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  CHAPTER ONE


  FORBIDDEN TERRITORY


  Mrs. Taft’s fancy rig came to a sudden, lurching halt. Mandie and Celia fell against each other as the vehicle swayed and then stopped. The horse added his protest to the crashing sound.


  Ben, the driver, called out to the animal, “Whoa there now, whoa!” He jumped down and turned to look up at the girls. “Is y’all all right, missies?” he asked.


  Mandie and Celia quickly scrambled down to the street with a helping hand from Ben. The three of them peered through the darkness to survey the damage.


  “I’m all right, but what happened, Ben?” Mandie asked, shaking out her long skirts.


  “Yes, what happened?” Celia echoed, taking a deep breath.


  “Can’t rightly tell heah in dis dark place,” Ben replied. “Best I ties up dis heah animal and walks y’all on to dat school so’s I kin git Uncle Cal to come he’p.” He quickly tied the horse’s reins to a pole nearby.


  “I agree, Ben, because if we’re late getting back to school, we’ll be in trouble with Miss Prudence,” Mandie replied nervously. She removed her hat to rearrange her heavy blond hair, which had loosened from its hairpins in the mishap.


  “Is it far to the school, Ben? I don’t remember ever being on this street before,” Celia asked, looking around in the darkness.


  “Dis heah ain’t no street. It be a back alley, a shortcut from Miz Taft’s house to yo’ school. Ain’t supposed to be on dis heah place,” Ben muttered, more to himself than to the girls. “But I be tryin’ to git y’all back on time. Now let’s be quick ’bout dis and git on to dat school.”


  The girls had been to visit Mandie’s grandmother, Mrs. Taft, who lived in Asheville not far from the Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls, where Mandie and Celia were boarding students. They had stayed for supper, and since it was late Mrs. Taft had sent them back to school in her rig with Ben.


  There was no moon. The sky was dark. The uneven cobblestones caused them to stumble now and then as the girls walked along with Ben.


  Mandie tried to see where they were and what buildings they were passing. She asked, “Ben, do people live on this street?”


  “No, missy, only bidness buildings along heah,” Ben answered shortly, hurrying them forward.


  Suddenly Mandie stopped and put a hand on Celia’s arm. “Celia, did you hear something?” She tried to see through the darkness in the direction of the sound.


  “Yes,” Celia agreed. “Like a . . . soft whine.”


  Ben turned to see what they were doing.


  “Oh, it’s a puppy!” Mandie exclaimed. “It could be in trouble!”


  “No, missy, don’t you even think ’bout findin’ it,” Ben quickly said. “You young ladies shouldn’t oughta even be in dis heah alley. It ain’t fittin’ fo’ young ladies to walk in, and I sho’ nuff know Miz Taft, she wouldn’t be ’llowing it.”


  “Celia, we’ll come back in the daytime and look for it,” Mandie murmured as she and Celia continued on their way with Ben.


  “No, missy, you don’t do dat,” Ben said.


  “If it’s just businesses, why can’t we come back? Besides, you drove us down it,” Mandie argued.


  “And I shouldn’ta oughta done that,” Ben replied. “I ain’t sure what goes on in dese warehouses. It’s dirty and dark, and who knows what be hidin’ behind dem walls.”


   Mandie didn’t understand why Ben didn’t want them to come back to this alley. Why, she had seen lots of working people who got dirty on their jobs. She was sure there must be some other reason. How could she find out?


  “Now, I’se gwine git y’all to dat school safe and sound,” Ben said to the girls as the end of the narrow alley came in sight. “We jes’ don’t hafta tell Miz Taft we came down dat alley, now, do we?”


  Mandie looked at him quickly in the darkness and asked, “What about her rig? It’s stranded back there in the alley. What if she asks where it broke down?”


  Ben scratched his head under his cap and said, “Mebbe I gits de rig fixed real quick, an’ Miz Taft, she don’t need to know it ever broke down. Jes’ let me worry ’bout dat.”


  Mandie didn’t reply but thought about it as they walked on. And lucky for Ben, Uncle Cal, the school caretaker, was coming down the front walkway of the huge mansion that housed the school.


  “Y’all walk from Miz Taft’s house?” Uncle Cal asked Ben as they approached.


  “Not ’zackly,” Ben replied. “Rig quit rolling back down de road apiece. Wheel locked up. Mebbe you kin go back wid me and see if we kin git dat rig rolling agin.”


  “Sho, I will,” Uncle Cal agreed.


  The girls bid them good-night and hurried inside the schoolhouse. No one was in the front hallway, and they ran up the stairs to their room. Just as Mandie closed the door, the curfew bell in the backyard began ringing.


  “Whew!” she exclaimed, leaning against the door. “We barely made it.”


  “If we had been late for curfew, we probably would have been excused. It wasn’t our fault,” Celia said, getting her nightclothes out of the big wardrobe.


  “You never know about Miss Prudence,” Mandie replied, removing her straw hat and tossing it on the bureau. “Now, with Miss Hope, she’s always understanding—that is, when her sister, Miss Prudence, is not around. Anyhow, we got back on time, so we won’t have to explain to Miss Prudence about the rig breaking down.” She pulled her own nightclothes from the wardrobe and began preparing for bed.


  “Are we going to keep it a secret—about Ben and the alley and everything?” Celia asked, glancing at Mandie in surprise.


  “I don’t want Ben to get in trouble,” Mandie replied, quickly putting on her nightgown. “Besides, it would create a lot of discussion and maybe more rules. My goodness, you and I are growing up. Fourteen is old enough to be given some freedom. We don’t need more supervision and more rules.” She flopped into a chair as she talked.


  “So, the way I understand it,” Celia answered slowly, “you are thinking if everybody knew Ben drove us through that so-called forbidden territory, he would be given strict orders about what routes to go, and we would never be able to make our own decisions about where we want to go. Is that right?” Celia finished as she hung up her dress and came to sit in the other chair in their room.


  Mandie grinned at her friend. “That’s about right,” she agreed. “And remember all the special favors Ben has done for us, like driving us by Mr. Vanderbilt’s house so we could see it and going to feed the ducks in that pond out on that country road, and going to stores of our own choice to shop—you know, lots of things like that. We never do anything wrong,” she said with another grin. “We just like to make our own choices.”


  “You’re right,” Celia agreed. “And your grandmother has been awfully generous with us. She lets Ben drive us in her rig when we need to go someplace, and she has done things for us, like the trip to St. Augustine last summer.”


  “Yes, the trip to St. Augustine,” Mandie said enthusiastically. “Grandmother knew I didn’t really want to go with her to visit Senator Morton, so I suppose that’s why she got all our friends together and brought them down to Florida. Anyway, we did solve the mystery about our clothes being moved around in that wardrobe and that servant who couldn’t hear or speak, didn’t we?” She laughed at the memories.


  “Right,” Celia agreed. “Have you decided what you are going to do next summer if Joe stays at college and doesn’t come home?”


  Mandie frowned and turned to swing her legs over the arm of the big chair. “I don’t understand why Joe seems to think he has to study the whole year round instead of going for the usual terms like  normal students. He’s in such a hurry to get through with school and get into law practice.” She paused a moment, then looked at Celia. “But if he doesn’t come home for the summer, I’ll survive.” Mandie smiled.


  “Next year will be our last one here at Heathwood’s. Mandie, we’ve got to make a decision about where we are going to college,” Celia reminded her.


  “I know,” Mandie sighed. “I had thought I might like to go where Joe is down in New Orleans, but since I haven’t had an opportunity to visit his college, I’m not sure right now.”


  “That’s a long way from home, Mandie,” Celia said. “I think we ought to go somewhere near my home in Virginia or yours in North Carolina.”


  “Well, it might be nice to get away from Grandmother for a while,” Mandie replied. “And I’d like to go far enough away from home to have a chance to grow up and become a woman on my own. It’s not that far from here to my home in Franklin, but at least my mother doesn’t try to keep me under her thumb like Grandmother does. I can imagine what growing up was like for my mother with my grandmother supervising every move she made.”


  “Then why don’t we look at some colleges in Virginia? I wouldn’t mind being closer to home,” Celia suggested. “Even if we went to a college in Richmond, I wouldn’t have to stay at home just because I went to school in the same town where I live. My mother would understand. She wants me to learn to be on my own.”


  “I just don’t know, Celia,” Mandie said thoughtfully. “I know I’ll have to make a decision soon, and I know that Mother will leave that up to me, no matter how much Grandmother tries to influence the decision.”


  Celia smiled and said, “I’ve been wondering how your grandmother will get along with Mollie when Aunt Rebecca brings her for a visit next week.”


  Mandie also smiled as she replied, “That is Grandmother’s idea, to have Mollie stay with her and Hilda for a few days. I’m glad I don’t have the job of looking after those two.”


  “Aunt Rebecca has always gotten along just fine with Mollie since she came to stay with us, but nobody else has any influence  on that little Irish orphan,” Celia laughed. “So when Aunt Rebecca leaves her with your grandmother, there’s no telling what mischief Mollie will get into.”


  Mandie abruptly changed the subject. “Grandmother has asked me what I would like for a graduation present next year,” she said. “I haven’t mentioned it to her because she makes such a big to-do about everything. But wouldn’t it be nice if you and I could go to Europe again on one of Grandmother’s ships—and take Joe, Jonathan, Sallie, and maybe Dimar, and Uncle Ned, of course? Maybe this time we could stay longer and visit all those places we didn’t have time for when we went before. What do you think?”


  Celia exclaimed, “Oh, Mandie, that would be absolutely wonderful!”


  “Do you suppose Senator Morton would go with us next time, like he did the other trip we made?” Mandie asked with a grin.


  “Most likely,” Celia replied. “One of these days I would not be at all surprised to hear of your grandmother marrying him, would you?”


  “I’ve been expecting it,” Mandie agreed. “But I sure would feel sorry for Senator Morton because Grandmother is always the boss.” She laughed.


  “And who knows, Mandie? We might meet some interesting fellows over there,” Celia suggested, sitting up straight in her chair.


  “Well, yes, I suppose we could. But that would be a long-distance friendship, and I’d rather have my friends in the United States where I can see them once in a while,” Mandie replied.


  “We could at least have time for some new friends while we are over there if we stay long enough,” Celia said. “Besides, friends move around, you know. Remember, that is how we met Lily Masterson and her little sister, Violet. They were on the ship with us. And also Jonathan Guyer, and we’ve stayed in touch with Jonathan.”


  “Yes, and we ought to look up Lily and see what she has been doing since we saw her,” Mandie said.


  “They are not all that far away, just down in South Carolina. And you even went to South Carolina once to see Tommy Patton’s family in Charleston,” Celia said.


  “Maybe we could ask Tommy and Robert Rogers to go with  us to Europe, too,” Mandie said. “They’ll be graduating from Mr. Chadwick’s School then.”


  Celia laughed. “Why don’t we just take over a whole ship that belongs to your grandmother and take everybody we know?”


  Mandie shrugged and said, “That might not be a bad idea. I’ll talk to Grandmother about it. It would be like having a reunion before we all go our different ways to college.”


  Before the girls knew it, the clock on the mantelpiece struck midnight. Tomorrow was a school day, so they rose and stretched.


  “Tomorrow is Monday, and that means we have all those extra classes—piano lessons, drama, and the poetry club. So we’d better get some sleep,” Mandie said. The two of them pulled down the counterpane and crawled into the big bed.


  “You couldn’t think of any excuse to bring Snowball back to school with you, could you, Mandie?” Celia asked from her side of the bed.


  “You know Miss Prudence doesn’t exactly like that white cat of mine. So he’s really better off staying with Grandmother,” Mandie answered, then added with a laugh, “But who knows when we’ll find another rat around here? I’m not sure those workmen closed up all those holes they bored everywhere when they put in the furnace.”


  “I’ll keep my eyes open for one, and then we’ll let Miss Prudence know we need Snowball here,” Celia said.


  “Talking about keeping your eyes open, Celia,” Mandie said. “Could you see anything in that dark alley we came through tonight? Could you tell what kind of buildings there were?”


  “No, I couldn’t see anything distinctly,” Celia replied. “In the dark it just looked like a whole lot of old buildings of some kind.”


  Mandie turned to raise up on her elbow and asked, “Want to go back and see if we can find that puppy?”


  “Go back to that alley after Ben said we shouldn’t go there?” Celia asked doubtfully.


  “What harm could it do in the daytime?” Mandie argued. “I’m curious because Ben was so firm about us not ever going through the place again. Besides, that puppy might need some help. It sounded lonely. And who knows? We might just find another mystery there.”


  Celia laughed. “Oh, Mandie, you are always looking for a mystery  to solve. I’m not sure how we could manage to go back to that alley without someone finding out. You know we aren’t supposed to leave the school without supervision and permission. Miss Prudence is really strict about that, too.”


  “Well, now, when we have a free afternoon without any classes, we could go for a walk in the front yard here and just keep walking if no one else is around. I don’t believe it’s very far back to that alley,” Mandie said. “And in the daytime the alley wouldn’t be dark anyhow.”


  “That puppy will probably be gone by the time we can get back to look for it,” Celia reminded her.


  “But it might not be gone, either,” Mandie argued. “We won’t know until we go look. And we have to find the alley first.”


  “And what would happen to us if we’re caught?” Celia wondered.


  “Nothing really bad, I don’t think,” Mandie answered. “Since my grandmother bought this school from Miss Prudence and Miss Hope, those two ladies are not as strict with us as they used to be. And besides, we’re getting older, more mature, you know.”


  “I wouldn’t want anything bad on my record since we have only one more year here,” Celia said.


  “We don’t have any misconduct on our record,” Mandie declared. She paused for a moment. “But just think of all the escapades we’ve been able to get away with since we began school here,” Mandie said.


  “Mandie, we have never been able to get away with anything we weren’t supposed to be doing,” Celia replied. “We have learned several lessons from things like that. And those lessons should serve us well in our future conduct.”


  “All right, then, we’ve never done anything really bad, have we?” Mandie answered. “And I don’t intend doing anything bad. It’s just that I don’t believe going back to that alley would be considered a bad thing. It’s really just a case of curiosity, and Grandmother has always said people who are curious learn much faster than others who aren’t. And that puppy may still be there if we don’t wait too long to go back and look for it.”


  “All right, all right,” Celia agreed with a long sigh. “But let’s be sure we don’t get into any trouble in that alley.”


  “We won’t,” Mandie promised. “We’ll be extra careful.”


   The girls stayed awake for a while longer, planning their return to the dark alley. Mandie felt there was a real mystery connected with it, and she just had to find out what it was and also find the puppy.


  CHAPTER TWO


  TROUBLE!


   Schoolwork kept Mandie and Celia busy for a few days after that. However, Mandie kept reminding Celia that they were going to investigate that dark alley the first chance they got.


  The two girls were sitting in the swing on the long front porch doing their homework in the warm October afternoon sunshine. They looked up at the approach of a horse and buggy.


  “Well, hello, Ben,” Mandie called as the driver brought Mrs. Taft’s buggy to a halt. Mandie looked at the vehicle and asked, “Is Grandmother’s rig still broken?”


  “Oh no, Uncle Cal and I got dat thing goin’ agin dat night it broke down. Miz Taft, she say take de buggy, faster dat away,” he replied as he came up the steps. He held out a small white envelope. “Dis heah fo’ you, Missy Manda, from Miz Taft. She say fo’ me to wait fo’ you to say whut.”


  Mandie took the envelope, opened it, and withdrew a small sheet of notepaper. Quickly scanning the short handwritten note, she turned to Celia and said, “Would you believe this? Grandmother is having a little dinner tomorrow night for your aunt Rebecca. She arrived with Mollie today. AND she is inviting TOMMY PATTON and ROBERT ROGERS!” She grinned triumphantly at her friend.


   “Really?” Celia excitedly jumped up to read over Mandie’s shoulder. “It does say that!”


  Mandie looked at Ben and asked, “Did you take invitations to the boys over at Mr. Chadwick’s School?”


  “I sho did, on de way to heah,” Ben said with a big smile. “Now den, I’se got to go. Whut does you want me to tell Miz Taft you said?”


  Mandie glanced at Celia. “We don’t want to seem too excited, do we?”


  “Oh no, that would never do,” Celia quickly agreed.


  “So we’ll treat this as an ordinary invitation to dinner, right?” Mandie said.


  “Yes. After all, we do get lots of invitations.” Celia nodded knowingly.


  Mandie laughed and said, “You know very well that’s not true. We only get invitations under the nose of Miss Prudence for right here where she can supervise. And she always watches you and me when the boys come over.” Turning to Ben, she said, “Please tell Grandmother we’ll be ready and waiting for you to pick us up at four o’clock tomorrow afternoon.”


  “Yessum, dat I do,” Ben replied and turned to leave.


  “And, Ben, it’ll be dark when we return to the school after dinner,” Mandie said, lowering her voice. “Do you think you could drive us down that dark alley again on our way back here?”


  “Lawsy mercy, missy! Miz Taft, she wudn’t like dat at all.” Ben’s consternation was clear. “Dat dark alley ain’t no place fo’ young ladies to go,” he said, shaking his head.


  “But couldn’t we just take the shortcut through there again when we come back to the school? Please, Ben?” Mandie begged. “We won’t tell anyone. What harm could it do?”


  Ben removed his cap and scratched his head. “Well, I don’t know ’bout dat right now. Has to think ’bout it,” he said. “I has to go now.” He hurried down the front steps.


  Mandie and Celia sat back down in the swing as Ben drove away.


  “Do you think he’ll drive us through that alley tomorrow night?” Mandie asked.


   Celia blew out her breath. “Mandie, you’re fixing to make trouble for Ben, and we could also be in a lot of trouble if it’s found out that we asked Ben to drive through the alley.”


  “Not we, Celia, just me. I’ll take all the blame if we’re caught,” Mandie answered her. “But I don’t see any way that anyone could find out that Ben drove us through there.”


  “You never know, Mandie,” Celia said doubtfully, giving the swing a push to make it move.


  “I’ll take responsibility for it. I will ask Ben to drive us through there so you won’t have to be involved,” Mandie told her, looking at the note from her grandmother again. “Do you know how long Mollie is going to stay with Grandmother?”


  “No. It probably depends on how much of Mollie your grandmother can take,” Celia said with a laugh.


  “I believe Grandmother really loves Mollie. She rescued her from the streets of Belfast, and as you know, Mollie claims her as her own grandmother,” Mandie said thoughtfully. Turning to look at her friend, she added, “You know, if we all go to Europe again, we could take Mollie with us. I imagine she would like that, don’t you?”


  “Oh no, Mandie,” Celia quickly responded. “If she gets back in Belfast, we may never be able to get her out again. You know how she is always threatening to just go back to Belfast when things don’t go her way.”


  “It might be a job, but I know my grandmother could get her out and back to the United States,” Mandie said. “For one thing, Grandmother has legal custody of her. Remember, the Irish government allowed Grandmother to bring her to the United States because Mollie doesn’t have any relatives in Ireland.”


  “I know, but you remember Mollie is always running away—chasing leprechauns, she says,” Celia reminded her.


  “Is she still doing that? I mean, at your house, does she run away?” Mandie asked.


  “No, not really, because Aunt Rebecca goes with her wherever she wants to go,” Celia said.


  Mandie’s foot stopped the swing. “I have to get this work done  so I can go find Miss Prudence and tell her about Grandmother’s note. We have to have her permission to leave, you know.”


  “Right,” Celia agreed, bending over her schoolbook.


  Later the girls found Miss Prudence in her office down the hallway from the front door. The lady was bent over papers on her desk and looked up as Mandie and Celia stopped in the doorway.


  “Yes?” she asked, peering over her spectacles.


  “I have a note here from Grandmother, and we need your permission,” Mandie told her, quickly stepping forward and laying the note in front of her.


  Without picking it up, Miss Prudence glanced at the note and then looked at Mandie and smiled. “Yes, I know about that,” she said. “You see, Mrs. Taft has also invited my sister and me. But since we both can’t leave the school at one time, Miss Hope insisted I go.”


  Mandie frowned, then quickly smiled. “Yes, ma’am,” she said. “We told Ben we would be ready by four o’clock tomorrow. Are you driving with us?” she asked.


  “No, I have to be able to go and come back on my own schedule. Uncle Cal will drive me in the school rig and wait for me there until I return,” Miss Prudence explained. “I am looking forward to spending an evening with your aunt, Celia. She is a fine, upstanding lady. And of course it will be interesting visiting with that little Irish orphan.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” both girls said together.


  “You two young ladies plan on being down here and ready to go when Ben arrives,” Miss Prudence said, turning back to her papers. Then she quickly added, “And, young ladies, please remember your social graces. I understand Mrs. Taft has invited Thomas Patton and Robert Rogers, also. Remember to conduct yourselves in a ladylike manner. Now, let me get back to work here.”


  “Thank you, Miss Prudence, I’ll remember,” Mandie said with a secret smile at her formality.


  “Yes, ma’am, Miss Prudence,” Celia added as they stepped back into the hallway.


  They hurried down the corridor out of sight of Miss Prudence’s doorway. “Whew!” Mandie then added, “Shucks! Miss Prudence  will be going! Why did Grandmother invite her? She’ll put a damper on everything.”


  “Your grandmother has a huge house. Maybe we can manage to talk to the boys away from Miss Prudence,” Celia suggested.


  “I hope so. But then there will be Mollie, who will be running all over the place, and we may have to keep up with her,” Mandie replied.


  As they came to the turn in the hallway that connected with the front corridor, the girls met April Snow. She was hurrying the way they had come. When she saw Mandie and Celia, she suddenly stopped right in front of them.


  “Well, well, been to Miss Prudence’s office, huh? What have y’all been into this time?” April asked, tossing her long dark hair back over her shoulder.


  “Private business, if you must know,” Mandie replied, stepping aside to proceed up the hall.


