss Prudence said. “It seems the telephone company will never get the wires in place for our telephones, however . . .”


    Aunt Phoebe, the school housekeeper, came down the hall toward them.


    “Good-bye, Aunt Phoebe, see you in two weeks,” Mandie told her.


    “You young ladies act like young ladies now on de big trip to de big city. We don’t want dem Noo Yawkers saying we’se heathens down south heah now.” She smiled as she hugged Mandie and then Celia.


    “No one would ever think these two girls were heathens, Aunt Phoebe,” Miss Prudence said, smiling. “I’m right proud at how they’ve turned out since enrolling here.”


    “Thank you, thank you,” Mandie quickly told the two women as she hurried toward the front door. She was always uncomfortable with compliments.


    The girls’ trunks had been brought down and Ben was loading them on the rig. The girls waved good-bye as they got into the rig and Ben drove the vehicle out into the street.


    They spent the weekend with Mrs. Taft discussing the upcoming shopping trip to New York and their graduation and then their journey to Europe. The girls were becoming more and more excited as those things came closer to being realities.


    Mandie remembered Lily in the middle of their conversation with Mrs. Taft in the parlor. “Grandmother, I was wondering if I might ask Lily Masterson and her little sister, Violet, to go to Europe with us. Remember them?”


    “Oh, yes, I remember them,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “But, Amanda, you don’t know what Lily is doing these days because you haven’t been in touch with her in a long time. She’s old enough now that she might have even gotten married.”


    “Married? Lily?” Mandie repeated in surprise. “Well, I suppose I had not thought about that. But, Grandmother, I could write to her and find out what she and Violet are doing now.”


    “All right, that will take a while. I wish that telephone company would hurry up and get the wires in for our telephones.”


    “I’ll write a note this afternoon and get Ben to mail it for me,” Mandie said. “And, Grandmother, I don’t believe anyone from the school is going except Mary Lou.”


    “I invited everyone, dear,” Mrs. Taft said. “But I suppose all the others already had plans. However, I told everyone they had until the first of May to let me know whether they were going or not, so we may have others coming with us.”


    “Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said with a big smile.


    Ben posted Mandie’s note to Lily Masterson that afternoon.


    Monday morning they were all up and ready to get the train to New York. And when they got to New York the next day, Jonathan and his father, Lindall Guyer, and John Shaw met them at the depot. Celia’s mother, Jane Hamilton, and Mandie’s mother, Elizabeth Shaw, were waiting for them at the Guyer mansion. Since this was strictly a hurried shopping trip, no one else was coming to New York this time.


    And Mandie and Celia were happy two days later when all the shopping had been done and they all started home—Mandie and her mother and uncle to their home in Franklin, and Celia and her mother to their home in Virginia. Mrs. Taft came home with the Shaws.


    Snowball was waiting at the front door when Mandie arrived. He growled, purred, swished his tail, and made circles around Mandie’s feet. She stooped down to pick him up. “I suppose you must have missed me, Snowball,” she said.


    He purred loudly in her ear and tried to lick her face.


    Aunt Lou came down the front hall. “Lawsy mercy, heah’s my chile,” she said, rushing forward to embrace Mandie, cat and all.


    Mandie hugged her back. “I’m glad to be home, Aunt Lou. I’ve been worried about—”


    Aunt Lou cut her short as she said, “Don’t worry ’bout dat graduation dress. It’s all done and hanging in my sewing room ready to go to Asheville when you go back, my chile.”


    “Now how did you know I was going to say I was worried about my dress?” Mandie asked with a big grin.


    “ ’Cause you been worrying ’bout dat dress ever since we planned to make one fo’ you, my chile,” Aunt Lou said. “And now it’s done and ready.”


    Mandie quickly squeezed Aunt Lou’s hand with her free hand as she held Snowball. “Thank you, Aunt Lou. I can always count on you. I love you.” She bent forward and planted a quick kiss on the old woman’s cheek.


    “Now, now,” Aunt Lou said, flustered as always when anyone tried to love her. She quickly turned away and started back down the hall. “Got to see ’bout dinner now.” And stopping to glance back, she added, “I be thinkin’ we’re havin’ chocolate cake for dessert tonight.” She walked on toward the kitchen door.


    “Oh, thank you, Aunt Lou,” Mandie called after her.


    Mandie went up to her room, deposited Snowball on the big bed, and plumped up a pillow to sit beside him.


    “You know, Snowball, you were too young to remember, but I remember the day you and I came here to Uncle John’s house. He was out of town but Mr. Jason invited us in and Aunt Lou gave us this room here to stay in until Uncle John would come home. I only had two dresses, both of them cheap, country clothes that I had had back home at Charley Gap when my father was living. Aunt Lou decided to make me all these wonderful dresses and everything. Oh, how I loved her for that.”


    Snowball moved closer and rubbed his nose against her arm.


    “Snowball, you and I were orphans. We didn’t have anyone at all who loved us, except my father’s old Cherokee friend, Uncle Ned. And bless his heart, Uncle Ned has always looked after me since my father went to heaven, just like he promised my father he would do.”


    There was a knock on the door, the door opened, and Liza, the maid, came in with a sandbox for Snowball.


    “Aunt Lou say to bring dis heah box up heah since you at home now and Snowball won’t be staying in de kitchen no more,” the girl said, going to the far corner of the room and placing the box for the cat.


    “Oh, thank you, Liza,” Mandie said, straightening up.


    Liza stood there a moment looking at Mandie and then she asked, “You been up to see dat new dress for de school thing?”


    “No, Liza, I haven’t yet,” Mandie said. “Have you seen it?”


    “I sho’ has and it’s beautiful,” Liza said with a big grin.


    Mandie quickly stood up and said, “Come on, let’s run up to Aunt Lou’s sewing room and look at it.” She started toward the door. Liza followed.


    Once in the sewing room, Mandie reached for the dress and took it down as she held it up before Liza. “I do believe we are about the same size except you may be an inch or two taller than I am.”


    “Dat’s right. Dat dress it jes’ fit me only it’s a little short,” Liza agreed with a big grin.


    “This dress fits you? Did you try it on, Liza?” Mandie asked.


    Liza walked around in circles in the room and wouldn’t look at Mandie for a few minutes.


    Mandie began thinking about the missing dress. Had Liza “taken it,” maybe to try on, or look at, or something? Was that where it was when she couldn’t find it?


    “Liza?” Mandie asked as she took Liza’s hand to stop her from walking around the room. “Liza, answer me. Did you try this dress on?” she asked.


    Liza stomped her feet, dropped her gaze, and mumbled, “I’se sorry. I didn’t do it no harm. I jes’ wanted to see how I feel all dressed up like dat.”


    Mandie drew a deep breath and said, “All right, Liza, you are forgiven. But you should have asked me if you could try it on. The dress was missing and I was worried about it.”


    “I won’t be doin’ dat agin never,” Liza told her.


    “Liza, I’m going to get Aunt Lou to make you a real fancy dress,” Mandie said. “You can wear it to church. Would you like that?”


    “Oh, yessum, Missy, I’d like dat sho’ nuff,” Liza replied. “Does you really mean it?”


    “Sure I mean it, Liza. I’ll speak to Aunt Lou as soon as I get a chance while I’m home for the holidays.” She reached to hang the dress back on the hook.


    “Thank you, Missy Mandie, I’se got to go now, ’fo Aunt Lou be lookin’ fo’ me,” she said and quickly ran out the door.


    Mandie breathed a sigh of relief. That mystery was solved. She picked up Snowball, who had followed her up there, and said, “Come on, Snowball, let’s go downstairs.”


    Mandie enjoyed her time with her mother during the holidays. School took so much of her time away from home. And she was overjoyed when her mother told her that this time she and Mandie’s uncle, John Shaw, whom Elizabeth had married when Mandie’s father died, would be going to Europe with the group.


    “Oh, Mother, I am so thrilled. Last time you couldn’t go,” Mandie said as they sat alone in the parlor one afternoon.


    “I don’t get enough time with you, Amanda, but school is definitely necessary,” Elizabeth told her, reaching to squeeze her hand.


    Mandie smiled and said, “Well, just as soon as I get finished with my education I am going to come home and spend all my time with you, Mother.”


    “By that time you will probably have other things you will be involved in, that is, if my mother has her way about things,” Elizabeth said, smiling at her.


    Mandie quickly shook her head. “No, Mother, by that time I will be a grown woman with a mind of my own. Grandmother won’t always be the boss,” she said, grinning at her mother. “She’s your mother. You know how overbearing, bossy, protective, or whatever you want to call it, she is. And I think she is beginning to realize I won’t always be a child at her beck and call. I love her with all my heart. But you come first, Mother.”


    “I’m looking forward to our journey,” Elizabeth said. “Now, do you know yet who all is going of your friends?”


    “No, ma’am, the only sure one is Celia, and I suppose Joe Woodard. However, he keeps teasing me and saying he might not go,” Mandie said, smiling. “You know how he is. Then I suppose Jonathan and his father will be going with us. And I imagine Dr. and Mrs. Woodard will go because Joe is going so they can spend time with him.”


    “Yes, Dr. and Mrs. Woodard are definitely going. She has told me,” Elizabeth said. “All of us parents have to take every chance we can get to spend time with our young ones.”


    The few days with her mother came to an end and Mandie had to return to school. Her next trip home would be her final one from the school because graduation would be coming up in May.


    Mrs. Taft allowed Mandie to bring Snowball back with her. He would stay at her house while Mandie was at school. Sometimes Miss Prudence would think she heard a rat and she would ask Mandie to bring Snowball to the school to hunt it. Mandie was sure the lady did not always hear a rat. She was just being kind. But no cats were allowed at the school so she had to make up some excuse.


    Ben met Mandie at the depot and took her to Mrs. Taft’s house. Mandie would have to check in to school the next day.


    There was a note that had arrived in the mail for Mandie from Celia saying she would arrive the next day to return to school.


    “Grandmother, Celia will be back tomorrow,” Mandie said as she read the note. “Do you suppose we could wait until the next day to check back in to school? Miss Prudence is vague about exact days usually and our return mostly depends on whenever we can get back.”


    “Yes, I suppose it will be all right for you to do that. I’ll send Ben over with a note for Miss Prudence, just in case she has any objections,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie said with a big smile.


    The next day Mrs. Taft sent Ben to the depot to meet the train when Celia returned. Her aunt Rebecca always traveled with her back and forth to school, so Aunt Rebecca would be returning home the following day.


    They all sat up late at Mrs. Taft’s, discussing their journey to Europe.


    “I do hope that little Mollie will behave and not throw a fit to remain in Ireland when we go there,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’m not sure it was a good idea to take her with us.”


    “I’m sure I can control her, Mrs. Taft,” Aunt Rebecca said. “And she will remember her sad life in Belfast once she’s there, I’m sure, and she will realize she has to return with us.”


    “I do hope you are right,” Mrs. Taft said.


    As the two women talked, Celia looked at Mandie and asked, “When are you taking your graduation dress over to the school?”


    “I’m not sure, but I’ll have to have it pressed in time for graduation,” Mandie said. Mandie had told Celia about Liza trying on the dress.


    “I think it should be safe in the school, in our room,” Celia said.


    “I just don’t know,” Mandie replied. “Remember someone has been moving our things on the bureau and I’m not sure what they might do to my dress.”


    “You know, Mandie, there is a lock on the wardrobe door, but we don’t have the key. Do you think Miss Prudence might have it? We could just lock it up in the wardrobe,” Celia said.


    “That’s a good idea, Celia,” Mandie said. “As soon as we get to the school tomorrow I’ll ask her.”


    Mandie was determined nothing was going to happen to her beautiful dress that Aunt Lou had so lovingly made for her. If Miss Prudence didn’t have a key to the wardrobe, she would have to think up some other secure way to protect the dress.


    However, whoever was coming into their room and moving things on the dresser might decide to do something to the dress if she left it hanging out.


    She would have to figure all this out tomorrow when she and Celia returned to school.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Eleven

    
 What?


    When Celia and Mandie checked in to school the next day, they both left their graduation dresses at Mrs. Taft’s house.


    “They will be safer at Grandmother’s,” Mandie said as she and Celia hung the dresses in the huge wardrobe in the room they shared at her grandmother’s house.


    “Yes, we can bring them to the school just in time for our graduation,” Celia agreed.


    “In the meantime I’ll ask Miss Prudence if she has a key to our wardrobe so that when we do put them in there we can lock it up,” Mandie added.


    When Ben drove them to the school that morning, all the other girls seemed to have returned after the holidays. Uncle Cal delivered their trunks to their room and the girls unpacked.


    “We don’t know if anyone has been in here or not because we took all our things off the bureau,” Mandie said, placing her comb and brush on the bureau, and then she opened her drawer. “Everything seems to be like I left it.”


    Celia inspected her drawer and said, “Yes, mine, too.”


    They went down into the parlor to wait for the bell for the noonday meal. They sat down near the door to the hall. The room was full.


    “There’s Polly over there, with April and the twins,” Mandie told Celia, who turned to look.


    The group seemed to be excitedly talking about something. As they watched, Mary Lou came in the door on the other side of the parlor near where Polly, April, and the twins were sitting. The minute the group looked up and saw Mary Lou walk past them they became quiet. Mary Lou only glanced at them and headed over to Mandie and Celia.


    “They must have been talking about me, the way they shut up,” Mary Lou said as she sat down next to Mandie.


    “I was watching. Yes, or else they were discussing something they didn’t want you to hear,” Mandie agreed.


    “Mandie, I just thought of something terrible,” Mary Lou said with a quick intake of breath.


    “What?” Mandie and Celia asked together.


    “Your grandmother told Miss Prudence to make a blanket invitation to any of the girls here who want to go to Europe. Suppose those four decide to go with us?” Mary Lou said.


    “That would be disastrous,” Mandie said, frowning as she watched the other girls.


    “You don’t think they would have the nerve to go after the way they’ve acted, do you?” Mary Lou asked.


    “I don’t put anything past Polly Cornwallis,” Mandie said. “I don’t know about the twins, and I’d say April dislikes me enough that she wouldn’t dare go.”


    “I sure hope you’re right,” Celia said.


    “They could cause a lot of discord if we were all cooped up together on a ship for a while,” Mary Lou said.


    “It sure could ruin our trip,” Celia said.


    “Not if my grandmother knows about it. Remember she is in charge and she knows how to handle everything,” Mandie reminded the girls.


    “Did y’all bring back your graduation dresses?” Mary Lou asked.


    “Yes, but we left them at my grandmother’s house for the time being,” Mandie said.


    “Did you bring yours?” Celia asked.


    “Yes, and I tried to hide it in with my other clothes in the wardrobe in my room,” Mary Lou said.


    “It won’t be long now until we graduate,” Celia remarked.


    “I wonder if the girls here will be going to Mr. Chadwick’s School for Boys to their graduation ceremony,” Mary Lou said.


    “I hadn’t really thought about it, but we do know some of the boys over there,” Mandie replied.


    “I don’t know if those boys will be coming to ours, either,” Celia said.


    “Since Miss Hope is married to Mr. Chadwick, I would imagine we will attend each other’s graduation,” Mandie said. “Celia and I are expecting a lot of relatives and friends from back home, so there won’t be a whole lot of room for all those boys at that school.”


    The bell in the backyard rang and all the girls in the room rushed out into the hall to form a line to the dining room. Mandie noticed that she and Celia and Mary Lou were going to be near Polly and the others in the line, so she fell back and said, “Let them get ahead so we don’t have to stand near them.”


    As the other girls moved forward, Polly turned to look back at Mandie. She seemed to be talking to April, who also looked back.


    “They’re talking about us,” Mary Lou said under her breath.


    Mandie nodded in agreement as she watched the other girls split off to the other side of the room where they sat for meals.


    Since no talking was allowed during a meal, Mandie and Celia quickly left when dismissed and Mary Lou followed. They stood in the hall to talk a minute.


    “I just can’t imagine what they are talking about,” Mary Lou said as the other girls passed them in the hall.


    “It certainly is strange that the twins got so deeply involved with April and Polly. They had just arrived here and didn’t know anyone and then suddenly they are thick as hops with Polly and April,” Mandie remarked as she glanced at some girls going in the other direction down the hall.


    “We’ve got to get our books, Mandie,” Celia reminded her.


    “Yes,” Mandie agreed.


    Mandie and Celia were in classes all afternoon and had to hurry to their room to get back down in time for supper. Everyone else was already in line. She saw April and Polly together ahead of her, but there was no sign of the twins.


    “The twins aren’t here,” Mandie whispered to Celia.


    Celia looked ahead up the line and agreed, “I don’t see them.”


    After supper, when Mandie and Celia returned to their room, they again found their things on the bureau moved about.


    Mandie blew out her breath and said, “I’m going to catch whoever is doing this.”


    “Yes,” Celia agreed.


    Mandie rushed over to the wardrobe and looked inside. Nothing seemed to be disturbed in it.


    After that, almost every time they left their room they would come back and find things on the bureau rearranged.


    Finally one night after supper Mandie stomped her foot and said, “I think I’m going to speak to Miss Prudence about this.” She put her things back in place.


    “Yes, it’s time to do that,” Celia agreed.


    They found Miss Prudence in her office. The lady looked up from her desk and invited them in.


    “Come in, young ladies, and have a seat,” Miss Prudence said. Mandie and Celia sat in the straight chairs.


    “What can I do for you now?” Miss Prudence asked.


    “I hate to bother you with this, Miss Prudence, but it has been going on a long time now,” Mandie began. “You see, almost every time we leave our room, someone comes in and rearranges everything we have on the bureau.”


    “Rearranges things on the bureau?” Miss Prudence repeated. “Please explain.”


    Mandie told her everything she could think of about the situation. “So far we aren’t missing anything,” Mandie said.


    “They seem to be doing this for aggravation,” Celia added.


    “Do you have any ideas as to whom this might be?” Miss Prudence asked.


    Both girls shook their heads.


    “We left our graduation dresses at my grandmother’s because of this. We were afraid someone would do something to them,” Mandie said. “And we were wondering if you have a key to the wardrobe in our room that we could use to lock it up.”


    “Yes, I do have keys to just about everything in this school,” Miss Prudence replied. “But we need to get to the bottom of this problem.”


    “It seems impossible to catch whoever is doing this,” Mandie said.


    “I’ll have Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Cal check on your room now and then,” Miss Prudence said. “Sooner or later they are bound to see someone going in and out of your room,” Miss Prudence said. She got up and opened a drawer in a cabinet behind her desk. “In the meantime I’ll let you have the key to your wardrobe and you can at least keep that locked.”


    “Oh, thank you, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said.


    Miss Prudence handed Mandie a key and said, “Now please don’t lose this, but keep the wardrobe locked from now on so no one can get in it. In the meantime maybe we’ll catch whoever is going into your room.”


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


    “At last we can lock the wardrobe,” Celia said.


    “And when we bring our graduation dresses over here we can lock them up,” Mandie said with a smile.


    As the days passed, someone kept moving things about on their bureau and no one was able to catch them. However, Mandie and Celia kept the wardrobe locked. Finally it was the week before graduation. Mandie decided it was time to bring their dresses to the school.


    “Since we will have to fold them and put them in a bag so no one can see them, we will have to ask Aunt Phoebe to press them for us,” Mandie said as she took down her dress from the wardrobe in Mrs. Taft’s house.


    “Yes, they will get wrinkled,” Celia agreed.


    The girls borrowed a large travel bag from Mrs. Taft, put the dresses inside, and had Ben bring them to the school.


    Uncle Cal took the bag from Ben when he brought it and the girls followed him up to their room.


    “Uncle Cal, would you please tell Aunt Phoebe we’ll need our dresses pressed that are in that bag? We’ll just hang them in the wardrobe until she gets time,” Mandie said.


    “I sho’ will,” the old man promised as they climbed the stairs.


    Mandie and Celia’s room was isolated from the other rooms. It was at the top of the stairs by itself. As they went up the last flight, Mandie looked up ahead and saw April Snow hurrying down toward them. These steps only led to Mandie and Celia’s room.


    Mandie quickly stepped in front of April as they met on the stairs. “What have you been doing in our room?” she demanded.


    April frowned at her and said, “I was not in your room. I knocked on the door and no one answered, so I came back down the steps.”


    Uncle Cal had stepped back and was watching the girls.


    “Just what were you knocking on our door for?” Mandie asked.


    “I—I—just—wanted to ask you something,” April stuttered out.


    “What did you want to ask us?” Celia said to her.


    “It was nothing important,” April said, and she quickly darted around Mandie and hurried on down the staircase.


    “She is probably the one who has been moving things on our bureau,” Mandie said as they continued up the steps.


    When the girls went into their room and Uncle Cal brought in the bag, they quickly went over to the bureau to look.


    “Nothing has been moved,” Mandie said.


    Uncle Cal set the bag down and said, “I’ll tell Phoebe you need some pressing done.” He went out the door.


    “Thank you, Uncle Cal,” Mandie called after him.


    The girls looked around the room. Nothing seemed disturbed.


    “If she came in here, she didn’t bother anything. Maybe she heard us coming,” Mandie said.


    Aunt Phoebe came to their room, got the graduation dresses in the bag, and took them downstairs to press. “I be sure nobody sees dese dresses,” she promised the girls. “Be right back.”


    All the other girls were in classes and Mandie and Celia waited for Aunt Phoebe to return the dresses so they could lock them up in the wardrobe.


    Aunt Phoebe was back in a short time. She carried the dresses over her arm and had them covered with a sheet. She helped put them on hangers and place them in the wardrobe.


    Mandie took the key out of her pocket and said, “I’m locking the door now . . .” She put the key in the lock and turned it, and then returned the key to her pocket.


    “They ought to be safe till you girls graduate,” the old woman said.


    “Whew!” Mandie exclaimed as she sat in one of the big chairs. “I’ll be glad when everything is over and we can get away from here.”


    The days seemed to pass slowly because the girls were eager to get graduation over with. Then finally everyone arrived at Mrs. Taft’s house to attend the ceremonies—Uncle Ned, Morning Star and Sallie, Riley O’Neal, Dimar, Dr. and Mrs. Woodard and Joe, Elizabeth and John Shaw, Mr. Jacob Smith, Celia’s mother, Aunt Rebecca and Mollie, and other friends and relatives.


    With all these people arriving, Mandie and Celia thought about other friends.


    “You never did get a reply from Lily Masterson, did you, Mandie?” Celia asked.


    Mandie took a deep breath of surprise and said, “No, I didn’t, and I had plumb forgotten about sending her that note with so much else going on. I wonder why she didn’t reply.”


    “Maybe she’s on a long journey somewhere and hasn’t received your letter yet,” Celia suggested.


    “Well, I hope I hear from her sometime,” Mandie said. She happened to glance across the room at the wardrobe. She couldn’t believe her eyes. She quickly jumped up to run to it. The door was open. “Celia!”


    Celia quickly followed. They pushed the door the rest of the way open and searched for their graduation dresses. Celia’s was there but Mandie’s was missing.


    “Oh no!” Mandie exclaimed, tears flooding her blue eyes as she collapsed on the floor.


    “I’m going to get Miss Prudence,” Celia said, and went out the door before Mandie could protest.


    She came right back with the lady, who was clearly upset.


    “What is going on, young ladies?” Miss Prudence asked as she looked at Mandie sitting on the floor.


    “Someone has unlocked the wardrobe, but I have the key. How could they?” Mandie wailed. “My dress is gone.”


    “Oh dear, oh dear,” Miss Prudence exclaimed as she rushed to look inside the wardrobe.


    Aunt Phoebe stuck her head in the door. “I heard all de commotion, Miz Prudence. Somethin’ wrong?”


    Miss Prudence explained. “We need to search every room in this house immediately,” Miss Prudence added. “Get Uncle Cal and Miss Hope.”


    With one of the teachers standing guard at the staircase so no one could go up or down without being seen, Miss Prudence led the search. They went into all the girls’ rooms, examined their wardrobes, which were all unlocked, and found nothing.


    Finally Miss Prudence and the others gathered at the top of the main staircase where they could talk.


    “I’m sorry, Amanda, but your dress seems to have completely left this house,” Miss Prudence told her.


    Mandie had been crying and she said, “I’m going to my room to wash my face, Miss Prudence.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Celia said.


    “We will remain here until you return,” Miss Prudence replied.


    When Mandie pushed open the door to her room she couldn’t believe what she saw. Her graduation dress was spread out on the bed.


    “Celia, this is crazy,” she exclaimed, going to touch the dress.


    “I’m going to get Miss Prudence. I’ll be right back,” Celia said, going out the door.


    “I’m going in the bathroom to wash my face,” Mandie told her.


    As Mandie started toward the door on the other side of the room, she heard someone sneeze. She froze in her tracks and looked around. There was no one in sight. She held her breath, waiting to see if someone was coming into the room. Then she noticed the bed skirt moving. She raced across the room, jerked up the bed skirt, and came face-to-face with April Snow, who was quickly scrambling out from under the bed.


    And at that moment, Miss Prudence appeared in the doorway, followed by Celia, Aunt Phoebe, and Uncle Cal.


    The schoolmistress stood there in shock as she saw April Snow crawl out from under the bed and stand up.


    “Just what do you think you are doing?” Miss Prudence actually screamed at the girl.


    “My dress,” Mandie quickly told Miss Prudence and pointed to it on the bed. “She had my dress.”


    “The wardrobe was locked. How did you get it out?” Miss Prudence asked.


    April Snow, with a smirk on her face, pulled a key out of her pocket, held it up, and said, “The key to my wardrobe. All the wardrobes have the same lock.”


    “April Snow, you are expelled from this school here and now. Go to your room until your parents can come and get you,” Miss Prudence told her.


    April circled around everyone and edged out of the door backward without a word.


    “I’m sorry, Amanda,” Miss Prudence told her.


    “That’s all right, Miss Prudence. It wasn’t your fault.” Mandie replied.


    After that incident things got back to normal at the school, and the next week the graduation was held without a hitch.


    Mandie, dressed in her beautiful dress that Aunt Lou had made, floated up to the podium to receive that piece of paper that said she had graduated, with honors, from the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls.


    There was a roaring applause as her friends and relatives clapped and congratulated her.


    Joe Woodard was the first to reach Mandie as the ceremony ended. “You know, Amanda Elizabeth Shaw, I’m right proud of you,” he teased with a big grin.


    “No prouder than I am,” Elizabeth Shaw was close behind him.


    Then Mandie turned and saw Uncle Ned standing at the edge of the crowd. She quickly hugged her mother and ran to the old Indian.


    Uncle Ned reached for her hand, squeezed it, and said, “Jim Shaw in Happy Hunting Ground proud of you, Papoose.”


    Mandie tiptoed and kissed his old leathery cheek. “I’m proud to have you for my friend, Uncle Ned.”


    Mrs. Taft held a large dinner party that night and Mandie celebrated with all her friends.


    Afterward Mrs. Taft caught her long enough to say, “Now we must get ready for our trip to Europe. That will put the topping on this great event today. I’m proud of you, dear, and I love you.” She quickly gave Mandie a squeeze and moved on among her guests.


    Mandie was so excited she knew she wouldn’t sleep a wink that night.

  


  
    

    
Chapter Twelve

    
 Full Circle


    After much discussion with Mandie’s grandmother, mother, and Uncle John, it was decided that Mandie would go home with her mother and uncle for a few days and would come back to her grandmother’s house with them the first of June, when they would be traveling to New York.


    Celia, her mother, and her aunt said good-bye, with plans to meet them in New York.


    “Everyone is on their own to arrive in New York at Lindall Guyer’s house in time to sail on Sunday, June the fifth,” Mrs. Taft informed the whole crowd of people at her house.


    “We’ll be there,” Dr. Woodard said.


    “So will we,” Jane Hamilton added.


    “And, Mother, Mandie will be coming back with John and me to your house to travel on the train with you to New York,” Elizabeth Shaw said.


    “Everyone, thank you for everything,” Mandie said at the top of her voice in order to be heard over the din of many voices as everyone stood at Mrs. Taft’s front door, ready to leave.


    Mandie looked at her friend Celia and said, “I suppose it was April Snow moving our things on the bureau, don’t you think?” Mandie said.


    “Yes, I believe it was her, but thank goodness we are finished with that school and all its mysteries,” Celia said. “Mandie, please, let’s not go looking for any mysteries at the College of Charleston.”


    “But Celia, I don’t go looking for mysteries. They come looking for me,” Mandie said with a laugh.


    “Everyone who believes that, stand on his head,” Joe said with a loud laugh behind them.


    “Joe Woodard, I’m not going to speak to you on the train all the way to Franklin if you’re going to talk that way,” Mandie said with a frown, pretending to be serious.


    “Well, since you girls are going to Charleston, and that’s a long way from where I go in New Orleans, I won’t have to worry about getting involved,” Joe continued teasing.


    “Amanda,” Elizabeth Shaw called to her. “We’re ready to go to the depot.”


    “I sure don’t want to be left,” Joe said, quickly following the crowd out the door.


    In Franklin the Shaws went to their house and Dr. Woodard, his wife, and Joe traveled by the buggy they had left there, over the mountain to their home at Charley Gap.


    When everyone had gone their way, Mandie felt lost. She went to her room, lay down across the bed, and began talking to Snowball, who somehow managed to sleep in the middle of it all the time.


    “Snowball, I feel lost,” she said as tears came into her blue eyes. “I don’t like changes. Now I have to go make new friends at school in a strange place.” She rolled over on her back, looked up at the ceiling, and said, “Oh, Daddy, how I wish you were here. I love you.” She broke into sobs, and it was a long time before she finally sat up and went to wash her face. She had made a very important decision and she had to talk to her mother and Uncle John.


    She found them in the parlor. Going straight across the room to her mother, she sat down on a footstool between her mother and John Shaw’s chair.


    “Mother, I want to go to see my father,” she said in a shaky voice.


    “What?” Elizabeth said in surprise.


    “I think I know what you mean, Amanda,” John Shaw said.


    “All this graduation celebration should have included him,” Mandie said in a shaky voice. “But on the other hand, if he had lived I would not have been going to Miss Prudence’s school.”


    “I understand, Amanda,” Elizabeth said, reaching to hold her hand. “You want to visit Charley Gap.”


    “Yes, Mother, I want to go before we sail to Europe,” Mandie replied.


    “Then we will go,” John Shaw said. “Suppose we leave early in the morning. We can stay with the Woodards. They’ll be home.”