  April quickly stepped in front of her again. “Private business—like private trouble you’ve been in, I’d say,” April said with a sneer.


  “April, we are not in any trouble,” Celia quickly told her.


  “And what we just talked about to Miss Prudence is none of your business,” Mandie added. “What are you going to see her about? You in trouble again?”


  “That’s for me to know and you to find out,” April said tartly with her most irritating smile.


  “Well, get on with it. We have things to do,” Mandie said. This time she quickly stepped around the girl and hurried away.


  Celia followed. “Mandie, I’m afraid April Snow is on the warpath again,” she muttered.


  “We’ll just ignore her. That’s the best way,” Mandie declared.


  The girls picked up their books where they had left them on the table near the front door and then hurried up the long staircase to their room on the third floor.


  “I worry about April Snow, Mandie. You know, she could be a nice person if she wanted to be,” Celia said, flopping into one of the big chairs.


  Mandie went to sit on the window seat. “There’s nothing we can do about it. Maybe one of these days she will realize how she makes  other people dislike her,” she said. “Anyhow, right now we need to decide what we will wear tomorrow so we can have it all laid out and ready. Our last class will end at three, and that won’t leave us much time to get dressed.” She got up, went across the room, and opened the huge wardrobe.


  Celia followed, and the two stood there, flipping through their hanging clothes.


  “Since Grandmother got that banging furnace installed in her house she keeps it pretty warm, so we won’t need anything heavy,” Mandie remarked.


  At that moment the radiator in their room started hissing and rattling.


  “Hear that? The heat is coming up,” Celia remarked, looking across the room.


  “I wish someone would learn how to run that furnace to keep it just right. It’s either freezing cold in here or blazing hot, never in between,” Mandie fussed.


  “I know,” Celia agreed, pulling out a dark green taffeta dress. “I think I’ll wear this.” She held it up, shaking out the folds.


  “In that case, I’ll wear my blue taffeta,” Mandie said, reaching for the dress.


  “You know, this taffeta kinda rattles when we walk,” Celia remarked as she shook the skirt of the dress. “We won’t be able to sneak up on anyone with this stuff on,” she laughed.


  Mandie looked at her and smiled. “You mean like Mollie?” she asked.


  “Yes, that’s the only way to catch up with her sometimes, just sneak up,” Celia replied with a big grin.


  There was a knock at the door. When Mandie opened it, Aunt Phoebe, the school housekeeper, stood there.


  “Oh, come in, Aunt Phoebe,” Mandie said, opening the door wide.


  Aunt Phoebe frowned as she shook her head and said in a solemn voice, “Miz Prudence, she say fo’ you young ladies to come to huh office, right now.”


  Both girls looked at her in surprise.


   “We were just there, Aunt Phoebe. Do you know what she wants?” Mandie asked.


  Aunt Phoebe shook her head and replied, “No, dat I don’t know. But de lady was not in a good mood aftuh dat Missy April left huh office.”


  “April Snow!” Mandie exclaimed as she and Celia looked at each other. “I thought April was up to something.”


  “Oh, Mandie, she is probably trying to make trouble for us,” Celia said.


  Aunt Phoebe said, “Best you be gittin’ on dere and face de music.” She went on back down the hallway.


  “What could April Snow have said to Miss Prudence to make her call us down there like that?” Mandie moaned.


  “Well, come on, Mandie. We’d better not keep the lady waiting,” Celia said, starting for the door.


  “Why does April Snow always have to be causing trouble? I don’t know of anything that we’ve done wrong that she could be telling Miss Prudence, do you?” Mandie asked as they went down the long hallway.


  “No, I can’t think of a thing,” Celia replied.


  “You know, April Snow has been known to make things up,” Mandie reminded her.


  They came to the top of the steps and stopped.


  “Mandie, she is always eavesdropping on people and telling everything she hears,” Celia said.


  “Eavesdropping? I haven’t seen her around any place we’ve been lately, so what could she have heard that we said?” Mandie wondered.


  “I haven’t seen her, either, but she’s like a ghost the way she appears and disappears so suddenly in unexpected places,” Celia said.


  “Well, come on, we’ll soon know,” Mandie said, starting down the stairs.


  The girls were reluctant to face whatever Miss Prudence might have waiting for them. As they slowly entered the hallway to Miss Prudence’s office, they were surprised to see her standing outside the doorway.


   “Get a move on, young ladies,” Miss Prudence called to them. “I have work to do.”


  The girls hurried on down to meet her. They followed Miss Prudence into her office, where the lady sat down behind her desk. She did not invite the girls to sit. They stood nervously before her desk.


  Mandie wanted to get this over with. “We’re here, Miss Prudence. Aunt Phoebe said you wanted to see us,” she said, clearing her throat.


  Miss Prudence looked sharply at her and then at Celia. “I know very well you are here,” she said. Pausing for a moment, she then said, “I want an explanation from you two.”


  The girls didn’t reply but silently watched the lady.


  “Do you hear me?” the lady asked.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie and Celia both answered.


  “Well then, speak when you are spoken to,” Miss Prudence said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” the girls both replied again.


  “Now, it has been brought to my attention that you two young ladies have asked Ben to drive you through some alley somewhere, and I want to know what that is all about,” Miss Prudence demanded.


  Mandie’s heartbeat quickened as she tried to think of an explanation. Though they had not seen her, evidently April had been eavesdropping on their conversation with Ben.


  “It’s just a . . . a shortcut out . . . to my grandmother’s house,” Mandie haltingly explained.


  “What shortcut? Where is this alley?” Miss Prudence asked.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other.


  “I don’t know, Miss Prudence,” Mandie replied.


  “We don’t know,” Celia repeated.


  “I asked a question and I want a sensible answer,” Miss Prudence announced. “Young ladies attending this school do not venture forth into the alleyways of Asheville for any reason whatsoever, as you two are well aware. Now, I want to know where this alley is, and how did you two learn of it?”


  Mandie looked at Celia. Then she said, “The truth is, Miss Prudence, we really don’t know where the alley is. It’s just that when Ben  was bringing us back to school from Grandmother’s house Sunday night, her rig broke down in a dark street somewhere and Ben said it was not a good place to be, so we didn’t tell anyone because we didn’t want Ben to get in trouble.”


  “Is your grandmother aware of this?” Miss Prudence asked.


  “I don’t suppose so, Miss Prudence,” Mandie said. “We haven’t seen Grandmother since then, and I don’t know whether Ben told her or not.”


  “Now, furthermore, I understand you were asking Ben to drive you back through that alley after you leave your grandmother’s house tomorrow night,” Miss Prudence said, watching the girls closely.


  Mandie felt her face grow hot. April had overheard all this and was trying to make trouble over it. She took a deep breath and said, “Miss Prudence, we—or I should say I, because Celia did not ask or agree—I just wanted to see where the alley is. We couldn’t tell much that night when the rig broke down. It was too dark—”


  “You want to know where this alley is? For what reason? Why should you want to know where an alleyway is?” Miss Prudence interrupted, her tone stern.


  “Well, for one thing, so we would know not to go back that way again,” Mandie replied somewhat lamely. She silently argued with herself that was part of the reason anyhow.


  “You are supposed to be chaperoned any time you leave this school,” Miss Prudence reminded her. “That is not for you to decide. Ben knows better than to take anyone down those dark alleyways. I will have to speak to your grandmother about this. You may go now.”


  “Yes, ma’am, thank you, Miss Prudence,” Mandie managed to mumble as she and Celia left the office.


  Rushing down the hallway to the front corridor, Mandie came to a halt in the foyer. She angrily said, “I’ll get even with April Snow. You just wait and see. She not only got us in trouble, she has also made trouble for Ben. It wasn’t his fault that the rig broke down.”


  “I know, Mandie, but there is nothing we can do about it now,”  Celia soothed. “Come on. Let’s go back up to our room till it’s time to eat.” She started toward the wide staircase.


  “Yes, there is something I can do, and believe me, I will think up something to do to April Snow for this,” Mandie fumed as she followed Celia up the stairs.


  “That would just make matters worse,” Celia reminded her.


  “Not exactly. If I can figure out something that will make trouble for her . . .” Mandie muttered. That April Snow was forever causing trouble, poking into things that didn’t even concern her. Well, Mandie would poke into April Snow’s affairs and find something to make trouble for her. Mandie seethed inwardly as she slammed their door shut.


  CHAPTER THREE


  DID MISS PRUDENCE TELL?


   The excitement of going to Mrs. Taft’s dinner party was dulled by the trouble caused by April Snow.


  “I almost wish we weren’t going,” Mandie said, blowing through her teeth in frustration as she and Celia sat in the alcove near the front door, waiting for Ben to pick them up.


  “Why, Mandie? Remember, Tommy and Robert will be there,” Celia reminded her, straightening the folds of her taffeta dress and then pushing back her auburn curls.


  “That’s the problem,” Mandie moaned as she moved restlessly. “It might turn out to be really embarrassing if they overhear Miss Prudence telling my grandmother about the alley.”


  “But, Mandie, it would probably be exciting to them to hear that we’ve been down a dark alley late at night and plan to go back,” Celia argued. “They are boys, and boys love adventurous doings like that.”


  “I’m afraid they would have the same opinion that Miss Prudence did, that young ladies don’t go in such places,” Mandie said.


  Celia looked out the window and stood. “Well, here’s Ben,” she said, quickly putting on her cloak.


  Mandie picked up her cloak from a chair and slipped into it, pulling the hood over her long blond hair. She looked at Celia and  said, “I suppose it’s only fair to warn Ben that Miss Prudence is about to tell all.”


  “Yes, I would,” Celia agreed.


  The late-afternoon temperature was dropping. The girls hurried down the front steps.


  “Howdy, missies,” Ben greeted them as he stood waiting by the rig.


  The girls quickly stepped into the vehicle, and Ben climbed up on the driver’s seat and shook the reins.


  “Oh, Ben, I’m afraid we have some bad news.” Mandie leaned forward as the rig rolled down the street.


  “Bad news? Whut bad news dat?” Ben asked, glancing back from his seat.


  “I’m sorry to say it’s really bad news, Ben, for you and for us—or me, I should say. And I was the one who caused it,” Mandie replied, trying to explain.


  “Ah, now, missy, you don’t never cause bad news. You go round fixin’ up bad news,” Ben assured her as he guided the vehicle down the street.


  “Ben, you know who that April Snow is at our school, don’t you?” Mandie asked.


  “Yeh, now, dat’s de troublemaker fo’ sho’,” he said.


  “Well, she has caused some trouble for us. You see, when I was asking you if you would drive us back through that dark alley tonight after we leave Grandmother’s house, she was eavesdropping and she went straight and told Miss Prudence, and Miss Prudence called us into her office and said she is going to tell my grandmother tonight. My grandmother invited her to come for dinner tonight, too.” Mandie, exasperated, finished her explanation in a rush.


  Ben scratched his head under his cap. “Well now, missy, we jes’ won’t go back down dat alley. Den ain’t nuthin’ to tell.”


  “But, Ben, I had to explain to Miss Prudence how we knew about the alley. I had to tell her the rig broke down when we took a shortcut back to the school that night,” Mandie groaned. “I’m sorry.”


  “Wudn’t no harm done, so Miz Taft, she ain’t gwine git upset ’bout dat. All she do will be say don’t go back dat way agin, and  we sho’ ain’t gwine back dat way agin,” Ben replied, glancing back at Mandie with a big smile. “Don’t let it worry you none, missy.”


  “I’m just dreading this visit at my grandmother’s, and I hope we don’t have to stay late,” Mandie said, sitting back in her seat.


  The girls were the first to arrive, and Mrs. Taft was directing Ella, her maid, as to what dishes and linens to use that night. Annie, the bedroom maid, had let them in the front door, and after removing their wraps they found Mrs. Taft in the dining room.


  “Use the small silver set for the coffee, Ella. Mrs. Manning has asked to borrow the large one for a dinner she is giving for her church, and if we don’t use it tonight you won’t have to polish it up for her,” Mrs. Taft was saying to Ella, who was removing dishes from the china closet. She turned when she saw the girls enter the room.


  “Where is everybody, Grandmother? Aunt Rebecca and Mollie and Hilda?” Mandie asked.


  Mrs. Taft smiled at her granddaughter and Celia. “Celia’s aunt Rebecca is reading to them in the back parlor and trying to keep them out of mischief while I get everything set up. So please don’t disturb them right now.”


  “I won’t,” Mandie agreed, smiling. She knew how active Mollie was.


  Mrs. Taft turned back to the maid and said, “Ella, while you’re in the cabinet, get down that large set and set it on the buffet so it’ll be handy when Mrs. Manning comes after it.”


  “Yessum,” Ella replied, climbing up on a stool to reach the top shelf of the glass-doored china cabinet.


  Mandie hurried across the room and held up her arms. “I’ll help you, Ella. Just give me a piece at a time and I’ll set it down for you,” she said.


  “Thank you, Missy Manda,” Ella answered warmly. “That be a big help.” She carefully passed each part of the silver down, and Mandie carefully placed them on the buffet. She stepped back to admire the fancy coffeepot, sugar bowl, and cream pitcher she had set on the matching silver tray. Each piece had been polished to shine like a looking glass.


  Annie came to the doorway and announced, “More company knockin’ at de door.”


   “Well, go let them in,” Mrs. Taft instructed. Turning to the girls she said, “You two go receive them for me and I’ll be with y’all shortly. Take them to the front parlor.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied eagerly, imagining the new arrivals to be Tommy Patton and Robert Rogers. She winked at Celia, and they followed Annie down the hallway and went on into the parlor while the maid continued to the front door.


  “It’s probably Tommy and Robert,” Mandie whispered to Celia as they quickly sat down on a settee near the fireplace.


  But then the next minute Mandie could hear Annie saying, “Yes, ma’am, right dis way, please, ma’am. I take yo’ wraps and put dem right heah.”


  Mandie looked at Celia and made a face. “Must be Miss Prudence,” she whispered, and Celia nodded in agreement.


  In a moment the schoolmistress appeared at the doorway to the parlor. Mandie and Celia both stood up. “Come right in, Miss Prudence. My grandmother said she would be with us shortly. Have a seat, please, ma’am,” Mandie said, nodding toward a seat near the warmth of the fireplace.


  “Thank you, Amanda, Celia,” Miss Prudence replied as she sat down in the large chair. She pulled the cover back on the watch she wore on a chain around her neck. “I suppose I am a little early.”


  “And we were earlier than you. Or maybe Grandmother is just running late,” Mandie remarked as she and Celia sat back down.


  “Yes, I apologize, Miss Prudence. I am running a little late,” Mrs. Taft said, hurrying into the room. “Those two children are a handful to keep up with.” She went to sit opposite Miss Prudence. Turning back to Celia, she said, “Celia, dear, would you please go let your aunt Rebecca know Miss Prudence has arrived?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Celia replied.


  As Celia left the room, Mandie quickly stood and followed her.


  “I’ll go with her,” Mandie explained to the two ladies by the fireplace.


  When Celia opened the door, Aunt Rebecca was sitting on the settee by the window, with Mollie on one side of her and Hilda on the other. She was reading to the girls from a book in her lap.


  Mollie instantly jumped down from the settee and ran to Mandie.


   “Mandie, does my grandmother have leprechauns in this house? Does she? Do you know?” Mollie asked insistently. “Does she?”


  Mandie bent down to embrace the small child. “Of course not, Mollie,” she replied. “Remember, I told you there are no such things as leprechauns.”


  “Oh, but you said there are no leprechauns in the house where you live,” Mollie replied, shaking her red curls. “Might there be leprechauns in this house then, my grandmother’s house? Do you know? Do you?” She pulled at Mandie’s skirt as Mandie stood.


  “Mollie, don’t you remember I told you we just don’t have leprechauns in the United States,” Mandie said with a smile.


  “Mrs. Taft sent us to tell you that Miss Prudence has arrived and they are in the front parlor,” Celia told her aunt.


  “Thank you, dear,” Aunt Rebecca said, standing up and placing the book on a table nearby. She turned to look at Mollie. “Now, Mollie, we must act like a grown-up lady tonight, remember? Special guests are coming to join us, and we want them to see what a nice little girl you are.”


  Mollie frowned and crossed her feet as she stood there. “Will it be all right if I be asking them whether they be having leprechauns at their house maybe?”


  “We will see,” Aunt Rebecca answered, shaking her head with a smile. She left the room with Mollie following closely behind her.


  Mandie turned to Hilda, who was still sitting on the settee. “Hilda, do you want to come into the parlor with us? Everyone is going in there,” she explained.


  Hilda was always quiet and shy. Mandie and Celia had found her hiding in the attic of their schoolhouse a long time ago, and Mrs. Taft had given her a home. She did not talk, and everyone wondered whether she was able to speak or not. Then at one time a while ago, she had seemed to understand Cherokee when Mandie’s father’s old friend Uncle Ned had been speaking. Her parents had kept her shut up in a room and didn’t know what to do with her. They were greatly relieved when Mrs. Taft took charge of her.


  Mandie watched to see what Hilda would do. The girl pushed back her long dark hair and stood up. The she suddenly ran out of  the room and disappeared down the hallway in the opposite direction of the parlor.


  “Oh well,” Mandie said. “I suppose she will come back and join us when she gets ready.”


  As Celia started to go down the hallway toward the parlor, Mandie laid a hand on her arm to stop her. In a low voice she asked, “Do you suppose Miss Prudence has told Grandmother about the alley yet?”


  “Maybe,” Celia whispered.


  There was a sound of voices in the front hallway, and Mandie quickly said, “Must be Tommy and Robert.” She grinned at her friend as the two of them hurried on down the corridor.


  Tall, handsome Thomas Patton had just hung up his coat and hat when he looked over and saw Mandie. Robert Rogers was right behind him, and he smiled shyly at Celia.


  “It was nice of your grandmother to ask us over tonight,” Tommy said after he had greeted Mandie.


  “Let’s let her know y’all are here,” Mandie said, leading the way to the parlor. Mrs. Taft looked up when they entered the room. “Grandmother, here is Tommy Patton and also Robert Rogers.”


  Everyone exchanged greetings, and the young people sat down at one side of the room. Mollie, who had been sitting on a stool by Aunt Rebecca, immediately jumped up and ran over to join them, pulling a footstool over by Tommy.


  “Do you be having leprechauns at your house?” the little girl asked.


  Tommy smiled. “No, we have no leprechauns. But, come to think of it, we did have a ghost at our house one time.” He grinned at Mandie.


  “There was a ghost? Will the ghost come back again?” Mollie asked, frowning as she tossed back her red curls. “Will it?”


  Mandie was becoming irritated with all these questions from Mollie. “Mollie, let’s not talk about leprechauns and ghosts anymore. Tommy and I would like to talk about something else,” she told the little girl.


  “All right then, you talk, I listen,” Mollie replied and sat straight up on the stool to look from Mandie to Tommy.


   Tommy laughed and asked Mandie, “Where is her playmate? You said Hilda was here.”


  “I don’t know where Hilda went. She was in the back parlor when we went to get Aunt Rebecca.”


  Mollie quickly reached over to pull on Mandie’s skirt. “I be knowing where Hilda went,” she said. “You want Hilda to come in here? I go get her.”


  Before anyone could reply, Mollie jumped up and ran out of the parlor.


  “Goodness knows where she will go, but at least there are two maids in the house. So maybe they’ll look out for her,” Mandie said with a big sigh of relief.


  “But this house is so big she might not be seen,” Celia remarked. “I imagine she knows where Hilda went and will stay with her. Since Mollie came to live at our house, Aunt Rebecca said she has been lonely with no other child around. So I imagine Mollie is glad to have Hilda.”


  Tommy Patton cleared his throat, grinned at Mandie, and glanced at Celia. “Say, that was quite a daring escapade you girls were on the other night, according to what I’ve heard,” Tommy said teasingly.


  Mandie felt her face turn red. “What escapade, Tommy Patton?”


  “Going through that dark alley and your grandmother’s rig breaking down in the middle of it,” Tommy explained with a grin.


  “It’s the talk of our school right now,” Robert added, glancing at Celia.


  “It wasn’t our fault,” Celia quickly said.


  “How did y’all know about that?” Mandie aked.


  “We were going down Main Street in our school’s rig that night when we saw Uncle Cal and Ben walking down the street. So we stopped and offered them a ride,” Tommy said, still grinning. “Ben directed us to the alley where Mrs. Taft’s rig was sitting. They said they could fix it, so we didn’t stay to help because we would have been late for our curfew. Some adventure.”


  Celia grinned at Mandie and said, “See, I told you so.”


  Mandie lowered her voice and said, “I don’t think Grandmother knows about that yet, but Miss Prudence said she is going to tell her and we may get in trouble.”


   “What for? It wasn’t your fault,” Robert put in.


  “No, it wasn’t, but you know how Miss Prudence is. From the way she talked, she seemed to think we should have kept Ben from going through there,” Mandie said.


  “But we were only taking a shortcut to school in order to get back before the curfew bell. And Mrs. Taft herself kept us here that late, so I don’t think Mrs. Taft will be too upset about it,” Celia said.


  Mandie looked at Celia and said, “You’re right. I hadn’t thought about that. It was my grandmother who almost made us late in getting back to school. We were having a conversation about Mollie’s visit here, and no one noticed the time until Grandmother suddenly looked at the clock and rushed us off back to school.”


  “It’s good you girls had Ben with you, because I understand that is a deserted warehouse area, and all kinds of tramps hang out there,” Tommy said to the girls. “Even the boys at our school are forbidden to go there.”


  “We wouldn’t have been there without Ben because he was the one who knew the shortcut through there,” Mandie said. “What is in those warehouses in that alley? Ben only said it was businesses of some kind.”


  Robert laughed and said, “I doubt there’s much business going on down that alley. It’s just old dilapidated warehouses that ought to be torn down.”


  “And how do you know that?” Celia asked teasingly.


  “Well, I don’t know anything about it for sure, just what I’ve heard and what Mr. Chadwick said when he put it off limits for our school,” Robert explained.


  “If the place is isolated and no one lives or works there, I wonder what a puppy was doing in there. I know I heard a puppy whine while we were standing on the street after the rig broke down,” Mandie said.


  “It was probably a stray dog of some kind,” Tommy said.


  “It sounded like a small puppy, and I’ve been wanting to go back and see about it,” Mandie said.


  “Oh no, I wouldn’t go back in there if I were you. There might be bums hanging around those old buildings,” Tommy quickly told her.


  “It would be all right to go there in the daytime to look for that puppy, wouldn’t it?” Mandie asked.


   “No, no, bums don’t just pack up and leave wherever they are staying when it gets daylight. No, I’d say stay away from there,” Tommy replied.


  Later, as everyone sat around the dining table, Mandie thought about the conversation with Tommy. Should she attempt to go back in that alley and look for the puppy?


  Mollie had come back to the parlor holding Hilda by the hand, practically dragging the girl along with her, just as Mrs. Taft led the group to the dining room for the evening meal. Aunt Rebecca had immediately taken charge and placed the two girls on either side of her at the table, to Mandie’s relief. She and Celia wanted a chance to talk to Tommy and Robert without interruptions from Mollie.


  And while Mandie talked with Tommy, she tried to watch her grandmother and Miss Prudence to figure out whether the schoolmistress had told Mrs. Taft about their shortcut through the alley. The adults were involved in their own conversation, and Mollie and Hilda were interested in their food.


  Then Mandie realized the boys knew where the alley was, and if she could find out the location from them, then she and Celia wouldn’t have to go all over town looking for it. That is, if they decided to take a chance and go back.


  “This alley isn’t really very far from our school, is it?” Mandie asked Tommy as she laid down her fork.


  “Only a few blocks from Main Street, actually. Go north on King Street and you run right into it,” Tommy explained. “Mr. Chadwick had made it clear to us about the exact location so we couldn’t say we wandered down there by mistake.”


  “And I don’t suppose you fellows ever have done that?” Mandie asked with a grin.


  Tommy laughed and said, “Keep this secret, but that is the first thing we did. Most of the boys slipped off down there just to see why it was off limits. But, believe me, it is an awfully trashy place. I wouldn’t recommend that you girls go check it out.”


  Mandie still couldn’t understand why everyone thought the alley was dangerous in the daytime, if it was that close to Main Street. Back in her hometown of Franklin, everyone walked down any street any time of the day without thinking about danger.


   She determined she would go back and check on that puppy as soon as she got a chance. She hoped it would still be there.


  When everyone said good-night later, and Ben drove the girls back to their school, there was no mention of the alley from Mandie’s grandmother. So she decided that Miss Prudence hadn’t told her about it. Why, she could not figure out, because Miss Prudence went strictly by the rules.


  Anyhow, the girls breathed a sigh of relief when they got back in their room. Maybe nothing more would be said about the alley.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  DANGEROUS ERRAND


   The next morning Mandie and Celia were almost late for breakfast. Mandie had decided to wear a new navy woolen dress with twenty-two buttons down the front. Trying to hurry, Mandie’s fingers fumbled as she tried to button each one.


  “Oh, shucks, why did Grandmother have so many buttons put on this dress?” she exclaimed in frustration, halfway up the row.


  “You shouldn’t criticize a present, Mandie. Just think how much your grandmother must have paid to have the dress made,” Celia scolded mildly as she brushed her long auburn curls. “Besides, I think those little pearl buttons are just beautiful.”


  “Beautiful, but lots of trouble,” Mandie said, straightening up with a sigh. “Finally I got to the end. Now, where is my locket?” She quickly went to her jewelry box on the bureau and took out her most treasured possession, a locket with her father’s picture inside. She fastened the chain around her neck. “Guess I’m ready now.”


  “Let’s go,” Celia said, opening the door to the hallway.


  The two girls hurried down the long staircase from their room on the third floor of the schoolhouse.


  “Oh, the line is moving,” Mandie said as she looked over the banister at the other pupils heading toward the dining room.


   Just as the two got to the bottom step, Miss Hope came hurrying around the corner of the hallway and motioned to them.


  Mandie glanced at the end of the line disappearing into the dining room. Why was Miss Hope making them late for breakfast? Miss Prudence didn’t condone tardiness in anything. This was her week to preside at the first sitting for breakfast, and she might just close them out.


  “Amanda, Celia,” Miss Hope said breathlessly, catching up with them. “I wonder if you two young ladies would mind doing a big favor for me this afternoon.”


  “I would be glad to, Miss Hope,” Mandie said, smiling. She glanced nervously toward the dining room door, which was still open.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Celia said. “Anything you say, Miss Hope.”


  “My sister, Miss Prudence, has come down with a cold this morning and is confined to her room for the day, so I cannot leave the school myself,” Miss Hope explained. “I need to pick up some sheet music from Heyward’s downtown, and I was wondering if you two would mind getting it for me. I could send Uncle Cal, but you see, he wouldn’t be able to read the list.”


  “Oh, we would be glad to, Miss Hope,” Mandie said with another smile. Relieved, she glanced at Celia, realizing Miss Prudence would not be waiting in the dining room to reprimand them for being late. “Just tell us what you need and we’ll get it for you.”


  “Thank you, Amanda,” Miss Hope replied, also smiling, as she moved on toward the dining room door. “Come. I have to sit through two breakfasts this morning since my sister is not able to preside over her group. Now, I’ll send Uncle Cal with you, and I’ll get a list made up before classes are out today. I appreciate your help, young ladies.”


  Both girls replied, “Thank you, Miss Hope.” They followed Miss Hope into the dining room.


  When classes were over at three that afternoon, the girls found Miss Hope waiting for them in the hallway.


  “Please hurry and get your wraps now. It will be chilly before you get back. And, remember, the days are getting shorter, too,” Miss Hope told them. “Uncle Cal is waiting in the rig in the front driveway. Be sure you go straight to the store and back, under the supervision of Uncle Cal at all times. Understood?”


   “Yes, ma’am,” both girls replied.


  “Here is the list. If you have any problems with it, just talk to Mr. Heyward himself. He will know what I want,” the headmistress explained, handing a folded sheet of paper to Mandie.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, taking the paper.


  “Now, I have to get back to the office to other duties. When you return, bring the music sheets straight to me there,” Miss Hope said, turning away.


  The girls hurried upstairs, grabbed their hooded cloaks, and rushed down to where Uncle Cal was waiting. Uncle Cal had been at the school for many years. He was Aunt Phoebe’s husband, and the couple had their own little house on the grounds behind the main building.


  “You know where we are going, don’t you, Uncle Cal?” Mandie asked as she and Celia stepped up into the rig.


  “Dat I does,” Uncle Cal said with a smile from the front seat. He glanced back as the girls sat down and then shook the reins. The horse trotted down the driveway.


  Mandie glanced at the paper Miss Hope had given her. “Since I am not sure what this all means, I’ll just give it to Mr. Heyward. I suppose we can just wait while he gets things together,” she said.


  Celia looked at the list Mandie was holding. “Looks like some really old classical music,” she remarked. “I suppose we will be going into more complicated music lessons soon.”


  “That’s what I was thinking,” Mandie agreed. “Unless this order is just for Miss Hope herself, or maybe for Miss Prudence.”


  “Look, Mandie. We’re going down Main Street,” Celia pointed toward a sign. “Is Mr. Heyward’s store on Main Street?”


  “Yes. Miss Hope has written here that Mr. Heyward’s store is on Main Street,” Mandie replied, scanning the sheet of paper. She looked around and suddenly caught her breath. “And there’s King Street that we just crossed.”


  Uncle Cal slowed the rig and pulled into a space in front of a tall, slender building bearing the name “Heyward’s” over the doorway.


  “I waits right heah whilst you young ladies goes inside and does de bidness fo’ Miz Hope,” Uncle Cal told them as he stepped down from the rig to help the girls out.


   “This is a long list, Uncle Cal. I don’t know how long it will take,” Mandie told him, holding up the sheet of paper as she and Celia headed for the front door.


  “I be heah,” the old man replied, hooking the reins over the hitching post.


  Mandie and Celia stepped inside the store and looked around. A huge piano stood near the front door. On the other side was a glass showcase containing violins. Toward the back were racks of sheet music, pamphlets, and instruction books.


  “This is a big store,” Mandie commented as they slowly walked on through. No one seemed to be around. She turned back to Celia. “I wonder where we can find Mr. Heyward.”


  Before Celia could reply, a tall elderly man with thick gray hair and spectacles perched on his long nose appeared from the side. “I’m right here, young ladies,” he greeted them. “Now, what can I do for you today?”


  “Oh, Mr. Heyward, Miss Hope sent us with a list that she needs,” Mandie told him, stopping to let him catch up with them in the middle aisle. She held out the sheet of paper.


  “Miss Hope, now, there’s one nice lady,” Mr. Heyward said with a smile, taking the paper and peering through his glasses at it. “Seems she has quite a list here.”


  “Yes, sir, that’s what we thought, too. If you don’t mind gathering up all those things for her, we’ll just look around as we wait,” Mandie replied.


  “Yes, ma’am, be glad to. Y’all just make yourselves at home now. This will take a few minutes,” he said, looking at the list as he disappeared behind shelves of merchandise.


  Mandie and Celia roamed the store, looking at everything, and then Mandie happened to notice there was another entrance into the store from the street behind the building. She stopped to look out through the glass door. From what she could see, the neighborhood back there seemed to be old and run-down.


  Celia came to her side. “Looks like alleys back there to me,” she remarked.


  “Alleys!” Mandie exclaimed. “You are right. And we crossed King Street, remember, the one that Tommy and Robert mentioned.  Let’s go take a look while Mr. Heyward gets the order together.” She pushed on the door.


  “Mandie, wait,” Celia protested, but she followed Mandie outside. “I don’t think we ought to go out here by ourselves. Besides, Uncle Cal is waiting for us.”


  “Come on. It won’t take but a few minutes to walk down this street and back. Come on,” Mandie urged. She began rapidly walking toward the next alleyway.


  Celia skipped and caught up with her. “Oh, Mandie, I don’t really feel right about this. We could get in trouble,” she reminded her friend. “And it could be dangerous.”


  “In the daytime? Who’s going to bother us in the daytime?” Mandie replied, hurrying across the side street.


  “How will we know the alley when we see it? It was dark that night, remember?” Celia asked, panting along behind Mandie.


  “I’ll know it,” Mandie declared, leading the way across several other streets that looked more and more like alleys. She kept looking down the side streets. Now and then she saw someone walking, but the cobblestone corridor through the maze of buildings was mostly isolated.


  Celia stayed close by her side. “Mandie, don’t you think we’ve looked enough and we ought to go back now?” she asked timidly.


  “In a minute, Celia. I just want to see a little more,” Mandie replied without slowing down.


  Then they came to an alley that ran across the street they were on. It was narrow, hardly wide enough for a rig to pass through, with old dilapidated buildings along each side. Mandie quickly stopped.


  “This is it!” she declared excitedly, turning to enter the alley. “There are the old buildings we couldn’t see very well at night, and the cobblestones are rough and lopsided in places, and all those straggly trees growing in between everything.” She quickly walked into the passageway.


  Celia followed on her heels. “Well, now we’ve found it, so let’s go back, Mandie,” she begged.


  “I wonder exactly where the rig broke down,” Mandie murmured. “It was near there that I thought I heard the puppy whining, remember?” She stopped to look around and listen.


   “I don’t hear it now,” Celia whispered, huddling close to Mandie’s side.


  “I don’t, either, but look! There’s a man leaning on the side of a building down there. Let’s just ask him if he has seen a puppy around here,” Mandie said, moving forward.


  “Mandie!” Celia groaned in protest.


  As they approached, Mandie saw the man was poorly dressed—holes in the knees of his dirty pants, and his shirt, too small for him, was gaping at the buttons. He had a cap pulled down to shade his eyes as he watched them come closer.


  Mandie stopped within ten feet of the man and asked, “Mister, have you seen a puppy around here? We heard one crying the other night and came back to look for it,” she explained.


  The man grunted something unintelligible and suddenly turned to push aside a board in the wall of the building behind him. He stepped inside, then turned to peep out through the cracks.


  Mandie, slightly afraid, controlled her voice as she asked, “Well, have you seen a lost puppy?”


  The man suddenly spat tobacco juice through the crack, barely missing the girls, and hissed, “Git.”


  Mandie and Celia almost knocked each other down as they turned to flee back the way they had come. Mandie ran into a low branch of one of the trees, and it caught the fabric on the open collar of her cloak.


  “Oh, shucks!” she cried, thoroughly frightened now. She managed to jerk her collar free and continued to run up the street.


  Finally within sight of the Heyward store, they stopped to look back.


  “That man must have been one of those bums Tommy and Robert said are known to hang out in that street,” Mandie said, catching her breath and brushing at her skirts.


  “Yes, come on, Mandie. Let’s get back inside the store before he comes after us,” Celia gasped out, rushing toward the back door.


  “I don’t think he’ll follow us here,” Mandie said as they entered Heyward’s store.


  Mandie looked around and didn’t see anyone. She decided Mr. Heyward must still be gathering up the order.


   “Let’s sit down, Mandie, before my legs collapse,” Celia said in a shaky voice, walking toward a long bench in the middle aisle.


  As soon as the girls sat down, Mr. Heyward came back into the store from a side door, his arms full of parcels.


  “Sorry to keep you young ladies waiting so long, but I had to go through some stock to find everything Miss Hope wanted. Now, where is your driver? I’ll give these to him,” Mr. Heyward explained, walking toward the front door to look outside.


  Out on the sidewalk, Uncle Cal had seen Mr. Heyward and came to the door to accept the packages.


  “Please tell Miss Hope I appreciate her order very much, and I hope you come back to visit,” Mr. Heyward said to the girls.


  “Thank you, sir,” Mandie replied, slipping through the doorway.


  “Yes, thank you, sir,” Celia added, quickly following.


  Uncle Cal helped the girls up the steps of the rig, then jumped onto his seat up front, and they were on their way back to school.


  “Did you get tired waiting for us, Uncle Cal?” Mandie asked, hoping to find out whether he might have wandered around and seen them go out the back door.


  Uncle Cal glanced back. “No, ma’am, missy, dat was purty quick like. When I brings Miz Hope to dis store, she stay long time, play dat big piano, talk to de Mistuh Heyward, and look at jes’ ’bout ev’rything in de store, she do.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “Well, I’m glad you didn’t mind waiting for us.” She turned to Celia and said under her breath, “Do you think Miss Hope might be interested in Mr. Heyward?” She grinned at her friend.


  Celia grinned back. “Could be,” she agreed.


  When they returned to the school, Uncle Cal took the packages to the office, and the girls rushed upstairs to their room. It was getting late and would soon be time for supper. And the girls didn’t want to be late for that meal. Miss Prudence might have recovered and be presiding at the table.


  “Oh, that was exciting, wasn’t it?” Mandie said triumphantly as she removed her cloak and hung it up in the wardrobe.


  “No, that was dangerous, Mandie,” Celia argued, coming to  hang her cloak alongside Mandie’s. “I hope you don’t plan on going back there, ever.”


  “But I’ve got to go back to look for the puppy,” Mandie told her, going over to the bureau and picking up her brush to straighten her blond hair.


  Celia came to join her, brushing her own auburn curls and preparing to tie her hair back with a ribbon. Suddenly she turned to look carefully at Mandie. “Where is your locket, Mandie?” she asked.


  Mandie quickly felt for the locket as she gazed into the mirror. “Oh, Celia, I’ve lost it!” she cried, examining the collar of her dress. “What will I do? I have to go back now. You know it has the only picture of my father in it that I have. Oh, goodness!” Tears came into her blue eyes.


  “Mandie, I understand, I understand,” Celia said, trying to comfort her. “And I’ll even go back with you to look for it. This is much more important than a puppy.”


  “You will? Oh, thank you, Celia!” Mandie replied, turning to give Celia a quick hug. “Thank you.”


  “We won’t be able to go back until after supper, and it’s going to be awfully dark then,” Celia noted nervously.


  “We’ll take a lantern, that’s what we’ll do,” Mandie decided.


  “But how are we going to get permission to go back to that alley?” Celia asked.


  “We won’t get permission because it would not be granted. So we’ll just wait until everyone goes to their rooms after supper and then we’ll slip out,” Mandie replied.


  Suddenly there was a loud meow from under the big bed. Mandie rushed over to kneel on the floor.


  “Snowball!” she cried excitedly as she held up the edge of the counterpane. “Come out from under there. How did you get here? Celia, it’s Snowball. Where did he come from?”


  Celia joined her as the white cat slowly made its way out from under the bed. Mandie snatched him up and squeezed him tight, causing him to loudly protest.


  “I wonder how he got here,” Mandie said again, sitting on the floor with the cat in her lap. She certainly was happy to see her cat but could not figure out how he got to their room. Then the bell in  the backyard announced supper. The girls made sure Snowball was shut up in the room and went down to the dining room.


  Miss Hope met them in the front hallway. “I appreciate your running that errand for me, young ladies,” she told them as they walked toward the dining room.


  “You are welcome,” Mandie quickly said. “But, Miss Hope, how did Snowball get in my room? I mean, he was at Grandmother’s house.”


  Miss Hope smiled and said, “My sister thought she heard a mouse while she has been staying in her room all day, so I took it on myself to send for your cat. I will inform my sister after supper that he is here.”


  “Oh, thank you, Miss Hope.” Mandie beamed. Then she said mischievously, “I’m so glad Miss Prudence thought she heard a mouse.” All three laughed.


  As soon as the evening meal was over, the girls went back to their room with food for Snowball. Someone had already placed a sandbox in the girls’ room for the cat.


  They made their plans to venture forth into the alley again and settled down to wait till all was quiet.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  OUT IN THE NIGHT


   Not long after Mandie and Celia went to their room, there was a knock on the door. Mandie opened it to find Miss Hope standing outside.


  “Come in, Miss Hope,” Mandie invited, opening the door wide.


  Miss Hope remained in the hallway. “Thank you, Amanda, but I’ve only come to say that my sister asked if you would agree for Snowball to spend the night in the kitchen. She is hoping he will catch the mouse she thinks she heard in the wall. Mice automatically come to food, you know, and she thinks the kitchen would be the place it would go after everyone goes to bed and all the lights are out,” she explained.


  “Oh yes, of course, Miss Hope. I’ll take him down to the kitchen,” Mandie agreed.


  “All the doors and windows are closed up and locked for the night, so I think he’ll be safe, with no way to get outside,” Miss Hope said.


  “Oh, he probably wouldn’t want to leave the warmth of the woodbox behind the stove,” Mandie said with a little laugh. “But if a mouse does come within his smelling or hearing distance, he will go after it, I’m sure. I’ll take him down right now.” She turned toward the bed, where Snowball was curled up.


   “That’s all right, Amanda, I’ll take him. I have to go back downstairs myself,” Miss Hope told her.


  “All right.” Mandie went to pick him up and handed him over to Miss Hope. “If I were you I wouldn’t set him down until you get to the kitchen. He might run off somewhere else, and then we’d have to search the house for him.”


  Miss Hope took the white cat in her arms. “I know very well he does just that,” she said, “so I’ll go straight to the kitchen. Aunt Phoebe has already gone to her house outside, but I alerted her that he might be in the kitchen when she comes in in the morning. Good night now, girls, both of you.”


  “Good night, Miss Hope,” Mandie said, stroking her cat’s head as Miss Hope held him.


  “Good night,” Celia called as Miss Hope started down the hallway.


  Mandie closed the door. “I hope Snowball doesn’t catch a rat tonight, or Miss Prudence might declare his work done and send him back to Grandmother’s.” She crossed the room to sit in one of the big chairs.


  “Mandie, I’ve been thinking about your locket,” Celia said, joining her in the other chair. “How can you be sure you lost it in the alley? Maybe it fell off in Mr. Heyward’s store.”


  “No, I’ve figured it all out,” Mandie replied. “When we turned around to run back to the store, when that man in the alley scared us, remember I ran into a tree limb and my collar got tangled up in it? I’m sure I lost it then.”


  “Oh goodness, Mandie, that man was watching us! He might have seen it happen and taken it himself,” Celia said, her eyes wide.


  “I hope not, Celia. That’s why I need to go back and look for it as soon as possible, before someone does pick it up,” Mandie answered.


  “Do you think we can find the way to the alley from here?” Celia asked.


  “Oh sure,” Mandie replied. “Remember, King Street is a long street. It crosses this one, so if we walk toward downtown from here, we’ll come to it, and then we’ll just walk down King Street.”


  At that moment the old iron bell in the backyard of the schoolhouse rang out for curfew. Celia hurried to the string hanging down  from the single lightbulb in the ceiling, gave it a yank, and turned off the light. Mandie blew out the oil lamp sitting on the table.


  “Let’s leave that lamp on by the bed,” Mandie said. “If we close the curtains, it won’t be seen in case someone is in the yard. And I think we ought to wait a few minutes just in case someone is still up,” Mandie said, flopping back down in the chair.


  “Let’s don’t wait too long, Mandie, or it will be awfully late by the time we get to bed tonight,” Celia reminded her. She, too, sat down again.


  “All right, let’s wait thirty minutes and then we’ll go,” Mandie agreed, turning to squint at the clock on the mantelpiece in the dim lamplight.


  “It’s five minutes after ten,” Celia told her. She was nearer to the clock.


  “The bell rang at ten. So we’ll leave at ten-thirty,” Mandie decided.


  At ten-thirty the girls slipped into their coats and hats, moving as quickly as they could. The cloaks they had worn earlier that day would be too bulky, they had decided. They could move faster in their coats.