    Mandie nodded. She didn’t trust her voice not to break. She swallowed hard and whispered, “Thank you.”


    ———


    Mandie was ready before daylight the next morning. She came downstairs and found Aunt Lou and Liza already in the kitchen preparing breakfast. John and Elizabeth came into the room right after her and they all sat in the kitchen and had their morning meal.


    Aunt Lou kept glancing at Mandie and finally she put her hands on her broad hips and said, “I sho’ is proud of my chile. In all dis heah time of celebration she don’t forgit her papa. Jes’ don’t stay too long at Charley Gap ’cause we’se got to git dem clothes ready for dat trip on dat big boat, you heah?”


    Mandie jumped up and hugged the old woman. “I love you, Aunt Lou,” she said.


    “Now let me git some food ready for dat trip over de mountain,” the old woman said.


    When they left it was barely daylight because the sun was hidden by the mountain. Mandie held Snowball in her lap where she sat in the back of the wagon.


    Much later, when they arrived at the Woodards’ house, they found all of them at home. And Dr. and Mrs. Woodard were surprised to see them.


    “This is a nice surprise,” Dr. Woodard told them as he came outside when the wagon came to a stop at the back door.


    But Joe was not surprised. He was right behind his father, and he helped Mandie jump down from the wagon as she held on to Snowball. He held her hand for a long moment and looked into her blue eyes. “This is not a surprise to me. I knew you would want to come home to Charley Gap before we sail,” he said.


    “You always understand things, Joe,” Mandie said with a little smile for him. “As soon as we get freshened up, do you think you might want to go with me over to my father’s house?”


    “Of course, Mandie,” Joe replied, still holding her hand.


    Mandie pulled away and said, “Then I’d better wash my face and hands after that long trip through the woods in the mountains.”


    The adults went to sit in the parlor while Mrs. Miller, who worked for the Woodards, served coffee. Mandie looked at her mother and said, “May I go now?” She glanced at John Shaw, who started to rise from his seat. “Joe is going with me, Uncle John. We won’t be gone long.”


    Mandie carried Snowball and walked with Joe down the road between his house and Mandie’s father’s house, and circled by Mr. Tallant’s school. They had grown up together doing this. The territory was familiar in every way to Mandie.


    As they neared her father’s house, Mandie stopped and said, “I didn’t let Mr. Jacob know I was coming. It doesn’t look like he’s at home. Do you think he would mind if we walked around the house and just looked around?”


    “No, I’m sure he wouldn’t. Although he lives here now, the house still belongs to you, and he was such a dear friend of your father’s he’s going to be sorry he missed you,” Joe replied.


    They turned down the lane to the house and walked beneath the huge chestnut trees where Mandie had played as a young child. She glanced at the long split-rail fence that her father had been working on when he died and which Mr. Jacob had finished for her later.


    Mandie turned away from Joe as tears filled her blue eyes. Joe quickly put an arm around her shoulders and said, “Now, Mandie, we haven’t been up to the cemetery yet.”


    “I know. Let’s go,” she said, wiping the tears from her face with her handkerchief. Snowball clung to her shoulder.


    They climbed the road up the mountain to the cemetery where her father had been buried, which seemed so many years ago.


    As they came into the opening, Joe led the way to the mound with the granite tombstone John Shaw had placed there for his brother. Mandie read the inscription, “James Alexander Shaw, born April 3, 1863, died April 13, 1900.” She broke into sobs and fell to her knees. Joe reached to grab Snowball as he tried to escape and he put his other arm around Mandie’s shoulders as he knelt beside her.


    “I love you, Daddy, I love you,” Mandie cried out. She took a deep breath then and, looking up at the sky, she said, “Dear God, please forgive me. I was so angry with you for taking my father that day. Please forgive me.”


    Uncle Ned appeared out of the trees and came to kneel on the other side of Mandie. “Big God, He knows everything, Papoose. He knows you were sad that day. He forgive you.”


    Mandie reached her hand to clasp Uncle Ned’s, “I understand now, Uncle Ned. But my father was the only one I had in this world who loved me back then and I was angry because I was so scared.” She sobbed loudly.


    “You afraid now because you going to strange school far away from home,” Uncle Ned said. “You know verse.”


    “Yes,” Mandie said, joining hands with Joe on one side and Uncle Ned on the other side, and together they repeated Mandie’s special verse, “What time I am afraid, I trust in Thee.”


    Mandie fell silent and in a moment she sat back on the grass and looked at her two friends.


    “Uncle Ned, you promised my father you would look after me and you always have. I don’t know what I would have done without you all this time since—since I lost him. I love you.” She squeezed his hand.


    Turning to Joe, she said, “And, Joe, you are always there for me. I love you, too.” She squeezed his hand.


    “You are my life, Mandie,” Joe said softly as he held on to the white cat.


    As Snowball loudly protested, Mandie smiled and looked at him as she said, “Snowball, that is where you were born, in the big barn down by my father’s house. I took you with me when I ran away.” She reached to smooth the white fur on his head as he looked questioningly at her.


    Mandie stood up on wobbly legs and looked at her friends as she said, “I suppose we’d better go now.”


    “Yes, everyone might wonder where we went,” Joe said.


    “We go to father’s house first,” Uncle Ned said, leading the way down the mountain.


    As they got to the bottom of the narrow road, Mandie saw a horse tethered by the barn. Mr. Jacob Smith had come home.


    He was in the yard and came to meet them.


    “I’m so glad to see you, little lady,” he told Mandie. “I’m glad I came home before you left.”


    Mandie squeezed his big hand and said, “I was hoping I would see you. You see, a whole crowd of us are sailing all the way to Europe with my grandmother the fifth of June and we will be gone a few weeks. And when we return I have to go to Charleston, South Carolina, to college, so I don’t know when I will have time to come back and visit here.”


    “I’m glad you are having a wonderful trip like that, Missy,” Mr. Jacob replied. “Just don’t forget to come back home to the United States.”


    Mandie laughed and said, “No way I’d ever give up my country.”


    “Have y’all got time for a cup of tea?” Mr. Smith asked, looking at Mandie, Uncle Ned, and Joe.


    “We will take time,” Mandie said.


    When he led them into the house, Mandie was again overcome with memories. Memories of her father getting up first every morning, preparing breakfast, making biscuits, and the aroma of the wonderful coffee he made.


    Mandie and her sister, Irene, had shared a room up in the loft. Mandie glanced at the ladder leading up there that she had gone up and down so many times.


    “Have seats here,” Mr. Smith told them, indicating the huge table where Mandie had eaten with her father.


    As they sat down and Mr. Smith put water on the cookstove to boil, Mandie could see her father sitting here with her. They were always up before Mandie’s mother and sister. She shouldn’t think of that woman as her mother, she suddenly realized. She was a stepmother. And Uncle Ned had helped her find her real mother when her father died.


    She set Snowball down and he raced for the woodbox behind the stove, although it was summertime. There was something about woodboxes that fascinated the cat. She remembered him trying to climb into the box when he was too small to reach it.


    Mandie enjoyed her visit with Mr. Jacob Smith, who had been one of her father’s best friends. She had asked him to move into the house and keep things going when she had unraveled the mystery of her family and she was no longer living there.


    Finally Joe reminded her that they should return to his house or everyone might be worried about them being gone so long. Besides, he believed it was about time to eat.


    Mandie smiled at him and said, “And I’ll wager Mrs. Miller has baked a chocolate cake for you.”


    “Well, now, how did you know?” Joe teased.


    When they got back to the Woodards’ house there was a wonderful odor of cooked food, and Mandie suddenly realized she was starving. She set Snowball in the woodbox and Mrs. Miller promised not to let him outside while everyone ate in the dining room.


    Mandie smiled across the table at her mother and Uncle John and said, “I’m ready to go to Europe now.”


    Elizabeth smiled back and said, “I’m glad, dear.”


    John said, “So am I.”


    They returned home to Franklin and plans were made. Uncle Ned, Morning Star, Sallie, and Dimar would be leaving with them on the train for New York in a few days. The Woodards would travel up the next day because Dr. Woodard had patients he had to see before he left. During his leave he had asked the new doctor at Bryson City to look in on his patients.


    Liza stood by, waiting on the table as everyone ate and listening to their plans. She received the shock of her life when Mandie suddenly looked at her and then turned to her mother and said, “Mother, would it be possible to take Liza with us to Europe?”


    Everyone fell silent and looked at Mandie and then at Elizabeth.


    After recovering from the surprise, Elizabeth said, “Why, Amanda, that is a wonderful idea, dear. Yes, we should take Liza with us.”


    “Who now!” Aunt Lou spoke up from over at the sideboard. “Dat girl ain’t got no bidness in dat foreign country, wid all dem foreign people.”


    Everyone laughed. Liza stood there speechless and too surprised to move.


    “But Aunt Lou, Liza could be very helpful to us, especially with Amanda taking that cat along,” Elizabeth said. “Yes, I think Liza should go with us.” Looking at Mandie she added, “We’ll have to hurry and get her some clothes, Amanda.”


    “Mother, we are the same size except she is a little taller than I am, and I don’t need all those clothes we bought in New York. If Aunt Lou could let out some of the hems they would fit just fine,” Mandie replied.


    “Lawsy mercy, temptin’ dat girl with fine clothes. What is dis heah world comin’ to? I won’t ever be able to control her when she comes back,” Aunt Lou said, slamming the lid down on a dish at the sideboard.


    Mandie smiled at Liza, who was still frozen in shock as she stood by the table, and said, “Liza, I told you I would get you a beautiful dress.”


    With the things that needed to be done it was a wonder that the Shaw family ever got to New York on time, but they did, dragging openmouthed Liza with them.


    And when the Guyers met them at the train and took them to their huge mansion, Liza was absolutely in shock. She was afraid to touch anything or even speak to anybody. Mandie hoped this would wear off.


    It was Sallie who was able to comfort the frightened girl. They were sitting in the small parlor with Mandie the next morning. Liza had not spoken a word since they had arrived.


    Sallie smiled at her and said, “Liza, please do not feel scared. You are different from these white people, but so am I and I am not scared of them. They are all my friends.”


    Liza looked at her and didn’t speak.


    “Remember the big God made us all and He decided what kind of people we would be, and we all belong to Him,” Sallie told Liza.


    Liza looked at her with interest then. “But why did He not make us all alike? Why am I black and you are Indian?” she asked.


    Mandie spoke up and said, “He made me pieces of different kinds of people. I am part white and part Cherokee. He made us all whatever He thought best. And you will see all kinds of people in all the foreign countries we are going to visit. They look different, talk different, and act different.”


    Finally Liza seemed to understand. “Sho’ ’nuf?” she said. “I wanta see all dem different kinds of people.”


    “You will,” Mandie promised with a big smile.


    When everyone had assembled at the Guyers’ mansion a few days later, Mandie was amazed to see that Polly, April Snow, and the twins had come to travel with them to Europe. Mrs. Taft explained that it had been an open invitation and therefore they must make these other guests welcome. Mandie silently groaned with displeasure. But she was pleased to see that Mary Lou had come.


    As they began getting luggage ready to be taken to the ship, everyone was excited and talking at once. The buzz was deafening in the parlor.


    Mandie smiled across the room at her mother and then walked over to her. “Oh, Mother, this is so wonderful that I will get to spend all this time with you on the trip,” she said.


    Elizabeth Shaw reached to embrace her and squeezed her tightly as she replied, “And so wonderful to me, too, dear. I love you with all my heart.”


    “And I love you with all my heart, Mother. I’m so glad Uncle Ned knew how to find you, my real mother, when my father died,” Mandie said. “I thank God every day for you.”


    Tears filled Elizabeth’s eyes and she could not speak but squeezed Mandie still harder.


    Someone tapped on a dish or something to quiet the roar of talk. “Please, Mrs. Taft wants to speak,” Lindall Guyer said as he waved across the room at everyone.


    Mrs. Taft, standing by his side, cleared her throat and said, “It is time to begin our way to the ship. Please stay together when we get there and are directed to our cabins.”


    “Oh, shucks,” Mandie said to her circle of friends standing here. “I thought maybe she was going to announce that she would be marrying Mr. Guyer, since I don’t see Senator Morton along this time.”


    All her friends howled at the idea.


    “I don’t think she would do it that way,” Jonathan said. “Not with my father. They would probably elope.”


    The laughter began.


    Everyone finally made it to the dock, and when Mandie and her friends saw the great ship standing there they hugged each other in excitement.


    Mandie glanced at her mother and then Uncle John and thought, God has certainly blessed me.


    Everyone moved up the gangplank.
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Part One


    Mandie Shaw and Joe Woodard held on to the small hands of four children as they pushed open the basement door of the church across the road from Mandie’s house in Franklin, North Carolina.


    “Let’s go inside now,” Mandie told the two little girls she was leading as she gave them a gentle push forward into the large classroom. Joe followed with two small boys.


    “How many more do you think we can find?” Joe asked as the two boys pulled away from his grasp, threw off their hats and coats, and headed for a pile of toys in the corner.


    Mandie let go of the two little girls after she removed their worn bonnets and coats. They hurried to join the boys who were already examining the playthings. “We need a few more,” Mandie replied. “I was hoping we could locate at least a dozen.”


    “It’s going to be hard, if not impossible, to find eight more—especially with Christmas so close,” Joe said.


    “But we’ve just got to do it,” thirteen-year-old Mandie said, looking at the tall, thin boy who was two years older. “I want this Christmas, in this year of 1901, to be remembered as a real Christmas with its true meaning, and this is the way we planned to do it.”


    “We might could try something else,” Joe suggested as he flopped onto a nearby bench.


    Mandie sat down beside him as she pushed back the hood of her cape. “But this was the only idea we could come up with,” she reminded him. She smoothed back loose tendrils of her long blond hair. She rose, took off her cape, and hung it on a peg in the corner. As she walked over to stand in front of the huge heater in the middle of the room, she said, “We need to build up this fire and get the children warm, don’t you think?”


    “I’ll take care of it,” Joe said, jumping up to bring an armful of wood from an alcove nearby. He opened the door of the heater and poked at the burning wood to make room for more. Looking up at Mandie, he asked, “How are we going to do everything that is necessary, just the two of us? I think we need someone to help us. Maybe Liza?”


    Mandie frowned as she watched him feed the fire. “I’m not sure we can trust Liza,” she said. “I know she wouldn’t deliberately give away our secret, but she might just forget and say something to somebody.” She thought about the young Negro maid who worked and lived at her uncle’s house. The two were friends and had participated in a lot of things together since Mandie’s mother, Elizabeth, had married Mandie’s Uncle John after Mandie’s father died. But Liza did talk a lot sometimes.


    “Who else is there?” Joe asked as he closed the heater door and brushed his hands together.


    Mandie walked around the large room a moment and then stopped. “Well, there’s my mother, and there’s Uncle John. But I don’t want them to know what we’re doing. What we really need is a wagon so we can go farther out into the country.”


    “A wagon? The only wagon we’d have a chance of getting belongs to your Uncle John. When my father comes back to your house with my mother, I’m sure he’ll be driving the buggy,” Joe replied, running his long fingers through his unruly brown hair.


    “I sure am glad y’all are spending the holidays with us,” Mandie said, looking up at the tall boy with a smile. “I couldn’t do all this by myself.”


    “And I don’t think you and I together can do this,” Joe replied. “Mandie, we need someone else in on this. For instance, how are we going to take care of all these children down here in the church basement? They have to be fed and will need supervision. We can’t just go off and leave them in here all alone.”


    “I know that, Joe,” Mandie said, walking about as she glanced at the children happily playing with rag dolls and balls. “One of us can stay here while the other one goes to find more. And I’m sure I can get plenty of food from our kitchen. And we’ve got that stack of shuck mattresses in the other room for them to sleep on, plus all those quilts I found in our attic. So I don’t see any problem with anything.”


    Joe sighed as he strolled over to a small window in the far wall to look outside. Mandie followed him.


    “Look! It’s beginning to snow,” Mandie said excitedly as she watched snowflakes fall on the shrubbery right outside the window.


    “I think we’d better get some food in here for the night,” Joe said as he turned to look at the children.


    “All right,” Mandie agreed. “It’s not quite time for Jenny to begin preparing supper at our house, so while there’s no one in our kitchen, I’ll make a quick trip over there and bring back whatever I can find.”


    “Thank goodness you don’t have a pastor at this church right now or he’d be sure to catch up with us,” Joe remarked.


    “The new one won’t arrive until February,” Mandie said as she put on her cloak and pulled up the hood. “I’ll be right back.”


    “Please hurry back,” Joe said as she went out the door.


    Mandie hurried around to the front of the church and out into the road. The snowflakes had disappeared. She crossed over to the white fence surrounding the yard of her Uncle John’s huge house. Opening the gate, she ran up the walkway and was on the way to the backyard when she heard the sound of horse’s hooves pausing on the road.


    “Someone is coming,” she said to herself as she turned back and saw a buggy stop at the gate. Uncle John’s caretaker, Jason Bond, was driving the vehicle, and the passenger was her grandmother, Mrs. Taft. Evidently he had brought her from the depot. Mandie had thought her grandmother was not coming until the next day.


    “I have an idea!” Mandie said aloud, lifting her long, heavy skirts as she turned and hurried toward the buggy.


    “Grandmother, I’m so glad you’re here,” Mandie said as Mr. Bond assisted the lady down. Mandie reached to embrace Mrs. Taft.


    “I was afraid if I waited any longer we might have a bad snow and I wouldn’t be able to get here for Christmas, dear,” Mrs. Taft said, returning the hug and straightening her skirts.


    Mandie smiled and said, “I don’t believe snow would stop you, Grandmother, because the trains do run no matter what the weather is, and Asheville is not so far off anyway.”


    Mrs. Taft started to walk on toward the front door of the house when Mandie put a hand on her arm to stop her. The old lady looked at her and asked, “What is it, dear?”


    Mandie smiled and waited until Mr. Bond had passed them and was well up the walkway before she replied, “Grandmother, I need some help.” She paused, not knowing exactly how to explain.


    “Help, dear? What kind of help?” Mrs. Taft asked as they stood there on the walkway.


    “Well, all kinds of help,” Mandie said quickly. “But please understand, Grandmother, what I’m about to tell you is a secret, and you won’t give away my secret, will you?”


    “Amanda, what on earth are you talking about? It’s cold out here and I need to get inside where there’s some heat. Now, what is it you want, dear?” Mrs. Taft asked, frowning as she looked at Mandie.


    “I’m sorry. I’ll hurry up and explain,” Mandie said quickly. “You see, Joe Woodard and I have determined that we will make this Christmas a real Christmas, the way Jesus’ birth ought to be celebrated. And we’ve made these secret plans, but we need some help. We don’t want anyone to know what we’re doing, so it will be a big surprise.”


    “Amanda, what are you and Joe up to? Please hurry and explain,” Mrs. Taft said, pulling her cloak closer around her.


    “Joe and I asked if we could put on a Christmas play at the church. But nobody knows we are collecting orphans to participate in the play,” Mandie quickly explained. “And there are so many angles and odds and ends to this, and only two of us to get it all done. We need someone in on our secret, and I think you are the best secret-keeper I know of.”


    “Oh dear!” Mrs. Taft said with a loud sigh. “And where are you and Joe getting these orphans?”


    “We just brought two little girls from the Swafford farm and two boys from the Pinsons down on Bryson City Road,” Mandie explained. “And we are looking for more. We need about twelve to sing and act in the play. But now that we’ve begun all this, we can see that we need someone to help. Will you, Grandmother? Will you, please?” Mandie’s blue eyes looked up at her grandmother.


    “Do you mean to say these people just let you take the children off like that?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “Well, they’re orphans, Grandmother, and it seems nobody cares about orphans—where they go, what they do. That’s why we decided to have no one but orphans in our play. We want everybody to change their attitude toward these little children without mothers and fathers,” Mandie explained as she thought about the sad lives of these little ones.


    “Amanda, I know you’re always trying to do good, but sometimes you have some strange ideas about how to accomplish things,” Mrs. Taft said with another big sigh. “What is it you want me to do, dear?”


    “Oh, thank you, Grandmother, for understanding,” Mandie said, smiling. “Here’s what we need. First of all, we need some money to buy wood for the heaters in the church basement, and food for the children, and some of them just have to have warmer clothes. And we need a wagon so we can go on out into the country and find more orphaned children—”


    “All right, all right,” Mrs. Taft interrupted her. She shivered and started to walk on toward the house. “Let’s get inside before I freeze to death, and we’ll discuss this further in my room.”


    Mandie wondered how she could get food from the kitchen for the children if she spent time with her grandmother. Jenny would soon be preparing the evening meal, and she didn’t want Jenny or anyone else to know what she was doing. She quickly decided she would have to go now to get the food.


    “Grandmother, I will catch up with you in just a little bit. I had started to the backyard for something. I’ll be up to your room by the time you get comfortable.” Mandie talked fast, not giving her grandmother a chance to answer as she left the walkway and hurried toward the back of the house.


    “All right, Amanda, but don’t be too long,” Mrs. Taft told her as she walked on toward the front door.


    Mandie hurried quietly through the back door and on into the kitchen. There was no one around. She knew where Jenny kept the clean empty flour sacks and she quickly took one from the pantry shelf. Opening the pie safe, she found cornbread, biscuits, and various sweet cakes. On the top shelf was a large bowl of apples.


    Grabbing some of each, she dropped them into the flour sack and then raided the icebox, where she found a jug of milk and added it to her bag.


    “The warmer,” she said softly to herself as she remembered that Jenny sometimes left cooked food in the warmer on the big cast-iron cooking stove. She opened the door and found a pan of fried chicken, still warm and smelling so good. When she pulled out the pan she also found two large baked sweet potatoes.


    Finally, with the flour sack full, Mandie quickly left by the back door and hurried across the road to the church. As she opened the door, she held out the bag to Joe, who was standing nearby. “Here’s the food. I’ve got to go back for a few minutes. Would you please feed the children? I’ll be right back.” Before he could protest, she quickly slipped back outside and ran to the house.


    She hurried through the front door and down the long hallway to the staircase. Taking the steps two at a time, she rushed upstairs to the room that her grandmother always occupied when she visited them.


    She was afraid Mrs. Taft might still be downstairs, so Mandie sighed with relief when her grandmother answered her knock on the door.


    “Come in,” her grandmother called from inside the room.


    Mandie entered and found her grandmother sitting in a comfortable chair with her feet up on a stool by the crackling fire in the fireplace.


    “Come on in, dear,” Mrs. Taft said, waving her to another stool nearby.


    Mandie quickly sat down as she said, “You didn’t stay downstairs to visit with my mother.”


    “No, dear. You said you’d be right back, so I told Elizabeth I needed to rest awhile and would be down for supper,” Mrs. Taft said. “Now tell me more about this wild scheme you have concocted.”


    “Grandmother, I don’t think it’s exactly a wild scheme,” Mandie replied, smiling up at the lady. “Joe and I are hoping the people here in Franklin will join with us in helping the orphans.”


    “It might work and it might not. Who knows?” Mrs. Taft replied as she watched her granddaughter closely. “Now what is it you want me to do?”


    “Like I said before, we need some money and we also need some help in taking care of the orphans until we can present the play,” Mandie explained.


    “Tell me, how do you think this play will help the orphan situation?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “After the play is over, we are going to ask the audience to make a contribution toward the support of the orphans,” Mandie replied. Then she asked quickly, “Grandmother, did you know that people give these orphans a home in order to get free labor? These tiny children who don’t have a place to live are farmed out to anyone who is willing to give them a home in exchange for work. Imagine, these small children have to work for their living.”


    “It is a sorry situation right now, Amanda. I agree on that,” Mrs. Taft replied. “But what can you do about it, you and Joe?”


    “In the first place, Grandmother, I have experience in being an orphan,” Mandie said with a sad look on her face. “Remember how I was sent to the Brysons after my father died because I didn’t even know about my real mother? And Uncle Ned came to my rescue. If it hadn’t been for him, I suppose I’d still be there working without pay, tending their baby, and not even allowed to go to church. It was horrible, Grandmother.” She suddenly remembered that her grandmother had kept her and her mother apart, but Mandie had forgiven her grandmother long ago.


    Mrs. Taft stared into the fire and said, “Since it was your father’s old Cherokee friend, Uncle Ned, who helped you, have you spoken to him about what you are doing?”


    “I haven’t seen Uncle Ned since Joe and I decided to do this,” Mandie explained. “We’ve had to act so fast. Christmas is just around the corner, you know.”


    “Amanda, I would make a couple of suggestions,” Mrs. Taft said. “Of course I’ll be glad to give you whatever money you need and—”


    “Oh, thank you, Grandmother,” Mandie interrupted.


    “And I think you should ask Liza to help out with this. She would be really good at taking care of the children,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Do you think so?” Mandie asked, and when her grandmother nodded she added, “I’m not sure she can keep a secret. Maybe you could explain to her that no one else is to know what we’re doing. She would listen to you.”


    “I’ll see what I can do, but right now I think we’d better go downstairs for supper,” Mrs. Taft said as she rose.


    Mandie jumped up and exclaimed, “Supper! Oh, Grandmother, what will I do? Joe and I can’t both eat supper downstairs at the same time.”


    “Then now is the time to find Liza and send her over to the church,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’ll wait here while you go get her, but make it snappy. Your mother will be wondering where we all are.”


    “Yes, Grandmother,” Mandie said, rushing out the door.


    Mandie didn’t have far to go. She found Liza folding linens in front of an upstairs hallway closet.


    “Quick, Liza, my grandmother wants to talk to you,” Mandie said, reaching for the young girl’s hand.


    “Yo’ grandmama?” Liza asked as she allowed herself to be propelled down the corridor to the door of Mrs. Taft’s room.


    “She’ll explain,” Mandie said, pushing open the door and motioning for Liza to enter the room.


    “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, whut’s I done went and done now?” Liza whispered loudly to Mandie.


    Mrs. Taft was waiting just inside the doorway and told Liza, “We need your help, Liza. Amanda has some children staying in the basement of the church, and we would like for you to watch them while Amanda and Joe eat supper, since you won’t be having your meal until later.”


    “Chillun in de church?” Liza questioned as she fidgeted and looked from Mrs. Taft to Mandie.


    Mandie knew Liza stood in awe of her grandmother. “That’s all you have to do for now,” Mandie assured her. “I’ll go with you over there.”


    “But Aunt Lou—whut she gwine say if I run off like dat?” Liza asked.


    “Never mind about Aunt Lou,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’ll fix that. You just run along now with Amanda, and as soon as we have supper she will come and get you.”


    Mandie knew that Liza considered Mrs. Taft the top authority in anything she was involved in. She watched as Liza shrugged her shoulders and turned to leave the room. “Let’s us hurry and git dis ovuh wid,” the girl said.


    ———


    Joe was pleased to see Liza when Mandie opened the door to the basement at the church.


    “Liza, we sure need your help,” he said to the girl.


    Liza ignored him and walked over to look at the four children playing in the corner. “Where you git dese heah chillun? Who dey be?” she asked Mandie.


    “They’re orphans,” Mandie said—and then she remembered that Liza didn’t have any parents either—“Just like you. They don’t have mothers or fathers. We’ll explain everything after a while. Right now, please be sure they don’t get too close to the heater and they don’t go outside. Joe and I will be back just as soon as we can get away from the supper table.”


    “Dem po’ lil’ chillun, no mamas and no papas,” Liza said. She bent to push back the long dark hair of one little girl. She looked at Mandie and Joe and said, “Y’all jes’ git outa heah. We be jes’ fine.”


    Mandie and Joe looked at each other and smiled. “We’ll be back real soon,” Mandie assured her as she and Joe went out the door.


    “I just hope no one goes into the church while we’re gone,” Mandie said as she and Joe hurried back toward the house.


    “There’s no reason for anyone to,” Joe said.


    “You’re right. There’s nothing scheduled until Sunday, December twenty-second, when we give the play,” Mandie agreed.


    ———


    Supper went smoothly. No one seemed to miss Liza, who usually helped wait on the table. Aunt Lou, Uncle John’s housekeeper who always supervised, assisted Jenny, the cook, in serving the meal.


    As they began eating, Uncle John remarked to Joe, “I suppose your father and mother will be here tomorrow.”


    “Yes, sir, they should be,” Joe replied as he hastily ate.


    “And, Amanda, I had a message that Uncle Ned would be visiting us the weekend before Christmas,” Uncle John told Mandie.


    “Oh, I’m glad, because then he’ll be here to see our play that Sunday,” Mandie said excitedly, as she thought about what assistance they might need from the old Cherokee.


    Elizabeth, Mandie’s beautiful young mother, asked, “And this play, Amanda. Have you and Joe decided what you’re going to do?”


    Mandie and Joe quickly looked at each other. Mandie replied, “Oh, you know, it will be just a regular Christmas play, the usual Christmas story.” She cut her eyes at Joe as she hurriedly ate the peas on her plate.


    “And will you be needing very many participants?” Uncle John asked, and then added, “In fact, have you two got everything prepared?”


    Mrs. Taft looked at Mandie and spoke hurriedly, “From what Amanda tells me, they have it all planned out and it should be enjoyable.”


    “Fine,” Uncle John said. “Then y’all don’t need my help.”


    “Oh, no, thank you, Uncle John, we can manage . . . and you’ll be busy with Joe’s parents and everything,” Mandie said with a big smile.


    Uncle John frowned and said, “There is one thing. I have asked Jason Bond to go with the two of you when you get ready to bring in a Christmas tree.”


    “Thanks, Uncle John. We’ll let him know what day we need to get it,” Mandie said.


    “We’ll have to cut two trees, you know,” Joe said to Mandie. “One for the play and one for your house here.”


    “And some holly and mistletoe,” Mrs. Taft added with a big smile.


    “I just hope we don’t get a heavy snowstorm before we get everything in,” Mandie said, glancing at Joe. He nodded agreement.


    “Why, Amanda, you always wish for a white Christmas,” Elizabeth said.


    “I know, but if it will just wait until we get everything together for the play and the house decorated,” Mandie said, drinking the last of her coffee.


    “And our play will be on Sunday, and Christmas isn’t until the following Wednesday,” Joe added as he ate hurriedly.


    “But, remember, we are supposed to go Christmas caroling on Christmas Eve night,” Elizabeth reminded them.


    “I think you’d better count me out this year,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’ll stay here and take care of any carolers who come while you’re all gone.”