  They carefully made their way downstairs and to the backdoor in the hallway. For some reason the lamp that usually burned all night in the hallway was not lit. But Mandie knew the area well, and she quietly opened the door to a pantry by the back door. Cautiously stepping inside, she felt around until her hand came in contact with a lantern that she knew was kept there. Running her hand along the shelf above it, she found matches and quickly put them in her coat pocket.


  Celia, waiting outside the door, wordlessly reached out to touch the lantern. Mandie bent near her and whispered in her ear, “I have the lantern and the matches. Let’s go.”


  Celia went ahead and unlocked the back door, stepping aside for Mandie to go outside. She followed and pulled the door shut.


  The two girls gingerly made their way through the tall shrubbery to the front of the house and then hurried down the front walkway to the road.


  As soon as they were out of sight of the schoolhouse, Mandie  blew out a long breath and said, “Now, if we can only get back in without disturbing anyone.”


  “Yes,” Celia agreed, walking fast to keep up with her friend.


  Just as they got to the corner of King Street, the two girls heard a loud meow behind them. Mandie looked back with a groan. “That can’t be Snowball!” she said.


  “But it is,” Celia told her, peering through the darkness.


  Snowball came bouncing up to his mistress in the dim moonlight and meowed loudly as he caught up with her.


  “Snowball, how did you get out?” Mandie scolded. “You are supposed to be locked in the kitchen.” The cat sat down and looked up at her, head cocked to one side.


  “Somebody must have let him out,” Celia said.


  “I don’t know. If someone let him out, then they might have seen us. I sure didn’t see anyone when we left the schoolhouse, did you?” Mandie asked anxiously.


  “No, not a soul,” Celia replied. “What are we going to do now?”


  Mandie shook her head doubtfully. “We’re about halfway there, so I suppose we’ll just go on and Snowball can come with us.” She looked down at the cat and said, “Come on, Snowball, let’s go. And mind me, you’d better not run off because I don’t have time to chase you.” She straightened up and continued down the street, swinging the unlit lantern.


  Snowball seemed to understand that his mistress was disgusted with him. He stayed close to her feet as they walked, and once in a while he made a soft meowing sound.


  When the girls came within sight of the alley, they paused to peer into it. The alley looked awfully dark. The tall old buildings were close together, and the roadway was very narrow, shutting out almost all the moonlight.


  “Let’s stay real close together, Mandie,” Celia said in a whisper even though there was no indication anyone was around to hear at that time of night.


  “All right, as soon as we get partway into the alley, I will light the lantern so we can look for the locket. I’ll put it out when we start back so if anyone is around, they won’t be able to see us for very long,” Mandie said, starting forward.


   “All right,” Celia agreed, hovering close by.


  Snowball began sniffing as they entered the alley, and Mandie immediately picked him up. “You are not going to run off, Snowball. There are lots of nasty things to smell in this old alley,” she said, holding on to the lantern in the other hand.


  “Mandie, let me hold him,” Celia offered, reaching out to take the white cat. “You have to light the lantern and carry it.”


  As Mandie handed Snowball over, she said, “Please keep a good grip on him. If he picks up any interesting smells, he’ll do all he can to get down.”


  “I will,” Celia promised, holding Snowball with both arms.


  Mandie stooped and lit the lantern with a match from her pocket. Flashing the light around, she bent over and began looking at the ground near the tree that had caught her collar earlier that day. She inspected the limbs and moved around in circles where the locket could have possibly fallen.


  Celia squeezed Snowball tightly in her arms, causing him to wiggle in an attempt to get down as she bent over to help search.


  “I’m afraid we are not going to find it,” Mandie finally said with a sad sigh.


  “It could have been thrown farther if that tree limb snapped it and flew back,” Celia remarked as she moved away, bending over to look again.


  Suddenly, Snowball found the right moment to escape Celia’s arms. But he didn’t run away. He sat near Mandie’s feet and began washing his face and paws.


  “Oh, Snowball, you’d better not run off.” Mandie shook her head at him.


  “Should I pick him up again?” Celia asked.


  “I think he’ll be all right,” Mandie replied. “Just help me watch him in case he does decide to wander off.”


  “All right, Mandie. I can watch him for you while you hold the lantern,” Celia promised. She kept searching for the locket, but she also kept Snowball within view.


  The girls searched nearly every inch of the alley near the tree that had caught Mandie’s collar. There was lots of old trash of every kind but no sign of the gold locket.


   Mandie finally straightened up and looked around. “I’m so sure I lost it here. Someone else must have found it,” she said, tears filling her blue eyes. “That was the only picture I had of my father, the one inside the locket. Celia, I don’t know where else to look.”


  “Mandie, if you didn’t lose it when the tree limb hit you, it could have fallen off as we left here. And of course that would mean searching the whole road we walked on this afternoon,” Celia told her.


  “You’re right,” Mandie sighed. She looked up and down the alley. “We only came to right about here. We didn’t go all the way down the alley, remember? So if we start here and work our way back toward Mr. Heyward’s store, we would be following the path we took this afternoon.”


  At that moment Mandie saw Snowball bristle up his fur and freeze in his tracks. Almost immediately there came the sound of a dog barking in the distance.


  “Quick, Celia, take the lantern,” Mandie said, holding it out to her. She bent at the same time and scooped up Snowball. “Let’s go.”


  The lantern swinging in Celia’s hand, the girls almost ran up the alley in the direction they had come. The barking grew more distant.


  Finally reaching the corner at King Street, they slowed down to catch their breath.


  “I do believe that dog would have come after Snowball,” Mandie gasped, “and we would have been in a real mess alone in that dark alley.” She clutched Snowball on her shoulder.


  “It sounded to me like the dog might have been shut in one of those buildings and couldn’t get out.” Celia commented between breaths as she straightened her skirt with her free hand.


  “Anyhow, I think we were finished looking there,” Mandie said, still firmly grasping the white cat. “We are almost to the back door of Mr. Heyward’s store, so we could go on and look that far. Then I suppose we’ll have to go back to the school.”


  Celia still carried the lantern, and she kept moving it to shine on the ground as they searched. They finally arrived at the back door of the store.


  “Might as well put out the light, and we’ll go on back to our room,” Mandie told her in a dejected tone.


   Celia quickly extinguished the lantern, and they hurried up the street on their way back.


  Just as they reached the driveway entrance to the school, Mandie put out a hand to stop Celia. “Since Miss Hope left Snowball in the kitchen, you open the door when we get inside the house and I’ll shove him in,” she instructed.


  “All right,” Celia agreed. “And we’d better be awfully quiet.”


  When they got around to the backyard, Celia pushed open the back door to the schoolhouse. Both girls quietly slipped inside, and Celia closed the door behind them and turned the key in the lock. Crossing the hall, Celia opened the kitchen door. Mandie gave Snowball a big push into the room and quickly closed the door.


  Mandie silently took the lantern from Celia and returned it to the pantry where she had found it. Then the girls softly made their way up the stairs to their room on the third floor. There wasn’t a sound in the house.


  Finally reaching their room without being seen, the girls quickly began undressing for bed.


  “I’m sorry you didn’t find the locket, Mandie,” Celia told her as she removed her long skirt and hung it up in the wardrobe.


  “I suppose I’ll never find it now,” Mandie said sadly. She also hung up the dress she had been wearing. She paused and sat on the arm of one of the chairs, holding her nightgown. “You know, Celia, I really shouldn’t have been wearing that locket everywhere I go—all the time, every day, and all. I should have kept it locked up in my jewelry box.” She slowly moved her long blond braid of hair from her shoulder.


  Celia sat on the opposite arm while she started to pull on her long, embroidered nightgown. “We do lots of things that we shouldn’t do and don’t realize it, Mandie, until something like this happens. It seems impossible to remember everything that we should do or shouldn’t do.”


  Mandie shivered suddenly. “I think it’s cold in here, don’t you? Uncle Cal must not have sent up much heat in that radiator over there tonight. I think I’ll just leave on my camisole and put my nightgown over it. It’ll be warmer that way.” She shook out the folds of the long nightgown.


   “Me too, Mandie,” Celia agreed, quickly sliding off the chair to straighten out her own nightgown. She became tangled in the folds and tripped, causing her to bump into Mandie. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she apologized.


  “That’s all right,” Mandie replied, standing up to finish dressing for bed.


  Suddenly Celia was bumping into Mandie again, excitedly saying, “Wait, Mandie, wait!” She was pulling at Mandie’s nightgown.


  “Celia, what’s wrong?” Mandie quickly demanded, stepping away from Celia’s grasp.


  “Mandie, look!” Celia was still excited as she pointed to Mandie’s camisole. “Look, there’s the chain to your locket. Look there!”


  Mandie quickly felt around her neck and the camisole. Her fingers touched the cold chain. She pulled it out from between the garments, looked at it, and then began searching again. “The locket! Here it is!” she cried, pulling it from the folds of the cloth.


  “Oh, Mandie, I’m so glad!” Celia said, reaching forward to embrace her friend.


  “Thanks, Celia,” Mandie said, tightly clasping the locket and the chain as she returned the hug. Then she straightened up to examine the jewelry. “The chain is broken, look.” She held it up to show the clasp was missing.


  “So that tree limb did break the chain when you ran into it,” Celia noted.


  “Oh, thank the Lord,” Mandie cried, squeezing the locket and broken chain in her hand. Then looking down at it, she immediately added, “And this gets locked up right now.” She went to her jewelry box on the dresser. Taking the key out of her scarves in the bureau drawer where she kept it hidden, she unlocked the box and put the locket and chain inside.


  “That is a very wise thing to do, Mandie,” Celia said, watching her.


  After Mandie had locked the jewelry box back up and returned the key to its hiding place, she quickly put on her nightgown. The two girls raced for the bed and jumped in under the covers.


  Raising up on her elbow, Mandie said, “Think of all the trouble we went to—and the locket was in my clothes all the time. If I had just changed dresses before we went out, I would have found it.”


   “Yes, and now I suppose we are finished with that alley,” Celia replied hopefully.


  “Oh no,” Mandie said. “We haven’t found that puppy we heard crying the first time we went through there. The barking we heard tonight was from a bigger dog. I’d still like to find the puppy.”


  “Oh, Mandie, let’s don’t even talk about it right now,” Celia moaned.


  “There are other things, too, that we need to look into,” Mandie reminded her. “How did Snowball get out of the kitchen? And as far as that alley is concerned, I’d still like to find out what’s in all those old buildings down there.”


  “Mandie, you not only look for mysteries, you look for trouble,” Celia replied with a laugh.


  “Not really—it just seems like mysteries come to me sometimes,” Mandie said, laughing as she lay down.


  Tomorrow she would start planning her next investigation.


  CHAPTER SIX


  UNEXPECTED VISITOR


   Mandie and Celia were busy almost all the next day with lessons and homework. When they were finished about three-thirty, they went for a stroll in the front yard. Though the sun was shining, the wind made it chilly enough for coats. Some of the other students at the school were also out for a breath of fresh air.


  “Let’s walk down near the road where we can talk,” Mandie told Celia, glancing around at the other young ladies close to the front porch.


  “Yes, let’s do,” Celia agreed.


  Gradually moving down the hill, Mandie and Celia came to the bench under a huge magnolia tree near the end of the driveway. They sat down.


  “I still want to go back to the alley, Celia, to see if I can find the puppy we heard whining the first time we went through there,” Mandie said. “I’m trying to figure out when and how we can do it.”


  “Mandie, don’t forget, we don’t know yet whether Miss Prudence told your grandmother about us and that alley,” Celia reminded her. “And if she did and if we go back in it again, that will mean we’ll be in even more trouble.”


  “I don’t believe she did,” Mandie said. “Otherwise Grandmother would have said something.” She frowned and added, “But if she  didn’t tell, I can’t imagine why she didn’t because she was really upset with us.”


  “Maybe she didn’t get the right opportunity to talk to your grandmother because Aunt Rebecca was there,” Celia suggested. “And now when Aunt Rebecca has gone home, Miss Prudence is ill with a cold or something. Just wait until she is up and out again. Then we’ll know.”


  “I’m positive Grandmother will say something to me if and when Miss Prudence tells her anything. Grandmother won’t just let it go,” Mandie said.


  “But we haven’t seen your grandmother since we went to her dinner that night,” Celia argued.


  “I know, but believe me, if Grandmother hears about anything I’ve said or done, she will make a point to send for me,” Mandie replied. “I still don’t believe Miss Prudence told her anything about the alley.”


  “Knowing Miss Prudence, I would say that, sooner or later, she will be sure your grandmother knows about it,” Celia said with a sigh.


  “I have an idea,” Mandie said, quickly turning to look at her friend. “We could go visit Grandmother, without waiting for her to send for us, while Miss Prudence is ill. Let’s go find Miss Hope and get permission to go tomorrow. We don’t have many classes tomorrow, so we can leave early enough to go and get back before dark.” She stood up.


  Celia rose, too. “All right, Mandie, but exactly what are you planning on doing? Going to your grandmother’s and telling her about the alley before Miss Prudence can talk to her?”


  Mandie started up the hill toward the front porch. “I don’t know, Celia. I’ll just see how I feel when I get there and how Grandmother acts.”


  They found Miss Hope in her office with what looked like a lot of work on her desk. She looked up and smiled when the girls stopped in the open doorway.


  “Come in, Amanda, Celia,” Miss Hope invited.


  “Miss Hope,” Mandie began as she and Celia entered the office. Then she stopped in surprise. “Snowball, what are you doing in here?” she said to the cat, who was sitting on a chair near the desk.


   “I brought him in here so I could keep track of him,” Miss Hope explained. “My sister is still hearing sounds like a mouse gnawing on something in the walls between her room and the hallway. So I thought perhaps Snowball might root it out for us. Now, what did you girls want?”


  Snowball sat quietly in the chair, staring at his mistress.


  “Miss Hope, I wanted to ask permission to go visit my grandmother tomorrow afternoon after classes are over—probably stay for supper at her house,” Mandie answered, still watching her white cat.


  “Of course, dear,” Miss Hope agreed. Looking at Celia, she asked, “I suppose you want to go with her, do you, Celia?”


  “Oh yes, ma’am, please,” Celia answered with a smile.


  “Fine then,” Miss Hope said. “I’ll ask Uncle Cal to drive you young ladies over there, and your grandmother’s driver can bring you back. Now, you must let Uncle Cal know for sure whether you are staying for supper at Mrs. Taft’s so I will know where you are.”


  “Yes, ma’am, thank you,” Mandie said with a big smile. “As soon as we get to Grandmother’s, I’ll ask her if we should stay for supper and will tell Uncle Cal. Thank you, Miss Hope.”


  “Yes, thank you, Miss Hope,” Celia said. “How is Miss Prudence today?”


  “Still not well, I’m afraid, but she should be up and around in a few days,” Miss Hope told her. “However, she is keeping up with everything that’s going on here in the school while she’s confined to her room. So, girls, please don’t do anything you shouldn’t while you are away from school tomorrow.”


  “Yes, ma’am, we won’t,” Mandie replied.


  “We’ll behave, Miss Hope,” Celia said.


  The girls went up to their room to freshen up for supper.


  “Mandie, I have a feeling you are planning something that I don’t know about,” Celia said as she quickly brushed her auburn curls.


  “No, Celia, but if we are late coming back, I can ask Ben to take the shortcut so we won’t be late for curfew,” Mandie said with a grin.


  Celia looked at her. “Mandie, is that what you’ve been planning all along with this visit to your grandmother’s? Because if it is, I’m not sure I want to go.” She tightened her lips and frowned.


  “No, no, Celia,” Mandie quickly assured her. She closed the  wardrobe door and turned to look at Celia. “That is not the reason I want to go to my grandmother’s. I just want to see how she seems, whether I can figure out if Miss Prudence told her anything. And I promise we won’t take the shortcut back unless you agree to it. I want you to go with me. Please?”


  “Well, all right—that is, if you keep your promise not to ask Ben to drive us back through that alley,” Celia said slowly.


  “All right, all right, I promise,” Mandie said with a big sigh. “Now, let’s go downstairs. It’s almost time for supper.”


  After supper the girls went back to their room and read for a while.


  Mandie caught herself nodding as her book slipped out of her hands. She straightened up, yawned, and said, “I think I’ll go to bed.”


  “Me too,” Celia agreed, closing her book and glancing at the clock on the mantel. “It’s twenty minutes to ten anyway.”


  “Yes, let’s hit the hay,” Mandie said with a laugh. She put out the oil lamp nearby as Celia pulled the string to turn off the light bulb dangling from the ceiling.


  They jumped into the big bed, and both girls were soon fast asleep.


  In Mandie’s dream someone was knocking on their door. Then she suddenly came awake and sat up. She wasn’t dreaming. Someone was tapping on their window. How could that be? They were on the third floor.


  Celia asked sleepily, “What is that noise, Mandie?” She rubbed her eyes and raised up to look around.


  “There’s someone outside our window,” Mandie whispered. She pushed back the covers and got out of bed. She cautiously crept across the dark room toward the window.


  “How could someone be outside our window, Mandie? We’re on the third floor,” Celia whispered back, right behind her.


  “Exactly what I was thinking,” Mandie said softly. She approached the window from the side, hoping whoever was out there could not see her until she discovered who it was. Celia peered over Mandie’s shoulder.


  Suddenly there was a much louder tapping at the window, and  Mandie was afraid the window glass was going to break. This made her angry, and she called out, “Who is that? Who’s out there?”


  The tapping continued, but no one answered. Mandie slowly leaned forward enough to see outside. The moon was shining, but clouds were drifting over it. Their window was set into the sloping roof with a two-foot ledge outside the sill. She caught a glimpse of someone on the limb of the huge magnolia tree outside their window. Whoever it was leaned forward now and then to tap their window with a long branch.


  “Someone hanging on a limb of the tree,” Mandie whispered to Celia.


  When the tapping began again, Mandie quickly raised the window and called out, “Go away, whoever you are, or I’ll get someone to make you get out of that tree. You hear?”


  The answer came quickly with a laugh. “Ah, now you be awake. Now, you just wait. I’m coming inside. Don’t you be closing that window,” a voice said.


  “Mollie! What are you doing in that tree?” Mandie asked as she recognized the voice. She leaned out. Sure enough, it was Mollie. And Mollie was hastily crawling along the big limb toward the window. “Mollie, don’t do that. You’ll fall!”


  “If I be falling, Hilda will catch me below. She promised,” Mollie called back as she continued moving along the limb.


  “Hilda too!” Celia exclaimed over Mandie’s shoulder.


  The two girls looked down but couldn’t see directly beneath the window. “I’ll come down there, Mollie,” Mandie told her. “You go back down the tree to Hilda and wait for me.”


  “No, Mandie, I be coming to your room, that I am,” Mollie argued.


  “Oh no, what are we going to do? That limb doesn’t reach all the way to the window. She’ll fall!” Mandie said to Celia.


  “We could call someone to help,” Celia suggested.


  “Not enough time,” Mandie replied, watching every move Mollie made.


  Mollie reached the end of the limb and immediately climbed onto the next one above, which was longer and closer to the window. It was also stronger, and she managed to get to the end of it.


   “Catch me, Mandie! I be jumping in your window!” Mollie called out.


  “No, no, no! Mollie, you can’t do that! Stop!” Mandie called to her.


  Mollie ignored the warning and made a jump at the window. She missed but managed to grab hold of the previous branch. She was dangling in the air and couldn’t seem to get back onto the limb.


  “The bed sheet!” Mandie cried out. She rushed to pull the sheet off the bed.


  Celia quickly helped her tie a big knot in one corner of the sheet. They rushed back to the window and swung the sheet over the windowsill.


  “Mollie, when we swing this out, you grab it and hold on for everything you’re worth. Don’t dare let go of it! You hear me?” Mandie called to the girl.


  “I be hearing,” Mollie replied. “Just you be hurrying, Mandie.”


  Together Mandie and Celia tossed the knotted end of the sheet as far as they could. It missed the small figure by inches. They tried again, and this time Mollie managed to grab hold with one hand.


  “Hold tight, Mollie! We’re going to pull you inside,” Mandie called to her as she leaned farther out the window. Mollie was dangling below them at the end of the sheet. Mandie grasped it tightly and crawled out onto the ledge. Looking back at Celia, she said, “Now, all together!”


  The two girls pulled with all their might, and Mollie’s head appeared at the edge of the ledge. Mandie caught one of her hands and slowly helped the little girl up over the ledge. The three of them fell on the floor of the bedroom.


  Mollie jumped up and laughingly said, “That was fun, now, sure enough it was!”


  Mandie and Celia, both completely out of breath after the dangerous rescue, sat on the floor staring at Mollie.


  Mandie took a deep breath and said, “Mollie, if you ever try anything like that again, I will see that you end up in deep trouble. I’ll ask Grandmother to lock you in your room at night so you can’t get out. Do you understand?” Mandie was angry and had all she could do to control her voice.


   Mollie frowned and sat on the floor next to the girls. “Oh, Mandie, I only be wanting to come see you. And Hilda showed me which window. She said she used to live in this schoolhouse,” the little orphan explained.


  “Hilda can’t talk. You know that, Mollie, so you must be just making all this up,” Mandie replied.


  “But I told Hilda I wanted to come see you, and she came with me to show me the way. And then when we be down under the tree below she pointed to this window,” Mollie explained.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other, realizing that Hilda indeed would know which room was theirs. The waif had been living in the school attic when they found her after they had first arrived at the school a long time ago.


  “Hilda!” Mandie suddenly remembered. “She’s still down in the yard. I hope she doesn’t try to climb that tree.” She stood to her feet and looked at Celia. “I suppose I’m going to have to get dressed and take them back to Grandmother’s.”


  “Mandie, why don’t we wake Uncle Cal or someone and get them to go with us. It’s awfully late, and we aren’t supposed to be out,” Celia said doubtfully.


  “I’m not afraid,” Mandie told her as she hastily took down a dress from the wardrobe.


  Celia came to join her. “If you’re going, then I’ll go with you,” she said. She grabbed a dress and began putting it on.


  Mollie watched the two, looking from one to the other during their conversation. “Now, Mandie, Hilda be knowing the way back, she does,” she said. “Just find me the way out of this house. I go back with Hilda.”


  “Oh no, you don’t!” Mandie said sharply as she put on her shoes. “We are going back with you to be sure you get back safely. And please remember what I said. If you ever do such a thing again, I’ll speak to Grandmother.”


  “Yes, Mandie, you already be telling me that,” Mollie replied.


  “Ready?” Mandie asked Celia, her hand on the doorknob.


  “Yes,” Celia replied, pulling on her coat.


  “Now, Mollie, we are going down the back stairway and out the back door. Don’t you dare make a sound,” Mandie told the girl. “If  anyone sees or hears us, you’re going to be in much deeper trouble, understand?”


  “I understand what trouble be, that I do,” Mollie replied, moving to stand close behind her.


  “Not a word, not a sound,” Mandie warned, then softly opened the door. The three of them stepped out into the hall.


  They got down the back stairs without incident. Mandie led the way around the house to the yard beneath their window to look for Hilda. She found the girl curled up, asleep on the bench beneath the magnolia tree.


  “Hilda, let’s go home,” Mandie said, softly touching her head.


  Hilda instantly jumped up and ran down the driveway. Mollie started to run after her, but Mandie grabbed her hand and held it tight.


  “You are not running away. We are going to Grandmother’s house,” Mandie told her.


  “But Hilda be gone,” Mollie said, pointing.


  “No, she’s not,” Mandie said. She nodded toward the girl, who was waiting for them down at the road.


  “But she will be gone again,” Mollie replied.


  And, sure enough, as soon as the three caught up with Hilda, the girl once more ran ahead. Mandie noticed she did seem to know the way and that she would go ahead and then look back to see if they were following.


  Finally they arrived at Mrs. Taft’s house. The moon was still playing hide-and-seek behind the clouds. Mandie tried to determine if anyone was up and about in the house, but she couldn’t see a light inside. They paused in the front driveway. Hilda waited just ahead of them.


  “What do we do now?” Celia asked in a whisper.


  “We be going inside,” Mollie declared and tried to pull away from Mandie.


  Mandie held her hand firmly and said, “We have to figure out how to get you back in the house without waking anyone, or you will most certainly be in trouble.”


  “Why don’t we go around to the back and see if there are any lights on in the back of the house?” Celia suggested.


   “Yes, let’s do,” Mandie agreed. Looking at Hilda, she said, “Come on with us, Hilda. We are going in the house.”


  Hilda immediately ran down the driveway toward the back of the house. Mollie tried to pull away again. “I be going with Hilda,” she repeated.


  “No!” Mandie said, holding on to her hand ever more tightly.


  Mandie and Celia walked on with Mollie around the house. When they came to the back door Mandie was shocked to see her grandmother standing in the doorway talking to Ben. “Grandmother!” she exclaimed at the same instant Mrs. Taft saw them.


  “Well, now, I see y’all have found her,” Mrs. Taft said. Then with sudden alarm, she said, “She didn’t come to the school in the middle of the night, did she?”


  “Yes, Grandmother, she did. And Hilda was with her. She ran ahead of us, but she’s around here somewhere, too,” Mandie explained, finally letting go of Mollie’s hand.


  Mollie immediately tried to go in the back door, but Mrs. Taft grabbed the back of her dress to stop her. “Not so fast now, Mollie,” she scolded. “You have done something bad, and you will be punished for it. You just wait here, because I am going to see that you are confined to your room for the rest of the night.” She looked out into the yard and added, “And, Hilda, you come on here. We are going back to bed.”


  Hilda immediately came out of the shadows, darted past Mrs. Taft, and disappeared into the house.


  “Now, girls, Ben will take you back to school,” Mrs. Taft said. “I was just going to send him out looking for these two.” She turned to her driver. “Ben, see that the girls get back safely.”


  “Yessum, Miz Taft, dat I do,” Ben replied. “Already got de buggy hitched up in de barn.” He went to get it.


  “Grandmother, you wouldn’t believe what Mollie did,” Mandie began.


  “It’s late now, dear. You girls get on back to school before you are missed, and we can talk later,” Mrs. Taft said as Ben drove the buggy up.


  “We’ve already got permission to come to see you tomorrow  afternoon, so we can talk then,” Mandie told her. “Good night, Grandmother.”


  Mrs. Taft started to go inside and close the door. She stepped back and called to Mandie as she and Celia climbed into the buggy. “Just let me know if there’s any trouble at school regarding this escapade. Good night, now.”


  “Yes, Grandmother, we will,” Mandie promised.


  Ben drove fast and they were soon nearing the school.


  “Stop here on the road,” Mandie instructed. “Someone might hear the buggy if you go up the driveway.”


  Ben stopped the horse and the girls jumped out. “I’ll be waitin’ right heah till you all gits in de house, now,” he told them.


  “Thank you, Ben,” Mandie replied. “We’re going in the back, so you won’t be able to see us.”


  She and Celia rushed up the driveway and waved as they ran around the house to the back door.


  Once in their room, the girls almost collapsed before they could get undressed and back into bed again. They had to recover their sheet and put it back on and then crawled in. It had been an adventure they would not want to repeat.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  BAD NEWS


   The excitement of the night before left the girls tired and groggy the next morning. But eventually time came to visit Mrs. Taft. When Ben came to pick them up, the girls were waiting in the foyer. He had brought a note to Miss Hope from Mrs. Taft.


  “Miz Taft, she say fo’ you to give dis heah note to Miss Hope,” Ben told Mandie, holding out a small white envelope.


  Mandie took it. “I wonder what’s in this,” she said as she stared at the envelope in her hand.


  “I knows whut dat be,” Ben explained, nodding his head. “Miz Taft, she tell Miss Hope you young ladies gwine stay at her house till Sunday night since today be Friday.”


  Mandie immediately realized this would put her plans for visiting the alley on hold. She would have to wait until next week for another chance.


  “What do you say, Celia? Want to stay till Sunday night?” she asked her friend.


  Celia smiled. “Of course, Mandie. I always enjoy visiting at your grandmother’s house. And besides, Mollie is still there.”


  Mandie rolled her eyes and groaned. “Yes, and she will probably keep the weekend in a turmoil.” Turning back to Ben, she said, “I’ll have to give this to Miss Hope, and if she says we may stay,  then we’ll have to run back to our room and get some clothes to take with us. All right?”


  “I waits,” Ben agreed, smiling at her. “I seen Uncle Cal in de yard. I goes and talks to him whilst I waits.” He turned to go back out the door.


  “Thanks. We’ll hurry,” Mandie promised.


  Miss Hope gave permission, and the girls quickly put their things in a bag. As they finished, someone knocked on their door. Mandie opened it.


  Aunt Phoebe was holding Snowball in her arms. “Miss Hope, she say you take dis heah cat wid y’all so she won’t hafta tend to him whilst y’all gone,” she announced.


  Mandie reached for the cat. “Then she must have decided she doesn’t need him here anymore,” she said.


  “Oh no, missy, she say fo’ you to bring him back when you comes back,” Aunt Phoebe explained.


  Mandie smiled. “Please tell Miss Hope I will,” she assured the woman.


  When they finally arrived at Mrs. Taft’s house, Mollie was overjoyed to see the white cat. She had come to the front door with Ella, the maid, who let them in.


  “Mandie, I be glad you be bringing Snowball,” Mollie said, smiling joyfully as Mandie put Snowball down in the front hallway.


  Snowball took one look at Mollie and quickly disappeared down the corridor. Mollie ran after him.


  “I’m not so sure Snowball is glad to see Mollie,” Mandie laughed as she removed her coat.


  “Dat white cat, he run like dat every time he see dat little girl.” Ella laughed, too. “But he jes’ be playin’ wid huh, ’cause he keep lookin’ back to see if she comin’ after him.”


  “Miss Hope wanted me to bring him with me and then take him back when we go,” Mandie explained. “He hasn’t found that mouse that Miss Prudence says she keeps hearing.”


  “I take yo’ bag to yo’ room,” Ella said, reaching for it. Ben had set it inside the door for them. “Miz Taft, she in de parlor now.”


  “Thank you, Ella,” Mandie said as she and Celia hung their coats and hats on the hall tree.


   Mrs. Taft was sitting by the fireplace. Mandie and Celia pulled up low stools near the crackling fire.


  “Grandmother, why do you still build a fire in the fireplace now that you’ve got the new furnace?”


  “Oh, my dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Those furnaces are good for heat, but they make the most awful racket sometimes, hissing and clanking. So unless it is terribly cold outside, I tell Ben to leave it alone and build a fire here instead.” Her tone turned brisk. “Now, while the child is nowhere in sight, tell me what you were talking about last night.”


  “Oh, Grandmother, Mollie did the most dangerous thing,” Mandie began, and she related the happenings of the night before.


  “Oh dear, I suppose I’ll have to ask Ella to keep her within her sight every minute she is here. I didn’t realize she would try such dangerous things,” Mrs. Taft said, shaking her head. “I thought it would be nice for Hilda to have her come and visit, but now I just don’t know. She may influence Hilda to do some of those dangerous escapades.”


  “When is Aunt Rebecca coming back after her?” Celia asked.


  “Next weekend, unless I let her know otherwise,” Mrs. Taft replied. “And you know Mollie is studying part of every day with Mrs. Manning’s daughter, who has a private tutor, so I won’t be able to keep track of her every minute.”


  “Maybe Ella could go and stay with her when she goes to Mrs. Manning’s,” Mandie suggested.


  “Yes, I suppose Ella could,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I’m worried about her getting into something that is dangerous and getting hurt—or worse.” Looking at Celia, she asked, “Does your aunt Rebecca not have any trouble of this kind with her?”


  “Not that I know of,” Celia replied.


  At that moment Ella came to the doorway of the parlor. “Supper is on de table, Miz Taft,” she announced. “Annie done got Hilda and Mollie in de sitting room to eat their supper.” Annie was Mrs. Taft’s other maid.


  “Thank you, Ella,” Mrs. Taft said, rising from her chair. “Let’s go eat, girls.” As she left the room, she looked back and said,  “And we can talk without Mollie taking over the conversation.” She smiled.


  Mandie and Celia followed Mrs. Taft into the dining room. As everyone sat down, Mrs. Taft glanced at the buffet and said to Ella, “I see Mrs. Manning has come to pick up the silver set.”


  Ella frowned and said, “I ain’t seen Mrs. Manning this week. She musta come and got it while I was not around.”


  “You haven’t seen Mrs. Manning this week?” Mrs. Taft repeated. “But I haven’t seen her, either. Ben has been taking Mollie and Hilda over there for lessons every day.” She walked over to the buffet and looked around. “She wouldn’t have simply walked in and taken the set without saying anything. I wonder what happened to it, then.”


  “I don’t be knowing, Miz Taft,” Ella said, staring at the buffet. “I sho’ didn’t move it. It was right there until yesterday mornin’ when I came back from de store. Then I noticed it was gone.”


  “Yesterday? I was here all day except for that tea Mrs. Simms had at noon yesterday,” Mrs. Taft said thoughtfully.


  Mandie spoke up, “Maybe Mrs. Manning came while both you and Ella were gone, Grandmother, and Annie let her have it.”


  Mrs. Taft shook her head. “No, I gave Annie the day off yesterday to go visit her sister. She left early in the morning and didn’t return until after dark last night.”


  Celia cleared her throat and asked slowly, “You don’t think Mollie could have moved it, do you?”


  “No, Ben took Mollie and Hilda over to the Mannings’ early yesterday because I was going out, and they didn’t get back until after I returned,” Mrs. Taft replied. She went back to the table and sat down looking perplexed.


  “What day was Mrs. Manning going to have that dinner at her church, when she would be needing to borrow the set?” Mandie asked.


  “That dinner is scheduled for tomorrow night,” Mrs. Taft told her. “Well, let’s eat while the food is hot.” She started passing the bowls around the table while Ella poured the coffee.


  As they ate, Mandie was busy trying to figure out what had happened to the silver set. She also kept waiting for Mrs. Taft to say  something about their ride through the forbidden alley last Sunday night. By the time the meal was over, she had decided her grandmother did not know anything about it. Miss Prudence must not have mentioned the incident during her visit with Mrs. Taft.


  Later that night when everyone had retired, Mandie and Celia lay awake in the room they shared discussing the disappearance of the silver tea set.


  “Someone had to take it. It couldn’t just leave by itself,” Mandie declared, pushing up on her pillow.


  “Yes, definitely someone had to take it. But who, Mandie?” Celia wondered.


  “Everyone was gone. Grandmother was at that tea, Ella had gone on an errand at that time, and Annie had the day off,” Mandie said, listing off the people in the household.


  “What about Ben? Where was he?” Celia asked.


  “He had driven Grandmother to the tea and waited there,” Mandie said.


  “Well, there’s Gabriel, who works in the yard,” Celia remembered.


  “No, he never comes in the house,” Mandie told her.


  “Do you think some stranger might have come in and taken it, then?” Celia asked.


  “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Mandie said. “However, I know Grandmother is very careful about locking up the house when she goes off. Someone would have had to break into the house, and Grandmother didn’t say anything about that.”


  “Maybe they broke in somewhere that no one has noticed,” Celia suggested.


  “Maybe,” Mandie agreed. “Tomorrow we should go through the whole house checking all the windows and doors to see if any of them have been forced open.”


  “I wish we had thought about doing that before we went to bed,” Celia said. “This is such a big house and some of the rooms aren’t used very often.”


  “If someone did break in, I suppose that silver set was all they wanted,” Mandie said. “Grandmother didn’t notice anything else missing. And from what Ella said, it must have happened yesterday, so whoever it was has been long gone.”


   Celia sat up in bed and looked around the dim light from the moon at the window. “Mandie, would you mind if I got up and locked our door?”


  “I don’t mind, Celia,” Mandie told her. “Go ahead if it will make you feel any safer.” She propped herself up against her pillow and watched Celia swing her legs off the bed.


  “I’m going to check the window locks, too,” Celia said, standing up.


  “I’ll help,” Mandie told her as she slid out of bed.


  While Celia locked the door to the hallway, Mandie pushed back the draperies and felt for the window locks. Every one was securely locked.


  “Now everything is locked up tight,” Mandie said, jumping back into bed.


  “Yes, and this might serve another purpose, too,” Celia said, getting back under the covers. “It will keep Mollie from barging in on us in the middle of the night.”


  “I think Grandmother has Annie staying in the room with Mollie and Hilda now so they can’t run off somewhere,” Mandie reminded her.


  “Yes, but Annie has to sleep sometime, and Mollie is smart enough to take advantage of that,” Celia said.


  Suddenly, the radiator across the room began hissing and rattling, startling both girls until they realized what it was.


  “That noisy old radiator, acting up at this time of the night!” Mandie exclaimed, taking a deep breath to slow her pounding heart.


  “It sure picked a scary time to do it,” Celia said, swallowing hard.


  “Yes, and pretty soon it’ll get so hot in here we’ll have to start turning down the quilts,” Mandie added. “Anyhow, I think we’d better go to sleep. Grandmother always expects us to be on time for breakfast, and she never sleeps late.”


  The girls finally went to sleep and didn’t waken again until morning, when someone softly tapped on their door.


  Mandie raised up in bed and rubbed her eyes.


   “Someone is knocking on the door,” Celia said, climbing out of bed to investigate.


  “It’s probably Mollie,” Mandie said.


  But when Celia opened the door, it was Ella. “Miz Taft sent me to say breakfast in ten minutes,” Ella told the girls.


  “Ten minutes?” Mandie exclaimed, jumping out of bed. “We must have overslept.” She rushed to the mantelpiece to look at the clock. “Oh, goodness, we did. It’s ten minutes to eight. Thanks, Ella. Please tell Grandmother we’ll be there on time.” She ran for her clothes.


  “She got more company, dis early in de mawnin’,” Ella told the girls. “Dat big tall Injun man is here.”


  “Uncle Ned?” Mandie turned to quickly ask.


  “He sho’ is, so don’t be late,” Ella said as she closed the door behind her.


  “Uncle Ned is here,” Mandie repeated as she scrambled into her clothing. “I wonder if he came for a special reason, or just to visit.”


  “Maybe he is just traveling through and stopped to see you,” Celia commented as she also hurried into her dress.


  The girls rushed downstairs to the parlor, where Uncle Ned and Mrs. Taft sat talking. Snowball was curled up asleep on the hearth.


  “Snowball!” Mandie exclaimed. “I completely forgot about you last night. You must have slept in the room with Mollie.” Then looking at her father’s old Cherokee friend, Uncle Ned, she said, “Good morning, Uncle Ned. You are out awfully early this morning.” She sat down nearby.


  Celia also pulled up a stool and bent to pet Snowball.


  The old man smiled at her and said, “Come early to spread the word. Bad men stealing from people.”


  Mandie caught her breath. “Thieves?” she gasped.


  “Yes, dear, from what Uncle Ned has told me, I believe that someone somehow managed to steal the silver set from the buffet,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Lots of burglaries in this community,” Uncle Ned explained.


  “Where did you hear this, Uncle Ned? How do you know?” Mandie asked.


   “People tell sheriff things go missing,” Uncle Ned explained.


  Celia listened to every word. “You see, Mandie,” she said, “it was a good idea to lock our door last night.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at the girls and asked, “You locked your bedroom door last night?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “But it was mostly to keep Mollie from wandering in in the middle of the night.”


  “That might have been a good idea. However, Annie is staying with Mollie and Hilda every minute to see that they don’t get into something else,” Mrs. Taft assured her.


  “What have these people been stealing, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked.


  “Small things like silver set, jewelry, things that can be easily hidden,” he explained.


  “But what are they going to do with the stuff that they steal? They couldn’t sell it around here because someone would find out where it came from,” Mandie said.


  “Do not know,” Uncle Ned replied. “Steal and hide somewhere maybe for later to sell.”


  “Uncle Ned has already been by your school and talked with Miss Hope,” Mrs. Taft explained. “The schoolhouse will keep all its windows and doors locked until these thieves are caught. When you girls return tomorrow night, the doors will be locked and you will probably have to go get Aunt Phoebe or Uncle Cal in their house in the backyard to let you in.”


  “This sounds dangerous,” Celia murmured.


  “Uncle Ned has some of his young men keeping watch over the town, trying to help the sheriff catch them,” Mrs. Taft explained.


  “Grandmother, if these people stole your silver set, how did they get in? Don’t you always lock the door when you go off?” Mandie asked.


  “We haven’t figured that out yet, dear,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I’m going to send for Ben and Gabriel in a little while and have them search the whole yard, barns and all, and Uncle Ned will check the house for us.”


  “Can I help, Uncle Ned?” Mandie eagerly asked.


   Uncle Ned shook his head and said, “Not safe. Two braves out back wait to help me search everywhere.”


  “But can’t I help? I could stay right with you, Uncle Ned,” Mandie begged.


  Ella came to the door to announce that breakfast was ready, and everyone moved on into the breakfast room.


  “We’ll eat first, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft told him as she led the way.


  No one wasted any time over breakfast, and they were soon finished. Mrs. Taft insisted the girls stay with her in the parlor while Uncle Ned and his two men searched the house from the basement up to the attic. After a long while the old man came back to report.


  “No one anywhere,” he said. “No sign of anyone anywhere.” He came to sit by the fire while he explained.


  “No sign of anyone? Then I wonder how someone managed to get inside this house and steal that silver set, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Must have come through door somewhere,” he said. “Some door must have been unlocked.”


  “I never go off anywhere and leave doors unlocked, Uncle Ned,” Mrs. Taft told him. Then she added thoughtfully, “If a door was left unlocked, then one of the maids must have gone out and left it unlocked. I’d better speak to Ella and Annie.”


  “Maybe thief have key,” the old man suggested.


  “I don’t know of anyone who has a key to my house,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Maybe someone stole a key sometime or other,” Mandie suggested.


  “This is a puzzle to me,” Mrs. Taft decided. “But we need to figure out how it happened so it won’t happen again.”


  “Is the silver set the only thing that is missing, Grandmother?” Mandie asked.


  “Why, yes, it’s the only thing I have actually missed,” Mrs. Taft replied. “But I probably need to take an inventory of everything.”


  “I’ll help,” Mandie quickly volunteered again.


  “All right. I have a list of all the valuables in this house and it’s  in the wall safe. We can use that to check everything out,” Mrs. Taft told her. “Then I will need to talk to the sheriff.”


  Mandie was anxious to get started. This would probably take a long time to do, and she wanted to do her own investigation. She had her own ideas about solving this mystery.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  UNCLE NED INVESTIGATES


   Mandie and Celia followed Mrs. Taft around the house as she looked for a writing tablet they could use to record the inventory.


  Having no luck with the library desk drawer, the last place left where there might be a tablet, Mrs. Taft straightened up. “I never can remember to buy tablets, so I must be completely out,” she said. “Would you girls want to go down to Heyward’s Store and get some for me? Ben can drive you.”


  “Heyward’s Store?” Mandie repeated. That was the store with the back door opening into the street leading to the alley. “Yes, ma’am, Grandmother. Celia and I can go get the tablets.”


  “Then I’ll have Ben harness up the buggy,” Mrs. Taft said, starting toward the hallway. “And you know to just tell Mr. Heyward to put these on my account, don’t you?”


  “Oh yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. “We’ve made purchases for Miss Hope before, so we know how to do it.”


  “Get your cloaks. It’s a little cold out there this morning,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” both girls answered.


  Mandie and Celia hurried up to their room for their wraps and were downstairs at the back door by the time Ben got the buggy ready.


  “Ben, no side trips, now,” Mrs. Taft was instructing him as he  stood waiting by the vehicle in the driveway. “Straight to Heyward’s Store and back. And wait for the girls. No wandering off while they shop, understand?”