    Mandie quickly looked at her grandmother. Mrs. Taft had always insisted on participating in everything they did at Christmas time, so she wondered if the lady was up to something.


    “Are you not feeling well, Mother?” Elizabeth asked.


    “Oh, I’m fine. I just have lots to do. I still haven’t purchased all the gifts for everyone, and then I’ll have a chance to wrap them without anyone peeking,” Mrs. Taft said with a little laugh.


    Mandie didn’t believe that was the reason. She would just have to keep an eye on her grandmother to find out why she was refusing to go caroling with them.


    Supper was finally over, and when Mandie stood up from the table she asked Aunt Lou, who was busy with the coffeepot on the sideboard, “Have you seen Snowball, Aunt Lou?”


    “Dat white cat, he done be eatin’ his supper in de kitchen whilst y’all been eatin’ in heah, my chile,” the huge old Negro woman said with a big smile.


    “Thanks, Aunt Lou, I’ll go see about him,” she said, and looking back at Joe she whispered, “I’ll take him over for the children to play with.”


    “Yes, and Liza has to come home and eat,” Joe reminded her.


    “Mother, Joe and I are going over to do some things at the church,” Mandie said to Elizabeth.


    “But, dear, your grandmother just got here. Aren’t you going to visit with her a while in the parlor with all of us?” Elizabeth asked.


    “No, no,” Mrs. Taft quickly told her daughter. “We’ve got plenty of time to visit. After all, I’m going to be here at least two weeks.” The old lady looked back at Mandie and winked.


    “We won’t be gone long, Mother,” Mandie promised. “And I’ll see you later, Grandmother.”


    “Well, all right then, but don’t be too late,” Elizabeth said.


    Mandie and Joe hurried to the church and, when they opened the door to the basement, they found Liza and the four children sound asleep. Liza had pushed the benches up against one wall and placed mattresses on them. The two little girls were curled up under a quilt on one mattress and the two boys on the other. Liza herself had gone to sleep in the large chair that was used by a teacher for Sunday school. The lamp in the corner was lit and the heater was crackling away.


    “Well!” Mandie whispered as she looked around the room. She smiled at Joe and said, “Liza has done a good job. Let’s don’t wake them.”


    “Yes, but she has to go have her supper,” Joe reminded her.


    Mandie softly walked over to the sleeping girl. She put her hand on her arm and shook her gently. “Liza!” Mandie whispered.


    Liza quickly jerked away as she woke up and looked around. She jumped up and said, “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, I done been asleepin’.” She rubbed her eyes and stretched.


    “Liza, you need to go back to the house and eat your supper,” Mandie said. “When you finish, come on back over here. We want you to spend the night with the children.”


    “Me spend de night in dis heah spooky church?” Liza asked, her eyes widening as she looked at Mandie.


    “Liza, this church is not spooky. It’s God’s house,” Mandie reminded her.


    “But I cain’t see God. How does I knows He be heah? S’pose de Devil he be heah, too?” Liza said.


    “Oh, Liza, the Devil wouldn’t dare come into God’s house,” Mandie said. She looked up at Joe and wondered what they would do if Liza refused to stay at night with the children. “Remember, these little children need you. They don’t have any mothers or fathers.”


    Liza sighed deeply and looked at the sleeping children. “But, Missy ’Manda, I’se jes’ plain skeered to stay in dis heah place all night less’n y’all stays too.” She moved nervously around the room. “And all dem dead people out dere in de graveyard . . .”


    “I’ll tell you what, Liza,” Joe said. “As soon as everyone in the house goes to bed, I’ll come over and sleep in the next room if you’ll stay in here with the children.”


    Liza looked at him and reluctantly replied, “Well, I s’pose me and dese heah chillun be all right if you sleeps in de next room—but mind you now, if I wakes up and you done gwine left dis heah place, den I be leavin’, too.”


    “Liza, I’ll come and stay anytime Joe is not here,” Mandie promised. “We won’t leave you alone. Now hurry and get your supper before Jenny puts all the food away, and then come right back.”


    “Well, I guess I be back,” Liza said, quickly putting on her hat and coat. She gave them a doubtful look as she went out the door.


    Mandie sighed and looked at Joe as soon as the girl had left. “I didn’t think about Liza being afraid at night here in the church.”


    “She’ll be all right if she knows one of us is here,” Joe said.


    “If you want to, we can take turns staying here at night. I could stay tonight, you tomorrow night, and then me, and on like that as long as we have the orphans here,” Mandie said as she walked across the long room to keep from waking the children.


    “Why don’t I stay tonight? You need to talk to your grandmother about a few things, I’m sure,” Joe offered. “And then tomorrow night my parents will be here.” He followed her to the window where she was standing.


    “Yes, I haven’t had a chance to let you know that I told Grandmother what we’re doing, and she promised to help—I don’t know how, but she promised,” Mandie explained.


    “Why don’t you go on back to the house now? There’s nothing else to be done tonight, and I’ll get one of those mattresses and a quilt and fix me up a place to sleep in the next room,” Joe said.


    “All right then,” Mandie agreed. “But if you need me, let me know. In other words, if Liza has trouble with the children I’ll come back and see what I can do.”


    “Good-night, see you for breakfast,” Joe said.


    “Bright and early,” Mandie replied as she slipped out the door.


    Later that night Mandie had a talk with her grandmother in Mrs. Taft’s room.


    “Sit down, dear,” Mrs. Taft told her. She was sitting in the chair by the fireplace again.


    Mandie pulled up a stool and waited for her grandmother to begin the conversation.


    “You may not like this, but I had to take Aunt Lou into our confidence in order to clear things for Liza,” Mrs. Taft began.


    Mandie gasped and said, “You told Aunt Lou! Oh, Grandmother, you promised not to let anyone know our secret!”


    “There was no other way we could get Liza to help,” Mrs. Taft replied. “You know very well that Aunt Lou supervises Liza’s duties and has to know where the girl is. But anyhow, Aunt Lou can keep a secret and she thinks you are doing something worthwhile.”


    “I’m sorry, Grandmother, but I didn’t think about Liza’s work here in the house,” Mandie said, smiling up at the old lady. “And I think our secret is safe with Aunt Lou.”


    “Now your mother and your Uncle John will be busy shopping and making visits to their friends in preparation for Christmas, so I asked for the use of that rig they keep in the barn and never use. That way they can use the buggy and we’ll have the rig anytime we want it. I couldn’t figure out how to ask for use of the wagon, but the rig is better anyway.”


    “So I suppose Abraham will harness it up for us when we get ready to use it,” Mandie said. “Joe and I want to go out into the country tomorrow and try to find more orphans.”


    “That’s fine,” Mrs. Taft said. “Liza can watch the children and I will check on her now and then, and Aunt Lou has offered to help in any way we need her. Your mother and your Uncle John will be gone to the Lawsons all day. And I’ll be here when Dr. Woodard and his wife arrive.”


    “Grandmother, Liza was afraid to stay all night in the church, so Joe has to sleep over there tonight and I will tomorrow night, and we’ll take turns until we have the play,” Mandie said.


    “You and Joe are going to have a job returning all those orphans to their homes if you bring in too many,” her grandmother warned her.


    “Well, we thought since the play is on a Sunday and Christmas is not until the following Wednesday, we would just keep the children in the church until after Christmas,” Mandie told her.


    “Don’t you think that’s a little too much, having those children that long and having to take care of them?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    Mandie smiled up at her grandmother and said, “Well, I was hoping we could buy them some presents and have a real Christmas for them on Christmas Day, with lots of toys and lots of food and some warm clothes. That is part of what we need money for.”


    “Amanda, you’re always planning something,” Mrs. Taft said, and then she smiled at Mandie. “I’ll go shopping with you and I’ll even volunteer to wrap the presents if you wish.”


    Mandie reached to squeeze her grandmother’s hand as she said, “I knew I could depend on you.”


    “I don’t know what you all are planning to do for costumes for the children, but I would suggest asking Aunt Lou to help with that. You know she’s a wonderful seamstress,” Mrs. Taft said.


    “Yes, she is,” Mandie replied. “I’m so glad you are helping us. And it was a good idea to let Aunt Lou in on our secret.”


    Mrs. Taft stood up and said, “You run along to bed now. I need to get some sleep, too. Just let me know when you need me for anything.”


    “Good-night, Grandmother, and thanks,” Mandie said as she tiptoed to kiss the old lady’s cheek.


    Mrs. Taft quickly embraced her, and Mandie went to her own room.

  


  
    

    
Part Two


    Early the next morning Mandie hurriedly dressed and rushed over to the church to check on the situation. Liza and the children were all awake, but Joe was nowhere in sight when Mandie looked into the room where he had put his mattress.


    “Where is Joe?” Mandie asked.


    “He say he gwine to de house to git food,” Liza replied as she watched the orphans play with the toys.


    “Oh goodness, I have to go see what he’s doing. I’ll be right back,” Mandie said as she rushed back out the door.


    She went to the back door of the house because she figured Joe would be in the kitchen if he was looking for food. When she pushed open the door, she found Aunt Lou and Jenny cooking and Joe standing by watching.


    “Joe!” Mandie said as she looked around the room, not sure what to make of the scene. Had someone let Jenny in on their secret, too?


    “Mawnin, my chile,” Aunt Lou greeted her as she turned and smiled at Mandie.


    “Good morning, Aunt Lou and Jenny,” Mandie said. “And Joe.”


    “Mawnin’ Missy ’Manda,” Jenny said as she turned bacon cooking in the big iron frying pan. “We’se almost done wid dem chillun’s breakfast.”


    Joe looked at Mandie and said, “It was too complicated trying to feed the orphans, so I took the liberty of letting Jenny in on our secret, and your grandmother had already told Aunt Lou.”


    “Well,” Mandie replied, not knowing exactly what to say. Pretty soon it wouldn’t be a secret at all. Everyone would know what they were doing, she was thinking.


    “Now don’t you worry, my chile, we’se ain’t tellin’ nobody else,” Aunt Lou said as she bent to pull a pan of hot biscuits out of the oven.


    “No, we won’t,” Jenny quickly added. “But we all wants to he’p anyhow. It be a good thing y’all doin’.” She began removing the crisp bacon and laying it out on a plate.


    “And I appreciate y’all’s help,” Mandie said, finally smiling. Turning to Joe, she said, “Liza and the children are all up, and I came looking for you so we could get breakfast for them.”


    “We don’t have any more problems about food,” Joe said. “Aunt Lou and Jenny will see to every meal for us.”


    “Thank you, both,” Mandie told the women. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


    “No, my chile. You and Mistuh Joe heah jes’ git ready fo’ yo’ own breakfus’ ’cause Abraham gwine run dis food over to de chilluns,” Aunt Lou told her.


    Mandie looked at Joe and said, “So Abraham knows, too?”


    “We couldn’t figure out how to cook two meals and serve them, so it was Jenny’s idea to get her husband to carry the food over to the church every time we eat,” Joe explained.


    Mandie sighed deeply and said, “We’re getting obligated to so many people.”


    “No sech thing, my chile,” Aunt Lou protested as she buttered the biscuits. “We wants to he’p dese chilluns, jes’ like you be doin’. Now like I done said, you two git washed up and ready fo’ yo’ own breakfus’.” She flapped her long white apron at Mandie and Joe. “Shoo!”


    Both the young people laughed and Mandie said, “All right, thank you.”


    “Thanks,” Joe added.


    He followed Mandie out the door into the hallway. As they hurried down the long corridor Mandie said, “Any problems last night?”


    “None at all. As far as I know, Liza and the children slept straight through, but let me tell you, they were all up early this morning. I more or less dozed all night on that uncomfortable mattress, and as soon as I dropped off to sleep, Liza woke me with her yelling, laughing, and playing with the children,” Joe explained. “She is really enjoying this.”


    “I’m glad,” Mandie said as they reached the staircase. “Let’s sit down here a minute and I’ll tell you what all my grandmother has planned.”


    They sat on the bottom step and Mandie brought him up to date.


    “So how are we going to get the rig out without your mother and Uncle John knowing about it, when your grandmother asked permission to use it for herself?” Joe asked.


    “We’ll just wait until my mother and Uncle John leave for the Lawsons, and then we’ll take the rig and go looking for more orphans,” Mandie explained.


    So that is what they did. Mandie’s mother and Uncle John left as soon as everyone ate breakfast. Abraham harnessed one of the horses to the rig, then Mandie and Joe began their search for more orphans. By noontime they had found six more children, four girls and two boys. The boys were brothers but did not know each other because they had been placed with different families when they were babies.


    Mrs. Oglesby had said, “This boy here, Jake, has a brother living with the Houstons across the river there. But they don’t know each other. We tried to take both boys when their parents died, but the Houstons insisted they found Jasper first and wouldn’t give him up. We offered them the chance to take Jake because we didn’t like to separate brothers, but they only wanted one child. That was when the boys were babies. Jake is six now and Jasper is five.”


    Mandie stood there in Mrs. Oglesby’s yard listening with a heavy heart to the story of the separated brothers. “Do you suppose the Houstons would allow Jasper to come with us for the Christmas holidays?” she asked.


    “They might,” Mrs. Oglesby told her. “Provided you don’t let them know you have Jasper’s brother, too.”


    Joe looked back at the rig where the children were waiting and said, “That would really be a wonderful Christmas present to the boys to find each other.”


    Mrs. Oglesby’s thin face lit up and she said, “It would be. Bless you young people. I’ll be praying for you.”


    Mandie said a silent prayer herself as Joe pulled the rig up in the yard of the Houstons’ home. A young boy, almost identical in looks to Jake, was swinging on a rope swing hanging from a huge chestnut tree. Mandie knew at once that he was Jasper.


    “Jasper, is anyone home besides you?” Mandie called to him as she and Joe stepped down from the rig.


    “Them people Houstons, what I live with here, they be home.” Jasper jumped down from the swing and approached the rig.


    “Where are they?” Joe asked. “We’d like to talk to them.”


    “They down at the river at the still. They always tell me I ain’t supposed to go down there, but I know what they’re doin’. They’re makin’ that strong stuff what makes people wobble,” Jasper explained.


    Mandie and Joe looked at each other.


    “If he can’t go down there and get them and we don’t know where the still is, how are we going to talk to them?” Mandie asked as Jasper walked around her and stood staring at the children in the rig. She noticed they stared back.


    “Maybe he could explain where it is and I could find it,” Joe suggested. Turning to Jasper he asked, “Could you show me the way to the still? You don’t have to go down there. Just tell me how to find it.”


    Jasper stood kicking the dirt and looking down at his feet for a moment. Then he straightened up and said, “Shucks, everyone knows where it be. But I’ll show you. Come this way.” He hurried down an overgrown pathway by the side of the barn and stopped to see if Joe was following.


    “I’m coming,” Joe told him as he caught up with Jasper. He called back to Mandie, “Don’t let those children out of your sight. We’re responsible for them, remember.”


    “I won’t,” Mandie promised.


    Mandie waited a long time in the yard. She walked around and around, watching every move the children in the rig made. Finally she spotted Joe coming back up the lane. Jasper was skipping along ahead of him, and an elderly woman walked behind Joe on the narrow path.


    Jasper ran ahead and went back to stand and stare at the children in the rig. The woman kept talking as she came closer, and Mandie could finally hear what she was saying.


    “The boy ain’t worth his salt, but we keep him anyhow,” she was saying. “We ain’t got no children of our own.”


    Then Mandie heard Joe ask, “Did y’all adopt the boy?”


    The woman stopped and put her hands on her hefty hips as she said, “My goodness, no. We don’t call him as part of the family. He just gets to live here in exchange for a few chores he does, and that ain’t much.”


    Mandie walked over to meet Joe and the woman when they reached the yard.


    “This is Amanda Shaw, Mrs. Houston,” Joe said.


    Mandie smiled and said, “How do you do, Mrs. Houston?”


    The woman stared at Mandie from head to toe and said, “Right poorly, if I do have to say so. Y’all jes’ wait here and I’ll git him a change of clothes, which is about all he’s got. I’ll be right back.”


    The woman went on into the house, and Mandie and Joe stood by the rig while Jasper continued to stare at the other children.


    “Was it really what he said it was?” Mandie asked in a low voice to prevent Jasper from hearing her.


    “Sure was. It’s a wonder we don’t smell it all the way up here,” Joe said. “The woman’s husband and his brother take care of it. They didn’t seem upset when I walked up and asked for the Houstons. They just wanted to know what I was after, and when they were sure I wasn’t a lawman, they agreed Jasper could go home with us for Christmas, even though we are strangers. The woman said it would give her a rest from continually scolding Jasper and trying to make him work.”


    Mandie whispered, “They are terrible people, aren’t they? I wonder if they beat the boy.”


    “It’s possible from the way they talked,” Joe said.


    The woman came out of the house with a stuffed flour sack and handed it to Joe. “This ought to be enough to last till he gits back,” she said. “Now, I got to git back to work. Jes’ bring him on back when y’all git ready.” She hurried back down the pathway.


    Mandie turned to look at Jasper, and she saw that he had been listening. “Come on, Jasper, we’re going to visit some other people,” she told him as she reached to take his hand. He quickly pulled his hand away and drew back from her. “Jasper, don’t you want to ride in this rig and talk to these other children?”


    The boy stood still and looked from Mandie to the rig and then at Joe. He suddenly ran to Joe’s side. “I’ll ride with him,” he said, frowning at Mandie.


    “All right,” Joe said. “You can sit on the front seat with me and Mandie.” He lifted the boy and set him down inside. Mandie got in from the other side.


    When they were all seated and Joe had picked up the reins, Jasper edged closer to Joe and gave Mandie a stern look. The other children were silently watching and listening. Very little was said until Joe drove the rig into town. Then the children all became excited and started talking. Evidently none of them had ever been in town before.


    “Are we going to church?” Jake asked loudly as Joe pulled the rig around behind the church.


    Mandie smiled and said softly to Joe, “At least one of them knows what a church is.”


    “No, we’re not exactly going to church,” Joe explained as he tied the reins. “You see, we’re going to live in the church for a while.”


    The children jumped down to the ground and one of the girls asked, “Live in a church? Nobody but God lives in a church.”


    Mandie stooped to quickly embrace the little dark-haired, dark-eyed six-year-old girl and said, “Well, He’s going to let us live in here for a little while. Come on. There are more children already here.”


    As Mandie opened the door to the church, the children inside stopped their playing to stare at the children outside. No one moved, and Mandie had to give each one a little push to get them all to enter.


    Liza watched and then suddenly asked, “Well, I hope I never! Them be twins you got dere?”


    Mandie looked at her and saw she was watching Jake and Jasper. Now that they were standing together she could see a strong resemblance between the two. “No,” Mandie told Liza as she looked back at Joe, who had come in behind her. He shook his head, and she understood they wouldn’t give away the fact that Jake and Jasper were brothers.


    “Now we has to git dese coats and thangs off,” Liza told the new children as she began removing their wraps.


    Mandie and Joe helped until Jake said loudly, “A ball!” He ran to pick it up from the middle of the other toys. That finally broke the silence and the other children hastily threw off their coats and hats and raced to join him. Then it became noisy.


    “Whew!” Mandie said, blowing out her breath.


    “Amen!” Joe said with a little laugh.


    Liza added, “Y’all can say dat agin.”


    The three watched as the children played with the toys and talked to each other.


    “We’d better see about their dinner,” Mandie said.


    “Dey done et,” Liza told her. “Jenny done been over and fed ’em. Said she wanted to let dem eat first.”


    “Then we’d better go find us something to eat,” Mandie said. “Liza, have you eaten?”


    “I sho’ has, Missy ’Manda,” Liza said, smiling. “I et wid de chilluns.”


    “Then we’ll go and come right back so you can take some time off away from the children. You’re probably tired of them by now,” Mandie said.


    “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, I don’t be tired of dese heah chilluns. I’se been havin’ a good time playin’ wid dem and if I goes back to de house, Aunt Lou she put me to work. I druther stay right heah,” Liza said as she danced around the room.


    Mandie laughed and said, “All right, Liza, but we will be back in a little while to make some plans for the play.”


    “I wonder if the children we brought with us have had their dinner,” Joe said.


    Mandie and Joe questioned the new children, and they all claimed to have already had their noon meal.


    “That’s strange, because it’s just now a little after twelve, and we picked up the girls a lot earlier,” Mandie said.


    “Why don’t we just bring them back some cake and milk or something?” Joe asked. “That way we’ll at least know they won’t be hungry till suppertime.”


    “Good idea,” Mandie said. Looking back at Liza, she teased, “Too bad you already ate.”


    “But we had chocolate cake, too.” Liza said, grinning at her.


    “Sounds like we’d better hurry and see if Aunt Lou has given away all our chocolate cake,” Mandie said as she rushed out the door ahead of Joe.


    When they reached the house they found that Dr. and Mrs. Woodard had already arrived and were just sitting down to eat with Mrs. Taft.


    “Sorry, we’re almost late,” Mandie said as she rushed into the dining room after leaving her cloak on the hall tree. Joe was right behind her.


    The two sat down across from the Woodards. Mrs. Taft was sitting at the head of the table, since Mandie’s mother and Uncle John were not expected back until late in the day.


    “Did y’all get all your errands done?” Mrs. Taft asked, looking directly at Mandie and then at Joe.


    “I think we’ve finished. We gave Abraham the rig,” Mandie said, glancing at Joe.


    “That’s good. Now Mrs. Woodard and I will do some shopping this afternoon,” Mrs. Taft said as Aunt Lou and Jenny began serving the food.


    “And I have a patient I need to see,” Dr. Woodard added.


    “That’s fine,” Joe told them. “We can all sit down and visit tonight.”


    Mandie needed to get together with Aunt Lou to begin making the children’s costumes for the play. So she was glad everyone was going to be out.


    The minute everyone had finished the meal, Mandie rushed back into the kitchen to tell Jenny she wasn’t sure the children they had brought in that morning had had any food since breakfast.


    “Jes’ you leave it to me,” Jenny told her. “I’ll fix up a big basket and take it over myself. I needs to check on Liza anyhow, and I’ll do this right now ’fo I cleans up de table.”


    “Thanks, Jenny,” Mandie said. “I’ll rid up the table with Aunt Lou while you’re gone. I need to talk to her.”


    The adults left immediately after the meal, so Joe volunteered to help. Aunt Lou fussed and tried to refuse the young people’s help, but they insisted.


    “I knows how to clean up food and dirty dishes,” Aunt Lou grumbled as she began scraping and stacking the plates. “I don’t need no ’sistance.”


    “I know, Aunt Lou, but this will give us a chance to talk,” Mandie told her as she began collecting the water glasses. “Besides, you and Jenny have to eat, too, you know, and the faster we get all this into the kitchen, the sooner y’all can eat.”


    The three of them had everything in the kitchen in a few minutes. Then Mandie looked up at Aunt Lou and said, “My grandmother told me you were willing to help us with the children and the play.”


    “Dat’s right, my chile,” Aunt Lou said, wiping her hands on her big white apron. “Now what is it I can do?”


    “We need some costumes for the children,” Mandie began.


    “And we have six girls and four boys,” Joe added.


    “And I think that is all the children we’re going to find,” Mandie said, looking at Joe, who nodded.


    “So I s’pose you be needin’ some lil angel clothes, or sumpin’ like dat,” Aunt Lou said.


    “Yes, I think we might as well dress them all as angels because they’re going to sing together,” Mandie said.


    “Liza been teachin’ ’em to sing?” the old woman asked.


    Mandie looked at her in surprise. Of course, Liza would be the perfect teacher. She had a beautiful voice and she knew every song anyone could mention.


    “Thanks for saying that, Aunt Lou. I was wondering how we would teach the children any songs, but of course they love Liza already, and I’m sure she could do the best job,” Mandie said.


    “And I’ll make the white costumes,” said Aunt Lou. “I’ll jes’ have to go over and measure ’em all up.”


    “Oh, thank you, Aunt Lou,” Mandie said as she quickly embraced the big woman. “What a load off us. Then Joe and I will write the play and decorate the church, and we’ll have to go shopping for Christmas presents for the children.”


    The next few days went fast. While Mandie’s mother, Elizabeth, and her Uncle John entertained Dr. Woodard and Mrs. Woodard, everyone else was secretly working on the Christmas presentation. Jason Bond, the caretaker, helped Mandie and Joe bring in Christmas trees, one for the house and one for the church. Then the whole household pitched in and decorated the tree in the house. Mandie insisted she and Joe didn’t need any help on the one in the church because she wanted the orphans to participate in that job, and she was afraid someone else would discover their secret.


    “We need to practice,” Mandie told Joe one night when they went over to the church to see how Liza was doing at teaching songs.


    “Definitely,” Joe agreed. “And we need to rehearse everything.”


    When they opened the door to the church, they found Liza and the orphans lined up across the room practicing their songs. Mandie was amazed at how well they were doing.


    Mandie and Joe took everyone into the sanctuary of the church for the first time and explained to the children that they were to help decorate the tree on the stage. They squealed with delight as they fastened decorations to the tree. Liza giggled right along with them.


    “Now you will all stand up there on the stage and sing, and people will be sitting down in the audience listening to you,” Mandie explained. “Liza, let’s try them out and see how they are going to act.”


    “Dey does fine, Missy ’Manda,” Liza replied. She placed them in the center of the stage and they began singing “Silent Night.”


    Mandie and Joe sat in front and watched and listened. When the children were finished, Mandie said, “They need some music. It would sound so much better. And I don’t know where we’re going to get someone to play the piano.”


    “That’s something you need to learn to do,” Joe told Mandie. “You’d think that fancy school you go to in Asheville would have taught you by now.” He grinned at her.


    “Oh, Joe, my mother has already said I have to learn, and I’m getting a late start,” Mandie agreed. “Now I wish I did know how to play.” She sighed.


    “Well, I guess I could help you out on that, although I don’t want to,” Joe said, quickly getting up and walking over to raise the lid of the piano as he sat down on the swivel stool. Before Mandie could say a word he ran down the keyboard and began playing “Silent Night.”


    Mandie was speechless. She went over to stand by the piano. And Liza had the children sing right along with him.


    As soon as he hit the last note, Mandie asked loudly, “Joe Woodard! When did you learn to play the piano?”


    Joe grinned at her and said, “A long, long time ago.”


    Mandie frowned and said, “I’ve known you all my life, and I didn’t know you could play a piano. Why have you been so secretive about it?”


    “I haven’t been,” Joe said. “My mother taught me as soon as I could walk, just about. But I revolted after I got up in school.”


    Mandie grinned at him and said, “I’m glad to find this out about you. I’m sure we can make use of your talent for this play.”


    “Well, I don’t know about that,” Joe protested. “I’m not very good.”


    “I know better than that,” Mandie said. “If you can play one Christmas song I’m sure you can play the rest we want to sing.”


    Liza and the children were standing around watching and listening. Joe suddenly stood and closed the lid on the piano. Mandie reached past him and opened it. Turning to Liza she said, “Tell him what else to play for the children.”


    Liza hurriedly named off several songs and Joe played them while the children sang. Finally Mandie noticed the little orphans were growing sleepy, and she suddenly realized it must be past their bedtime.


    “It’s time to quit for the night,” Mandie said. “Liza, let’s take the children back to their room and get them ready for bed.”


    “And since it’s your night to stay here, I’d better be going,” Joe said as he followed them into the basement.


    “Thanks for playing, Joe,” Mandie told him as they entered the room where the children slept. “And you will play for the children during our presentation, won’t you?” She smiled up at him.


    Joe shuffled his feet and finally replied, “Only if I can wear a costume to disguise myself so no one will know who I am.”


    “Of course, that’s a wonderful idea,” Mandie said. “Think up an idea of what you want to wear and I’ll get Aunt Lou to make it.”


    “All right. See everybody in the morning,” Joe said as he went out the door and a string of good-nights followed him.


    Mandie helped Liza get the children to bed. Then Liza curled up on her own mattress, and Mandie sat down by the lamp at the far end of the long room with her notebook to go over what had been accomplished and what needed to be done. It wasn’t really late, only nine o’clock when she looked at her watch, but she soon started dozing off in her chair after everyone got quiet.


    Mandie was startled awake by someone opening the outside door. She scrambled to her feet, rubbing her eyes and trying to focus her vision on the person. It was a man, a strange man! She quickly realized if she yelled she’d wake the children and terrify them, and Liza would be wild with fear. So she walked toward him across the length of the long room. He seemed to be standing still.


    As she got nearer, she saw he was a tall, handsome man, probably in his forties, with dark curly hair. And as she came close enough to look into his eyes, she discovered they were a deep blue and seemed to be full of surprise.


    “I’m sorry,” the man said. He looked around the room. “I didn’t know someone was using the basement. You see, I’ve just got back into town after many long years and thought I’d run over to visit my old church where I went as a child.”


    “Oh!” Mandie said with a gasp. She straightened her skirts and stood up taller. Luckily she had not changed into her nightclothes. “I see. My name is Amanda Shaw, Mandie for short, and these children are all orphans.” She waved her hand around the room at the sleeping children.


    “I apologize. I’m George Simpson,” he informed her. “Are you related to Mr. John Shaw?”


    Mandie looked at him in surprise as she replied, “Yes, he is my uncle and he married my mother after my father, Jim Shaw, died.”


    “Well, well, well!” the man said, with a big smile. “I remember your father very well before he married your mother. After that he seemed to disappear, but Mr. John Shaw was very kind to me when I was growing up. You see, I was an orphan, too.”


    “If you were an orphan, where did you live here in Franklin when you attended this church?” Mandie anxiously asked.


    “Oh, here and there, mostly with my mother’s old cousins, who have just died. That’s why I’m back in town,” George explained.


    “Did I know them? Who were they?” Mandie asked.


    “No, you probably didn’t know them, because they left town years ago to live over in Jackson County,” he said. “They owned the huge house on the hill just as you go around the curve on Bryson City Road. It has been closed up ever since they moved away, and I find it’s in bad shape. I am their only heir and they left it to me, and I don’t know what I’ll be doing with it.”


    “Don’t you want to live in it? I know the house you’re talking about. It looks like a mansion, it’s so big,” Mandie said.


    “No, it would be impossible for me to live here in Franklin,” George said. “You see, I have a home in New York and my business is up there, so I don’t need the house.”


    “New York?” Mandie questioned. “I’ve never been there, but someday I will go. Couldn’t you move your business down here so you could live in the house? I’m sure it would be beautiful if someone would fix it up.”