  “Yessum, Miz Taft, I understands,” Ben replied. “We ain’t goin’ down no extry streets no mo’. Be back before you can shake a stick at a chicken.”


  Mandie listened to the conversation and wondered again whether her grandmother was aware of their shortcut through the alley that night.


  “And, Ben, whoever the thieves are that are stealing in this town, they may be connected to that alley, so stay completely away from it,” Mrs. Taft continued.


  Mandie caught her breath and quickly looked at Celia, who was also listening. Her grandmother must know about the rig breaking down that night in the alley. But why had she not mentioned it to the girls?


  “Dat Injun man left with his two men, Miz Taft, and he say tell you he go searchin’ for thieves, but he be back later,” Ben said.


  “Yes, he told me he would. He wants to help find the thieves because some of the white people are always so ready to blame things on the Cherokee people,” Mrs. Taft said. Turning to the girls, she said, “Now, hurry back. We need to get this inventory done, and it will take quite a while to do.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” both girls answered again.


  The two jumped up into the buggy, and as soon as they were on the road, Mandie began asking questions.


  “Ben, did you tell Grandmother about our going through that dark alley?” Mandie asked.


  Ben looked at Mandie, who was sitting in the middle, cleared his throat, and replied, “Dat I did, missy. Figured best to tell dat lady befo’ she find out from somebody else.”


  Mandie blew out a breath of relief. “Thank goodness you did, Ben. My grandmother was not upset about it after all, was she?”


  “Yo’ grandma, she want to be de boss. She don’t want dat school lady tellin’ her things she don’t know, so I figured I tell her befo’ dat Miz Prudy git to it,” Ben explained.


  “I’m glad you did, Ben,” Celia said.


   “So you had already told her before we came over that night and Miss Prudence was there, too,” Mandie said.


  “Dat I did,” Ben said. “Like dat Injun man always say, better to tell than wait fo’ somebody else to tell it.”


  “What did my grandmother say, Ben?” Mandie pressed further as Ben drove around a corner of the downtown business section.


  “She say, ‘You do right, Ben, tellin’ me,’ ” the driver replied. “And she say I must promise not to go back down dat alley agin, so I promised, so now we cain’t ever go down it agin.” He looked at Mandie, nodding and smiling.


  “You promised, Ben,” Mandie said. “Grandmother hasn’t mentioned it to us, but she knows you drive us everywhere we want to go and that you will abide by her wishes. Why didn’t you tell us that you had told her?”


  Ben focused his attention back on the road and said, “I figures you won’t be likin’ dat ’cause now I cain’t ever drive you through dat alley agin.”


  Mandie thought quickly for a response. “That’s fine, Ben,” she said. “You keep your promise to my grandmother.” She glanced at Celia by her side.


  Celia raised her eyebrows as she met Mandie’s glance. Mandie knew what Celia was thinking because they had discussed it. Mrs. Taft had probably given Ben strict orders as to where exactly he could drive the girls from now on. They would not be allowed to persuade Ben off on side trips like they had been doing.


  “Here we be, young ladies,” Ben announced as he pulled the buggy up to a hitching post in front of Heyward’s Store. “Now, Miz Taft, she say fo’ me to wait right heah fo’ y’all.”


  Mandie and Celia stepped down from the vehicle. “Yes, Ben, you wait right here,” Mandie said. “We won’t be but a few minutes.”


  As soon as the two girls entered the store, they began a mumbled conversation under their breath.


  “What a relief to know that Grandmother is not going to give us any strict orders about where we can and can’t go,” Mandie said. “She’s instructed Ben about it. So if we make a suggestion now and then, Ben might agree to take us other places, provided those places are in respectable neighborhoods.”


   “Yes,” Celia whispered back. “I was surprised that your grandmother did not talk to us about that alley.”


  “But remember, it wasn’t our fault. And it wasn’t really Ben’s, either, because the rig broke down. If that had not happened, we would have driven straight through there without any problem,” Mandie replied.


  Mr. Heyward was back at the desk, thanking a customer who was leaving. The girls paused in the aisle to wait. They were shocked when the customer turned to come down the aisle to the front door.


  “April Snow!” Mandie exclaimed at the same moment she saw them.


  Grasping her purchase, April rushed past them without a word and on out the front door. Mandie and Celia turned to look after her.


  “She must be alone, which is strictly forbidden,” Mandie whispered to Celia. She hurried to look out the front door and saw April rush down the street.


  Celia came up behind Mandie and said, “I wonder what she bought.”


  Mr. Heyward had seen the two girls, and he came down the aisle to greet them. “And how are you young ladies today? Back for another purchase for Miss Hope?” he said.


  “Oh, hello, Mr. Heyward. No, sir, we came for my grandmother today,” Mandie said, quickly turning to look at the man.


  “And how is Mrs. Taft today?” Mr. Heyward asked.


  Mandie mentally debated whether to mention the burglaries to this man and then decided it would be all right to discuss it.


  “Mr. Heyward, you have probably heard about the burglaries that are happening here in Asheville,” Mandie began. “Well, my grandmother has a silver set missing, and she can’t figure out where it got to.”


  “Oh dear!” Mr. Heyward replied. “Yes, I have heard about the burglaries and have been taking extra precautions to safeguard my store.”


  “Grandmother wants to take an inventory of all her possessions, and she doesn’t have any writing tablets. So that’s what we are here for,” Mandie explained.


  “I know exactly what type your grandmother buys,” Mr. Heyward  said, going over to shelves stacked with merchandise. He pulled out a stack of tablets and turned to ask, “How many of these would Mrs. Taft like?”


  “She said I might as well get a dozen. That way she won’t run out anytime soon,” Mandie replied.


  “I don’t have that many right here in this shelf, but I do in the stockroom. I just sold a dozen to Miss Snow, who just left. I believe she is from your school. Anyhow, if you young ladies will wait for me, I’ll be right back,” Mr. Heyward said, disappearing through a doorway.


  Mandie quickly looked at Celia and said, “Let’s go look out the back door while we wait.” She rushed to the windowed door at the rear and gazed out at the streets beyond.


  Celia peered over Mandie’s shoulder. “Mandie, you are not thinking of going out into that alley again, are you?” Celia asked in a hoarse whisper.


  Mandie hummed under her breath and then said, “No, not right now. I just wanted to see if any of those bums Tommy and Robert told us about happened to be wandering around in the streets back here. But I don’t see anyone.”


  “Neither do I,” Celia said.


  “I would still like to find that puppy we heard in the alley that night,” Mandie told her.


  “Mandie, that puppy is probably long gone by now, and we shouldn’t roam around down there again,” Celia said nervously. “Besides, it could be dangerous. Those people stealing from everyone may be hiding out in that alley.”


  Mandie looked at her friend. “You are right, Celia. I wonder if Uncle Ned has looked in that alley, or the sheriff, or somebody—whoever is hunting the burglars.”


  “I don’t think Uncle Ned said,” Celia replied.


  “You know, Celia, I just had an idea,” Mandie said slowly. “That dark alley would be the perfect place for those burglars to hide their loot.”


  “Mandie!” Celia exclaimed. “We are not going in there to look for it.”


  “It would be awfully nice if we could recover Grandmother’s  silver set, because I’m sure it’s very old and worth lots of money,” Mandie said.


  “We will let the lawmen recover it, Mandie,” Celia insisted. “We are not going to get involved in dangerous things like that. I refuse.”


  “We’ve been in there before and nothing happened to us,” Mandie argued.


  “Oh no, not much! Remember that bum who spit at us and we had to run?” Celia reminded her.


  “We wouldn’t have to speak to him if we saw him again. Remember, he didn’t bother us until we tried to talk to him,” Mandie said.


  “There may be dozens of men like him in that terrible place,” Celia said.


  “Maybe I could persuade Tommy Patton to go with me to investigate that place,” Mandie said.


  Mr. Heyward called to them down the aisle, “I have the order ready, young ladies. I’ll take it out to Ben for you.”


  “Oh, thank you, Mr. Heyward,” Mandie replied. Then, as the three of them walked toward the front door, Mandie asked, “Do bums really live in that old dark alley back there?”


  Mr. Heyward looked at her and said, “It’s definitely no place for young ladies like you two. That whole section back there needs to be torn down. It’s a festering sore and a place for bums. Although that alley is a few blocks away, I even keep my back door locked now since hearing of the burglaries. I’m afraid some of those decrepit people may come into my store.”


  “I hope they find all the thieves,” Mandie said.


  Mr. Heyward opened the front door for them and followed them outside. As he gave the package to Ben, he said to Mandie, “Thank your grandmother for me for the order, young lady, and y’all do come back to see me again.” Turning to Ben, he said, “Good day, Ben. I imagine you’d better hurry home. Mrs. Taft is probably waiting.”


  “Yes, sir,” Ben agreed as the girls stepped up into the buggy.


  As Ben drove away from the store, Mandie said, “Ben, Mr. Heyward was telling you in his own words not to take us anywhere else, wasn’t he? Just straight back to Grandmother’s?”


  Ben cleared his throat and said, “Mistuh Heyward, he jes’ be  lookin’ out fo’ you young ladies’ safety now dat thieves roam around town.”


  “I know,” Mandie muttered. She wondered how they could ever get back to that alley again with everyone looking out for their safety.


  When the girls got back to Mrs. Taft’s house, Mrs. Manning was just driving up in her buggy. She stepped down and waited for the girls as Ben brought the vehicle to a stop at the front door.


  “Hello, Mrs. Manning,” Mandie greeted her as the three of them walked toward the front door.


  “Nice to see you young ladies,” Mrs. Manning said. Ella opened the front door, and they entered the hallway.


  Mrs. Taft was coming down the corridor and stopped when she saw them. “Good morning, Mrs. Manning. Have you heard the news?” she asked.


  Mrs. Manning frowned and asked, “What news, Mrs. Taft?”


  “About the burglaries,” Mrs. Taft told her as the two girls hung up their wraps.


  “Oh dear, burglaries? Where?” Mrs. Manning asked as she and Mrs. Taft walked toward the parlor door.


  The girls followed, Mandie carrying the package from Mr. Heyward’s store.


  “Right here in Asheville,” Mrs. Taft explained as they sat down in the parlor. “Seems quite a lot of them have occurred without the authorities even knowing about it. And I have to tell you, my silver set that you wanted to borrow has been stolen.”


  “Stolen?” Mrs. Manning repeated, shocked. “How did that happen?”


  Mrs. Taft explained about Uncle Ned’s visit and the events of the day. Mandie and Celia waited quietly with the tablets.


  “Nothing like that has ever occurred in this town before,” Mrs. Manning said.


  “Are you missing anything? Seems the thieves can get inside a house and back out without leaving any trace of how they accomplished this,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “I have not heard about this, and therefore I have not looked to see if anything is missing. But I certainly shall when I return home,” Mrs. Manning said. “I’m so sorry about your silver set. That  particular set was near and dear to your heart, wasn’t it? I believe it was the one your mother gave you for your wedding present, if I remember correctly?”


  “Yes, indeed, it was,” Mrs. Taft said sadly. “It can’t be replaced. If they had to take something, I wish they had taken something else. I do hope I will recover the set.”


  As Mandie listened to all this, she became more determined to find the burglars. She was going to get her grandmother’s set back for her.


  “I must be going,” said Mrs. Manning. “I’ll stop by Mrs. Chittendon’s and ask if I might borrow her silver set for the church dinner. She has a large one like yours.” She rose from her chair. “I sincerely hope you locate the set and that these men are brought to justice. In the meantime, I appreciate your warning me about these burglaries, and I will check my own belongings as soon as I get back to my house.”


  As soon as Mrs. Manning left, Mandie handed the package from Heyward’s Store to her grandmother and said, “Are you ready to begin now, Grandmother?”


  “Yes, of course, dear, and thank you for going for the tablets for me,” Mrs. Taft said, accepting the package and removing the wrapping paper. “Now, if you and Celia want to help, let’s put one of these tablets in each desk downstairs here so next time I can find one.”


  That was a bigger job than it sounded like. Mrs. Taft’s house was very large, second in size only to Mr. Vanderbilt’s mansion. The girls hurried around the many downstairs rooms, searching for desks and leaving a tablet in each drawer.


  “Celia, I didn’t realize that silver set was so important to my grandmother,” Mandie remarked as they left the library room.


  “I’d say it’s one of her real treasures,” Celia agreed.


  “Yes, and I’m going to see that she gets it back. No crook is going to walk off with something that is so dear to my grandmother,” Mandie declared.


  Celia stopped to look at her. “Mandie, there is nothing we can do to find the silver set,” she said. “Remember, these burglars may be dangerous, and we’d better not become involved in this.”


  Mandie’s thoughts went back to Heyward’s Store, where they had  seen April Snow. That was something else she’d like to know. What was April Snow doing out and about by herself? The school didn’t allow that. That girl had said she would make trouble for Mandie. What could she be plotting?


  “Celia, I am going to find out what April Snow was doing in town by herself at Heyward’s Store,” Mandie remarked as they went down the hallway.


  “But why, Mandie? She wasn’t bothering us for a change,” Celia said.


  “No, but she is not supposed to go wandering around by herself. Miss Prudence wouldn’t put up with that at all,” Mandie replied. “Besides, she looked suspicious to me when she rushed out without saying a thing.”


  Celia stared at Mandie, her eyes wide.


  “Don’t look too surprised. Remember, April has been involved in certain kinds of things ever since we’ve known her,” Mandie said. “I’ll just check it all out, that’s what I’ll do.”


  CHAPTER NINE


  MAKING PLANS


   The inventory took the whole day to complete. Mandie had not realized before how many valuable possessions her grandmother owned. Important papers and small items like jewelry were all stored away in safes. Mandie found that her grandmother had not just one but several safes in secret places throughout the house. Priceless vases and jade and crystal objects sat on shelves and tables in plain view for anyone to see. The paintings on the walls were originals and expensive.


  “Grandmother, it must have taken you an awfully long time to collect all these things on your inventory,” Mandie remarked. She and Celia were counting silverware in a plush case kept in the drawer of the buffet.


  Mrs. Taft, making notations on her list, looked up at Mandie. “Oh dear, no, Amanda. It would take more than a lifetime to accumulate all that is in this house. You see, most of what I have was inherited from several lines of my family and also your grandfather’s family.”


  Mandie paused with her hands full of silver spoons. “Well, then, Grandmother,” she said, “why do you keep all this stuff? It sure is a lot of trouble to track down everything on your inventory list.”


   Mrs. Taft smiled at her granddaughter and explained, “You don’t just give away the family’s treasures that have all been dear to someone’s heart. Why, it would be like giving away your memories.” She bent over to write again.


  “I sure am glad I don’t own so much stuff like this,” Mandie declared, continuing counting the spoons. And then she had a sudden thought and looked up to ask, “Grandmother, all this is from my mother’s side of my family. Do you think Uncle John has these kinds of things that came down through his and my father’s family?”


  “Oh yes, of course he does. Why don’t you ask him about it one day?” Mrs. Taft answered as she checked off items on her list.


  “Oh no, Grandmother, I won’t ask him. He might want me to help him with his inventory.” Mandie laughed.


  Mrs. Taft looked at her and laughed, too, then said, “Oh, he will definitely want you to help one of these days. After all, you will inherit everything from his family and also from your mother’s family since you are the only heir. That is, unless your mother has another baby.”


  Mandie remembered her little baby brother who had died and her mother’s health problems that had almost taken her from them, too. “Grandmother, I hope my mother never has another baby,” Mandie said, her tone low and rather sad.


  “I know you are thinking about what happened,” Mrs. Taft said softly. “But, Amanda, women have babies every day, and it’s not always like that.”


  Ella came to the dining room doorway and announced, “Miz Taft, supper is about to be ready. Where abouts you planning on eating it?” She looked around the room at the stacks of things that had been pulled out of drawers and cabinets and piled on the table for counting.


  “Ella, let’s use the breakfast room. It’s just the girls and me, and Annie will eat with Mollie and Hilda in their sitting room again,” Mrs. Taft instructed.


  After Ella left, Mandie said, “Grandmother, we are finished with the silverware.”


  “Then that’s the end of the inventory,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Let’s  just stop and get washed up for supper now. We can put everything back in its place later. And I’m glad to say, the inventory accounted for everything. Nothing is missing except the silver set.”


  “But the silver set is very important to you, isn’t it, Grandmother?” Mandie queried as she and Celia followed Mrs. Taft out of the dining room.


  Mrs. Taft glanced back at her and said, “Yes, dear, very important. Let’s just hope it turns up somewhere. Now, you two hurry up and get back down for supper.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” both girls answered as they hurried toward the stairway.


  Up in the room they were sharing, the girls continued their discussion of the thefts.


  “Celia, I believe the thieves are connected with that alley somehow,” Mandie said, quickly brushing her hair.


  “They might be,” Celia agreed. “I probably ought to change clothes.” She inspected her dusty skirt.


  “We don’t have time, Celia. Besides, we don’t look that dirty,” Mandie told her over her shoulder.


  “That’s because our clothes are dark,” Celia said, shaking her skirt.


  Mandie shrugged. “Like I said, we look fine. Anyway, I sure hope Uncle Ned can find out who the thieves are.” She put her hairbrush on the bureau. “I’d like to help catch them and get Grandmother’s silver set back.”


  “Mandie, we have to leave all that to the law people,” Celia argued again. “It’s too dangerous for us to become involved.”


  Mandie smiled at her and said, “I didn’t mean I’d like to capture the crooks. I’d like to help find out who they are so the sheriff could arrest them. I have a feeling they are hiding out in that alley.”


  “Just because Tommy and Robert said there are crooks in there,” Celia reminded her, her tone doubtful.


  “Not exactly,” Mandie replied. “It’s such an old, dilapidated place, it could be a refuge for such people.” Walking over to the door, she added, “Come on. Grandmother is going to wonder what took us so long.”


  When they got downstairs to the parlor, Mrs. Taft was not  there. Snowball was curled up on the hearth in front of the fire. He opened one eye to look up at his mistress and then went back to sleep.


  “Maybe she has already gone to the breakfast room. Let’s see,” Mandie said.


  As they walked down the long hallway, they saw Mrs. Taft standing at the back door, talking to Uncle Ned.


  “Do come on in, Uncle Ned. You’re just in time for supper. Did you put your horse up for the night?” Mrs. Taft was saying as the two girls approached.


  “Ben did,” Uncle Ned answered. “Yes, thank you for the invitation to supper.” He moved into the hallway.


  “Uncle Ned,” Mandie greeted him. “I’m so glad you came back. Did you find out anything about the thieves?”


  “Amanda, we will talk at the table,” said Mrs. Taft, turning toward the breakfast room. “Let Uncle Ned get his breath first.” She pushed open the door.


  As they entered the room, Ella was adding another plate for the elderly Indian. Mrs. Taft motioned to everyone to sit down at the table.


  After they all were seated, Mandie eagerly waited for the old man’s news. However, she knew better than to start asking questions with her grandmother presiding over the meal. So she kept looking at Uncle Ned until finally he smiled and began his story of his activities that day.


  While Ella poured the coffee, Uncle Ned said, “Not much found out today. Lots of burglaries all over town, but no one saw the thieves.” He stopped to sip his coffee.


  Mandie was bursting with questions but waited for him to continue.


  “Does anyone have any clue yet as to what these people are doing with the things they are stealing?” Mrs. Taft asked. “Has anyone heard of any of the merchandise being offered for sale? They must be stealing it with plans to sell it in order to get the money out of it.” Mrs. Taft passed the platter of ham to Uncle Ned.


   The old man took a large piece of the meat, placed it on his plate, then passed the platter on to Mandie.


  “No one heard a thing,” he said. “Lawmen think maybe thieves take stuff to another town and sell it.”


  “Oh, I hope not. I’ll never be able to recover my silver set if that’s the case,” Mrs. Taft told him, looking alarmed.


  Mandie took a piece of ham and handed the dish to Celia. Mrs. Taft got the other dishes passing around the table, and the conversation lagged until everyone had finished filling their plates.


  “We finished the inventory, and I’m glad to say, nothing else is missing,” Mrs. Taft told him.


  “Seems the thieves only took one thing from each house they entered,” Uncle Ned said. “Most things silver. List put on front of courthouse, on depot door, and other places for people to see. Shows what missing and who belongs to.”


  “Has anyone offered a reward yet for their missing possessions?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  “Yes, reward list with missing list,” Uncle Ned told her.


  “Then I’d better see about adding a reward for the return of my silver set,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Grandmother, could we go read these lists?” Mandie finally spoke.


  “Maybe tomorrow, too late today,” her grandmother replied.


  Tomorrow would be Sunday, and Mandie could imagine everyone leaving church and going down to the depot to read the lists. Also, she and Celia would have to return to their school before curfew tomorrow night. Things were going too slowly. When was she going to get an opportunity to return to the alley? Celia probably wouldn’t go with her for fear of getting into trouble. But that was all right, she’d just go by herself. She wasn’t afraid—not very much, anyhow.


  “Mandie, do you want another biscuit?” Celia asked, holding out the bread basket to her.


  “Oh yes,” Mandie said, quickly taking one and passing the bread on to Uncle Ned. “Uncle Ned, who has been helping you investigate the burglaries?”


   “Cherokee kinpeople,” he replied with a smile. “Come to town to help.”


  “But where are they? They haven’t been here, have they?” Mandie asked.


  “No, they stay in secret places, watch, wait,” he explained.


  “I wish there was something I could do to help,” Mandie said, laying down her fork and sipping her coffee.


  “Now, Amanda, there is nothing you can do, so please don’t get any ideas of becoming involved in this. It could be very dangerous,” Mrs. Taft quickly interjected, her voice firm.


  “Yes, thieves dangerous people,” Uncle Ned added.


  “I understand,” Mandie reluctantly agreed.


  However, she was formulating her own plans. Tomorrow would be Sunday, and Tommy Patton would be there with his school class. Somehow she would get a chance to speak to him about the situation. She was sure she could interest him in helping investigate. He had always seemed very agreeable to her every wish.


  After supper was over, the group went to the dining room and returned all the inventoried items back to their proper places. Uncle Ned helped with the ones belonging on high shelves. After that was finished, they all went back to sit by the fire in the parlor.


  “Where are Hilda and Mollie, Grandmother?” Mandie asked after a break in the conversation between the adults.


  “Annie is taking care of them,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I told her to keep them within her sight every minute, so they are staying upstairs. I just can’t have Mollie running all over town.”


  Mandie told Uncle Ned about Mollie climbing the tree and coming in through her window at school.


  “Dangerous,” he commented, shaking his head.


  “Yes,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “I will be sending Mollie back with Celia’s aunt Rebecca on Friday. I can’t have any peace wondering what she might be up to next.”


  “Are they going to church with us tomorrow?” Mandie asked.


  “I really haven’t decided about that yet,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’d hate to keep them out of church, but I don’t know if I can manage them.”


   “Mollie does not behave in church at home,” Celia said. “Aunt Rebecca takes her to Sunday school and then leaves her in the playroom with some of the other children while she goes into the chapel for the preaching.”


  “I appreciate your telling me that, Celia. That’s what I will do. I’ll turn her and Hilda over to Miss Frompton for Sunday school and leave them with her,” Mrs. Taft announced.


  Mandie secretly wondered what would happen if Miss Frompton could not control Mollie.


  At that moment there was a loud knock on the front door. Everyone paused to listen. Ella could be heard opening the door and greeting someone. “Yes, sir, come right in. I’ll take your coat and hat. Miz Taft, she be in de parlor.”


  “Thank you, Ella,” a male voice replied.


  “Uncle John!” Mandie exclaimed. “Uncle John is here!”


  Uncle John appeared at the door of the parlor as she stood up. He met her halfway across the room for a hug.


  “Uncle John, I’m so glad you are here,” Mandie said.


  “Good evening, Mrs. Taft, Uncle Ned,” John Shaw said. “Heard about the burglaries and came to see if I can help out in any way.”


  “Welcome, John. Come on over and sit by the fire,” Mrs. Taft told him. “Have you had supper?”


  “Yes, ma’am, I have,” John Shaw told her as he took a seat nearby. Looking at Mandie, who had returned to her seat, he added, “In fact, I had the honor of dining with Miss Hope and the girls.”


  “You came by the school?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes. I didn’t know you were here, and I also wanted to be sure everything was all right at the school,” he explained. “Everyone is safe and everything is locked up over there.”


  “Perhaps you’d like some coffee,” Mrs. Taft suggested. “Amanda, would you please go ask Ella to bring us a coffee tray in here?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, getting up to leave the room.


  “I’ll go with you,” Celia said, following her into the hallway.


  Before they got to the kitchen, Celia put out a hand to stop Mandie.  “I can tell you are planning something, Mandie,” she whispered nervously.


  “Planning something? I haven’t said a word about planning anything,” Mandie said with a frown.


  “No, but I’ve been around you so long in so many escapades, I can practically read your mind,” Celia told her. “And if you are thinking of going back to that alley, please don’t do that. This is a very dangerous situation.”


  “Oh, Celia, you always dream up things,” Mandie said, pushing past her toward the kitchen. “I haven’t said anything like that tonight.”


  “Not tonight, but you are thinking about it. I can tell,” Celia insisted, following Mandie into the kitchen.


  Ella was busy putting dishes away in cupboards. She looked at the girls and asked, “Coffee, right? In de parlor?” She smiled.


  “Right, Ella,” Mandie said with an answering smile. “Everyone is getting to be a mind reader tonight, looks like.”


  “I’ll have dat coffee in de parlor in two shakes of a sheep’s tail,” Ella said, taking a tray down from a shelf.


  “Thank you, Ella,” Mandie said, turning to leave the room. “Come on, Celia, let’s go back.”


  As soon as the girls stepped back out into the hallway, Celia began again. “Evidently these thieves are from out of town,” she said. “And they could be really dangerous. It’s not worth getting mixed up in it, Mandie. You might end up in trouble—with the crooks, and with your grandmother.”


  Without a word, Mandie hurried back toward the parlor door. She knew Celia would hush as soon as they came within hearing of the adults.


  “Ella will bring the coffee right in,” Mandie told her grandmother as she sat back down. Celia joined her.


  Mandie wondered how she would get around Celia. Her friend didn’t want to be involved in the search for the silver set, so she would keep her plans secret. But how would she get away from Celia? She seemed to follow Mandie every minute, as good friends always do.


   Also, how would she get a chance to speak to Tommy Patton at church tomorrow without someone overhearing the conversation? She had not decided exactly what she would say to Tommy, but she wanted to go back and search the alley. Maybe she would find the hiding place for all the loot the thieves were collecting. And she was a little afraid to go by herself. Now, if Tommy would agree to accompany her, she would feel secure.


  Ella brought the coffee in, and Mrs. Taft served it. There were also sweet cakes on the tray, so Mandie helped herself to these.


  “So you have not had any burglaries over in Franklin?” Mrs. Taft was asking John Shaw.


  “No, not that we know of, but everyone in town has secured their houses because we are not that far away from here,” John Shaw said, accepting a cup of coffee from Mrs. Taft.


  Mandie remembered the inventory and told him, “Uncle John, you should see what all Grandmother has in this house. It took her and Celia and me all day to check it all out on her inventory list.”


  “And nothing is missing but the silver set,” Mrs. Taft added. “I’ve come to the conclusion that it was stolen because it was sitting right out in plain view on the buffet and would have been quickly snatched. However, we haven’t figured out how they got into the house in the first place.”


  “Some people in town say locks forced,” Uncle Ned told her.


  “We inspected all the locks, and nothing has been damaged,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  “There are so many ways a thief can enter a house,” John Shaw said. “They’ve been known to even climb up on porch roofs and go in through windows, and come up through cellars.”


  Mrs. Taft shook her head. “We’ve checked it all out. No sign of entry anywhere.”


  As Mandie listened to the conversation, she was busily planning for her attendance at church tomorrow. Somehow she would get an opportunity to speak to Tommy Patton. Maybe she could bump into him on purpose when the service was over. But his class marched into church together and marched out together. It would be difficult to say anything to him without someone else overhearing it. She  would figure it out before time to go to church tomorrow. She just had to ask him if he would go to the alley with her to search for her grandmother’s silver set. And she really believed he would agree to this, if she could only have the chance to ask.


  CHAPTER TEN


  FOULED-UP PLANS


   By the next morning, the weather had turned much colder, and heavy rain drenched the town of Asheville. Mrs. Taft decided to leave Hilda and Mollie at home under the supervision of Annie while everyone else attended church.


  Uncle John left with Uncle Ned after breakfast to continue the urgent search for the thieves and the stolen merchandise. Ben drove Mrs. Taft and the girls to church and stayed for the services himself.


  They arrived early, and Mandie glanced around the churchyard to discover there was only one other buggy at the hitching post. “Grandmother, nobody is here yet,” she commented as they stepped down from the rig. “We’re awfully early.”


  “I know,” Mrs. Taft said over her shoulder as she hurried for the door under the protection of her umbrella. “Let’s get inside out of this rain.”


  The two girls, sharing an umbrella, rushed in the door behind her. Mandie had hoped Mr. Chadwick’s pupils would have already arrived. She could then have walked right by them on the way to Mrs. Taft’s pew. She had intended catching Tommy Patton’s eye and mouthing a message to him. Now the boys would sit down near  the back, and she, with her grandmother and Celia, would be sitting in their front pew as usual. She wouldn’t have a chance to attract his attention.


  “Come along, girls,” Mrs. Taft said, looking back at them as they stood inside the door.


  Celia immediately started up the aisle, and Mandie walked faster to catch up with her. She kept glancing over her shoulder, hoping the boys had arrived behind them. Several families came in, but there was no sign of the group of Chadwick students. She wished she were with her schoolmates because the girls sat together across the aisle from the boys, and she might have had a chance to attract Tommy’s attention.


  “Oh well,” she murmured to herself as she followed her grandmother and Celia into the pew. She kept sneaking peeks back up the aisle when her grandmother wasn’t looking. She knew Mrs. Taft would say that was very unladylike if she caught her.


  Finally, Mandie heard the muffled commotion as the boys entered the sanctuary and tried to be quiet as they marched up the aisle to their seats. She glanced back in time to catch Tommy Patton’s eye. She pretended to be touching her hat to straighten it when in fact she was trying to signal to him. He noticed and slowed down, causing Mr. Chadwick to motion for him to stay in step.


  “Let’s talk,” Mandie mouthed at Tommy.


  Tommy paused again, but his classmates pushed him along into their customary pew. He sat down out of Mandie’s view.


  Maybe I can catch him on the way out, Mandie silently told herself. She couldn’t see him now unless she turned completely around in her seat, and she knew better than to do that with Mrs. Taft present. She focused her attention on the song leader when he stepped forward and said, “Let’s all stand and sing now, hymn number 193.”


  Hoping the people standing around her would not notice, Mandie again tried to signal with her fingers as she pretended to adjust her hat. However, this time she did attract the attention of her grandmother, who frowned at her and motioned for her to stop.


  Joining in the singing, Mandie’s clear voice could be heard above  the others around her as the congregation sang, “How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord.” The song leader looked directly at her and smiled.


  When everyone was again seated and the minister had begun his sermon, Mandie’s mind wandered. She knew the boys from Mr. Chadwick’s School always stood and waited until all the other people had gone from the sanctuary before they left. Also, her grandmother always walked ahead of her toward the door. Maybe she could get Tommy’s attention as she passed the boys’ pew.


  And this time she was lucky. As she walked out when the service was over, she was delighted to see that Tommy Patton was at the front of the line waiting to leave. Barely turning her head as she passed him, she casually moved closer and whispered, “Let’s go to the alley,” without daring to look straight at him.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him look at her in surprise, frown, then smile and whisper back, “All right.”


  There was no time for anything else as the people behind Mandie pushed forward and she had to quicken her steps.


  Mrs. Taft looked up at the sky as they stepped outside and said, “I do believe it has stopped raining.” Ben pulled the rig up near the front steps and helped Mrs. Taft up into it. The girls followed her, Celia first, and just as Mandie put her foot on the step to enter the vehicle, Tommy Patton appeared at her side.


  “I believe you lost this,” he said with a smile and held out her lacy handkerchief.


  “Oh, I didn’t realize I had,” Mandie replied, glancing at her bag where the handkerchief usually hung from the strap. “Thank you.”


  “When?” Tommy whispered quickly.


  “Tomorrow night, ten-thirty,” Mandie whispered back. And then loudly added, “Thank you so much, Tommy, for finding my handkerchief,” as she stepped into the rig.


  “You’re welcome,” Tommy replied with a little wave as he turned away to join his classmates.


  Mandie sighed in relief as she sat down. That was quite a coincidence. She had not lost her handkerchief on purpose. How convenient things had turned out. Celia had been close to her side, but Mandie  didn’t believe Celia would divulge her secret if she understood what had been going on.


  The day passed without any further news from Uncle John or Uncle Ned. Mrs. Taft concluded they had not accomplished anything significant yet. And while Mrs. Taft was discussing this, Mandie kept thinking, Will they look in the dark alley? And if they did, what would they have found? More bums? Stolen merchandise? Or just plain nothing? She was awfully eager to go look for herself.


  The day was still cloudy, and Mrs. Taft called the girls to her before suppertime.


  “I think it best if you and Celia return to your school before dark,” Mrs. Taft told them from her usual place in the parlor before the roaring fire.


  Mandie was surprised. Mrs. Taft always had them stay for supper when they came to visit on Sunday. But this time she was delighted with the idea. She would get back to the school in time to talk with Miss Hope and some of the other pupils about the burglaries. They might have had some more news about this.


  Ben drove them back to school with Snowball. Since the place had been securely locked up because of the trouble in town, he waited in the front driveway while Miss Hope came to unlock the front door and let the girls in. They waved good-bye as he drove away.


  “I’m glad you girls came back before dark, what with all the trouble going on in town,” Miss Hope said after greeting them. “I also appreciate your bringing Snowball back. I’ll take him to the kitchen,” she said as she took the white cat from Mandie.


  Mandie and Celia had stopped in the foyer to remove their coats and hats. Mandie asked Miss Hope, “Has there been any news yet? Uncle Ned came to Grandmother’s and said he and his men were out hunting for these thieves.”


  “No, dear. We haven’t heard a word from anyone,” Miss Hope told her. “In fact, I was hoping you all would have some news. I do hope things get solved and everything settles down soon. It’s such a strain on everyone here having to stay indoors.”


   At that moment Mandie caught a glimpse of April Snow darting around the corner of the hallway. She supposed the girl had been eavesdropping as usual.


  “How is Miss Prudence?” Celia asked.


  “She seems a little better, but she is still staying in her room in order not to spread any germs,” Miss Hope replied. “She will probably be out and around in a couple of days.”


  “They have a list of the stolen things posted on the depot board, but we didn’t get to go read it because of the weather today,” Mandie told Miss Hope. “You don’t have anything missing from the school here, do you?”


  “No, dear, not that we have discovered, thank goodness,” Miss Hope said. “And how is little Mollie?”


  Mandie caught her breath, wondering if Miss Hope knew about the escapade up the tree. “I think Grandmother has decided she can’t control her, so Mollie will be going back with Aunt Rebecca when she returns Friday. I sure would hate to have to take care of her. She is busy every minute, into something,” Mandie said, shaking her head.


  Miss Hope smiled and said, “I’m sure she will outgrow all that as she gets older, especially with Celia’s aunt teaching her. Now, you young ladies should get upstairs, unpacked, and ready for supper. And I’ll take Snowball to the kitchen for his supper.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” both girls agreed.


  As Mandie and Celia started up the long, curved staircase, April Snow suddenly appeared and raced up ahead of them.


  “Well!” Mandie exclaimed. “I suppose she listened to everything we had to say to Miss Hope.”


  “Which didn’t amount to a hill of beans,” Celia noted with a laugh.


  In their room the girls quickly unpacked their overnight bags and changed into more comfortable dresses than their Sunday frocks. By that time they had to hurry downstairs to get in line for supper.


  Most of the girls were fretting because they had been locked  inside the school all day, not being allowed out because of the uncertainties.


  “The thieves are stealing silver, not girls, so I don’t know why we can’t go outside,” Thelma complained just ahead of Mandie and Celia in the line.


  Thelma’s friend Maybelle lowered her voice, “Oh, but I found a window that could be opened, the one at the back of the kitchen. All I had to do was unlatch it, and it’s low enough I could step over the windowsill.”


  “You didn’t!” Thelma exclaimed.


  Maybelle put her finger to her lips and looked around quickly. “Yes, I did, and if you stay on the other side of the shrubbery bushes back there, no one in the house can see you,” Maybelle explained in an excited whisper.


  “Maybe I’ll try it tomorrow if we are still locked in,” said Clara Mae, the girl just ahead of the two.


  Mandie quickly determined that would be the way she would slip outside tomorrow night instead of checking for the key to the back door. Miss Hope was keeping Snowball in the kitchen now, and she hoped someone else didn’t go out that window and accidentally let him out.


  The next night, after supper was over, Mandie and Celia went back to their rooms to curl up in the two big chairs with books.


  When the curfew bell in the backyard rang at ten o’clock, Celia stretched to reach the pull string to turn off the electric light bulb in the ceiling, then went to the wardrobe to begin her preparations for bed. She stopped and looked at Mandie.


  “Aren’t you going to get ready for bed?” she asked Mandie, who had kept right on reading by the light of the oil lamp on the table.


  “Not yet,” Mandie said without looking up. “I want to read a little more.” Celia shrugged and went back to the chair to pick up her own book again.


  The girls silently read their books until twenty-five minutes after ten. Then Mandie glanced at Celia and silently rose from her  chair. She went over to the wardrobe and got down her cloak and put it on.


  Celia watched her, then asked, “What are you doing, Mandie?”


  “Oh, I just thought I’d go back to have another look at that alley,” Mandie said, nonchalantly pulling the hood up over her hair.


  “Mandie, please don’t go back to that place,” Celia begged. “It could be awfully dangerous.”


  “I’m not afraid,” Mandie assured her. “Besides, Tommy Patton is going to meet me at ten-thirty. Go on to bed. I’ll be back soon.” She started toward the door.


  Celia instantly jumped up. “Well, if you are crazy enough to go back, I suppose I’ll have to go with you,” she said as she hurried to the wardrobe and took down her cloak.


  “Celia, I just told you, Tommy is going with me,” Mandie insisted.


  “That’s all right. I’m going, too,” Celia replied.


  Mandie sighed and said, “Well, come on, then. But please be very quiet. I’m going out through the window in the kitchen, and remember Snowball is in there and I don’t want him following me.”


  “All right,” Celia agreed.


  Mandie quietly opened the door, walked down the hall, and carefully made her way down the staircase, with Celia following close behind. They slipped into the kitchen. Snowball, who had been asleep in the woodbox behind the cookstove, lifted his head to meow once but stayed where he was.


  “Here,” Mandie whispered, hurrying toward the window at the back. She reached for the latch and found it was not even locked. She pushed it up, and gathering up her long skirts, she sat on the windowsill and swung her feet over the edge to touch the ground.


  Celia quietly followed her, and they both reached back to close the window.


  “Where is Tommy going to meet you?” Celia whispered.


  “He didn’t say. Let’s go around to the front,” Mandie whispered back, leading the way through the shrubbery.


  When the two came to the front yard beneath their room, three floors above, Mandie paused to look around through the darkness.  There was no sign of Tommy. She walked a few paces in one direction, then the other.


  “He isn’t here,” Mandie whispered.


  “Let’s get going, Mandie, before someone sees us. Tommy knows where the alley is,” Celia urged.


  “All right, let me get the lantern.” Mandie hurried up the steps to the front porch and took down the lantern hanging by the door. She found matches in the tray beside it and returned to Celia without lighting the lantern.


  The two girls hurried down the driveway to the road. The rain had left everything wet and muddy, and they tried to hold their skirts up.


  “Keep a lookout for Tommy, just in case he does come,” Mandie told her friend.


  “He probably couldn’t manage to get out of his school,” Celia replied as they continued down the road.


  Mandie’s heart was pounding, and she silently wished Tommy had joined them. The night was cloudy and awfully dark. But she knew the way to the alley now and didn’t light the lantern in order to not attract attention.


  Once they came to the entrance to the alley, it was so utterly dark it was impossible to see into it. Pausing only long enough to strike a match and ignite the wick, Mandie led the way with the lantern giving out just enough light to see where they were stepping.


  Celia whispered urgently, “Just where are you going in this alley, Mandie? What are you planning to do in here?”


  “I don’t know, Celia. Depends on whether we see anyone or not,” Mandie answered.


  “Well, I sure hope we don’t see anyone,” Celia replied. “Those crooks could be hiding out in here.”


  “That’s exactly why I came back. They may have their loot stored up in one of these old buildings,” Mandie said. She stopped for a minute. “Do you hear anything? Anyone?” she asked.


  “No,” Celia whispered in a shaky voice.


  They came to one of the old, dilapidated warehouses, and Mandie  held the lantern up to see the front of it. As she stepped forward, a large drainage grating in the road flipped up, and Mandie fell through, lantern and all.


  “Help!” Mandie cried out as she landed below.


  “Mandie, where are you?” Celia called frantically, circling around in the darkness.


  “I’m under the road, Celia,” came the muffled answer. “Help me figure out how to get out of here.”


  “Oh, Mandie, whatever are we going to do?” Celia cried, trying to locate where the voice was coming from.


  “Walk around up there and see if you can find anyone to help me,” Mandie called back.


  “Find anyone? Oh, Mandie, but—” Celia began.


  “Hurry up, Celia, look around. There may be someone up there,” Mandie insisted urgently.


  Mandie tried to light the lantern still in her hand, but she had lost the matches. As she groped around in the darkness, she kept bumping into things. She decided she was in a small compartment of some kind, and of all things was ankle deep in water.


  “Mandie, it’s so dark up here I can’t see if there is anyone around,” Celia called out. “Maybe I can find where you fell through and I can come down there.”


  “No, no, Celia, don’t do that,” Mandie exclaimed. “Stay up there where you can get help. If you come down here, nobody will ever see us to help us get out.”


  “Mandie, I’m so afraid, I don’t know what to do,” Celia wailed.


  “There may be someone in one of those buildings up there. Go try the doors and see if any of them will open,” Mandie urged her friend.


  “I hope I don’t run into that man who spit at us that day,” Celia groaned as she pulled her cloak tight and peered anxiously through the darkness.


  “Just ask anyone you see up there. Walk around, Celia, don’t just stand there,” Mandie told her. “Oh, why didn’t Tommy Patton come with us?” she mourned under her breath.


   Mandie was even more worried than Celia. She might not be able to get out of this place until daylight. And she would be in deep trouble at the school and also with her grandmother. She just had to get back up on the road somehow.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  TRAPPED!


   Mandie had no idea where she was, and she was afraid to move. She could imagine rats and snakes around her in the darkness. Damp and cold, she shivered all over. She clasped her cloak tightly around herself. Then she felt something in her pocket. She quickly reached inside, and sure enough, it was a match. Now, if she could strike it somewhere, maybe she could light the lantern.


  “Celia, I found a match,” she called up to her friend. She slid her hand over the lantern. It didn’t feel wet. She would take a chance on striking the match on the metal base. Holding her breath, she ran the match across it. It flared! She quickly raised the shade a tiny bit and touched the lighted match to the wick. Her surroundings immediately glowed in the brightness.


  “Mandie, did you get the lantern lit? I can see a light down there,” she heard Celia call from above.