    George laughed and said, “No, I couldn’t do that. I’m an actor and I have to stay where the theater is.”


    Mandie did some quick thinking. “These children are here temporarily so we can have them in a Christmas play here in the church. My friend Joe Woodard and I are presenting the play the Sunday before Christmas, next Sunday in fact. Could we persuade you to act in our play? Please.” Her blue eyes looked directly into his.


    George laughed and said, “Sorry. I won’t be in Franklin this coming weekend. I will return next week to do something about the house, though.”


    Mandie had another idea. “How much are you going to sell the house for? I mean, you must be planning to sell it since you don’t want it.”


    George looked down at her and asked, “Why? Do you know of someone who might be interested in buying it? I don’t believe it’s worth much.”


    Mandie laughed and said, “No, not exactly. I was just thinking what a perfect home it would make for these orphans here. You see, they’ve all been farmed out wherever a family needs them to do work, and I’m sure they’re being mistreated. Can you imagine little ones like these having to work for their keep?”


    George Simpson turned to pace about the end of the room. Then he stopped and looked at Mandie. “Yes, I know exactly what it’s like. I went through all that and somehow managed to survive. I ran away from the last place that gave me a home, because they beat me. I was fourteen and I hitchhiked—walked most of the way, really—to New York. I got various backbreaking jobs and was able to get some education. Then when I was seventeen, I got really lucky. I landed a job as a driver for one of the big Broadway producers, and he gave me my start in show business. But I am well aware that not all orphans are given an opportunity like that.”


    Mandie thought about herself, how she had been farmed out to work for the Brysons when her father died, but she didn’t want to sidetrack the conversation so she didn’t mention it.


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Simpson, but I’m happy for you now,” Mandie said, smiling up at him. “Don’t you think the house would be a good place to put these orphans?”


    George thought for a moment and said, “Yes, I agree. I remember being in the house. It probably has twenty rooms. But it’s in bad shape right now.”


    Mandie frowned and walked around. If he would allow the orphans to live there, what could she do about making the house fit to live in? If he would donate the house, where could she get the money to renovate it? From the people of Franklin, of course! She would solicit donations from the members of this church when the children put on the play.


    Excitedly she turned back to George. “I know what we could do! If you would give us the house for the orphans, I could probably get the money from the townspeople to fix it up.”


    “But what about maintenance? How would you run the operation? After all, there are regular bills, such as food and clothing among other things, that have to be funded from somewhere,” George replied.


    Mandie said a silent prayer and she looked up to face George Simpson. “If you will donate the house to the orphans, I will come up with the money to run it. I have faith in the people’s kindness here in Franklin, and above all, I have faith that God will supply it.” She clasped her hands as she waited for his answer.


    With a big grin on his face George Simpson stepped up and held out his hand. “It’s a deal,” he said. “You get the money rounded up and I will be back in town, probably on Christmas Eve, and we’ll seal the bargain.”


    Mandie, overcome with excitement and thankfulness, suddenly raised up on tiptoes and planted a kiss on the man’s cheek. “Thank you, with all my heart, thank you!” she exclaimed with tears of joy in her eyes.


    George embraced her quickly and said, “Now I have to go. I have someone waiting for me. I will see you on Christmas Eve.” He started toward the door.


    “Thank you,” Mandie said again as she followed him to the door.


    He went out, and she shut the door and leaned against it, too excited to go to bed now. It was going to be a long night. She would have to wait for daybreak to come so she could rush over and tell Joe.


    The Lord was going to take care of His orphans.

  


  
    

    
Part Three


    The next morning, by the time Mandie spread the word to everyone involved in the Christmas play secret, she was almost too hoarse to speak.


    Mrs. Taft remembered being in the huge house when people lived there and she told Mandie that, as far as she could recollect, the owners had grown too old to care for George Simpson and had lost everything but their house. Then they had moved over to Jackson County to stay with other relatives when the boy was probably six or seven years old.


    “Yes, Amanda, it would be an ideal place for the orphans to live, but just remember it takes money to keep up such a place, as the man said,” Mrs. Taft told her, as they sat in her bedroom early that morning.


    “But I am going to ask all the people in Franklin to donate money, or if they can’t afford that, to donate time for fixing up the house and taking care of the children,” Mandie explained.


    “Well, I hope you will be able to do that, Amanda, but please don’t build up too much hope. It’s a doubtful proposition,” her grandmother said.


    “I just believe I can do it,” Mandie said. She jumped up from the footstool where she sat and said, “Now I’ve got to see if Joe is downstairs yet so I can tell him.”


    Joe was in the kitchen hungrily watching Aunt Lou and Jenny prepare breakfast. When Mandie came in the door, he and the two women all looked at her.


    “You’re out so early. Is everything all right over at the church?” Joe asked anxiously.


    “Fine. In fact, finer than normal,” Mandie said with a big laugh as she twirled around the room. “I have exciting news. I’ve found a new home for the orphans.”


    “A home?” Joe inquired.


    “Is dat so?” Aunt Lou said.


    “Praise de Lawd!” Jenny shouted as she clapped her hands.


    “Yes,” Mandie said, and she went on to explain about the visit of George Simpson. No one said a thing until she had finished. “So now all we have to do is get money and work from the people of Franklin.”


    “Good luck,” Joe said with a sigh.


    “Now that’s no attitude to take,” Mandie reprimanded him. “We just have to trust and have faith and we can do it. I know we can.”


    “I give time, my chile, but ain’t got no money,” Aunt Lou said.


    Mandie ran to embrace her as she said, “There! That’s our first donation.”


    “And I’ll he’p cook for dem chillun, jes’ like we doin’ now,” Jenny promised.


    Mandie hugged her and said, “You see, it’s going to work. We can do it.”


    “I’ll do whatever I can, but I don’t even live in Franklin, Mandie, and I won’t be here to give much time,” Joe reminded her.


    “We will accept the very smallest donation of time, work, or money,” Mandie declared.


    ———


    Saturday night finally came and Mandie and Joe worked late to be sure everything would be ready for the play the next day. Decorations were checked. Costumes were pressed. The children practiced their songs. And Mandie wrote a speech which she planned to deliver to the audience after the play was over.


    Sunday morning Mandie woke to find a light snow had fallen the night before, but it would not deter the people from getting to church. It only made it seem more Christmas-like.


    At the breakfast table Elizabeth asked, “Shall we go over to the church when you do, dear, and maybe help get things in order for the play?”


    “Oh, no, Mother, we don’t need you. I mean we have everything in order and we appreciate your offer, but please don’t come over until everyone else starts coming in,” Mandie said, quickly looking at Joe.


    “You seem awfully mysterious about all this,” Uncle John commented as he ate his food.


    “Yes, and I know these two well enough to know the outcome of their secrecy is always unpredictable,” Dr. Woodard said with a laugh.


    “Oh, well, you know how young people are,” Mrs. Taft said as she looked around the table. “They just like to do things on their own, without some grownup telling them what to do. I imagine the play will be interesting.”


    “Yes, I’m sure it will be,” Mrs. Woodard remarked.


    Mandie just remembered something and she asked, “I thought Uncle Ned was coming to see us this weekend.”


    “Oh, he is,” Uncle John said. “He’ll be here in time for your play, at the regular morning worship time.”


    Mandie had been hoping he would get there before the play. Now she would have to postpone a talk with him until afterward.


    The two young people rushed through the meal and asked to be excused in order to get last minute details ready in the church.


    When Mandie told the children that this was the big day, that they would be dressed in their costumes and would sing before a real audience, some of them got excited. Jake and Jasper had become good friends and were ready for anything, but she noticed two of the little girls seemed shy.


    Mandie and her grandmother had bought gifts for all the children and they were now wrapped and beneath the huge tree on the stage. Excitement ran through Mandie’s heart as she anticipated the happiness of the orphans when they unwrapped toys and clothes all their own.


    Aunt Lou and Jenny had slipped over to the church to help, and finally it was time.


    The church had a large platform, and with the help of Aunt Lou and Abraham, Mandie and Joe had converted it into a real stage. Aunt Lou had made a curtain out of bedsheets and Joe and Abraham had hung them on rods across the front, concealing the stage to the audience until the curtains would be pulled back by ropes at each side.


    When the curtain was finally pulled before a full audience—with some standing in the back—Mandie began reading the story of Jesus’ birth as she sat on a low stool by the huge Christmas tree. She wore a long red dress and had pinned a bunch of holly with red berries on her shoulder. Her hair was loose, flowing down below her waist.


    As she recited the story, the children came onto the stage with Liza, all dressed in white robes with wings and halos, and they began to sing softly in the background.


    Then Abraham, dressed as Joseph, and Jenny, dressed as Mary, entered from backstage.


    All this time Joe was softly playing the piano, which they had moved into a dark corner by the stage. He was clothed in a robe and his head was covered with a turban.


    While she was reading, Mandie’s eyes danced around the stage as she tried to ascertain that everything was going as planned. It had taken a lot of persuasion to get Jenny and her husband, Abraham, to participate, and she had to agree that they would not have to learn any lines or speak.


    The audience was completely silent until the moment when the curtain closed, and then they applauded as the church had never heard before. Aunt Lou was pulling the curtain, and she kept opening and closing it for everyone to bow until Mandie signaled her to stop.


    Mandie took the orphans downstage and held up her hand to speak. She had them lined up for the audience to see.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to tell you how much we appreciate your coming and how much the applause meant to us for all the hard work involved, but I just wanted to explain a few things,” she began as the crowd became quiet and sat back down.


    “We wanted to make this a real Christmas—what Christmas really stands for—Jesus’ birthday, not just the time when Santa Claus comes and everyone is so anxious to receive all the gifts they can get, with no mention of our Savior. Presents should be given to show our love for other people, people who are poor and needy, and who won’t receive much for Christmas.”


    She paused when she spotted Uncle Ned sitting in the audience. She felt like waving at him, but she only smiled as she continued.


    “These little children are all orphans. They don’t have homes. They live wherever people will take them in exchange for work. Imagine little ones like these having to work for their keep,” she continued. “I want to ask each and every one of you to help these orphans. You probably all know about the old house that’s been closed up for years and years out on Bryson City Road. Well, the owners died recently and I met the man who has inherited it, George Simpson, their cousin.” She paused as some of the older people looked at each other in recognition of the name.


    Mandie took a deep breath and continued as she said a silent prayer. “Now Mr. Simpson has agreed to give us the house for a home for these orphans, provided we donate enough time, work, and money to get it in livable shape and maintain it. Just look at these two little boys here named Jake and Jasper. They are not aware of it yet, but they were separated when they were babies after the death of their parents. That shouldn’t ever happen to anyone.” She pointed to the boys, who stared at each other and rushed to embrace.


    There was a murmur from the audience. Mandie looked at the left edge of the stage and saw Joe hiding behind the curtain as he listened to what she was saying. He gave her a big grin and she turned back to continue.


    “Now I’m asking that every person in this audience give something,” Mandie said. Her voice got stern as her determination grew. “Everybody here can give something. If you don’t have money to give, you can give time and work. We have promised Mr. Simpson that the people of Franklin will come to the rescue of these little orphans, and we are going to keep our promise. Please don’t say you’re too busy or you can’t afford to give even a few dollars. No matter how poor you are, you can still share in some way. We can always find someone poorer than we are, and these little orphans are poorer than anyone in this audience.”


    She paused again to let that soak in, and then she continued.


    “Now who will be the first to make a donation?” she asked, as she looked over the audience. The crowd had become restless and the people were murmuring among themselves.


    Suddenly a heavyset man with bushy gray hair stood up and yelled at Mandie, “We don’t need a half-breed telling us what to do with our money and time!”


    Mandie was so shocked she yelled back, “I am what God made me and I can’t change that so you better like it!”


    Joe instantly came to her side and shouted to the man, “This is God’s house and no place for such talk, mister!”


    Uncle Ned suddenly materialized at Mandie’s side and, putting his arm around her, managed to get her behind the curtain. Joe followed.


    They could hear the audience picking up on what the man said. “No, we don’t.” “No.” “Never.” Finally the uproar grew dimmer and Mandie knew the people were leaving the church.


    “Papoose!” Uncle Ned said as he tightly embraced Mandie. Aunt Lou, Jenny, Abraham, and Liza all surrounded them with shocked expressions.


    In spite of her determination, Mandie felt her eyes flood with tears and she turned to lean her head on the old Cherokee’s shoulder. The others were softly murmuring to comfort her. The orphans stood in awe and watched.


    In a moment, Mandie’s grandmother had come onto the stage. Elizabeth and Uncle John and Dr. and Mrs. Woodard were close behind them. Mandie dimly saw Jason Bond bringing up the rear as they all came toward her.


    “I’ll fix that man!” Mrs. Taft was so angry, she was sputtering.


    “Are you all right, dear?” Elizabeth asked as she patted Mandie’s blond head.


    Mandie looked up at her mother, and making every effort to steady her voice, she said, “I’m all right, Mother. I just need to get everything straightened up here so we can go eat dinner.”


    “Please hurry, dear,” Elizabeth told her.


    “We’re all hungry,” Uncle John tried to joke.


    “We’ll be along in a little bit,” Mandie said and then, remembering their arrangements, she added, as she tried to smile, “Orphans and all. Aunt Lou and Jenny have already prepared dinner enough for everyone, and we want to eat together.”


    Elizabeth glanced at Uncle John, and he said, “Of course, just hurry up and bring everyone over. We’re starving.” He, Elizabeth, and the Woodards left.


    Mandie helped re-dress the children after the others were gone. Mrs. Taft had stayed to see what she could do. She helped Aunt Lou and Jenny herd the children across the road to the house. Liza went along to control them.


    Left alone with Joe and Uncle Ned, Mandie said, “I’m sorry everything went so badly. I guess I ruined it all.”


    Joe clasped her hand and said, “No, you didn’t, Mandie. You did wonderful. It was that selfish man who tried to ruin everything. I’m going on to the house because I know you want to talk with Uncle Ned. You haven’t seen him since he got here. But like your Uncle John said, please hurry. I’m hungry!” He laughed as he left.


    “Uncle Ned, what did I do wrong?” Mandie asked when they were alone. They sat down on a low bench.


    “Papoose, must learn to think,” Uncle Ned told her. “I always say, think before acting. Think what people will say when Papoose demand money and work from them.”


    Mandie looked at him in surprise. “But I didn’t demand it, Uncle Ned. I was only asking for it,” she said.


    “No, no, Papoose must walk softly when asking for something,” he tried to explain. “Cannot make people do things. Must set example to influence them.”


    “I thought I was doing the right thing, showing them the orphans and telling them about the house,” Mandie said.


    “Papoose must set example. Show people she can work and give,” the old man kept trying to explain.


    “You mean we should go ahead and start work on the house if Mr. Simpson will let us?”


    Uncle Ned smiled and said, “Yes, begin work. Others will come.”


    “I don’t know. The other people in the audience were saying things that sounded like they were agreeing with what the man said,” Mandie insisted.


    “Trust,” Uncle Ned said. “Work. Other people will work.”


    “Trust, yes, I must trust in the Lord to help,” Mandie agreed.


    As the old man and the young girl held hands, they looked above and said a prayer.


    “Dear Lord, we need help to help the little orphans, please. Thank you, dear Lord,” Mandie said.


    “Yes, Big God, please help,” Uncle Ned added as he also prayed.


    Uncle Ned stood up and said, “Must go eat now.”


    Mandie laughed as she wiped her reddened eyes and said, “Even you are hungry.”


    At the house Mandie discussed her decision with the others, and everyone agreed to pitch in and help if Mr. Simpson would allow them to do so. And Mrs. Taft offered whatever money was needed to get things going.


    Mandie’s mother insisted on opening up rooms on the third floor of the house for the orphans to use until they could be returned to the places they lived or until they could get their own home. Liza was given complete care of them and she was excited with the responsibility.


    ———


    When Christmas Eve came, everyone went out caroling, orphans and all, except for Mrs. Taft, who insisted she wanted to stay home. But she did join them later at the church for the Christmas Eve service. A local retired minister took the pulpit to deliver the sermon.


    Mandie looked around and realized the church was full. She wondered if Mr. Simpson had returned yet. Then she happened to see him all the way across the sanctuary. He seemed to know the man beside him and she wondered who that person could be.


    During the service she could only think of what Uncle Ned had said. She must show an example for the people to follow. Did that include standing up to apologize for what she had said at the play? Passages in the Bible ran through her mind—the one about not letting the sun go down upon your wrath, about forgiving one another, about returning good for evil, and many more. And she made her decision.


    As soon as the minister closed the sermon, she quickly slipped out of her seat, raced up to the pulpit, and blurted out her apologies as the pastor looked at her in surprise.


    “I want to apologize to all of you, every one of you, for the way I made the request for help Sunday at the play,” she began, jumbling words as they left her mouth. “I know I was wrong to demand anything from you good people, and I want to ask your forgiveness for letting my temper out. I am sorry. Please forgive me.” Her knees almost folded and she rushed back to her seat.


    Uncle Ned, sitting beside her, smiled as she sat down.


    The people in the church all began murmuring and Mandie wondered if someone were going to blast out at her again. Then suddenly the man who had started it all appeared at the pulpit and began talking loudly, “I must ask your forgiveness, Miss Amanda Shaw. I am sorry from the bottom of my heart for my outburst. You were trying to do a wonderful thing and I was trying to stop you. I am sorry. And to show I mean it, I have the first hundred dollars right here to begin work on the house, and I will do any job that I am capable of doing to help get things going.” He waved the money in the air.


    Mandie, with tears flowing down her face, once again ran back up to the stage to shake the man’s hand.


    The audience became noisy as they pushed their way to the front to give money and to offer labor on the house.


    Suddenly the piano blasted loudly over the uproar as the old hymn, “Count Your Blessings,” quieted shouts from the crowd and stirred them into loud singing.


    Mandie looked down and saw Joe pounding away on the piano. He looked at her and grinned.


    Everything was working out. The Lord had answered their prayers. Mandie found Uncle Ned at her side and together they looked upward and said, “Thank you, dear Lord.”


    THE END
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    ACT I—Scene 1


    
      
        
          	THE SCENE:

          	The Sunday school room in the basement of a church. The room is long, with a window at left downstage and an outside door next to it. Shrubbery can be seen through the window. Wooden chairs and benches are lined up facing a small table at right upstage. A hallway goes offstage beyond the table. A few toys are in a large basket sitting in the corner of the room near the hallway exit. It is late afternoon in December. There is a fire going in the heater left upstage.
        


        
          	AT CURTAIN:

          	The stage is empty. The door opens. Mandie, wearing a cloak with a hood, enters as she pushes two little girls in ahead of her. Joe, with two little boys, enters right behind her.
        

      
    


    MANDIE: (Hastily removing the girls’ coats and bonnets and tossing them on a chair as the girls race for the toys.) We need more. I was hoping we could locate at least a dozen.


    JOE: (Picking up the boys’ coats and hats as the boys throw them off and race to join the girls at the toys.) It’s going to be hard, if not impossible, to find eight more, especially with Christmas so close. (He sits on a bench nearby.)


    MANDIE: (Pushing back the hood on her cloak and sitting down beside Joe.) But we’ve just got to do it. I want this Christmas, in this year of 1901, to be remembered as a real Christmas with all its true meaning, and this is the way we planned to do it.


    JOE: We might could try something else.


    MANDIE: But this was the only idea we could come up with. (Rising, she takes off her cloak and hangs it and the children’s clothes on pegs on the wall upstage and walks over to the heater.) We need to build up this fire and get the children warm, don’t you think?


    JOE: I’ll take care of it. (He hurries offstage through the hallway exit and quickly returns with an armload of wood, which he places by the heater. Opening the heater door, he adds a piece of wood to the fire. Closes door.)


    MANDIE: (Watching.) That ought to warm this place up.


    JOE: (Dusting off his hands as he straightens up.) How are we going to do everything that is necessary, just the two of us? I think we need someone to help us, maybe Liza?


    MANDIE: I’m not sure we can trust Liza. I know she wouldn’t deliberately give away our secret, but she might just forget and say something to somebody. Besides, what would the other servants say if Liza just disappeared now and then and didn’t do her work?


    JOE: Well, who else is there?


    MANDIE: There’s my mother and there’s Uncle John, but I don’t want them to know what we’re doing. What we really need is a wagon so we could go farther out into the country.


    JOE: A wagon? The only wagon we’d have a chance of getting belongs to your Uncle John. When my father and mother get here, I’m sure they’ll be in the buggy.


    MANDIE: I sure am glad y’all are spending the holidays with us. I couldn’t do all this by myself. (She looks up at Joe and smiles.)


    JOE: (Running his fingers through his hair.) And I don’t think you and I together can do all this. Mandie, we need someone else in on this. For instance, how are we going to take care of these children down here in the church basement? They have to be fed and will need supervision. We can’t just go off and leave them in here all alone.


    MANDIE: (Walking about the room and glancing at the children playing.) I know that, Joe. One of us can stay here while the other one goes to find more. And I’m sure I can get plenty of food from our kitchen. After all, I live just across the road. And we’ve got that stack of shuck mattresses in the other room for them to sleep on, plus all those quilts I found in our linen closet. So I don’t see any problem with anything.


    JOE: (Strolling over to look out the window.) It’s an awfully big job for just the two of us.


    MANDIE: (Walking over to the window.) Look! It’s beginning to snow. (Snowflakes can be seen falling on the shrubbery outside the window.)


    JOE: Yes, and I think we’d better get some food in here for the night.


    MANDIE: All right. It’s not quite time for Jenny to begin preparing supper at our house, so while there’s no one in our kitchen, I’ll make a quick trip over there and bring back whatever I can find. (She walks over to the clothes hanging on the pegs upstage, takes down her cloak, and quickly puts it on.)


    JOE: (Turning around to watch Mandie.) Thank goodness you don’t have a pastor at this church right now, or he’d be sure to catch up with us.


    MANDIE: (Walking to the door.) The new one won’t arrive until February. I’ll be right back. (Mandie opens the door.) Grandmother!(Mandie steps back into the room.)


    MRS. TAFT: (Mrs. Taft enters through the door. She is expensively dressed in winter clothes.) Mr. Bond brought me from the depot, and he told me you were probably over here getting a play ready for the holidays. (She looks around the room, sees the four children.)


    MANDIE: You’re a day early.


    MRS. TAFT: Amanda, whose children are these?


    MANDIE: (Mandie glances at Joe, who stands listening.) Grandmother, they are a secret. And we need some help.


    MRS. TAFT: Help, dear? What kind of help?


    MANDIE: (Mandie glances at Joe again.) Well, all kinds of help. But, please understand, Grandmother, what I’m about to tell you is a secret, and you won’t give away my secret, will you?


    MRS. TAFT: Amanda, what on earth are you talking about? I’ve got to get on across the road to your house. Mr. Bond will be taking in my luggage, and your mother is going to wonder where I am.


    MANDIE: Well, you see, Joe Woodard and I have determined that we will make this Christmas a real Christmas, the way Jesus’ birth ought to be celebrated. And we’ve made these secret plans, but we need some help. We don’t want anyone to know what we’re doing so it will be a big surprise.


    MRS. TAFT: (Looking from Mandie to Joe and back.) Amanda, what are you and Joe up to? Please hurry and explain.


    MANDIE: We are collecting orphans to put on a Christmas play here at the church. We got permission to give a play since we don’t have a pastor right now, but nobody knows how we are planning on doing this. And there are so many angles and odds and ends to this, and only two of us to get it all done. We need someone in on our secret, and I think you are the best secret-keeper I know of. (She grins at Mrs. Taft.)


    MRS. TAFT: Oh, dear! And where are you getting all these orphans? (She looks at Joe.)


    JOE: Mandie is in charge. (He grins.)


    MANDIE: We just brought two little girls from the Swafford farm and two boys from the Pinsons down on Bryson City Road. And we are looking for more. We need about twelve to sing in the play. But now that we’ve begun all this, I can see that we need someone to help. Will you, Grandmother, will you, please? (She looks at her grandmother anxiously.)


    MRS. TAFT: Do you mean to say these people just let you take the children off like that?


    MANDIE: They’re orphans, Grandmother. It seems nobody cares about orphans—where they go, or what they do. That’s why we decided to have no one but orphans in our play. We want everybody to change their attitude toward these little children without mothers and fathers.


    MRS. TAFT: (Watching the children playing in the corner.) Amanda, I know you’re always trying to do good, but sometimes you have some strange ideas about how to accomplish things. (She sighs.) What is it you want me to do, dear?


    MANDIE: (Smiling.) Oh, thank you, Grandmother, for understanding. Here’s what we need. First of all, we need some money to buy wood for the heaters, the one in here and the one in the sanctuary. We need food for the children, and some of them just have to have warmer clothes. And we need a wagon, so we can go on out into the country and find more orphaned children—


    MRS. TAFT: (Interrupting.) All right, all right. Please tell me quickly what you want me to do.


    MANDIE: (Glancing at Joe.) Joe and I are hoping the people here in Franklin will join with us in helping the orphans, but we also need someone to help us with the work.


    MRS. TAFT: And just how do you think this play and whatever else you do will help the orphan situation?


    MANDIE: After the play is over, we are going to ask the audience to make a contribution toward the support of the orphans. (She quickly looks at Mrs. Taft.) Did you know that people give orphans a home in order to get free labor? These tiny children who don’t have a place to live are farmed out to anyone who is willing to give them a place to stay in exchange for work. Imagine these small children having to work for their living!


    MRS. TAFT: It is a sorry situation right now, Amanda. I agree on that. But it will take a lot to make a difference. (She looks at Mandie.) And you said you need help with this. Have you spoken to your father’s old Cherokee friend, Uncle Ned, about what you’re doing? Maybe he could help.


    MANDIE: I haven’t seen Uncle Ned since Joe and I decided to do this. We’ve had to act so fast. Christmas is just around the corner, you know.


    MRS. TAFT: Of course I’ll be glad to give you whatever money y’all need, but I think you should ask Liza to help out with this. She would be really good at taking care of the children.


    MANDIE: I’m not sure she can keep a secret. Maybe you could explain to her that no one else is to know what we’re doing. She would listen to you.


    MRS. TAFT: I’ll see what I can do, but right now I must be getting over to the house, or someone will come looking for me.


    MANDIE: I’ll go with you, Grandmother. I have to get food from our kitchen for the children’s supper. (She turns to Joe.) Joe, I’ll be right back.


    (Mandie and Mrs. Taft walk toward the door. The door opens. Liza, the Shaw maid, enters.)


    LIZA: (Closing the door.) Miz Taft, Mistuh Bond he told me to come and git you. Miz ’Lizabeth seen you come over heah.


    MRS. TAFT: You came at just the right time, Liza. We need your help. Amanda has these children (She motions toward the children.) staying here in the basement of the church, and we would like you to watch them while Amanda and Joe eat supper since you won’t be having your meal until later.


    LIZA: (Looking at the children in surprise.) Chillun in de church? (She looks at Mrs. Taft.) But, Aunt Lou, whut she gwine say if I run off like dat?


    MRS. TAFT: (With her hand on the doorknob.) I’ll explain to her. Now, Amanda, you and Joe hurry on over to the house. (She exits the door, closing it behind her.)


    JOE: We won’t be gone real long, Liza. We’ll be back in plenty of time for you to go have your supper.


    LIZA: (Looking at the children.) Where you git dese heah chillun? Who dey be?


    MANDIE: They’re orphans. Just like you. They don’t have a mother or father. We need you to watch them to be sure they don’t get too close to the heater and they don’t go outside.


    LIZA: Dem po’ lil’ chillun, no mamas and no papas.


    MANDIE: And I forgot to tell you, Liza, but we need you to stay here with them tonight.


    LIZA: You means spend de night in dis heah spooky church? (Her eyes widen.)


    MANDIE: Liza, this church is not spooky. It’s God’s house.


    LIZA: But I cain’t see God. How does I knows He be heah? S’pose de Devil he be heah, too?


    MANDIE: Oh, Liza, the Devil wouldn’t dare come into God’s house. Remember, these little children need you. They don’t have any mothers and fathers.


    LIZA: (Glancing at the children and then looking back at Mandie.) But, Missy ’Manda, I’se jes’ plain skeered to stay in dis heah place all night ’ess y’all stays, too. (She glances toward the window.) And all dem dead people out dere in de graveyard.


    JOE: I tell you what, Liza. As soon as everyone in the house goes to bed I’ll come back over here and sleep in the next room if you’ll stay in here with the children.


    LIZA: (Slowly replying.) Well, I s’pose me and dese heah chillun be all right if you sleeps in de next room. (She adds quickly.) But mind you now, if I wakes up and you done gwine left dis heah place, den I be leavin’, too.


    MANDIE: And I’ll come and stay any time Joe is not here. We won’t leave you alone all night. Now we’ve got to get some food for the children’s supper and we’ll be right back.


    LIZA: I guess dat’s all right den.(She walks over to watch the children.)


    JOE: (Putting on his cap and opening the door.) We won’t be gone long. (He waits for Mandie to step outside ahead of him.)


    MANDIE: (Going out the door.) We can rotate nights, Joe. I can stay tonight, and you tomorrow night, and so on.


    JOE: (Following Mandie out the door.) That’s fine.


    CURTAIN

  


  
    

    ACT I—Scene 2


    
      
        
          	THE SCENE:

          	Several days later in the Sunday school room in the basement of the church. A stack of papers is on the table. It is evening, and only the light of the moon can be seen through the window. Several costumes are lying here and there on chairs and on the table. Two kerosene lamps are lit, one at each end of the room.
        


        
          	AT CURTAIN:

          	The four children from Scene 1 are on stage, plus four more girls and two more boys. Liza is playing with the children at the end of the room right upstage. Mandie and Joe are examining the costumes.
        

      
    


    MANDIE: (Holding up a small, white robe.) Aunt Lou certainly did a good job on these. I’ve got to tell her how much I appreciate her work.


    JOE: (Holding a pair of wings to go on the robe.) She certainly did. We’re lucky your grandmother came to our rescue. Without your cook, Jenny, preparing food for the children and Aunt Lou making the costumes, we would never in this world get finished on time.


    MANDIE: You’re right. (She puts the costume down on the table and looks at the children.) You know, anybody could look at Jasper and Jake and tell they were brothers, but the boys themselves don’t seem aware of it. It’s a shame they’ve been put into different homes since they were babies. I imagine this is the first time they’ve ever really seen each other.


    JOE: (Also looking at the children.) I think we ought to tell them they’re brothers.


    MANDIE: I don’t imagine Mrs. Oglesby, who keeps Jake, would mind. But that bunch of bootleggers who have Jasper would probably raise the roof.


    JOE: There’s nothing they could do about it if we did tell the boys. In fact, Jasper might be taken away from them if the right people knew what kind of home he is in.


    MANDIE: But, Joe, think how it would hurt the boys to know they were brothers and couldn’t live together.


    JOE: (Pacing the floor.) This thing has become too complicated for comfort.


    MANDIE: It’s not much longer to wait. Sunday we’ll give the play, and Grandmother has already promised we could all go Christmas caroling on Christmas Eve, and keep the children here until late Christmas Day on Wednesday so we can give them the presents she is going to place beneath the tree.


    JOE: Don’t you think we’d better practice a little more for the play? The children need to learn to stay together on the songs.


    MANDIE: All right. (She looks over at Liza.) Liza, let’s line the children up and sing some of the songs. The more they practice, the better they’ll be.


    LIZA: (Getting up off the floor where she has been sitting with the children and urging the ten children to line up.) Let’s stand up straight heah down by de table and show Missy ’Manda how good we is. How ’out dat “Silent Night” song we done learned? (All ten children obey as they line up and begin singing.) Silent Night, Holy Night—loud now so Mistuh Joe he kin hear you, too.


    MANDIE: (Mandie and Joe stand nearby to watch and listen as the children go through the whole song without a noticeable mistake. Claps as the song ends. The children go back to play.) That was wonderful! (Turning to Joe.) They need some music. I didn’t even think about that. And I don’t know where we’re going to get someone to play the piano.


    JOE: (Walking toward the hallway exit.) There’s a piano in this next room here. (He exits.)


    MANDIE: (Remains on stage.) Yes, but what good is it to us? (Suddenly the sound of “Silent Night, Holy Night,” bursts forth from the piano in the next room.)


    MANDIE: (Hurrying to the hallway exit. She looks offstage as she calls to Joe.) Joe Woodard! (The music stops.) When did you learn to play the piano?


    JOE: (Entering from the hallway exit.) A long, long time ago.


    MANDIE: I’ve known you all my life, and I didn’t know you could play the piano. Why have you been so secretive about it?


    JOE: (Flopping into a chair near the table.) I haven’t been. My mother taught me as soon as I could walk, just about. But I revolted after I got up in school.


    MANDIE: I’m glad to find this out about you, because I’m sure we’re going to make use of your talent for this play. (She grins at him.)


    JOE: (Stands up and yawns, picks up his coat and cap from a chair.) I think I’m going to the house now. It’s late.


    MANDIE: (Stands up.) I know. The children have stayed up way past their bedtime.


    JOE: (Placing his coat and cap back on the chair.) I’ll stoke up the fire in the heater for you and get the mattresses ready for the children. (He goes to the heater, opens the door, pokes at the fire inside, and adds more wood from a pile on the floor.)


    MANDIE: Liza, it’s bedtime. Take the girls to the other room and get them dressed for bed. Joe and I will make up the mattresses, and then you can help the boys.


    LIZA: (Stands up and motions to the girls.) Come on, all you lil’ gals. Bedtime.


    (The girls follow her as she exits off the hallway.)


    JOE: I’ll get the mattresses. (He starts toward the exit off the hallway.) We put them in the big closet down the hall this morning. (Exits.)


    MANDIE: (Follows him across the stage.) I’ll help you. (Exits off the hallway.)


    LIZA: (Enters from the hallway, gently pushing the little girls ahead of her. The children are wearing their nightclothes.) Come on, you lil’ boys. You’s next.


    (Mandie and Joe enter carrying a cornshuck mattress, which they place on two benches they push together. Liza exits through the hallway as she herds the boys ahead of her.)


    JOE: (Straightening up.) One down. Four to go.


    MANDIE: (Giving the mattress a little pat.) Five to go. Don’t forget Liza has to have a bed, too.


    JOE: I thought some of the little ones could sleep three on one mattress. With the backs of benches to keep them from falling off, there’s plenty of room.


    MANDIE: (Straightening up.) You’re right. And I’ll sleep in the next room.


    (Mandie and Joe exit through the hallway and bring in more mattresses. Liza leads the little boys back into the room in their nightclothes and puts them and the girls on their beds. Then she helps Mandie and Joe and gets her own mattress, which she places on the floor between the boys and girls.)


    MANDIE: Liza and I can get the quilts. You go ahead. See you in the morning.


    JOE: (Picks up his coat and hat, puts them on.) Good-night. (He goes to the open door.)


    MANDIE: Good-night.


    (Joe exits through the doorway and closes the door.)


    (Liza exits through the hallway and comes back with an armload of quilts, which she lays on the table.)


    LIZA: I git de rest of dem quilts if you wants to kivver de chillun wid dese. (Exits.)


    MANDIE: Sure, Liza. (She begins going from bed to bed distributing the covers.)


    LIZA: (Enters from the hallway with more quilts.) Dis be all of dem. I left one fo’ you.


    (Mandie takes some of the quilts, and she and Liza finish distributing them. The children are all covered for the night.)


    MANDIE: You go ahead to bed, Liza. I’m going to sit down at the far end and go over the script for the play one more time before I retire for the night. (She picks up the stack of papers on the table.)


    LIZA: (Flopping down on her mattress and pulling a quilt over her.) ’Night, Missy ’Manda.


    MANDIE: (She walks over to the lamp at the hallway end of the room and blows out the light.) Good-night, Liza. (She carries the papers and goes to sit down in a chair by the other lamp, which is near the door. The scene becomes quiet. There is a giggle now and then from the children, but they soon fall asleep. Mandie reads her papers and begins to nod. She drops off to sleep in the chair. She is suddenly awakened by someone [George] opening the door. Quickly sitting up and rubbing her eyes. She looks toward the door.) Who is it?


    GEORGE: (Pausing just inside the doorway as he closes the door.) I’m sorry. I didn’t know someone was using the basement. You see, I’ve just got back into town after many long years away, and I thought I’d run over to visit this old church where I went as a child.


    MANDIE: (Gasping as she quickly stands up and straightens her skirts.) I see. My name is Amanda Shaw, Mandie for short, and these children are all orphans. (She waves her hand toward the sleeping children.)


    GEORGE: I apologize. I’m George Simpson. Are you related to Mr. John Shaw?


    MANDIE: (Completely awake now, responds in surprise.) Yes, he’s my uncle, and he married my mother after my father, Jim Shaw, died.


    GEORGE: (With a big smile.) Well, well, well! I remember your father very well before he married your mother. After that he seemed to disappear, but Mr. John Shaw was very kind to me when I was growing up. You see, I was an orphan, too.


    MANDIE: If you were an orphan, where did you live here in Franklin when you attended this church?


    GEORGE: Oh, here and there, mostly with my mother’s old cousins, who have just died. That’s why I’m back in town.


    MANDIE: Did I know them? Who were they?


    GEORGE: No, you probably didn’t know them, because they left town years ago to live over in Jackson County. They owned the huge house on the hill just as you go around the curve on Bryson City Road. It has been closed up ever since they moved away, and I find it’s in bad shape. I’m their only heir, and they left it to me, but I don’t know what I’ll be doing with it.


    MANDIE: Don’t you want to live in it? I know the house you’re talking about. It looks like a mansion, really, it’s so big.


    GEORGE: No, it would be impossible for me to live here in Franklin. You see, I have a home in New York and my business is up there, so I don’t need the house.


    MANDIE: New York? I’ve never been there, but some day I will go. Couldn’t you move your business down here so you could live in the house? I’m sure it would be beautiful if someone would fix it up.


    GEORGE: (Laughing.) No, I couldn’t do that. I’m an actor and I have to stay where the theater is.


    MANDIE: (Quickly looking at George.) The children are here temporarily so we can have them in a Christmas play here in the church. My friend Joe Woodard and I are presenting it the Sunday before Christmas—next Sunday, in fact. (Looking up directly into his eyes.) Could we persuade you to act in our play? Please?


    GEORGE: Sorry, but I won’t be in Franklin this coming weekend. I will return next week to do something about the house though.


    MANDIE: How much are you going to sell the house for? I mean, you must be planning to sell it since you don’t want it.


    GEORGE: Why? Do you know of someone who might be interested in buying it?


    MANDIE: (Sighing.) No, not exactly. I was just thinking what a perfect home it would make for these orphans here. You see, they’ve all been farmed out wherever a family needs them to do work, and I’m sure they’re being mistreated. Can you imagine little ones like these having to work for their keep?


    GEORGE: (Pacing about a few steps.) Yes, I know exactly what it’s like. I went through all that and somehow managed to survive. I ran away from the last place that gave me a home, because they beat me. I was fourteen and I hitchhiked—walked most of the way, really—to New York. I got various backbreaking jobs and was able to get some education. Then, when I was seventeen, I was really lucky. I got a job as driver for one of the big Broadway producers. He gave me my start in show business. But I am well aware that not all orphans are given an opportunity like that.


    MANDIE: (Smiling.) I’m sorry, Mr. Simpson, but I am happy for you now. (Smiling, she looks up at him.) Don’t you think the house would be a good place to put these orphans?


    GEORGE: (Pauses for a moment before replying.) Yes, I agree. I remember being in the house. It probably has twenty rooms. But it’s in bad shape right now.


    MANDIE: (Mandie frowns and walks around. Stops to face George.) I know what we could do! If you would give us the house for the orphans, I could probably get the money from the townspeople to fix it up.


    GEORGE: But what about maintenance? How would you run the operation? After all, there are regular bills, such as food and clothing among other things, that have to be funded from somewhere.


    MANDIE: (Closing her eyes as she looks upward. Then turns to look at George.) If you will donate the house to the orphans, I will come up with the money to run it. I have faith in the people’s kindness here in Franklin and, above all, I have faith that God will supply the funds. (She clasps her hands as she holds her breath, waiting for his answer.)


    GEORGE: (Hesitates a moment. Steps forward with his hand out.) It’s a deal. You get the money rounded up and I will be back in town, probably on Christmas Eve. We’ll seal the bargain then.


    (They shake hands.)


    MANDIE: (Suddenly stands on tiptoe and plants a kiss on George’s cheek.) Thank you! With all my heart, I thank you!


    GEORGE: (Quickly embraces her and then steps back.) Now I have to go. I have someone waiting for me. I will see you as soon as I get back in town. (He walks toward the door.)


    MANDIE: (Follows George to door.) Thank you again.


    GEORGE: Good-night now. (He exits the door.)


    MANDIE: (She closes the door and leans against it. Softly to herself.) It’s going to be a long night before morning comes when I can tell Joe the good news. The Lord is going to take care of His orphans.


    CURTAIN

  


  
    

    ACT II


    
      
        
          	THE SCENE:

          	The sanctuary of the church seen from a side view. The platform stage is left stage with church pews lined up in front of it and going out of sight at right stage. The stage has a large decorated Christmas tree at the rear with more decorations here and there. There is a chair near the front of the platform stage. Wrapped gifts are piled high under and around the tree. It is Sunday morning, three days before Christmas. A manger is at left downstage, with straw and a rough bed for the baby Jesus.
        


        
          	AT CURTAIN:

          	Mandie, dressed in a long, red dress, with a bunch of holly with red berries pinned to her shoulder, and her hair hanging loose down her back, is sitting in the chair with a book in her hands. There is a lighted lamp next to her. The rest of the stage is dark. Joe is playing soft music on the piano offstage. The pews are filled with people.
        

      
    


    MANDIE: (Reading from the book as she sits in the chair.) Joseph and Mary went from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth into Judea, and into the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, to be taxed according to a law made by Caesar Augustus. He declared that all the world should be taxed. While they were there they had to stay in a stable, because there was no room for them in the inn.


    (A light illuminates the manger left downstage. Mary and Joseph are sitting by the manger in the straw.)


    MANDIE: (Continues reading.) Mary’s first son was born in that stable manger. She wrapped Him in swaddling clothes and laid Him in the rough bed.


    (As she reads this, Mary picks up a baby from the manger for the audience to see and carefully places Him back in the bed. He is wrapped in white garments.)


    MANDIE: (Continues reading.) There were shepherds watching their flocks in the fields. The Lord’s angels appeared to them and they were afraid. The angel said—


    JOE: (From offstage.) Fear not; behold, I bring you good tidings of a great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David, a Savior, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you. Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.


    LIZA AND THE ORPHANS: (Liza, with the ten orphans dressed in white robes and wings, enters left stage and comes to stand behind the manger.) Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.


    MANDIE: (Continues reading.) And the shepherds came to see what had come to pass, and after they had seen the baby Jesus, they went out into the night and spread the word. Herod, the king, sent wise men from the east to find the newborn baby. The star they saw in the east went along with them and showed them the way. (Pause for soft music from offstage.)


    MANDIE: (Continues reading.) When the wise men saw the baby, they fell down on their knees and worshipped Him. They brought gold, frankincense, and myrrh and laid it before Him. But God warned them they should not return to Herod and that they should return to their country by another route. And after they left, the Lord’s angel appeared to Joseph in a dream telling him to arise and take the baby and His mother and flee into Egypt, because Herod would seek out the baby and try to kill Him. Then Herod died.


    LIZA AND THE ORPHANS: And because the son of Herod was king now, Joseph didn’t go to Israel like God told him. He went to Galilee instead, and settled down in the city called Nazareth.


    MANDIE: (Closing the book and rising.) And today we are having an early celebration of Jesus’ birth. (She turns to look at Liza.)


    (Liza herds the orphans forward to stand in a line across the stage.)


    (The piano offstage begins playing, and Mandie steps to one side as the orphans, led by Liza, begin to sing old Christmas songs.)


    MANDIE: (After two songs, Mandie waves to Liza to stop. The piano music also stops. Mandie steps forward to center downstage.) Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like you to meet our chorus. (She motions toward the orphans, and they all come to stand by her.) These ten little children are all orphans. I doubt that any of you knows any of these little tykes. When Joe Woodard and I got permission to put on this play at the church, we wanted to make this a real Christmas—what Christmas really stands for—Jesus’ birthday, not just the time when Santa Claus comes and everyone is so anxious to receive all the gifts they can get, with no mention of our Savior. Presents should be given to show our love for other people, people who are poor and needy and who won’t receive much else for Christmas. (Mandie pauses as she spots Uncle Ned in the audience.) These children don’t have a real home. They live wherever people will take them in exchange for work. Imagine little ones like these having to work for their keep. (She pauses as a murmur goes up from the audience. Continuing.) I want to ask each and every one of you to help these orphans. And I’ll tell you how you can do it. You probably all know about the old house that’s been closed up for years and years out on Bryson City Road, just around the curve. Well, the owners died recently in Jackson County, where they had moved many years ago. And I met the man who has inherited the house, George Simpson, their cousin. (She pauses as she sees some of the older people looking at each other in recognition of the name. She takes a deep breath and continues.) Now, Mr. Simpson has agreed to give us the house for a home for these orphans provided we donate enough time, work, and money to get it in livable shape and maintain it. (She pauses as there are loud murmurs from the audience.)


    MANDIE: (Continuing as she looks over the audience.) Just look at these two little boys here, Jake and Jasper. (She motions toward the two boys.) They are not aware of it yet, but they were separated when they were babies after the death of their parents. That shouldn’t ever happen to anyone. (She pauses to allow the audience to make remarks among themselves.)


    (The two boys step out of line to look at each other and rush to embrace.)


    (Continuing in a stern voice.) Now here’s what every person in this audience must do. Everybody here can give something. If you don’t have money to give, you can give time and work. We have promised Mr. Simpson that the people of Franklin will come to the rescue of these little orphans, and we are going to keep our promise. Please don’t say you’re too busy or you can’t afford to give even a few dollars. No matter how poor you are, you can still share in some way. We can always find someone poorer than we are, and these little orphans are poorer than anyone in this audience. (She pauses, but the audience is quiet.) (Continuing in a firm voice.) Now, I want the donations to begin. Who will make the first one? We have a chance to help these children, and I want you to assist in some way. Come on now. Who has money to give? Who will volunteer to work on the house? Speak up.


    (The audience has become restless and murmurs among themselves.)


    MAN: (Stands up, shaking his fist and yelling at Mandie.) We don’t need no half-breed telling us what to do with our money and time! Who do you think you are?


    MANDIE: (Shocked.) I am what God made me and I can’t change that so you’d better like it!


    JOE: (Rushing out from behind the curtain to Mandie’s side. Yelling and shaking his fist in the air.) This is God’s house and no place for such talk, mister!


    UNCLE NED: (Rushing up on the stage to join Mandie.) Come, Papoose.


    AUDIENCE: No, we don’t! No! Never! Use your own money! (The audience quickly exit the church.)


    MRS. TAFT: (Rushing up on the stage to join Mandie.) I’ll fix that man! You just wait and see! He’ll live to regret what he said to my granddaughter!


    MANDIE: (Seeing Liza and the orphans standing nearby.) Please take off their costumes, Liza, and take the children all over to the house. We’re going to eat there. (She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand.)


    (Liza exits with the orphans, and Jenny and Abraham, who played Joseph and Mary, follow them offstage.)


    MRS. TAFT: Come on, dear. Everyone is due over at your house in a few minutes. Your mother and Uncle John went on ahead, before that ugly man made his remarks, and asked me to see that everyone else gets there on time.


    MANDIE: Just give me a few minutes, please, Grandmother, and I’ll be along.


    MRS. TAFT: All right now. Don’t be too long. (She exits the way Liza went.)


    MANDIE: (Mandie steps down from the stage and sits down in the front pew. Joe and Uncle Ned follow her. Looking at Joe.) I’m sorry everything went so badly. I guess I ruined it all.


    JOE: (Reaching to hold her hand.) No, you didn’t, Mandie. You did wonderful. It was that selfish man who tried to ruin everything.(He stands up.) I’m going on over to your house because I know you want to talk with Uncle Ned. You haven’t seen him since he got here. But please hurry. I’m hungry. (He laughs as he exits left stage.)


    MANDIE: Uncle Ned, what did I do wrong?


    UNCLE NED: Papoose must learn to think. I always say think. Think before acting. Think what people will say when Papoose demand money and work from them.


    MANDIE: (Looking at him in surprise.) But I didn’t demand it, Uncle Ned. I was only asking for it.


    UNCLE NED: No, no, Papoose must walk softly when asking for something. Cannot make people do things. Must set example to influence them.


    MANDIE: But I thought I was doing the right thing showing them the orphans and telling them about the house.


    UNCLE NED: Papoose must set example. Show people she can work and give.


    MANDIE: You mean we should go ahead and start work on the house if Mr. Simpson will let us?


    UNCLE NED: (Smiling.) Yes, begin work. Others will come.


    MANDIE: I’m not sure about that. The other people in the audience were saying things that sounded like they were agreeing with what the man said.


    UNCLE NED: Trust. We work. Other people will work.


    MANDIE: Trust, yes, I must trust in the Lord to help. (Mandie reaches for the old Indian’s hand, and together they look upward to say a prayer.)


    MANDIE: Dear Lord, we need your help to provide a home for the little orphans. Please help. Thank you, dear Lord.


    UNCLE NED: Yes, Big God, we need help. Please help. (Uncle Ned stands and pulls Mandie to her feet.) Must go eat now.


    MANDIE: (Wiping her reddened eyes with the back of her hand.) Even you are hungry! (She smiles up at him as they start to exit the stage.)


    CURTAIN

  


  
    

    ACT III


    
      
        
          	THE SCENE:

          	The sanctuary of the church seen from a side view, as in Act II, but there is a pulpit and a small table below it where several collection plates sit. It is Christmas Eve night.
        


        
          	AT CURTAIN:

          	A local retired minister is standing before the pulpit. Mandie, Uncle Ned, Joe, Liza, and the orphans are all sitting on the front rows of the pews. All seats are occupied, and people are standing in the aisles.
        

      
    


    MINISTER: We should remember that Christmas is the celebration of Jesus’ birth, and not only an occasion for receiving gifts. We should be giving gifts to those less fortunate than we are—the poor, the disabled, and of course the orphans such as you have had here in the play on Sunday.


    (An amen comes from the Amen Corner in the back of the church.)


    (Minister continues.) Christmas should be a time of forgiving. Don’t let the sun go down on your wrath. You may not be here tomorrow to ask the other person’s forgiveness. And the sum of the commandments is that we love one another. If you really want to get even with someone you think has done you wrong, forgive that person and be nice to him or her. That person will be at a loss as to what to do next and, most of the time, amends can be made. Now let’s stand and sing our final hymn tonight, the old Christmas carol “O Holy Night.” Let’s all join in.


    (The audience stands and sings the song.)


    MANDIE: (As soon as the song is over, Mandie rushes up to the pulpit. The minister looks at her in surprise. Speaking to the minister.) Please excuse me, but I have something to say before everyone leaves.


    MINISTER: Yes, miss, go right ahead. (He steps back from the pulpit as Mandie steps up to it.)


    MANDIE: (Looking over the audience, who are all watching her.) I want to apologize to all of you, every one of you, for the way I made the request for help for the orphans’ home on Sunday after the play. I know I was wrong to demand anything from you good people. I want your forgiveness for letting my temper out. I am sorry from the bottom of my heart. Please forgive me. I see Mr. George Simpson sitting near the back. It’s up to him whether we get the house for the orphans, but I am sure the Lord will take care of the little children. (Mandie feels her knees about to fold up and she starts to return to her seat.)


    (The people in the church begin murmuring.)


    MAN: (The man who started it all suddenly walks up to the pulpit. He steps in front of Mandie to speak.) I must ask your forgiveness, Miss Amanda Shaw. I am terribly sorry for my stupid outburst last Sunday. You are trying to do a wonderful thing, and I was trying to stop you. I am sorry. And to show I mean it, I have the first hundred dollars right here for the work on the house. And I will do any job that I am capable of doing to help get things going. (He waves the money in the air.)


    (Before Mandie can reply, the audience becomes noisy and yells such things as “Here’s mine,” “I’ll do my part,” “What can I do?” etc.)


    MANDIE: (Smiles at the people.) I love you all.


    (The crowd suddenly surges forward toward the platform. They begin filling the collection plates on the table with their money. Suddenly the piano blasts out with the old hymn, “Count Your Blessings,” and the people chime in with the words, “Count your blessings, name them one by one . . .”)


    MANDIE: (Mandie looks down toward the piano on the side.) Joe Woodard! (She smiles and waves at Joe playing the piano, and he laughs and plays louder still.)


    GEORGE: (George Simpson rushes up to the platform with a paper in his hand. He hands it to Mandie.) I’ve already had the legal work done. The house is now the orphans’ home.


    MANDIE: (Grasps the piece of paper, stands on tiptoe to plant a kiss on his cheek. Mandie waves the paper at Joe and then at Uncle Ned in the audience.) See what God has done!


    (The audience closes in around her with a loud “Amen.” The piano gets louder with “Count Your Blessings.”)
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Part One


    “Mandie Shaw, do ye be havin’ leprechauns in this place where ye live?” Mollie asked as soon as she stepped inside the Shaw house. She darted ahead of the others down the hallway and quickly peered into the parlor.


    “Let’s take off your cape, Mollie,” Mandie said, catching up with her and stopping to remove the garment.


    “We’ll be back down shortly, dear,” Elizabeth, Mandie’s mother, called to her as she led Jane Hamilton on toward the staircase.


    Celia Hamilton, Mandie’s longtime friend and roommate at school in Asheville, North Carolina, hung her coat and tam on the hall tree and joined Mandie and Mollie as they went into the parlor.


    “Celia, I’m so glad you and your mother could come and spend the Easter holidays with us,” Mandie told her. They sat down and Mollie roamed about the room. “And that you could bring Mollie, too. I do believe she has grown a couple of inches since we brought her home with us from Ireland.”


    “She is growing fast,” Celia agreed. “And she also gets around fast, you’ll find out.”


    Mollie, after inspecting everything in the room, finally came to stand by the fireplace, where the fire was crackling brightly. “Mandie, ye niver told me. Do ye be havin’ leprechauns around here?” She frowned as she looked at Mandie with her bright blue eyes and pushed a carrot-red lock of hair back from her face.


    Mandie sighed and said, “Oh, Mollie, are you still chasing leprechauns? I don’t believe we have any in this house, or in this town, in fact.”


    The little ten-year-old girl walked up closer to Mandie and said, “But there might be one here some place. I’ll be lookin’ and watchin’ for one while I be stayin’ here with ye.”


    “But you don’t need to find a leprechaun now to get his pot of gold,” Mandie reminded her. “You have a nice home with Celia.”


    “When Celia finds me aunt, the lady may be needin’ the gold,” the girl said.


    “We may never find your aunt, Mollie,” Celia told her. “So far the detectives my mother has had looking for her haven’t found any trace of her, so you may have to live with us until you grow up.”


    Mollie looked at Celia thoughtfully and said, “I still be lookin’ for a leprechaun.”


    Snowball, Mandie’s white cat, wandered into the room right then and Mollie quickly grabbed him and picked him up. She took him over to a stool, sat down, and began talking to him as she stroked his fur. “I know ye. Yer name be Snowball, and ye came to Ireland with Mandie last summer.”


    Mandie asked Celia in a low voice, “Is your mother still trying to find Mollie’s aunt, or has she given up?”


    “No, she hasn’t given up, but so far no one has found a trace of her,” Celia replied. “Remember the police authorities in Ireland told your grandmother that the aunt had come to the United States when Mollie was a baby, so that’s a long time ago.”


    “But they also told us the aunt was last heard from somewhere in Virginia,” Mandie said. “Of course she might have moved on to another part of the country after that.” Then lowering her voice to a whisper she asked, “Does your mother plan to keep Mollie if she never locates the aunt?”


    “I think so,” Celia whispered back. “She is quite a handful, never having had any discipline in Ireland and being allowed to roam the streets there, but Aunt Rebecca has become attached to her, and I sorta think she hopes we never find her aunt so she can keep Mollie.”


    “How is your aunt Rebecca doing in trying to educate her?” Mandie asked.


    “Well, you know Aunt Rebecca used to be a schoolteacher, and this gives her something to do,” Celia said with a big smile.


    “Have y’all heard anything more about Mrs. Wiley, the woman who was keeping Mollie in Ireland?” Mandie asked.


    “Yes, Mother stays in touch with her,” Celia replied. “I’m sure Mother sends her money, too. The woman is in such bad shape now—after that accident she had and no one to support her. Even though she is in that rest home for the poor in Belfast, she does need some money.”


    Mandie rubbed her arms and said, “It still gives me goose bumps just thinking about that awful fire. I’m so thankful we were able to save Mollie and Mrs. Wiley, although the lady did get seriously injured.”


    “I know,” Celia agreed. “Never in all my thirteen years have I been so frightened.”


    Mandie happened to glance at the door. Liza was standing there staring through the doorway at Mollie. Mandie called to her, “Come on in, Liza. This is Mollie.”


    When the little girl looked up, she added, “And, Mollie, this is Liza.”


    Mollie instantly jumped up and ran to the young maid. She dropped the cat in her haste. He meowed loudly and ran out the door. “Do ye be knowin’ if there be leprechauns in this house?” she asked.


    “Be whut?” Liza asked, frowning as she looked at the little girl and then at Mandie. “Missy ’Manda, dat lil’ girl she don’t speak good English.”


    Mandie and Celia both smiled. Mollie stood there, looking up at Liza and waiting for her answer.


    “She wants to know if we have leprechauns in this house,” Mandie explained.


    “If we has whut?” Liza asked, puzzled.


    “Leprechauns,” Mandie replied, and then with a big sigh she explained. “You have probably never heard of leprechauns. You see, some people in Ireland believe they exist. And Mollie is always looking for one because they are supposed to own a pot of gold.”


    “Pot o’ gold?” Liza asked, her black eyes widening.


    Celia looked at Mandie and said, “You might as well explain what this is all about.”


    “Yes,” Mandie agreed. “Liza, many, many years ago these leprechauns were supposed to live in Ireland. The English, or American, name for them is shoemaker—”


    “Like dat shoemaker man named Pat whut works down in dat shop on Main Street?” Liza excitedly interrupted. “But he ain’t got no pot o’ gold.”


    Mollie was listening and now she became excited, too. “Ye know where there be a leprechaun? Show me where he be.”


    “No, no, no!” Mandie said loudly to stop their conversation. “No, Liza. Pat is a shoemaker, but he’s not a leprechaun. Maybe leprechauns only lived in Ireland. We don’t have any here.”


    Mollie grasped Liza’s hand and said, “Will ye take me to see this Pat shoemaker? Please, I say.”


    Liza looked from Mollie to Mandie and then back to Mollie and said, “But Missy ’Manda she say dis heah Pat he ain’t de right kind o’ lepcawn, or whatever you calls it. And he sho ain’t got no pot o’ gold. Now iffen dat’s all you lookin’ fo’, why don’t you find de end to de rainbow? Dey say it’s a pot o’ gold at de end.”


    “Do ye be knowin’ where this rainbow be?” Mollie asked.


    “Liza!” Mandie spoke sharply to the girl. “Please don’t put such nonsensical ideas into Mollie’s head. You know very well there is no pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, which I know you must have learned in church.” Turning to Mollie she said, “The rainbow is God’s promise to us, all of us here on earth, that the earth will never again be destroyed by water. He gave the promise to Noah after the flood was over.”


    Mollie looked at her in surprise for a moment and then she asked, “But how do ye be knowin’ all this?”


    “Because it’s all in the Bible,” Mandie replied. She looked at Celia and asked, “Y’all have been teaching her the Bible, haven’t you?”


    “Of course, Mandie,” Celia said. “But there is so much she doesn’t know that it’s going to take a lot of time for her to understand everything.”


    “Anyhow, kin we find a rainbow?” Mollie asked Liza, who was still standing there with bowed head after Mandie’s outburst.


    “Missy ’Manda, she be right ’bout rainbows,” Liza told the little girl. “Ain’t no pot o’ gold at de end. Dat’s jes’ ole tales.” Then turning to look at Mandie, she said, “I’se sorry for all de tomfoolery, Missy ’Manda. ’Course I knows bettuh. Aunt Lou she tell me all ’bout rainbows long time ago.”


    Mollie quickly pulled on Liza’s arm to get her attention and asked, “Kin we find a rainbow? Please, I say.”


    Mandie looked at Liza and said, “You are forgiven this time, Liza, but please remember that Mollie is young and doesn’t know everything you’ve been taught. In fact, you could help us teach her what Easter is all about while she’s here.”


    Liza looked at Mandie with widened eyes as she replied, “Missy ’Manda, I don’t be knowin’ how to teach nobody nuthin’. Y’all be needin’ Aunt Lou to do de teachin’.”


    Mandie smiled at the young girl who was not much older than her own thirteen years and said, “That’s a good idea, Liza. We’ll ask Aunt Lou to help explain things to Mollie.”


    Mollie suddenly asked loudly, “Kin we find a rainbow? Kin we?” She looked up at Liza and then at Mandie.


    “All right, Mollie, if a rainbow comes into the sky while you are here, we’ll be sure to show it to you,” Mandie said. “You see, we can’t just make rainbows whenever we want one. God puts them in the sky usually when the sun comes out after it rains.”


    “We kin look for leprechauns then,” Mollie decided. “Maybe they don’t be made by God.”


    Celia had been listening to the conversation and now she said, “Mollie, God made this earth and everything in it. So if there is such a thing as a leprechaun, I’m sure God made it, too. However, I don’t believe He made any leprechauns, because if He did, sooner or later you’d be able to find one.”


    Mollie frowned and stomped both her feet as she said angrily, “Then I be wantin’ to go back to Ireland, where God didn’t make everythin’.”


    “And I’se got to go back to de kitchen ’fo Aunt Lou start lookin’ fo’ me,” Liza said, quickly leaving the room.


    Mandie and Celia looked at each other in dismay.


    “So far only Aunt Rebecca has been able to get through to her,” Celia remarked.


    Mollie suddenly sat down on the floor and asked, “Where be Grandmither? She took me to this United States. Now I be wantin’ Grandmither to take me back to Belfast. That I do.”


    “Oh, Mollie, we love you, and we don’t want you to go back to Belfast,” Mandie said, slipping out of her chair and sitting on the floor next to the little girl as she put an arm around her. Mollie had claimed Mandie’s grandmother for her own when she brought her to the United States. “Grandmother will be coming later this week, but we don’t want her to take you back to Ireland. Remember the cold place in the cellar where you lived? And lots of times you didn’t have enough to eat. We want you to stay in the United States so we can take care of you, at least until we can locate your aunt.” She reached to smooth Mollie’s carrot-red hair, but the little girl pulled away from her.


    “But I might be findin’ a leprechaun in Ireland, and then I could git his pot o’ gold, and I could be gittin’ me a new home to stay in, that I could,” Mollie told her.


    Celia joined them on the floor as she said, “Mollie, have you ever thought about the fact that if you did find a leprechaun and he had a pot of gold, you couldn’t take the gold away from him because it would belong to him? That wouldn’t be nice to take something away from someone that it belonged to.”


    Mollie looked at her for a moment and then replied, “But he would be knowin’ where he could be findin’ another pot o’ gold. That he would.”


    “But suppose he had to work many long years and save to fill that pot with gold, like you had to work for your food when you lived in Ireland?” Celia asked.


    Mollie didn’t reply to that but asked another question. “Where be that Indian uncle? He helped me look for leprechauns in Ireland, that he did.”


    “Uncle Ned,” Mandie said. “He’s not actually my uncle. He was my father’s Cherokee friend. He and his family will probably meet up with us on the mountain at sunrise Sunday.”


    “On the mountain? Sunrise?” Mollie asked.


    “Yes, we will be going up the mountain Sunday to see the sun rise and to hear the Easter sermon,” Mandie explained.


    “Then kin we look for leprechauns on the mountain?” Mollie asked, looking at Mandie and then at Celia.


    “There aren’t any leprechauns on the mountain,” Mandie told her. “We’ll find something else to do up there. We’ll sing.”


    “Sing? And kin we dance, too?” Mollie asked.


    Mandie was becoming impatient with the young girl. “No, Mollie, we will not dance,” she said. “Easter is a special holy day. We’ll be celebrating the time that Jesus rose from His tomb.”


    “Celebratin’? Will we be havin’ a party?” Mollie asked. “Like a birthday party?”


    Mandie got to her feet and said to Celia, “Let’s take this child to Aunt Lou and ask her to explain a few things. I don’t seem to be getting anywhere with it myself.”


    Celia smiled and also rose. “You are doing better than I have been able to do. But Aunt Lou sounds like the perfect teacher.”


    Mandie reached for Mollie’s hand as she still sat on the floor. “Come on, Mollie, we want you to meet Aunt Lou. You’ll love her, I’m sure. She’s in charge of everything here—cooking the food, sewing clothes, and running everything.”


    Mollie stood up without saying a word and allowed Mandie and Celia to take her down the hallway to the kitchen. When Mandie pushed open the door, she found not only Aunt Lou but Liza, Jenny the cook, and her husband, Abraham, all working toward getting the evening meal ready. They stopped what they were doing to stare at Mollie.


    “Here’s dat lil’ angel from Ireland,” Aunt Lou said with a big smile.


    Mollie frowned at her and said, “I don’t be no angel. Mollie I be.”


    Aunt Lou quickly walked toward her, holding out her arms. “I knows you ain’t no real angel,” she said as she bent down. “Come to Aunt Lou.”


    Mollie allowed the woman to embrace her as she asked, “Will ye be me aunt? Celia and her mither they look and look for me aunt and don’t find her. Will ye be me aunt?” She looked up into Aunt Lou’s smiling face.


    “ ’Course I’ll be yo’ aunt,” Aunt Lou said as she squeezed the little girl tightly. “Now you jes’ call me Aunt Lou and I’ll be proud to be yo’ aunt.”


    Mollie, still staring at the woman, asked, “Do ye be needin’ a pot o’ gold then?”


    Aunt Lou glanced at Mandie with a puzzled look and replied, “A pot of gold? Whut would I do wid a pot of gold? I don’t need no gold.”


    Mollie looked up at Mandie and said, “Then I don’t be havin’ to take his pot o’ gold when I find a leprechaun.”


    Aunt Lou straightened up and looked at Mandie. Mollie held on to Aunt Lou’s big white apron.


    “Oh, Aunt Lou, it’s all so confusing,” Mandie told her. “Mollie needs a teacher, and I think you’d be better at that than I am. She just doesn’t understand anything that I try to explain. Please say you’ll help.”


    “Liza done told me whut was said in de parlor a while ago,” the old woman replied. “I’ll see whut I kin do. Aftuh while, dat is. Right now we’se got to git supper done.” She patted Mollie on the top of her head and said to her, “Now I’ll be yo’ aunt, but you’s got to go back to de parlor so I kin git dis heah food cooked, you heah?”


    Mollie looked up at the woman and asked as she pulled on her apron, “If I be goin’ back to the parlor, ye won’t go ’way some place, will ye? Will ye, I say?”


    “No, no, I won’t be goin’ no place,” Aunt Lou promised as she pulled her apron out of Mollie’s hand. “I stays right heah in dis kitchen till I gits de supper on de table so you kin eat. Ain’t you hungry now?” She moved toward the stove.


    “I may be a little hungry,” Mollie agreed. “What do ye be wantin’ me to do to pay fer it?” She still looked at the woman.


    “I be wantin’ you to go back to de parlor now,” Aunt Lou told her.


    “Aunt Lou, she hasn’t met everyone else,” Mandie said, and taking Mollie by the hand she led her over to Jenny and Abraham, who had been listening to the conversation. “Mollie, this is Jenny and her husband, Abraham. And you already know Liza over there.”


    Mollie stopped to look Jenny and Abraham over.


    “Howdy, little missy,” Abraham said with a big grin.


    “And you come all de way ’cross dat big ocean from Ireland,” Jenny said.


    “No, I come from Virginny with Celia and her mither,” Mollie informed her. “Before that I be in Ireland.”


    “Ireland, where dey has leprechauns,” Abraham said, still grinning.


    Mandie took a quick breath and said, “Abraham, please don’t mention the word.”


    “Leprechauns, ye say,” Mollie replied, her blue eyes opening wide. Then she leaned toward the old man and whispered, “Do ye be havin’ leprechauns here, I say?”


    Mandie rolled her eyes at Abraham and shook her head behind Mollie’s back.


    Abraham quickly said to Mollie, “Ain’t no sech thing as leprechauns in dis heah place. Only find dem in Ireland.”


    “Oh no,” Mandie groaned under her breath.


    “Will ye go to Ireland with me and hunt for leprechauns then?” Mollie whispered as she moved closer to the man.


    “One o’ dese days we’ll jes’ do dat. Right now I has to git de wood fo’ de stove,” Abraham said as he looked at Mandie, quickly walked toward the back door, and went outside.


    “One day soon we be goin’ to Ireland then,” Mollie called to him.


    Snowball, who had been sleeping under the cookstove, stood up, stretched, yawned, and ran toward Mollie. The little girl quickly picked him up.


    “Come on, Mollie, we have to go back to the parlor so all these people can get supper done,” Mandie told her.


    Mollie held on to Snowball and followed Mandie and Celia out the door. The three walked down the hallway toward the parlor.


    “I can see that we’re going to have some interesting holidays,” Celia remarked.


    “I’m hoping Aunt Lou can make her understand what the holidays are all about,” Mandie said with a big sigh.

  


  
    

    
Part Two


    After supper was over that night, Mollie insisted on going to the kitchen to visit with Aunt Lou, whom she now claimed for her own aunt.


    When everyone rose from the table in the dining room, Elizabeth asked, “Would anyone be interested in a short walk? I feel the need to stretch my legs.”


    “Certainly,” Jane Hamilton agreed. “Count me in.”


    “And of course I will go along with you ladies,” John Shaw said, smiling at his wife, Elizabeth. Turning to the girls, he asked, “Are y’all coming along?”


    “I be goin’ to see me aunt Lou,” Mollie quickly insisted. She hurried to Aunt Lou, who came into the dining room at that moment. The little girl grabbed the woman’s big white apron to get her attention. “Kin I come to see ye now? Kin I, I say?”


    The big woman looked down at her and said, “Soon as we finish wid de supper work. Den we sit down in de kitchen and talk, you and me.”


    “Mollie, come with us until Aunt Lou is finished,” Jane Hamilton called across the room. The adults were going into the hallway.


    “I will help me aunt so we kin hurry,” Mollie told her, still holding on to the corner of Aunt Lou’s apron as the woman moved about the room.


    “No, Mollie, we want you to come with us,” Mandie told her. She stepped across the room toward her.


    Mollie tried to hide behind Aunt Lou as she said, “I be wantin’ to talk to me aunt, that I do.”


    “Leave huh be, my chile,” the woman said to Mandie with a big smile. “I’ll take huh to de kitchen wid me whilst y’all gone.”


    “Well, all right, Aunt Lou,” Mandie said. “Please be sure she doesn’t run off somewhere.” She went back across the room to join Celia.


    “Don’t worry now. I’ll keep huh right under my sight,” the old woman replied.


    As Mandie and Celia went out into the hallway to catch up with the adults, Mandie heard Mollie say, “They don’t be wantin’ to look for leprechauns.”


    “Now dat’s something we’se got to talk about,” Mandie heard Aunt Lou reply.


    “I sure hope Aunt Lou can make Mollie understand that we don’t have leprechauns,” Mandie said with a deep sigh.


    “So do I. She has been about to drive us all crazy back home with this talk about leprechauns,” Celia agreed.


    The two girls quickly got their wraps from the hall tree and followed the adults out into the chilly evening air.


    Jason Bond, John Shaw’s caretaker, was turning into the driveway on his horse as they walked toward the road. John Shaw hurried to meet him, and Mr. Bond stepped down from his horse. They stood and talked.


    “Well, I just now realized Mr. Jason was not at the supper table with us,” Mandie said. “With Mollie entertaining everyone, I didn’t miss him.”


    Elizabeth and Jane had walked on ahead, and the girls hurried to catch up with them. Mandie glanced at her uncle and Mr. Bond as she passed near them. They were deep in a conversation, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying. “I wonder what they are talking about. They act as though it’s confidential,” she said to her friend.


    Celia looked at the men and said to Mandie, “Probably some business matter or other.”


    “But I’d like to know what about,” Mandie replied, grinning at her friend.


    “Oh, Mandie, you’re always trying to keep up with every little thing that’s going on,” Celia said with a laugh.


    “But it might be something interesting,” Mandie said, looking at her with a big smile as they walked.


    John Shaw quickly caught up with the girls on his way to join Elizabeth and Jane. “Come on, you two slowpokes,” he said, laughing as he went ahead.


    “Race you to the corner!” Mandie yelled at him. She picked up her long skirts and rushed toward the gate, where Elizabeth and Jane had stopped to wait. “Come on, Celia!” she called back to her friend.


    Celia quickly followed and John Shaw broke into a run behind Mandie. Jane and Elizabeth watched in surprise.


    Since Mandie had a head start and the corner was not far away, she got there first and Celia was close behind her. As John Shaw caught up, Mandie laughed and asked, “Now who is the slowpoke?”


    “You didn’t give me a fair chance. I was not expecting that,” John Shaw said, pretending to fuss.


    Mandie straightened her long skirts and grinned at him. “You should always be prepared. That’s what they are teaching us at school,” she said.


    John Shaw looked down at her and replied, “I’ll remember that.”


    Elizabeth and Jane had hurried to catch up with them, and Elizabeth asked, “What’s wrong?”


    “You had us worried for a minute,” Jane Hamilton said.


    “Uncle John called us slowpokes, and we just wanted to prove to him that we’re not,” Mandie said with a big grin.


    “Well, please don’t do that again,” Elizabeth said as she and Jane walked on.


    “That was too much excitement,” Jane added.


    John Shaw started to catch up with the two women and Mandie touched his hand to stop him. “Mr. Jason didn’t have supper with us,” she said, hoping her uncle would volunteer some information.


    “No, because I sent him on an errand. Now I must catch up with the ladies,” John Shaw said, grinning down at her and hurrying on.


    “Oh, shucks!” Mandie said. “An errand? Must have been an awfully important errand for Mr. Jason to miss supper.” She still stood there.


    “Come on, Mandie, let’s walk,” Celia urged her.


    Mandie looked back toward the house. “Maybe Mr. Jason would tell me where he’s been,” she said as she slowly followed Celia.


    “Mandie, don’t count on it,” Celia said. “It’s probably some of your uncle’s business matters that don’t concern anyone else.”


    “I’d still like to know where he went,” Mandie said.


    The girls followed the adults to the square downtown. They strolled around the courthouse yard, Elizabeth and John greeting friends here and there who were also out for exercise. Shortly thereafter they all returned to the house.


    Mandie looked in the parlor for Mr. Bond, then in the dining room and the kitchen, but he was nowhere to be found. However, Mollie was in the kitchen. She was sitting in Aunt Lou’s lap as the old woman was evidently reading the Bible to her when Mandie and Celia opened the door. Snowball was asleep at Aunt Lou’s feet.


    Mollie sat up straight when she saw the girls and said, “Me aunt is readin’ a good book to me. It be all about these people called angels. They be like leprechauns. Not everybody kin see them.” She seemed interested.


    Aunt Lou shook her head where Mollie couldn’t see her and gave Mandie a disappointed look as she closed the Bible.


    Mandie nodded back and then said to Mollie, “Let’s go in the parlor where everyone is and let Aunt Lou get some rest now.”


    Mollie quickly slid down to stand up, barely missing Snowball, who immediately rose and moved out of her way.


    As Mandie and Celia walked toward the parlor, Mollie kept up a steady stream of talk about what Aunt Lou had told her. Snowball followed.


    “The angel people are all white, me aunt thinks,” Mollie said, looking up at Mandie. “And sometime they do good things, but there be one bad one that God didn’t like, and He threw him all the way down to where the Devil be. And he can’t iver come back to live with the good angel people because he’s been bad. But me aunt Lou thinks God won’t throw us down there for being bad if we be sorry. So when I be bad, all I have to do is be sorry, and I always do be sorry when I be bad. Do ye be sorry when ye be bad, Mandie? Do ye?” She tugged on Mandie’s hand.


    Mandie smiled down at the little girl and said, “Yes, I’m always sorry for being bad, but I try real hard not to be bad. And I always ask God to forgive me.”


    “Me aunt Lou said she would show me how to talk to God tomorrow when she reads me more of that book, because I don’t be knowin’ how to ask God to forgive me when I’ve been bad, and I need to know real soon just in case I be bad agin,” Mollie said.


    “Oh, Mollie, I’m sure Aunt Lou will be able to teach you about God,” Celia said.


    They came to the doorway of the parlor. The adults were already there, but Mandie noticed Jason Bond was not with them. He seemed to have completely disappeared after they saw him in the driveway. Mandie and Celia sat down at the far end of the room away from the adults, and Mandie watched to see what Mollie would do or say. The little girl frowned as she stared at Elizabeth and then at John while she stood in the middle of the floor. Then she quickly ran to join the girls on the settee, scrambling up between them. Snowball sat down at Mandie’s feet and looked at Mollie.


    Suddenly Mollie turned to Mandie and asked, “Do ye be thinkin’ Snowball might be a angel cat? He do be white.”


    Mandie and Celia both smiled at her as Mandie said, “No, Mollie, he’s just a real live white cat.”


    “Why don’t we take Mollie around the house and show her all the rooms and everything? By that time it will be bedtime,” Celia suggested under her breath.


    Mandie stood up and said, “That’s a good idea. Only we won’t go in the secret tunnel. That would be s-c-a-r-y at night, I think.” She spelled out the word but Mollie had heard the words “secret tunnel.”


    “Do ye be havin’ a secret tunnel in this house, do ye, Mandie?” Mollie asked as she and Celia also rose.


    “Well, that’s a long story, and it will have to wait until tomorrow,” Mandie told her.


    “But tomorrow be a long way off, Mandie,” Mollie protested. “Tell me now, please, I say.”


    “Mollie, we don’t have time right now for that,” Mandie told her firmly. “Come on. We’ll show you the rest of the house.”


    “Then tomorrow ye will tell me about the secret tunnel, be ye not forgittin’ that,” Mollie said.


    “If I forget, you just remind me tomorrow,” Mandie said with a sigh of exasperation as she looked at Celia.


    Celia leaned forward to whisper in Mandie’s ear. “This isn’t the worst. Just you wait until we put her to bed,” she said.


    “Oh no!” Mandie exclaimed.


    ———


    And when bedtime came, Mollie insisted on sleeping in a room by herself. The girls were in Mandie’s room later that night.


    “Don’t you want to sleep in here with me, Mollie?” Mandie asked as the three got ready for bed.


    “No, that I not be wantin’ to do,” Mollie replied as she pulled her nightgown over her head. “I be wantin’ a big bed all by meself like I be havin’ at Celia’s house.”


    “You could sleep with me in the next room,” Celia suggested, pushing open the door to the adjoining bedroom.


    Mollie looked through the doorway and started into the room. “I will be sleepin’ in this big bed by meself,” she said as she walked over to the bed in that room and climbed up on top of it.


    “Well, if you insist, wait until I turn down the covers,” Mandie said. She hurried to remove the counterpane as Mollie slid back down to the floor. She quickly threw back the quilt and sheet and said, “All right, Mollie, it’s all ready for you. Please don’t fall out during the night.”


    Mollie climbed back up on the bed and scooted down beneath the covers as Mandie turned them back up. “Good night, Mandie, and ye, too, Celia,” the little girl said as she curled up and closed her eyes.


    “Good night, Mollie, I hope you have a good night’s sleep,” Mandie said, starting back toward her own room.


    “Good night, Mollie. If you change your mind about sleeping alone, you can come and get in the bed with Mandie and me,” Celia told her.


    Mollie muttered, “Mmmm.”


    Mandie left the door between the rooms slightly open, and she and Celia got in her bed. Snowball curled up at their feet.


    “Uncle John must have sent Mr. Jason off somewhere again. I never did see him after he got back this afternoon,” Mandie remarked.


    “Yes, or maybe he was tired and just went on to his room for the night,” Celia replied.


    “Maybe if I get up real early I can catch him, and maybe, just maybe, he will tell me what the errand was that Uncle John sent him on,” Mandie said, snuggling down under the covers. “I know he’s always the first one up in the mornings, so I’ll hurry and go to sleep so I will wake up early. If you wake up first, Celia, will you please wake me?”


    “All right. Good night, Mandie,” Celia agreed as she turned over on her side of the bed and then added, “Mollie will probably wake us both up. She gets up before daylight sometimes.”


    “Then I hope she does in the morning,” Mandie said as she tried to relax and go to sleep.


    The girls drifted off to sleep. Later Mandie was suddenly awakened by a heavy weight dropping on top of her feet. She quickly sat up, and in the dim light from the window, she saw that it was Snowball who had evidently been off the bed and had returned with a jump on the covers. She moved her feet out from under him as he circled around.


    “Snowball, please lie down and be still,” she whispered to the cat. She glanced through the open doorway to the other bedroom and said to herself, “I might as well see if Mollie is all right since I’m awake.”


    Mandie threw back the covers on her side of the bed, careful not to wake Celia, and she slid off the high bed to her feet. Going over to the doorway, she squinted her eyes to look into the darkness of the other bedroom. The draperies were open, allowing the moonlight to stream across the room, clearly showing that Mollie was not in the bed.


    “Mollie!” Mandie called softly as she stepped inside the room and looked around. There was no one there. She walked over to the mantelpiece to look at the clock in the dim light. “Three o’clock!” she exclaimed. “Where is Mollie? It’s too early to get up.”


    Mandie went to the open hall door and looked up and down the hallway. There was no sign of the girl. She would have to get her shoes and robe before going farther.


    Celia was still asleep when Mandie reached for her robe on a chair in her room, but as she bent to put on her shoes, she accidentally dropped one and the small thud it made on the carpet woke Celia.


    “Mandie, is it time to get up?” Celia asked, sitting up in bed and rubbing her eyes.


    “No, Celia, it’s only three o’clock, but Mollie is not in her bed and I’ll have to go find her,” Mandie said with an exasperated sigh as she got her shoes on.


    Celia quickly jumped out of bed, grabbed her robe and shoes, and said, “I’ll help you find her. She is bad about doing this.”


    “Where does she go? What does she do when she gets up so early?” Mandie asked as she started toward the door and Celia followed. Snowball silently trailed along behind them.


    “All kinds of things,” Celia replied as they stepped into the long hallway that was dimly lighted by a lamp sitting on a table near the stairway. “Sometimes we find her eating food out of the icebox, and sometimes she’s curled up asleep in the parlor. We never know where to look for her.”


    “Oh goodness!” Mandie exclaimed as they hurried toward the staircase. “Does she ever go outdoors?”


    “Not that we know of,” Celia replied as they rushed down the stairwell.


    Mandie picked up a lighted lamp at the foot of the stairs, and the two girls hastily searched the whole downstairs. Mollie was nowhere to be found. All the outside doors were securely locked for the night.


    “Unless she went up to the third floor, she must have gone outside, but I can’t imagine how she got outside with all the doors locked,” Mandie said as they stopped in the hallway at the foot of the steps.


    “Or she could have gone down in the cellar or up in the attic. You know she’s not afraid of anything,” Celia said.


    “In the cellar?” Mandie questioned. “Come on. Let’s go look. The door to the cellar is kept locked.”


    Mandie led the way to the cellar door in the back hallway next to the kitchen. She hurried to hold the lamp up so she could see the latch on the door. “She can’t be in the cellar. See? The latch is on, so she couldn’t go inside the cellar and lock the door out here behind her.”


    “Well, I’m glad we don’t have to go down there,” Celia remarked as she looked at the locked door.


    Suddenly there was a metallic sound at the outside back door that was near where the girls stood. They both heard it and silently stood waiting and listening. Snowball’s ears pricked up as he ran toward the door.


    “Somebody is coming in,” Celia whispered as she moved closer to Mandie.


    “Whoever it is has a key,” Mandie whispered back as she watched the door.


    The door opened quickly and Mr. Jason Bond stepped inside. He stopped in surprise when he saw the girls.


    Mandie let out a breath of relief as she said, “Thank goodness that was you, Mr. Jason!”


    “What are you two doing down here this time of night?” Mr. Bond asked as he closed the door behind him. Snowball rubbed around his legs.


    “We’re looking for Mollie. She’s not in her bedroom,” Mandie explained. “Where have you been this time of night, Mr. Jason?”


    “On an errand for your uncle,” Mr. Bond said, coming down the hallway toward them. “Now, we probably ought to find that little girl. I’ll help y’all look for her.” He removed his coat and hat and hung them on the hall tree.


    “We’ve already searched this floor and she’s not here,” Mandie told him. “And she can’t be in the cellar because the door is locked. And all the outside doors are locked.”


    “Then I suppose we ought to look upstairs,” Mr. Bond told the girls. “But we’re going to have to be awfully quiet so we won’t wake everybody up.” He picked up the lamp burning on the table nearby.


    Mr. Bond led the way up the stairs to the second floor, and at the top of the steps he turned and motioned for the girls to be quiet. Snowball padded along with him. Even though Celia and her mother and Mollie were visiting, there were several unoccupied bedrooms, and Mr. Bond opened the door to each one as he came to them, stepped inside with the lighted lamp, and the girls quickly followed.


    “We should look everywhere in everything,” Celia whispered to them. “Mollie has a way of hiding in strange places, even under beds and in wardrobes.”


    Mandie stooped down to look under the huge bed that was high enough off the floor for someone to scoot under it. “Not there,” she muttered as she backed off and stood up.


    Celia had gone to the wardrobe and was opening the huge doors on it while Mr. Bond searched behind some of the massive pieces of furniture in the room. Mandie watched and then led the way out into the hallway and into the next unoccupied room. Finally they came to the last room and still had not found Mollie. And they did not find her in any of the unoccupied rooms on the third floor either.


    “I suppose we ought to go up to the attic next,” Mr. Bond said in a low voice to the girls as they stood at the end of the hallway.


    “I suppose so,” Mandie said with a sigh. “Mollie has to be in the house somewhere.”


    “And it’ll soon be time for everyone to get up,” Celia said. Looking at Mandie, she added, “You wanted to get up early, remember?”


    Mandie suddenly realized what her friend was talking about. She had wanted to catch Mr. Bond and ask him about his errand, but here he was and he had practically ignored her question when he first came in the back door. How was she going to find out exactly where he had been? There must be some mystery attached to Mr. Bond’s goings and comings because he and her uncle didn’t seem to want to talk about whatever they were doing.


    Mr. Bond started down the hallway toward the steps to the attic. He stopped and looked back at the girls. “Now, if y’all don’t want to go up to the attic with me, I can look around up there by myself.” He paused and grinned at them as he added, “I’m not afraid.”


    Both the girls laughed softly.


    “I’m not afraid of the dark old attic,” Mandie said in a low voice. “Let’s go.”


    “And neither am I,” Celia added.


    The three slowly and carefully ascended the stairs to the attic. Mandie knew some of the steps creaked, and she tried to avoid them. She certainly didn’t want her mother or Uncle John or Celia’s mother to wake and come to see what was going on.


    Mandie was still carrying the lamp she had picked up at the foot of the main staircase, and Mr. Bond had the one he had brought from the downstairs hallway. Together the lamps illuminated the huge dark attic enough for them to walk around between the many, many boxes, trunks, pieces of furniture, and other items in the room.


    “Mollie,” Mandie softly called as she went to one side and Mr. Bond investigated the other part. Celia stayed close to Mandie. Snowball had followed them, and he playfully pounced about.


    Mr. Bond stepped over to Mandie’s side to say, “Don’t forget. Liza and Aunt Lou have rooms beneath here.”


    “Right,” Mandie agreed in a whisper. She continued on around the room.


    After a while Mr. Bond motioned to the two girls to follow him as he went toward the door. Mandie and Celia caught up with him, and he said in a low whisper, “That little girl is not here. Let’s go back down to the first floor. And please be quiet.”


    “Yes, sir,” the two girls spoke in unison as they followed him out of the attic, down the stairway, all the way to the first floor. He stopped at the bottom of the staircase. Snowball ran on down the hallway toward the front of the house.


    “I am going to the kitchen to find a bite to eat since I missed supper last night,” Mr. Bond told them. “I don’t know what to say about the little girl. She’s just not in this house. Maybe she’ll come back on her own. I’ll look around after I eat.” He went toward the back hallway.


    “We’ll go to the parlor and wait for you, Mr. Bond,” Mandie told him.


    Mandie and Celia sat down on a settee in the parlor after Mandie had placed the lighted lamp on a table. The fire in the fireplace the night before had turned to cold ashes and the room was chilly. The girls curled up in their long heavy robes and discussed the situation. Snowball was already there sitting on the hearth.


    “This is unbelievable,” Celia remarked. “How could Mollie disappear with all the doors locked?”


    Mandie suddenly had an idea. “Oh, Celia, I know of one possibility,” she said quickly. “Maybe Mollie went to somebody’s room and got in the bed with them—your mother, or even Aunt Lou. Maybe she got scared all by herself in that room we put her in.”


    “I don’t believe she’s ever done that before, but then this is a strange house to her,” Celia replied. “But, Mandie, we certainly can’t go looking in people’s rooms while they’re asleep.”


    “No, I guess not,” Mandie agreed. “But this has me really puzzled.”


    “I think we should go back to bed. We’ve done the best we can to find her, and we do need a little more sleep before breakfast time,” Celia said.


    Mandie yawned in spite of herself. “I know, but I was hoping Mr. Jason would come in here before he goes to bed,” she said. “And maybe he’ll tell us where he’s been.”


    “Mandie, I don’t think he’s going to tell us a single thing,” Celia said. “He didn’t explain anything when he told us he had been on an errand. Why don’t we just go back to bed?”


    “You go ahead. I’ll go after Mr. Jason comes back in here,” Mandie told her friend.


    Snowball suddenly jumped up from his place on the hearth and meowed loudly. He raced across the room and jumped up on a table by a window that was on the front of the house.


    Mandie quickly stood up and said, “Snowball, get down from there!” She ran over to the table as she called to Celia. “Look! Look!”


    Celia hurried after her.


    “There’s Mollie!” Mandie exclaimed as she saw the little girl outside on the porch trying to raise the window. “And she must have gone out through this window!” She reached up and locked it as Mollie watched. “I’ll let her in through the front door.” She motioned for Mollie to go on down the porch.


    When Mandie opened the front door, Mollie was standing there in her nightgown and was terribly excited about something. “Come to the parlor,” Mandie told her as she went back down the hallway. Mollie followed.


    “Mollie, where have you been?” Celia asked as she met them in the doorway to the parlor.


    “I be seein’ one of them angel people like me aunt Lou told me about,” Mollie said, rushing excitedly about the room. “Me aunt Lou was right. They do be angel people, all white like she be sayin’. The angel people kin talk, too. But the angel people flew away while I be watchin’. All white and—”


    “Mollie, come here and sit down,” Mandie told her as she grasped the little girl’s hand and led her to the settee, where the three of them sat down. Snowball meowed loudly and jumped up between Mollie and Celia.


    “But, Mandie, I be sayin’—”


    “Mollie!” Mandie said loudly. “Please be quiet a minute. I want to ask you some questions.” She still held the little girl’s hand.


    Mollie jerked her hand out of Mandie’s and said, “I be quiet if’n ye don’t be squeezin’ me hand.” She flexed her fingers, pretending to be hurt.


    Mandie quickly reached down and kissed the little girl’s hand. “I’m sorry, Mollie, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she said. “Now let’s begin at the beginning. Where have you been? We’ve looked the house over for you, and it’s the middle of night. We all need to be in bed and asleep.”


    Mollie looked up at her with her bright blue eyes and said, “But, Mandie, I was in the bed, and this angel people—I really be sure it was a leprechaun angel, that it was—it came to me bed and asked me to follow it. So I—”


    “You must have been dreaming, Mollie,” Celia said. “The house was all locked up and nobody could get in.”


    Mollie looked at Celia and said, “Oh, but mistaken ye be. All the doors was locked, but this leprechaun angel showed me the way to the window over there. It was open, it was. And it says to me real softlike, ‘follow, follow,’ and I follow. I be thinkin’ this leprechaun angel may be takin’ me to its pot o’ gold, so I go out the window—”


    “Where did you go when you went out the window, Mollie?” Celia asked.


    “There be a house back there with horses in it, there is,” Mollie told her. “I be followin’ this leprechaun angel, and it went into this house, and I followed just like it told me, but then I couldn’t find it, I couldn’t. It went plumb away, bless Pat, plumb away, gone.” She shook her head sadly.


    “You were gone a long time, Mollie, because we have been searching the whole house for you,” Mandie told her.


    “I be gone a long time because I be lookin’ to find the leprechaun angel, but that I could not do,” Mollie explained. “I looked and looked and looked, in all the bushes and behind all the trees, but it went away, it did.”


    “What did this thing, or person, look like? Was it tall or short? A man or a woman? Did it say anything else to you?” Mandie asked as she studied the little girl’s face.


    “It was tall—taller than you, Mandie,” Mollie explained. “But I don’t be knowin’ what it might be lookin’ like ’cause it didn’t have a face. It was covered up all over with white linen, just like me mither made in Belfast Mill, and it said nary a word to me but ‘follow, follow,’ and so I followed. But it floated away, sure it did, and I looked and looked and could not find it. Why do ye be supposin’ it told me to follow it and then it would not let me find it agin?” She looked at Mandie and then at Celia with a puzzled expression on her face.


    Mandie and Celia looked at each other over her head, neither one knowing what to make of this tale.


    At that moment Jason Bond came into the parlor. He smiled when he saw Mollie. “So you found her, did you?” he said to Mandie and Celia. He sat down in a chair.


    “No, not exactly,” Mandie replied, and she explained what had taken place. “So now we don’t know exactly what happened.”


    “At least she’s back, safe and sound,” Mr. Bond said. Lowering his voice he added, “You might try turning the key, you know, tonight.” He made a motion to indicate locking the door.


    “If I can figure out how to do that without a loud protest,” Mandie replied. She noticed that Mollie was listening to every word, but she doubted that the little girl would understand what they were saying.


    Jason Bond stood up and said, “I believe it’s time for me to get a little sleep. Gotta get up early again in the morning.” He started toward the doorway.


    “Mr. Jason, do you have to go on another errand for my uncle?” Mandie asked quickly.


    Mr. Bond stopped to look back at her and to say, “Now, you know your uncle’s business is confidential and I can’t discuss it with anyone, so I think you shouldn’t worry your pretty little head over such things. And I also think you girls, all three of you, should crawl back in your beds and get some sleep. Otherwise y’all are going to be awfully sleepyheaded tomorrow. Night, night, now.” He went out into the hallway.


    “Guess we might as well,” Mandie said as she rose from the settee. “Come on, Mollie, we’re all going back to bed.”


    “Are ye sure we must go to bed?” Mollie asked, standing up.


    Mandie smiled down at her and said, “Yes, I am sure.”


    “And this time, Mollie, you must stay in your bed for the rest of the night,” Celia told her.


    “But what if the leprechaun angel comes back to see me and wants me to go with it?” Mollie asked.


    “Mollie, there is no such thing as a leprechaun angel,” Mandie told her.


    “But, Mandie, I just told ye I saw one,” Mollie argued. She followed Mandie toward the door.


    “We’ll talk about that tomorrow,” Mandie told her. “Right now we are all going to bed, and we are going to stay in our beds until it’s time to get up for breakfast.”


    The three girls went out into the hallway and up the stairs to their rooms. Mandie and Celia both stayed in the room with Mollie until she was tucked in bed.


    “Now, we will be sleeping in my room,” Mandie told her, “and we will be looking in the door here once in a while during the night to see that you are still in bed, so please don’t get up and roam around again. Do you understand?”


    Mollie looked up at Mandie with her bright blue eyes, pushed back her carrot-red hair, and with a frown she replied, “I be here, Mandie. I promise, I say.”


    “All right then, good night,” Mandie said, stooping over to plant a kiss on the little girl’s forehead.


    To Mandie’s surprise, Mollie quickly wiped the kiss away with her hand. Then she scooted down deeper into the covers, turned over, and closed her eyes.


    Mandie straightened up and looked at Celia. Celia smiled at her and said, “That’s normal.”


    Mandie closed the door to the hallway, turned the key, and took the key with her into her room, where she dropped it into a tall vase.


    As Celia got back into bed, Mandie said, “I’ll be right back. I just want to look one more time to be sure that window is locked downstairs.”


    “I’m sure it is because we locked it,” Celia answered as she pulled the cover up.


    Mandie hurried down the stairs and into the parlor and over to the window. The hallway was lighted by a lamp sitting on a table there, but the parlor was dark enough that Mandie could see the moonlight outside. She gave the lock a quick twist, but it was still locked. Then just as she turned to go back upstairs she thought she saw something move outside on the porch. She quickly leaned against the glass to see what it was.


    “I know I saw something,” she muttered to herself, peering out.


    Suddenly a white form seemed to float off the porch and around the house. Mandie rubbed her eyes and looked again.


    “I must be imagining things after all the excitement tonight,” she muttered to herself.


    Mandie stood there watching for a few minutes, but there was no sign of anything outside. Finally deciding nothing was there, she left the parlor and went back up to her room.


    When she crawled back into bed, Mandie saw that Celia was already asleep. But she lay awake for a long time thinking about the possibility of something white on the front porch in the dark.


    “I’m getting as bad as Mollie with my imagination,” she silently told herself. “And I’ve got to go to sleep. If it was really something, it would be already gone by now anyway. Tomorrow I’ll look around just in case there is something disturbed on the porch.”


    She finally dropped off to sleep and dreamed of white forms floating all around her, everywhere she looked.

  


  
    

    
Part Three


    The next day, much to Mandie’s relief, Mollie had evidently forgotten about the secret tunnel that she had promised to show the little girl. And the next few days Mollie stayed close to Aunt Lou and insisted on her reading more from the “good book” about the angel people. Mandie and Celia checked on Mollie now and then to be sure she was not bothering Aunt Lou too much as she followed the old woman about the house. Then on Friday, Mandie was up early and found Mollie in the kitchen sitting on Aunt Lou’s lap by the cookstove.


    “Oh, Mandie,” Mollie said as she quickly looked across the room at Mandie. “Ye don’t be havin’ leprechauns, but ye do be havin’ these angel people. Me aunt Lou knows all about them, she does.”


    Mandie, standing in the doorway with Celia, smiled at her and said, “Now, Mollie, you have to let Aunt Lou rest now and then. She has lots of other things to do.”


    Before Mollie could reply, Aunt Lou smiled and said, “Now, my chile, I can handle this lil’ girl all right. She’s jes’ starved for attention, and she’s a-learnin’ real fast.”


    “I told Aunt Lou about the leprechaun angel that came to see me that night, and Aunt Lou said for me to come and git her to see the leprechaun angel, if’n it comes back to see me, she did,” Mollie said to Mandie. “She be wantin’ to see it, too, she does.”


    “But, remember, Mollie,” Mandie told her, “if you do see anything at all anymore, you are not to get out of bed and go chasing after it. You must come and let me know first.”


    “That’s right, Mollie. You are not allowed to run around the house after everyone has gone to sleep,” Celia added.


    “And guess who is coming in on the train this morning?” Mandie said, smiling at the little girl.


    Mollie frowned for a moment and then she said, “Makes no nevermind. I’ve got me aunt Lou to talk to now. I don’t be needin’ nobody else.”


    “Not even Grandmother?” Mandie asked teasingly.


    “Me grandmither is coming on the train?” Mollie asked and then quickly added, “But I be busy with me aunt Lou, reading the good book about the angel people.”


    “Also, Uncle Ned will be here this morning, and he’s bringing his wife, Morning Star, and his granddaughter, Sallie,” Mandie continued with a big grin.


    Mollie quickly shook her head and said, “I don’t be needin’ that uncle named Ned to help me find a leprechaun because now I want to find one of these angel people.”


    “And my friend Joe Woodard and his parents will arrive in time for church services today,” Mandie continued.


    “I don’t be knowin’ this Joe friend, Mandie, so I’ll jes’ stay in here with me aunt Lou,” Mollie told her.


    Mandie sighed and said to Aunt Lou, “I leave her for you to handle.”


    “Don’t you be worryin’ none ’bout it, my chile. I take care of ev’rything,” Aunt Lou said, smiling and smoothing Mollie’s carrot-red hair. “You and yo’ friend there jes’ go on in de dinin’ room and eat yo’ breakfus’. Liza in there awaitin’ fo’ ev’rybody. Dis heah lil’ miss dun eat wid me.”


    Everyone came down to breakfast early that morning, and before the meal was finished Dr. and Mrs. Woodard and Joe were knocking on the front door, followed in a little while by Uncle Ned, his wife, Morning Star, and granddaughter, Sallie. Then, the train came in early and Mrs. Taft, Mandie’s grandmother, was brought from the depot by a friend of the Shaws who was meeting someone else at the depot. Jason Bond had just hitched up the carriage, and all the young people were waiting in the front hallway to ride to the station to meet the train. They kept watching out the front window for Mr. Bond to bring the carriage around.


    Suddenly Mollie jumped down from the chair where she was sitting in order to see outside. “Mandie! Mandie! There be me grandmither!” she yelled excitedly as she raced for the front door.


    Mandie instantly followed her and pulled the big door open. Sure enough, there was Mrs. Taft coming up the walkway. Mollie pushed her way around Mandie and raced outside to meet her. Mandie followed.


    “Grandmither! Grandmither!” Mollie exclaimed as she stopped in front of the lady.


    Mrs. Taft smiled and bent down to take Mollie’s hand. She looked at Mandie and said, “It seems I have two granddaughters now.”


    Mandie quickly reached to squeeze the lady’s other hand. “Oh, Grandmother, how did you get here so early? We were going to meet the train.”


    Mr. Bond came down the driveway in the carriage and stopped when he saw Mrs. Taft. “Good morning, ma’am,” he called to her. “Where is your luggage?”


    “The Bennetts dropped me off, and I left the trunk at the station if you would please get it for me,” Mrs. Taft called back to him. “Thank you.”


    “My pleasure, ma’am,” Mr. Bond replied as he started to drive out of the yard. But suddenly he was overtaken by all the other young people who had been listening and who were determined to get a ride to the depot and back. Joe, Celia, and Sallie all piled into the vehicle.


    “Come on, Mandie!” Joe called to her. “You, too, Mollie!” he added.


    “I’ll wait here. I want to talk to my grandmother,” Mandie replied.


    “And I do not want to go, I don’t,” Mollie said, clasping her other hand over the hand Mrs. Taft was holding.


    Mandie’s friends waved good-bye as Mr. Bond drove off.


    “Grandmother, I’m so glad you are here and that you are able to see Mollie again,” Mandie said as they walked toward the front door.


    “Grandmither,” Mollie quickly said. “Mandie does not have leprechauns. She has angel people, all white like Snowball. Me aunt Lou has been reading to me all about them—”


    “Mollie, we have to explain to Grandmother. She doesn’t know what we are talking about,” Mandie interrupted her.


    “Whatever you are talking about, please let me get inside and get comfortable before we get into an explanation,” Mrs. Taft said with a smile for both girls.


    Mollie didn’t say anything else, but as soon as Mrs. Taft spoke to the other adults in the parlor and told them she was going up to her room, Mollie followed her up the steps and Mandie came after her.


    “Mollie, let’s let Grandmother rest a little while before we talk to her,” she told the little girl as they stopped on the staircase.


    “Just bring her on up to my room, dear,” Mrs. Taft said as she continued on her way. “I’m anxious to hear what she has to tell me.”


    Mandie looked up and grinned at Mrs. Taft as she said, “If you say so, Grandmother.” And she took Mollie’s hand and followed.


    After Mrs. Taft had changed into comfortable clothes, she sat down in a big chair by the fire in the fireplace and remarked, “The weather always seems to cool off on Good Friday. The fire feels good.” Turning to Mollie, who had not said a word yet, Mrs. Taft asked, “Now tell me all about these angel people you mentioned, dear. Sit right here.” She indicated a stool near her.


    Mollie frowned as she looked at Mrs. Taft and slowly sat down on the stool without taking her eyes off the lady.


    “Well, Mollie, Grandmother wants you to tell her about the angel people you’ve been talking about. Go ahead and explain,” Mandie encouraged her as she sat down nearby.


    “Grandmither,” Mollie began slowly and then talked as fast as she could. “This angel people, all white and floaty, came to git me to follow it in the night, it did. And I followed it, I did. And it vanished. I couldn’t find it anymore.” She shook her head sadly.


    Mrs. Taft looked at Mandie, and Mandie began explaining what had happened the night Mollie had crawled out of bed and gone outside. She also explained about Aunt Lou trying to teach Mollie about the angels in the Bible.


    “Evidently she didn’t know anything at all about the Bible until Celia’s Aunt Rebecca began teaching her,” Mandie said. “And now she has become fast friends with Aunt Lou, who is trying to teach her.”


    “I certainly hope some progress can be made,” Mrs. Taft said thoughtfully, and then turning to Mollie she asked, “Do you know what today is?”


    “Today is Friday,” Mollie said. “And we are all going to church.”


    “Do you understand what Easter is all about?” Mrs. Taft asked.


    “Oh, Grandmither, those bad people stuck nails in Jesus and hung Him on a cross. Oh, my, it hurt, it did!” Mollie replied as she shivered all over.


    Mrs. Taft looked at her and started to ask another question when Mollie added, “They made Him die, they did. But, no matter, He woke up so He could save us all, He did.”


    Mrs. Taft smiled at Mollie and said, “You are learning.”


    ———


    Later, when everyone attended the church service at noon, Mandie noticed that Mollie, sitting next to her, seemed to be listening to every word the preacher said. But then when the man asked that every head be bowed in prayer, Mandie watched to see that Mollie bowed hers. The little girl saw Mandie looking at her and quickly closed her eyes and bent her head forward. Then Mandie did likewise as she reached to hold Mollie’s hand.


    While the preacher was praying, Mollie suddenly jerked Mandie’s hand and said in a loud whisper, “There’s the angel people!” She slid off the pew to her feet.


    Mandie quickly grabbed her, pulled her back onto the seat, and put her hand over her mouth. “Shhhhh!” Mandie warned her.


    “But, Mandie,” Mollie tried to argue in a whisper.


    “Shhhhh!” Mandie whispered in Mollie’s ear as she put an arm around her.


    When the preacher had finished praying, Mandie straightened up to look around and saw everyone in the congregation looking in their direction. Evidently they had all heard the commotion. She could hardly wait to get Mollie out of the church. Uncle Ned was sitting on the other side of Mollie, and he looked at Mandie and shook his head. Mollie caught his glance and immediately moved closer to Mandie.


    As soon as the service was over and everyone returned to the house, Mollie immediately disappeared into the kitchen in search of Aunt Lou, and no one discussed Mollie’s behavior in church. After dinner, however, Mollie managed to catch Mandie alone in the hallway and the little girl quickly began explaining, “Mandie, that angel people was in the church, it was—”


    Mandie stooped down to look straight into Mollie’s bright blue eyes and said, “Now, look here, Mollie, you were very disruptive in church today.”


    “What’s disruptive, Mandie?” Mollie asked with a frown.


    Mandie sighed and tried to explain, “That was not nice of you to speak out loud like that in church, especially when everyone was supposed to be praying.”


    “But ye was not prayin’, Mandie. Ye was lookin’ at me, ye was,” Mollie told her.


    “You’re right, Mollie,” Mandie said. “I’m sorry. I should have been praying, too, but I was watching to see if you understood what to do.”


    “But, Mandie,” Mollie said, “that angel people was in the church, I say.”


    “Mollie, let’s you and I make a promise to each other,” Mandie said. “Let’s not talk about seeing angel people anymore. If you see any, just keep it a secret. Don’t let anyone else know, you understand?”


    Mollie looked puzzled as she asked, “Kin I tell me aunt Lou about it when I see the angel people? She told me about the angel people in the Bible. Kin I?”


    Mandie sighed again as she stood up and said, “All right, you may tell Aunt Lou, but keep it a secret from everyone else. Don’t tell anybody else.”


    “Then I will go see me aunt Lou, that I will,” Mollie said as she ran on down the hallway toward the kitchen.


    Mandie watched her go and shook her head. How was anyone ever going to teach Mollie anything?


    ———


    On Sunday everyone rose early, dressed in their church clothes, and walked up the mountain to a clearing where the preacher held the sunrise service. Everyone in Franklin—rich, poor, servants and all—made the journey in the early morning dusk. It had rained the night before and a mist hung over their pathway. The wet underbrush dampened their clothes, but no one noticed. They were intent on reaching the peak before the sun showed itself.


    Mandie held Mollie’s hand as Celia came along the other side. Liza joined them, and she kept watching Mollie. Mollie was a curiosity to her. She had never seen a foreigner before, and she was fascinated with Mollie’s speech and actions.


    The preacher stood on the uppermost knob of the hill and spoke to the people. Mandie tried to listen and watch Mollie at the same time to be sure she was behaving. At one point Mollie suddenly pulled on her hand and tried to jump up and down, but Mandie gave her a stern look and she quieted down. Then during the singing Mollie tried to get Mandie’s attention again, but Mandie squeezed her hand and ignored her. Celia reached for Mollie’s other hand and held it.


    When the service was over, Mandie told Celia, “Let’s let the crowd get on down ahead of us so we can be sure Mollie doesn’t run away somewhere.”


    Celia agreed. “Yes, it would be bad if she broke away and got lost in all these woods on our way down.”


    Liza, overhearing the conversation, said, “Missy ’Manda, I needs to go he’p wid de breakfus’ or Aunt Lou be lookin’ fo’ me.”


    “We’re all going to help with the food, Liza. You don’t have to hurry,” Mandie told her. “I do believe the sun is coming out full force now. Look.” She glanced overhead as a gust of wind swept past them.


    “It sho’ is,” Liza agreed. Then she quickly said to Mollie, “Look at dat. Dere be one of dem rainbows I be tellin’ you ’bout. Right dere!” She pointed back across the hill.


    Mollie turned around to look, and she was so excited she could hardly speak. “Mandie!” she cried, pointing back to the end of the rainbow in the distance. “Mandie! Look!” She began jumping up and down. “Look, Celia, look!”


    Mandie stepped back to see the rainbow and immediately exclaimed, “What is that?” She could make out a vague white figure near the end of the rainbow.


    Celia squinted as she looked and said, “It’s something white.”


    “Mandie, it’s the angel people! Mandie, let’s go see!” Mollie said, pulling on her hand.


    Liza stared at the figure and said, “Looks more like a ghost to me. And it’s supposed to be a pot o’ gold at de end of de rainbow, not a ghost!” She moved closer to Mandie as she shivered.


    Mandie quickly decided to investigate. Still holding Mollie’s hand and catching one of Liza’s hands, she urged them back up the hill with Celia helping on the other side of Mollie. “Come on. Let’s go see what it is,” she said.


    Liza tugged at her hand to go the other way, and Mollie pushed ahead. Then when they got closer to the white form, Mandie felt Mollie’s footsteps grow slower.


    “Come on, now, Mollie, we’re going to find out what this is,” Mandie told her as she continued up the hill and strong gusts of wind blew against them.


    As they drew nearer, Mandie could see what looked like a lot of white, fluffy material floating in the air, and then suddenly the top part of it seemed to be broken away by the wind and go flying off into space.


    Mandie gasped as she saw carrot-red hair uncovered and the form turned into a woman dressed in all white. The four young people stopped to stare at the woman, and the woman stared at them. Then Mandie came to a quick decision. Practically dragging Mollie with Celia’s help, Mandie moved on toward the woman. Finally they were in hearing distance, and when Mandie could see the woman’s bright blue eyes, she came to a conclusion.


    “You are Mollie’s aunt, aren’t you?” Mandie asked as they stood face-to-face with the woman. Mollie clung to Mandie’s skirt and Liza slipped behind the little girl. Celia stood by, listening and looking.


    “That I am,” the woman said. Then suddenly she came forward and stooped down to get a good look at Mollie. “And this is my sister’s dear little daughter.”


    Mollie tried to move closer to Mandie, and the woman added, “I am your aunt, child. Come to me.” She held her arms out but Mollie didn’t budge.


    “How did you know where Mollie was?” Mandie asked.


    “Ah, that you do not know?” the woman asked. “The detectives hunted and hunted but could not find me because I got married and changed my name. Then weeks and weeks ago, your grandmother, Mrs. Taft, asked your uncle John Shaw to send his man to contact the Cherokee people for help in locating me, and, as you see, they found me.”


    “Then why didn’t you just come to the house instead of hiding out here on the mountain?” Mandie asked.


    “My poor sister and I had hard words years ago when I left Ireland, and I was not sure I wanted to see my niece,” the woman replied.


    “You must have been the one who lured Mollie out of her bed the other night,” Celia said.


    “Aye, she was,” Mollie suddenly spoke.


    “And how do you be knowing that?” the woman asked.


    “Because ye smell like ye did that night when ye ran off and left me,” Mollie told her. “Do ye not want to be me aunt?”


    “I am your aunt, dear child. Nothing can change that,” the woman said.


    “Me name is not child. Me name is Mollie,” the little girl replied.


    “That I do know, and also your name was spelled wrong on the papers the detectives had,” the woman said. “The correct spelling is M-o-l-l-i-e, and they had it spelled M-o-l-l-y, which almost caused me to disclaim any knowledge of you because I thought it was the wrong little girl. So I had to see you for myself. And when I saw that red hair and those blue eyes, I knew you were my sister’s child.”


    “Her name was spelled with a ‘y’ on the papers the law officers gave my grandmother in Ireland to bring Mollie home with us,” Mandie told her. “So I suppose you are going to take Mollie home with you?”


    The woman stood up and said, “No, that’s impossible right now.”


    “I want to go back home with Celia,” Mollie said.


    “Why is it impossible?” Mandie asked, ignoring Mollie’s remark.


    “Because my husband died three months ago, and I don’t have a definite home right now. I am staying with his sister for the time being, but as soon as I can get on my feet again, I will come after Mollie,” the woman said.


    “Where do you live? What town?” Mandie asked.


    “Your uncle John Shaw knows all that,” the woman told her. “Now I think it’s best I leave since I cannot take Mollie with me.” She quickly stooped to kiss Mollie and said, “You be a sweetie, and I will be back for you, soon, I hope.”


    Mandie saw tears in the woman’s eyes as she quickly turned and ran back over the hill, retrieving her white hat from the bushes where it had landed. She disappeared in the distance as the young people watched.


    “ ’Tweren’t no ghost, aftuh all!” Liza said with a big sigh.


    “I guess me aunt Lou must’ve been right. There be no real angel people that we kin see,” Mollie said, sadly looking into the distance.


    “Aunt Lou is right. There are angels all around but we can’t see them,” Celia told her.


    Mollie looked up at Celia and then at Mandie with tears in her blue eyes and said, “And there be no leprechauns either, no real leprechauns.” She shook her head and frowned.


    “That’s right,” Mandie agreed.


    Mollie suddenly started to run down the hill. “Let’s go tell me grandmither!” she yelled.


    Liza ran after her. “I knowed dat all de time,” she called to Mollie.


    “But it took you both a long time to say it,” Mandie said as she and Celia followed.
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    (in order of appearance)


    Amanda (Mandie) Shaw, thirteen years old, blond hair, blue eyes, small


    Celia Hamilton, thirteen years old, auburn hair, green eyes, Mandie’s friend


    Mollie, ten years old, carrot-red hair, bright blue eyes, Irish orphan


    Snowball, Mandie’s white cat


    Liza, sixteen years old, maid in the Shaw home


    Aunt Lou, elderly housekeeper for the Shaw family, large woman


    Abraham, elderly handyman for the Shaw family


    Jenny, middle-aged cook for the Shaw family, Abraham’s wife


    Jason Bond, elderly caretaker for John Shaw’s businesses, tall, gray hair


    Preacher, elderly man, tall, heavyset


    The Woman, in her thirties, Mollie’s aunt from Ireland, carrot-red hair, blue eyes


    Audience on mountain for service

  


  
    

    ACT I—Scene 1


    
      
        
          	THE SCENE:

          	The parlor in the Shaws’ house. Two large windows upstage show the porch outside. Open draperies are on them. A table with an oil lamp is in front of one window and a chair is in front of the other. To the left is a large fireplace with chairs in front of it. A settee sits at the right near a door into the hallway. A stool is nearby. It is the afternoon.
        


        
          	AT CURTAIN:

          	The stage is empty. The door is already open, and Mandie enters with her friend, Celia, and the little orphan girl, Mollie.
        

      
    


    MANDIE: (Walking over to the settee and sitting down.) Celia, I’m so glad you and your mother could come and spend the Easter holidays with us. And could bring Mollie, too. I do believe she has grown a couple of inches since we brought her home with us from Ireland. (Mandie looks at Mollie, who is wandering about the room.)


    CELIA: (Sitting on the settee next to Mandie.) She is growing fast. And she also gets around fast, you’ll find out.


    MOLLIE: (After inspecting everything in the room, she comes to stand in front of the fireplace.) Mandie, do ye be havin’ leprechauns in this place where ye live? (She frowns and pushes back a lock of hair as she looks at Mandie.)


    MANDIE: (She sighs.) Oh, Mollie, are you still chasing leprechauns? I don’t believe we have any in this house, or in this town, in fact.


    MOLLIE: (Walking closer to look at Mandie.) But there might be one here someplace. I’ll be lookin’ and watchin’ for one while I be stayin’ here with ye.


    MANDIE: But you don’t need to find one now to get his pot of gold. You have a nice home with Celia.


    MOLLIE: When Celia finds me aunt, the lady may be needin’ the gold.


    CELIA: We may never find your aunt, Mollie. So far the detectives my mother has had looking for her haven’t found any trace of her, so you may have to live with us until you grow up.


    MOLLIE: (Looking at Celia thoughtfully.) I still be lookin’ for a leprechaun.


    (Snowball, Mandie’s white cat, wanders into the room.)


    MOLLIE: (Picking up Snowball and going to sit on the stool.) I know ye. Yer name be Snowball, and ye came to Ireland with Mandie last summer.


    MANDIE: (In a low voice to Celia.) Is your mother still trying to find Mollie’s aunt, or has she given up?


    CELIA: (In a low voice.) No, she hasn’t given up, but so far no one has found a trace of her. Remember the police authorities in Ireland told your grandmother that the aunt had come to the United States when Mollie was a baby. That’s a long time ago.


    MANDIE: But they also told us that the aunt was last heard from somewhere in Virginia. Of course she might have moved on to another part of the country. (Lowering her voice to a whisper.) Does your mother plan to keep her if she never locates the aunt?


    CELIA: (In a whisper.) I think so. She is quite a handful, never having had any discipline in Ireland and being allowed to roam the streets there, but Aunt Rebecca has become attached to her, and I sorta think she hopes we never find her aunt so she can keep Mollie.


    MANDIE: How is your aunt Rebecca doing in trying to educate her?


    CELIA: (With a big smile.) Well, you know Aunt Rebecca used to be a schoolteacher, and this gives her something to do.


    MANDIE: Have y’all heard anything more about Mrs. Wiley, the woman who was keeping Mollie in Ireland?


    CELIA: Yes, Mother stays in touch with her. I’m sure Mother sends her money, too. The woman is still in such bad shape—after that accident she had and no one to support her. Even though she is in that rest home for the poor in Belfast, she does need some money.


    MANDIE: (Rubbing her arms.) It still gives me goose bumps just thinking about that awful fire. I’m so thankful we were able to save Mollie and Mrs. Wiley, although the lady did get seriously injured.


    CELIA: I know. Never in all my thirteen years have I been so frightened.


    LIZA: (Appearing in the doorway and standing there to look into the room.)


    MANDIE: (Seeing Liza.) Come on in, Liza. This is Mollie. (She motions toward Mollie.) And, Mollie, this is Liza.


    MOLLIE: (Jumping up and running to stand in front of Liza. She drops the cat in her haste. Snowball runs out the door.) Do ye be knowin’ if there be leprechauns in this house?


    LIZA: (Frowning as she looks at Mollie and then at Mandie.) Be whut? Missy ’Manda, dat lil’ girl she don’t speak good English.


    MANDIE: (Smiling.) She wants to know if we have leprechauns in this house.


    LIZA: (Looking puzzled.) If we has whut?


    MANDIE: Leprechauns. You have probably never heard of leprechauns. You see, some people in Ireland believe they exist. And Mollie is always looking for one because they are supposed to own a pot of gold.


    LIZA: (Her eyes widening.) Pot o’ gold?


    CELIA: (Looking at Mandie.) You might as well explain what this is all about.


    MANDIE: Yes. Many, many years ago, Liza, these leprechauns were supposed to live in Ireland. The English or American name for them is shoemaker—


    LIZA: (Excitedly interrupting.) Like dat shoemaker man named Pat whut works down in dat shop on Main Street? But he ain’t got no pot o’ gold.


    MOLLIE: (Becoming excited.) Ye know where there be a leprechaun? Show me where he be.


    MANDIE: (Loudly.) No, Liza, Pat is a shoemaker, but he’s not a leprechaun. Maybe leprechauns only lived in Ireland. We don’t have any here.


    MOLLIE: (Grasping Liza’s hand.) Will ye take me to see this Pat shoemaker? Please, I say.


    LIZA: (Looking from Mollie to Mandie and then back to Mollie.) But Missy ’Manda she say dis heah Pat he ain’t de right kind o’ lepcawn, or whatever you calls it. And he sho ain’t got no pot o’ gold. Now iffen dat’s all you lookin’ fo’, why don’t you find de end to de rainbow? Dey say it’s a pot o’ gold at de end.


    MOLLIE: Do ye be knowin’ where this rainbow be?


    MANDIE: (Speaking sharply to Liza.) Liza! Please don’t put such nonsensical ideas into Mollie’s head. You know very well there is no pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, which I know you must have learned in church.


    LIZA: I knows.


    MANDIE: (Looking at Mollie.) The rainbow is God’s promise to us, all of us here on earth, that the earth will never again be destroyed by water. He gave the promise to Noah after the flood was over.


    MOLLIE: (Looking at Mandie in surprise.) But how do ye be knowin’ all this?


    MANDIE: Because it’s all in the Bible. (Looking at Celia.) Y’all have been teaching her the Bible, haven’t you?


    CELIA: Of course, Mandie. But there is so much she doesn’t know that it’s going to take a lot of time for her to understand everything.


    MOLLIE: (Looking at Liza.) Anyhow, kin we find a rainbow?


    LIZA: Missy ’Manda, she be right ’bout rainbows. Ain’t no pot o’ gold at de end. Dat’s jes’ ole tales. (Looking at Mandie.) I’se sorry fo’ all de tomfoolery, Missy ’Manda. ’Course I knows bettuh. Aunt Lou she tell me all ’bout rainbows long time ago.


    MOLLIE: (Quickly pulling on Liza’s arm to get her attention.) Kin we find a rainbow? Please, I say.


    MANDIE: (Looking at Liza.) You are forgiven this time, Liza, but please remember that Mollie is young and doesn’t know everything you’ve been taught. In fact, you could help us teach her what Easter is all about while she’s here.


    LIZA: (Looking at Mandie with widened eyes.) Missy ’Manda, I don’t be knowin’ how to teach nobody nuthin’. Y’all be needin’ Aunt Lou to do de teachin’.


    MANDIE: (Smiling at Liza.) That’s a good idea, Liza. We’ll ask Aunt Lou to help explain things to Mollie.


    MOLLIE: (Suddenly, loudly, looking up at Liza.) Kin we find a rainbow? Kin we? (Then she looks at Mandie.)


    MANDIE: All right, Mollie, if a rainbow comes into the sky while you are here, we’ll be sure to show it to you. You see, we can’t just make rainbows whenever we want one. God puts them in the sky, usually when the sun comes out after it rains.


    MOLLIE: We kin look for leprechauns then. Maybe they don’t be made by God.


    CELIA: Mollie, God made this earth and everything in it. So if there is such a thing as a leprechaun, I’m sure God made it, too. However, I don’t believe He made any leprechauns, because if He did, sooner or later you’d be able to find one.


    MOLLIE: (Frowning and stomping both her feet.) Then I be wantin’ to go back to Ireland, where God didn’t make everythin’.


    LIZA: (Quickly turning to leave the room.) And I’se got to go back to de kitchen ’fo Aunt Lou start lookin’ fo’ me. (Liza exits through the doorway.)


    (Mandie and Celia look at each other in dismay.)


    CELIA: So far only Aunt Rebecca has been able to get through to her.


    MOLLIE: (Suddenly sitting down on the floor near the door.) Where be Grandmither? She took me to this United States. Now I be wantin’ Grandmither to take me back to Belfast. That I do.


    MANDIE: (Quickly slipping out of her seat and sitting on the floor next to Mollie. She puts an arm around Mollie.) Grandmother will be coming later this week, but we don’t want her to take you back to Ireland. Remember the cold place in the cellar where you lived? And lots of times you didn’t have enough to eat. We want you to stay in the United States so we can take care of you, at least until we can locate your aunt. (Reaching to smooth Mollie’s hair.)


    MOLLIE: (Pulling away from Mandie.) But I might be findin’ a leprechaun in Ireland, and then I could git his pot o’ gold, and I could be gittin’ me a new home to stay in, that I could.


    CELIA: (Coming to sit on the floor with Mandie and Mollie.) Mollie, have you ever thought about the fact that if you did find a leprechaun and he had a pot of gold, you couldn’t take the gold away from him because it would belong to him? That wouldn’t be nice to take something away from someone that it belonged to.


    MOLLIE: (Looking at Celia for a moment.) But he would be knowin’ where he could be findin’ another pot o’ gold. That he would.


    CELIA: But suppose he had to work many long years and save to fill that pot with gold, like you had to work for your food when you lived in Ireland?


    MOLLIE: (After a pause.) Where be that Indian uncle? He helped me look for leprechauns in Ireland, that he did.


    MANDIE: Uncle Ned. He’s not actually my uncle. He was my father’s Cherokee friend. He and his family will probably meet up with us on the mountain at sunrise on Sunday.


    MOLLIE: On the mountain? Sunrise?


    MANDIE: Yes, we will be going up the mountain Sunday to see the sun rise and to hear the Easter sermon.


    MOLLIE: (Looking at Mandie and then at Celia.) Then kin we look for leprechauns on the mountain?


    MANDIE: There aren’t any leprechauns on the mountain. We’ll find something else to do up there. We’ll sing.


    MOLLIE: Sing? And kin we dance, too?


    MANDIE: (Becoming impatient.) No, Mollie, we will not dance. Easter is a special holy day. We’ll be celebrating the time that Jesus rose from His tomb.


    MOLLIE: Celebratin’? Will we be havin’ a party? Like a birthday party?


    MANDIE: (Standing up and looking at Celia.) Let’s take this child to Aunt Lou and ask her to explain a few things. I don’t seem to be getting anywhere with it myself.


    CELIA: (Smiling as she also rises.) You are doing better than I have been able to do. But Aunt Lou sounds like the perfect teacher.


    MANDIE: (Reaching for Mollie’s hand.) Come on, Mollie, we want you to meet Aunt Lou. You’ll love her, I’m sure. She’s in charge of everything here—cooking the food, sewing clothes, and running everything.


    (Mollie stands up.)


    (Mandie leads her toward the door. Celia follows.)


    CURTAIN

  


  
    

    ACT I—Scene 2


    
      
        
          	THE SCENE:

          	The kitchen in the Shaws’ house. Two windows upstage center near an iron cookstove, woodbox beside it. A sink to the left upstage. A long table with several chairs stands near center stage. Door to right. Same afternoon.
        


        
          	AT CURTAIN:

          	Aunt Lou is standing in the middle of the floor supervising Liza and Jenny the cook as they prepare food on the stove. Abraham is arranging wood in the woodbox. They all stop to look as Mandie, Celia, and Mollie enter through the door at the right. Snowball follows.
        

      
    


    AUNT LOU: (Walking toward Mollie with her arms out to hug her.) Here’s dat lil’ angel from Ireland.


    MOLLIE: (Frowning at her.) I don’t be no angel. Mollie I be.


    AUNT LOU: (Bending down to look at her.) I knows you ain’t no real angel. Come to Aunt Lou.


    MOLLIE: (Allowing Aunt Lou to embrace her.) Will you be me aunt? Celia and her mither they look and look for me aunt and don’t find her. Will you be me aunt? (Looking up into Aunt Lou’s smiling face.)


    AUNT LOU: ’Course I’ll be yo’ aunt. Now you jes’ call me Aunt Lou and I’ll be proud to be yo’ aunt.


    MOLLIE: (Staring at Aunt Lou.) Do ye be needin’ a pot o’ gold then?


    AUNT LOU: (Glancing at Mandie with a puzzled look.) A pot of gold? Now whut would I do wid a pot of gold? I don’t need no gold.


    MOLLIE: (Looking at Mandie.) Then I don’t be havin’ to take his pot o’ gold when I find a leprechaun.


    (Aunt Lou straightens up to look at Mandie.)


    (Mollie holds on to Aunt Lou’s big white apron.)


    MANDIE: Oh, Aunt Lou, it’s all so confusing. Mollie needs a teacher, and I think you’d be better at that than I am. She just doesn’t understand anything I try to explain. Please say you’ll help.


    AUNT LOU: Liza done told me whut was said in de parlor a while ago. I’ll see whut I kin do. Aftuh while, dat is. Right now we’se got to git supper done. (Turning to Mollie and patting Mollie’s head.) Now I’ll be yo’ aunt, but you’s got to go back to de parlor so I kin git dis heah food cooked, you heah?


    MOLLIE: (Looking up at Aunt Lou as she pulls on Aunt Lou’s apron.) If I be goin’ back to the parlor, ye won’t go ’way some place, will ye? Will ye, I say?


    AUNT LOU: No, no, I won’t be goin’ no place. (She pulls her apron out of Mollie’s hand.) I stays right heah in dis kitchen till I gits de supper on de table so you kin eat. Ain’t you hungry now? (Moving toward the stove.)


    MOLLIE: I may be a little hungry. What do ye be wantin’ me to do to pay fer it?


    AUNT LOU: I be wantin’ you to go back to de parlor now.


    MANDIE: Aunt Lou, she hasn’t met everyone else. (Taking Mollie by the hand, she leads her over to Jenny and Abraham, who have been listening.) Mollie, this is Jenny and her husband, Abraham. And you already know Liza over there.


    ABRAHAM: Howdy, little missy.


    JENNY: And you come all de way ’cross dat big ocean from Ireland.


    MOLLIE: No, I come from Virginny with Celia and her mither. Before that I be in Ireland.


    ABRAHAM: Ireland, where dey has leprechauns.


    MANDIE: (Taking a quick breath.) Abraham, please don’t mention the word.


    MOLLIE: (Her blue eyes open wide.) Leprechauns, ye say. (Leaning toward Abraham she whispers.) Do ye be havin’ leprechauns here, I say?


    MANDIE: (Rolling her eyes and shaking her head behind Mollie’s back and whispering.) No.


    ABRAHAM: (Quickly to Mollie.) Ain’t no sech thing as leprechauns in dis heah place. Only find dem in Ireland.


    MANDIE: (Under her breath.) Oh no!


    MOLLIE: (Moving closer to Abraham.) Will ye go to Ireland with me and hunt for leprechauns then? Will ye, I say?


    ABRAHAM: (Looking at Mandie as he quickly walks toward the back door.) One o’ dese days we’ll do jes’ dat. Right now I has to git de wood fo’ de stove. (He exits through the door.)


    MOLLIE: (Calling after Abraham.) One day soon we be goin’ to Ireland then. (Picking up Snowball, who has been sitting nearby.)


    MANDIE: Come on, Mollie, we have to go back to the parlor so all these people can get supper done. (Mandie walks toward the door.)


    (Mollie, holding the cat, follows her.)


    CELIA: (Following Mandie.) I can see where we’re going to have some interesting holidays this week.


    MANDIE: I’m hoping Aunt Lou can make her understand what the holidays are all about.


    CURTAIN

  


  
    

    ACT II—Scene 1


    
      
        
          	THE SCENE:

          	Same day, after supper. In the Shaws’ parlor. The lamp is lit on the table by the window. It is dark outside, seen through the window.
        


        
          	AT CURTAIN:

          	Mandie and Celia are sitting on the settee talking.
        

      
    


    MANDIE: I wonder what kind of an errand Uncle John sent Mr. Jason on tonight. I heard them talking in the hallway after supper, and when they saw me they just shut up.


    CELIA: It’s probably about some of your uncle’s business matters that don’t concern anyone else.


    MANDIE: I’d still like to know where he sent him.


    MOLLIE: (Mollie comes running into the parlor. Aunt Lou walks in behind her, carrying a Bible. Excitedly she comes to stand in front of Mandie and Celia.) Me aunt Lou has been readin’ a good book to me. It be all about these people called angels. They be like leprechauns. Not everybody kin see them.


    AUNT LOU: (Shaking her head as she looks at Mandie.) I’ll keep tryin’, my chile. Mebbe sumthin’ will soak in after a while. Now I’m plumb wore out and I’m going to git some rest. Good night.


    MANDIE: Thanks, Aunt Lou. Good night. (Aunt Lou exits out the back door.)


    MOLLIE: (Still standing before Mandie and Celia.) The angel people are all white, me aunt thinks. And sometimes they do good things, but there be one bad one that God didn’t like, and He threw him all the way down to where the Devil be. And he can’t iver come back to live with the good angel people because he’s been bad. But me aunt Lou thinks God won’t throw us down there for being bad if we be sorry. So when I be bad, all I have to do is be sorry, and I always be sorry when I be bad. Do ye be sorry when ye be bad, Mandie? Do ye, Celia? Do ye?


    CELIA: Of course I am, Mollie.


    MANDIE: (Smiling at Mollie.) Yes, I’m always sorry for being bad, but I try real hard not to be bad. And I always ask God to forgive me.


    MOLLIE: Me aunt Lou said she would show me how to talk to God tomorrow when she reads me more of that book, because I don’t be knowin’ how to ask God to forgive me when I’ve been bad, and I need to know real soon just in case I be bad agin.


    CELIA: Oh, Mollie, I’m sure Aunt Lou will be able to teach you about God.


    (Snowball comes running into the room and goes to sit on the hearth.)


    MOLLIE: (Watching the cat.) Mandie, do ye be thinkin’ Snowball might be a angel cat? He do be white.


    MANDIE: (Smiling.) No, Mollie, he’s just a real live white cat.


    MOLLIE: (Sitting down on the floor.) I think me tired.


    MANDIE: And I think it’s bedtime. I’m going to let you sleep with me tonight, Mollie, since you are in a strange house.


    MOLLIE: (Frowning.) This be a strange house?


    MANDIE: It’s a different house from the one you’ve been living in, and you never have been here before, so I thought you might like to sleep with me.


    MOLLIE: No, no, Mandie. I be wantin’ a whole big bed all by meself.


    MANDIE: Then we will put you in the room next to mine. It has a door between, so if you change your mind you can always come in my room and get in the bed with me.


    MOLLIE: (Shaking her head.) Oh, Mandie, ’tis afraid ye be thinkin’ I be. I sleep in a big bed by meself at Celia’s house, and I don’t be afraid.


    CELIA: She’s definitely not afraid of the dark. She gets up sometimes in the middle of the night and wanders all over the house.


    MANDIE: (Looking at Mollie.) That’s not allowed here, Mollie. You would wake people up if you go roaming around during the night, and I don’t think anybody would like that.


    MOLLIE: (Yawning.) I do be sleepy.


    MANDIE: (Rising.) All right, Mollie, we are going to bed. I believe everybody else has already done that. Come on.


    (Celia rises and reaches a hand down to pull Mollie to her feet.)


    MOLLIE: (Quickly standing up.) I not be asleep yit, Celia.


    MANDIE: Off to bed we go.


    (Mandie, Celia, and Mollie exit through the door.)


    CURTAIN

  


  
    

    ACT II—Scene 2


    
      
        
          	THE SCENE:

          	Later that night, after midnight. In the Shaws’ parlor. It is dark.
        


        
          	AT CURTAIN:

          	Mandie enters with a lighted lamp that illuminates the room. Celia comes in behind her through the door.
        

      
    


    MANDIE: (Setting the lamp on the table and standing by the table.) I just can’t imagine where Mollie could be. We’ve searched everywhere, and she’s just not here.


    CELIA: (Coming to stand by the table.) I told you she gets up in the middle of the night and wanders all over the house. There’s no way to stop her that we can figure out.


    MANDIE: Where does she go? Where do you find her?


    CELIA: She does all kinds of things. Sometimes we find her eating food out of the icebox, and sometimes she’s curled up asleep in the parlor. We never know where to look for her.


    MANDIE: Does she ever go outdoors?


    CELIA: Not that we know of. But, Mandie, she couldn’t be outdoors right now because all the doors are locked.


    (There is a loud metallic click and the sound of squeaky hinges.)


    MANDIE: (Looking at Celia.) What was that?


    CELIA: (Moving closer to Mandie.) Someone is coming in the front door.


    MANDIE: Can’t be Mollie. Whoever it is has a key.


    JASON BOND: (Jason Bond suddenly looks into the parlor through the doorway.) Just looking to see who had the lamp lit, whether I should put it out for the night.


    MANDIE: (Blowing out her breath.) Oh, Mr. Jason, thank goodness it’s you.


    JASON BOND: What are you two doing down here this time of night?


    MANDIE: We’re looking for Mollie. She’s not in her bedroom. But where have you been this time of night, Mr. Jason?


    JASON BOND: On an errand for your uncle. Now we probably ought to find that little girl. I’ll help y’all look for her.


    MANDIE: We’ve already searched everywhere we can think of and we can’t find her.


    JASON BOND: I’ll help y’all look, but let me just go to the kitchen first and get a bite to eat since I missed supper last night. I’ll be right back. (Jason Bond exits through the door.)


    MANDIE: (Calling to Mr. Bond as she goes to sit on the settee.) I’ll be here.


    CELIA: (Sitting beside Mandie.) So will I.


    MANDIE: (Snowball comes into the room and Mandie picks him up in her lap.) I’m hoping Mr. Jason will tell us where he’s been.


    CELIA: Mandie, I don’t think he’s going to tell us a single thing. He didn’t explain anything when he told us he had been on an errand. (Snowball suddenly jumps down from Mandie’s lap.)


    MANDIE: Snowball, where are you going? (As she watches him run across the floor, she happens to look at the window.) Celia, look, look! (Mandie rises and hurries over to the window.)


    CELIA: (Following Mandie.) Mandie, what is it?


    MANDIE: (As she reaches the window, she points through the glass.) There’s Mollie! She must have gone out through this window. See, she’s trying to open it and get back in. I’ll let her in through the front door.


    (Celia continues to look through the window.)


    (Mandie exits through the door to the hallway and can be heard offstage. There is the sound of a door being opened.)


    MANDIE: (Offstage.) Mollie, get in this house! Where have you been? (Sound offstage of door being closed.)


    (Mollie rushes into the parlor through the door.)


    MANDIE: (Mandie follows.) Mollie, you didn’t answer me. Where have you been?


    MOLLIE: (Going to stand near Celia.) I be seein’ one of them angel people like me aunt Lou told me about. Me aunt Lou was right. They do be angel people, all white like she be sayin’. The angel people kin talk, too. But the angel people flew away while I be watchin’. All white and—


    MANDIE: (Grasping Mollie’s hand and leading her to the settee, where she sits down and pulls Mollie up beside her.) Mollie, please be quiet a minute. I want to ask you some questions.


    CELIA: (Sitting next to them on the settee.) Yes, we do.


    MOLLIE: (Jerking her hand out of Mandie’s.) I be quiet if’n ye don’t be squeezin’ me hand. (Flexing her fingers and pretending to be hurt.)


    MANDIE: (Quickly reaching to kiss Mollie’s hand.) I’m sorry, Mollie. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Now let’s begin at the beginning. Where have you been? We’ve looked the house over for you, and it’s the middle of the night. We all need to be in bed and asleep.


    MOLLIE: (Looking up at Mandie.) But, Mandie, I was in the bed, but this angel people—I really be sure it was a leprechaun angel, that it was—it came to me bed and asked me to follow it. So I—


    CELIA: You must have been dreaming, Mollie. The house was all locked up and nobody could get in.


    MOLLIE: Oh, but mistaken ye be. All the doors was locked, but this leprechaun angel showed me the way to that window over there. It was open, it was. And it says to me real softlike, “follow, follow,” and I follow. I be thinkin’ this leprechaun angel may be takin’ me to its pot o’ gold, so I go out the window—


    CELIA: Where did you go when you went out the window, Mollie?


    MOLLIE: There be a house back there with horses in it, there is. I be followin’ this leprechaun angel, and it went into this house, and I followed just like it told me, but then I couldn’t find it, I couldn’t. It went plumb away, bless Pat, plumb away, gone. (Mollie shakes her head sadly.)


    MANDIE: You were gone a long time, Mollie, because we have been searching the whole house for you and that took time.


    MOLLIE: I be gone a long time because I be lookin’ to find the leprechaun angel, but that I could not do. I looked and looked and looked, in all the bushes and behind all the trees, but it went away, it did.


    MANDIE: (Watching Mollie’s face.) What did this thing, or person, look like? Was it tall or short? A man or a woman? Did it say anything else to you?


    MOLLIE: It was tall, taller than ye, Mandie. But I don’t be knowin’ what it might be lookin’ like ’cause it didn’t have a face. It was all covered up with white linen just like me mither made in Belfast Mill.


    CELIA: Did it talk?


    MOLLIE: It said nary a word to me but “follow, follow,” and so I followed, but it floated away, sure it did, and I looked and looked, and I could not find it. Why do ye be supposin’ it told me to follow it and then it would not let me find it agin? (She looks puzzled.)


    JASON BOND: (Entering through the door to the hall.) So you found her, did you?


    MANDIE: No, not exactly. She had gone out through that window over there and was trying to get back inside, and we saw her.


    JASON BOND: At least she’s back, safe and sound. (Lowering his voice.) You might try turning the key, you know, tonight. (Making a motion to indicate locking the door.)


    MANDIE: If I can figure out how to do that without a loud protest.


    JASON BOND: Well, I believe it’s time for me to get a little sleep. Gotta get up early again in the morning. (Starts toward the door.)


    MANDIE: Mr. Jason, do you have to go on another errand for my uncle?


    JASON BOND: (Stopping to look back at Mandie.) Now you know your uncle’s business is confidential and I can’t discuss it with anyone, so I think you shouldn’t worry your pretty little head over such things. And I also think you girls, all three of you, should crawl back in your beds and get some sleep. Otherwise y’all are going to be awfully sleepyheaded tomorrow. Night, night now. (Jason Bond exits through the door to the hall.)


    MANDIE: (Rising from the settee.) Guess we might as well. Come on, Mollie. We’re all going back to bed.


    MOLLIE: (Standing up.) Are ye sure we must go to bed?


    MANDIE: Yes, I am sure.


    CELIA: And this time, Mollie, you must stay in your bed for the rest of the night.


    MOLLIE: But what if the leprechaun angel comes back to see me and wants me to follow it?


    MANDIE: Mollie, there is no such thing as a leprechaun angel.


    MOLLIE: But, Mandie, I just told ye I saw one. (Mollie follows Mandie to the door. Celia follows her.)


    MANDIE: We’ll talk about that tomorrow. Right now we are all going to bed, and we are going to stay in our beds until it’s time to get up for breakfast.


    CELIA: (Stopping to point back to the lighted lamp.) Do you want to leave it here?


    MANDIE: (Turning back and going toward the lamp.) Y’all go ahead. I’ll put the lamp out.


    (Celia and Mollie exit through the door.)


    MANDIE: (Mandie walks over to the lamp on the table and blows out the light. She starts to turn and leave the room when she quickly looks back out the window. To herself.) What was that? (She leans near the window to look outside.) I thought I saw something out there. (She keeps staring out the window and finally turns to leave the room.) I must be imagining things after all the excitement tonight. There’s no such thing as a leprechaun angel. Bunch of malarkey!
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    ACT III—Scene 1


    
      
        
          	THE SCENE:

          	Easter Sunday sunrise service on the mountain above Franklin. The sun will rise and brighten the scene as the preacher gives the message.
        


        
          	AT CURTAIN:

          	The preacher is standing upstage center, elevated a little above the crowd that stands before him. Mandie, Celia, Liza, and Mollie are downstage center.
        

      
    


    PREACHER: I’m happy to see so many wonderful people made it out of bed and up the mountain this morning to give thanks to our Lord for this special day. Let us pray. (The preacher watches to see that heads are bowed. Then he begins his prayer.) We thank Thee, dear God, for this glorious morning and for what it stands for. We thank Thee for clearing away the rain we had last night so that we may be able to see the sun rise this morning. Now we offer our thanks up to you in song.


    MOLLIE: (Excitedly speaking, overlapping the last few words of the preacher.) There’s the angel people, Mandie! Look! (She points to upstage right.)


    MANDIE: (Bending to whisper to Mollie.) Sh-h-h-h! Be quiet!


    MOLLIE: But, Mandie—


    MANDIE: Sh-h-h-h-h! Hush!


    (The crowd had begun singing “He Is Risen,” and Mandie, Celia, and Liza join in.)


    (Mollie tries to see through the crowd in the direction she had pointed about the angel people.)


    PREACHER: (After the end of the song.) Now may the Lord go with you forevermore, my brethren. God bless you all.


    (The crowd starts to break up and go back down the mountain, to the right.)


    MANDIE: (Looking at Celia and quickly grasping Mollie’s hand.) Let’s let the crowd get on down ahead of us so we can be sure Mollie doesn’t run away somewhere.


    CELIA: Yes, it would be bad if she broke away and got lost in all these woods on our way down.


    LIZA: (Listening to the conversation.) I needs to go he’p wid de breakfus’, Missy ’Manda, or Aunt Lou be lookin’ fo’ me.


    MANDIE: We’re all going to help with the food, Liza. You don’t have to hurry. (Glancing overhead as a strong gust of wind sweeps past them.) I do believe the sun is coming out full force now. Look. (Pointing toward the sun.)


    LIZA: (Looking at the sky.) It sho’ is. (Turning to Mollie.) Look at dat. Dere be one of dem rainbows I be tellin’ you ’bout. Right dere! (She points back across the hill.)


    MOLLIE: (Turning to look and becoming excited as she points toward the rainbow and jumps up and down.) Mandie, look! Look, Celia, look!


    MANDIE: (Stepping back to look at the rainbow. She sees something near it and exclaims.) What is that?


    MOLLIE: (Pulling on Mandie’s hand.) Mandie, it’s the angel people! Mandie, let’s go see!


    CELIA: It’s something white.


    LIZA: (Moving closer to Mandie as she shivers.) Looks like a ghost to me. And it’s supposed to be a pot o’ gold at de end of de rainbow, not a ghost!


    MANDIE: (Still holding Mollie’s hand as she leads the way with Celia and Liza following her and Mollie.) Come on. Let’s go see what it is. Looks like a lot of white, fluffy material floating in the air.


    (As they get nearer, the top part of the white form seems to break away and go flying off into the air with a strong gust of wind, uncovering the head of a woman with carrot-red hair.)


    LIZA: (Grasping Mandie’s other hand.) It broke!


    MOLLIE: I thought it be the angel people. (She tries to pull back.)


    MANDIE: (Pulling on Mollie’s hand as they come closer to the woman.) You are Mollie’s aunt, aren’t you?


    CELIA: (Stopping to look at the woman.) She has to be with that red hair.


    THE WOMAN: (Coming forward and stooping down to get a look at Mollie, who is trying to hide behind Mandie’s skirt.) That I am. And this is my sister’s dear daughter. I am your aunt, child. Come to me.


    MANDIE: How did you know where Mollie was?


    THE WOMAN: (Still stooping and looking up at Mandie.) Ah, that you do not know? The detectives hunted and hunted but could not find me because I got married and changed my name. Then weeks and weeks ago, your grandmother, Mrs. Taft, asked your uncle John Shaw to send his man to contact the Cherokee people to help locate me, and, as you see, they found me.


    MANDIE: Then why didn’t you just come to the house instead of hiding out here on the mountain?


    THE WOMAN: My poor sister and I had hard words years ago when I left Ireland, and I was not sure I wanted to see my niece.


    CELIA: You must have been the one who lured Mollie out of her bed the other night.


    MOLLIE: Aye, she was.


    THE WOMAN: And how do you be knowin’ that, child?


    MOLLIE: Because ye smell like ye did that night when ye ran off and left me. (Taking a deep breath and blowing it out.) Do ye not want to be me aunt?


    THE WOMAN: I am your aunt, dear child. Nothing can change that.


    MOLLIE: Me name is not child. Me name is Mollie.


    THE WOMAN: That I do know, and also your name was spelled wrong on the papers the detectives had. The correct spelling is M-o-l-l-i-e, and they had it spelled M-o-l-l-y, which almost caused me to disclaim any knowledge of you because I thought it was the wrong little girl, so I had to see you for myself. And when I saw that red hair and blue eyes, I knew you were my sister’s child.


    MANDIE: Her name was spelled with a ‘y’ on the papers the law officers gave my grandmother in Ireland to bring Mollie home with us. So I suppose you are going to take Mollie home with you?


    MOLLIE: I want to go back home with Celia.


    THE WOMAN: (Standing up.) No, that’s impossible for me to take her with me right now.


    MANDIE: Why is it impossible?


    THE WOMAN: Because my husband died three months ago, and I don’t have a definite home right now. I am staying with his sister for the time being, but as soon as I can get on my feet again, I will come after Mollie.


    MANDIE: Where do you live? What town?


    THE WOMAN: Your uncle John Shaw knows all that. Now I think it’s best I leave since I cannot take Mollie with me. (Stooping to quickly kiss Mollie.) You be a sweetie, and I will be back for you, soon I hope. (Her voice quivers with emotion.)


    (As the young people watch, the woman runs back over the hill, retrieves her hat from the bushes where it had landed, and disappears in the distance.)


    LIZA: (Grinning.) ’Tweren’t no ghost aftuh all!


    MOLLIE: (Looking into the distance.) I guess me aunt Lou must’ve been right. There be no real angel people that we kin see.


    MANDIE: Aunt Lou is right. There are angels all around but we can’t see them.


    MOLLIE: (Looking up at Mandie and then at Celia and then at Liza.) And there be no leprechauns either, no real leprechauns. (She shakes her head and frowns.)


    CELIA: That’s right.


    MOLLIE: (Suddenly starts to run down the hill.) Let’s go and tell me grandmither.


    LIZA: (Running after Mollie.) I knowed dat all de time.


    MANDIE: (Following.) But it sure took you both a long time to say it.


    (Celia follows.)
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