  “Yes, Celia, and this seems to be some kind of tunnel I’m in,” Mandie answered as she looked around. “I’m going to start walking and see if I can find a way out.” She started to the right and came to a wall. Turning, she walked the opposite way, and as the light from the lantern shone ahead, she could see several openings in the walls.


   “Which way are you going, Mandie?” Celia asked anxiously, peering over the edge of the opening.


  “When you stand facing the building, I am going to your left. See if you can see any way out in that direction and yell down and let me know,” Mandie instructed. “I’m moving on now.”


  Carefully sloshing through the ankle-deep water, Mandie finally came to an archway in the wall. Holding up the lantern, she saw it opened into a corridor. She saw several steps leading up into the opening. Quickly walking up to that level, she found she was at least in a dry passageway. Finally out of that murky wetness, she stomped her feet to try to get as much water as she could out of her shoes. She slowly made her way down the corridor toward a faint light ahead. She stopped to catch her breath.


  “This must be the basement of one of the old warehouses,” she murmured to herself. “I have no idea where I am going, but I have to go somewhere. So here goes,” she decided. She moved slowly forward.


  “There must be someone with a light in there,” she noted when she saw that the light was coming from another room. “I don’t think the light would be there by itself in this old place,” she finished in a whisper.


  As she came closer, she could see a broken window in the wall and a narrow door farther on. The light dimly illuminated stacks and stacks of merchandise of some kind in a large room. She cautiously crept toward the window for a better look. Her breath caught in her throat. A tall, lanky man in work clothes seemed to be writing on sheets of paper as he shuffled them on top of one of the boxes. The light was a lantern placed next to him on another box. Maybe he was running a business from there, she thought for a moment. But, no, everyone said there were no businesses in the old warehouses. So this must be some kind of illegal operation. But the room was filled with boxes. How could anyone have that much illegal merchandise?


  Mandie suddenly realized she was at a dead end. As far as she could tell, she would have to go through that room to get out. Maybe if she put out the lantern, she could sneak between the tall stacks of boxes to the door on the other side of the room.


   She was already shivering and shaking from her cold, wet shoes and skirts, and now fright added more to her trembling. Then she remembered she didn’t have any more matches, and if she put out the lantern, how would she see her way beyond the room and out of this building? It was sure to be dark wherever that door led. Maybe she could shield the lantern light with her cloak as she slipped between the boxes. And she would have to be awfully quick and awfully quiet before the man saw her.


  Mandie stared across the room at the open door on the far side. Suddenly she got a glimpse of Celia as she stooped behind a large box near it.


  Gaining courage from knowing her friend was there, Mandie gathered up her wet skirts, shielded the lantern, and moved carefully through the nearby doorway. She tried to stay hidden behind the tall stacks of boxes as she crept into the room and headed toward the other door. She was nearly halfway across the room when the man turned and saw her. She stumbled in her wet skirts and, trying to hold on to the lantern, rushed for the far door. But the man was too quick.


  “Whoa there,” he said, grasping the back of her cloak and yanking her to a halt. “Now, just where did you come from?”


  “I’m going home, mister. I’m lost,” Mandie quickly replied, frantically trying to think of a satisfactory answer.


  “I’ll say you’re lost,” the man growled, still holding her cape.


  Mandie glanced toward her friend, and Celia signaled that she was going for help. She quickly went back through the door.


  “If you’ll just let me go, mister, I have to go home now,” Mandie told the man, trying to keep her voice from shaking in fear.


  “You are not going anywhere right now till I find out how you got in here,” the man insisted. He frowned as he bent to stare into her face.


  “I . . . I . . . fell in, mister, I fell in,” Mandie answered, trying to wrestle free from his grasp.


  “Fell in, huh? That’s just not possible, miss. No way you could have fallen in here,” the man argued, gathering up more of her cloak in his hands. “Now, I don’t want no nonsense. I am asking you one  more time, how did you get in here?” He gave her a little shake with her cloak.


  Mandie almost dropped the lantern in her fright. “There’s—there’s a hole up in the street, and I fell through it,” she quavered. She took a deep breath and made herself look straight into his dark eyes.


  He squinted at her and replied, “No hole up in the street. I know that. Now, tell me quick, how did you get in here?”


  “I can show you,” Mandie insisted, still staring into his face in order not to seem afraid. “It’s in the street up there. I stepped on something. It flipped, and I fell through into a whole lot of water. Then I walked a long ways and found that window over there and this room.” She pointed toward the window.


  The man frowned, scratched his whiskers, and said, “You’d better tell me the truth. I’m going to keep you here until you do.”


  Then a familiar voice behind them said, “Nerlin Snow, you let her go! I told you I’d turn you all in if you don’t straighten up and give back all the stuff you all have stolen.”


  Mandie turned her head and couldn’t believe her eyes. April Snow was standing in the doorway.


  “Oh, now, April, we just hadn’t got around to it yet,” the man whined, still holding on to Mandie’s cape.


  April walked across the room, slapped the man’s hand, and forced him to let go of Mandie. Whirling Mandie around by the shoulder to look at her, April said, “Now, you get on back to school. I can take care of him.”


  Mandie’s thoughts whirled as she tried to figure out the situation. April had called the man Snow. “Thank you, April” was all she could think to say.


  “Now, cousin, don’t be so hasty in your actions,” the man complained to April.


  April whirled to face him. “Cousin, my foot. I don’t claim kin with your kind. After all, you are only about a thirteenth cousin,” she retorted, placing her hands on her hips. “Where are the rest of your friends?”


  “They’re not here right now,” the man she called Nerlin Snow replied.


   “I suppose they are out stealing more,” April said. “You promised if I’d go buy those writing tablets for you to list what belongs to whom, you’d give everybody their stuff back.”


  “You know the law would grab us in a minute if we’s dumb enough to do that,” Nerlin said.


  Mandie stood there listening, wondering what was going on.


  April suddenly stomped her feet again and moved closer to Mandie. “I told you to go, get gone, hightail it. Get out of here. Understand?” she shouted.


  Mandie stepped back. “Yes, I know you did, April, but I might ought to stay to help you. Maybe—”


  “I don’t need any help,” April interrupted firmly.


  Mandie glanced beyond April to the door behind her. Celia was standing there with Uncle Ned. Tommy Patton hovered in the background. She breathed a huge sigh of relief.


  April whirled again and saw the group in the doorway. “Come on in,” she said. “This is one of the thieves who’s been stealing all over town.”


  As Uncle Ned stepped into the room, Nerlin moved between two stacks of cartons. Tommy rushed in and went straight to Mandie. “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “They had the school locked up, and I was late getting out. So I missed you.”


  “Thanks for coming anyway, Tommy,” Mandie told him, trying to straighten her soggy skirt and cloak as she set the lantern on the floor.


  Uncle Ned walked straight up to Nerlin where he was trying to hide between the boxes. “Why you steal?” he asked the man. “Big Book say do not steal.” At least a foot taller, he stopped and stared down at the man.


  “Oh, not one of them preacher kind of Indians!” Nerlin moaned, trying to stay out of Uncle Ned’s reach.


  “Nerlin Snow, you were raised by the Bible, just like I was,” April jumped into the conversation. “You know it does say you should not steal, so don’t get all ignorant all of a sudden.” Then looking up at Uncle Ned, she said, “He is one of the thieves. There are two more that I know of. I warned him I would turn him in. He’s not going to disgrace the name of Snow. But you all beat me to it. So tie him up,  Uncle Ned, and just wait. The others will probably be in here before long. This is their meeting place.”


  Uncle Ned nodded down at April and said, “You a good girl.”


  Tommy came forward with a coil of rope and handed it to Uncle Ned. “Here, Uncle Ned, I’ll help you tie him up, and then we can wait for the others.”


  For once in her life, Mandie was practically speechless. She thought of all the ill feelings she’d had toward April, and all the pranks April had pulled on her. And now here was an April Snow she had never seen before.


  “Thank you, April,” Mandie said again to the girl.


  “Yes, many thanks, April,” Celia finally spoke from the other side of the group.


  April frowned at Mandie and said crossly, “Thanks for what? I haven’t done anything to be thanked for. I just don’t want any lawbreakers even slightly connected to my family name.”


  Uncle Ned and Tommy approached Nerlin, and since the man was backed into a corner, he finally just stood there and allowed the old man to tie his hands behind his back.


  “That is not going to do you any good, you know,” Nerlin said threateningly to Uncle Ned. “I have two friends who will be along shortly, and the odds will be against you then.”


  Uncle Ned did not reply but finished tying the man’s hands.


  Mandie had a sudden idea. She stepped up to the man and asked, “Now, tell me which box has my grandmother’s silver set in it. I want to take it back to her. Right now.” She stomped her foot and glared at him.


  “How do I know where your grandma’s stuff is? I didn’t pack all these boxes,” Nerlin said angrily.


  “I want it right now,” Mandie repeated, her voice firm.


  “More’n likely it’s done gone off on the train,” Nerlin said offhandedly, spitting on the floor.


  “On the train?” Mandie was shocked. “You’d better hope it hasn’t, or you’re going to be in deep trouble.”


  “When go on train?” Uncle Ned asked the man. “What went?”


  “Several days ago we took some boxes to the depot,” he grumbled.  “They were supposed to be put on the train the next day,” Nerlin replied. “So, you see, some of it is long gone.”


  “Where did it go on the train?” Mandie quickly asked.


  “Who knows? I’m not the only one handling all this stuff, you know,” Nerlin told her.


  April stepped forward and stomped on the man’s foot. “Stop lying, Nerlin,” she said. “You didn’t send anything off on the train. I’ve been watching. Now, where is Mrs. Taft’s silver set? Tell her. Tell her now.”


  “How do I know what’s in all these boxes?” Nerlin yelled back at her. “I didn’t pack all of it.”


  “Then we unpack all the boxes,” Uncle Ned told him. “We find it.”


  “Oh yes, Uncle Ned, let’s do,” Mandie quickly agreed.


  April spoke again. “You’d better tie his feet. He’ll run away.”


  “No run, tied to wall,” the old Indian said.


  Mandie walked around the man. The rope tying his hands was looped around several hooks on the wall behind him.


  April glanced at the rope and nodded.


  “Let’s get all these boxes opened,” Tommy said, pulling at the lid of one on the top of a stack.


  Uncle Ned and Tommy lifted the boxes to the floor so Mandie and Celia could examine the contents. April crossed her arms and stood by the doorway, watching them.


  The boxes contained all kinds of silver sets, silverware, jewelry, costly vases, and other expensive items. Pretty soon enough boxes had been emptied that there was hardly room to walk.


  “Why don’t we put some of this back in the boxes?” Mandie suggested, surveying the huge pile. “The only thing I want to find is Grandmother’s silver set, and we know it’s not in the boxes we’ve emptied.”


  “Yes, careful,” Uncle Ned agreed, returning some of the items to a box he had searched.


  “This might take all night,” Tommy said with a big sigh. “Can’t we make that fellow tell us which box Mrs. Taft’s set is in?” He stared at the man.


   “How many times do I have to tell you, I don’t know what’s in all those boxes. I didn’t pack all of them,” Nerlin retorted.


  Uncle Ned straightened up and looked at Tommy. “Need search train,” he said. “May be there.”


  “But, Uncle Ned, he said they took boxes to the train several days ago. Wouldn’t it be gone by now?” Mandie asked.


  “Train man promise lawman he hide, not put on train,” the old Indian explained.


  Mandie smiled and said, “Oh, I’m so glad. But are you going to search the train station tonight?”


  Uncle Ned smiled. “Braves wait to search depot,” he said.


  “Oh, I just remembered, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said quickly. “Where is my uncle John? He went off with you to help search.”


  “He search. See him soon,” Uncle Ned told her, glancing at Nerlin, who was listening.


  “So you haven’t found my partners yet,” Nerlin sneered. “Better hope they don’t find you.”


  Mandie wondered where his partners really were. They might be dangerous. Uncle John could be harmed. As she thought about this, she quickly helped return the merchandise to boxes. But Uncle Ned’s young braves were with Uncle John. He was bound to be safe wherever he was. She then looked at April Snow, still standing by the doorway. She knew she couldn’t always trust the girl, and now she frowned as she reviewed the events of the night. April seemed to be honest about this, but could she really be trusted?


  April, as though reading Mandie’s thoughts, said, “I wouldn’t lie about anything as serious as this, whether you believe me or not. And I don’t really care what you think.”


  Uncle Ned, Tommy, Celia, and Mandie all straightened up to look at April. And just as they did, two burly strangers appeared in the doorway with guns at the ready.


  The taller one spat on the floor and demanded, “What’s going on here?”


  No one said a word. They had all been caught unawares, even April. Mandie quickly glanced at Uncle Ned. He had laid his bow and arrow down in order to help with the boxes. Tommy stood there  motionless with his fists clenched. Celia was holding on to a box to keep from collapsing in fright.


  Nerlin finally broke the silence. “I told you they’d be along. You didn’t believe me. I guess you do now.”


  April jumped in front of the two men, blocking their way into the room. “Put your guns away,” she told them. “Your game is over.”


  The man who had first spoken quickly shoved April, causing her to fall to the floor. “Out of the way,” he growled. “Ain’t no game over till it’s over.”


  He and his partner advanced into the room, both training their guns on the group. Mandie breathed hard to keep from fainting. She felt Celia clutch her hand and whisper, “Our verse.”


  “Yes,” Mandie whispered back. Together she and Celia recited their favorite Bible verse, “What time I am afraid, I will put my trust in Thee.” Mandie squeezed her eyes shut to concentrate. Suddenly she felt Celia give her hand a sharp tug.


  Mandie opened her eyes and looked toward the two angry men. She saw what Celia was trying to signal her about. There in the doorway stood at least six young Cherokee braves with Uncle John.


  At first the outlaws were unaware of the other men. Then Nerlin spotted them and yelled, “Behind you!”


  As the two men swung around, the braves burst into the room and everything went wild. Mandie and Celia crouched together behind one of the large boxes. Tommy jumped into the fight with the men. They soon captured the two crooks.


  “Oh, dear God, thank you,” Mandie said fervently as she lost all her strength and sat down on the floor.


  The next thing she knew, Uncle John was standing over her. “Amanda, I am shocked to find you here,” he said, shaking his head.


  Mandie attempted to straighten up and look at him, but she was unable to speak.


  “Get up, Amanda. We are going to your grandmother’s right now, and you, too, Celia,” John Shaw firmly told the girls.


  He held out a hand, and Mandie finally got to her feet. “But, Uncle John, we haven’t found Grandmother’s silver set yet.”


   “Let’s go,” her uncle said in a voice Mandie had never heard before. He seemed very angry with her.


  All right, she would go with him. But she was still determined to find her grandmother’s silver set, somehow, someplace. She wouldn’t stop until she found it.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  PUNISHED


   Mandie and Celia followed John Shaw out of the old warehouse without speaking. They both knew they were in deep trouble. Mandie was surprised to see Ben waiting in Mrs. Taft’s rig this time of night. As a matter of fact, she had no idea what time it was, but she knew her grandmother must have sent Ben with her uncle.


  Everyone quietly got in the rig, and without a word, Ben shook the reins and headed for Mrs. Taft’s house. Mandie closed her eyes and tried to think what she could possibly say to her grandmother to explain what had happened and why. By the time Ben pulled into the driveway of the great mansion, Mandie still had not figured out what to say.


  When Ben brought the rig to a halt, the front door opened and Mandie saw her grandmother waiting inside the hallway.


  “Thank you, Ben,” John Shaw told him. “If you will wait a few minutes, I will be going back to that warehouse to finish things up. But first I must speak to Mrs. Taft.”


  “Yessir,” Ben agreed and sat back in his seat.


  The girls slowly followed John Shaw to the front door, and when they stepped into the lighted hallway, Mrs. Taft gasped in shock.


   “Where on earth have you two been? Just look at you both!” Mrs. Taft exclaimed. “Straight up those steps, get bathed up and put on clean, dry clothing. I will be up shortly. Now, get a move on, both of you.”


  Mandie and Celia hurried up the stairs to the room they used when they visited Mrs. Taft. Both of them kept extra clothes in the wardrobe since they didn’t have enough space in their room at school.


  “I’m sorry, Celia, but we’re in trouble,” Mandie muttered as she quickly threw off her wet cloak and dirty clothes. She grabbed the first thing she found in the wardrobe to put on after bathing.


  “I know, Mandie,” Celia agreed soberly. She, too, removed all her apparel, though it wasn’t as wet and dirty as Mandie’s.


  In just a few minutes the girls had cleaned up, and they sat down in chairs to wait for Mrs. Taft. Neither of them spoke. Mandie knew her punishment would be severe, especially with Uncle John relating all the events to her grandmother. She wondered how Uncle John had found them and why he had brought them here to Mrs. Taft instead of back to school. Someone must have missed them at school. She had thought they’d been able to leave through that window in the kitchen without being seen.


  Then the door opened and Mrs. Taft came into the room. She walked around without speaking for a few moments and then sat down in a chair facing the two girls. Mandie held her breath. Celia looked miserable.


  “Amanda, you know you are going to be severely punished for this mess you’ve been into,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied in a low voice.


  “And you, too, Celia, although I know Amanda well enough to realize this was all her planning,” Mrs. Taft said, looking at Celia.


  “Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry,” Celia said meekly.


  “Miss Hope has told me she cannot be responsible for you two any longer,” Mrs. Taft continued. “Therefore, both of you will stay here with me, and Ben will drive you back and forth to school every day until you both learn to behave appropriately. There will be no side trips, no excuses, no participation in the school’s social occasions,  which also includes the Christmas celebration and festivities at your school.”


  Mandie inwardly groaned. She had hoped to have a part in the school play during the holiday season. Celia looked at her and shrugged.


  “Now, Celia, since your mother is not immediately available to discuss this, I am acting on her behalf because of an agreement with her. When your aunt Rebecca comes after Mollie, I will have a talk with her. In the meantime, I am acting as your guardian. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, ma’am, Mrs. Taft,” Celia answered, her voice low. She did not look up as she fidgeted with the ribbons on her dress.


  “And speaking of your mother, Celia, she has just sent word that we are all invited to your home to celebrate New Year’s Eve when 1903 comes in,” Mrs. Taft continued.


  Celia and Mandie both looked up at her without speaking.


  “But as part of Amanda’s punishment, she will not be allowed to go,” Mrs. Taft continued. “And after your uncle John reports to your mother, Amanda, we will see what else will be added to your punishment.” She stood up quickly and said, “Now, get ready for bed and don’t leave this room until time for breakfast, which is only about three hours from now. However, I will expect you both up, dressed, and ready to be at the table at seven o’clock sharp, after which Ben will drive you to school.” She started toward the door and turned to say sharply, “Good night, both of you.” She left the room.


  “Good night, Grandmother, I’m sorry,” Mandie said hurriedly as Mrs. Taft closed the door. “Celia, I’m sorry I got you mixed up in this, and if you don’t want to be friends with me any longer I’ll understand.”


  “Mandie!” Celia exclaimed. “What are you saying? I do things on my own decision. It’s not your fault at all. And if you don’t want to be my friend anymore, why, I’ll . . . I’ll just change to another school somewhere else.”


  “No, Celia!” Mandie said, quickly rising to reach over and squeeze Celia’s hand.


   Celia smiled at her and said, “All right then, that’s the last we will ever say about that.”


  “Agreed, and we had better get to bed,” Mandie replied, going to the huge wardrobe to get out nightclothes.


  “I just hope I wake up in time,” Celia said, hurrying to get her own things.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll be up on time because I probably won’t sleep a wink,” Mandie told her.


  But Mandie did go to sleep. All too soon, Ella, the maid, came to wake them. “Time to rise and shine,” she said, shaking both the girls.


  Mandie slowly sat up in bed, rubbed her eyes, and said over a yawn, “Oh, how can I go to school half asleep?” She swung her legs over the side of the bed.


  Celia slid off on her side and stretched. “I’ll probably go to sleep in class,” she complained.


  “Better get dressed now and hurry downstairs,” Ella told them. “That Mr. John, he be waiting for y’all.”


  “What a day this is going to be,” Mandie moaned as she rushed to get her clothes out of the wardrobe.


  The girls got dressed and rushed downstairs, where they found Mrs. Taft and John Shaw sitting by the fire in the parlor. All the girls dared say was “Good morning.” And there was no discussion about the events of the night before. Mandie was dying to know what happened after they left the warehouse but did not dare ask.


  Ella soon announced that breakfast was ready, and everyone filed out on the way to the breakfast room. Uncle Ned came in the front door and silently signaled to Mandie without the others seeing him.


  “I’ll be right there,” Mandie whispered to Celia and quickly turned back.


  Celia nodded and followed the adults on down the hallway.


  When Mandie got back to Uncle Ned, he silently opened the front door and pointed to a box on the porch. Not understanding, she looked at him and bent to see what was inside the carton.


   “Grandmother’s silver set!” she exclaimed excitedly. “You found it!”


  Uncle Ned smiled at her and said, “You take to Grandma.”


  “Oh, thank you, Uncle Ned, thank you,” she replied, reaching to squeeze his hand.


  He picked up the box and gave it to her. It was heavy, but she could manage it. “Come on, Uncle Ned,” she told him and led the way down the hallway to the breakfast room door.


  She went to Mrs. Taft and set the box down on the floor. “For you, Grandmother,” she said, stepping back to watch as her grandmother bent to examine the contents.


  “Oh dear, my silver set!” Mrs. Taft exclaimed and beckoned to Mandie to come nearer. She reached and hugged Mandie tight and said, “Thank you, dear, thank you.”


  Mandie put her arms around her grandmother and was so overcome she could not speak. She quickly went to sit by Celia.


  Mrs. Taft greeted Uncle Ned, and he sat down at the end with the adults. Mandie and Celia ate silently while the situation of the night before was being discussed.


  “So April Snow turned out to be not all bad after all,” Mrs. Taft said after she had been told about the girl’s appearance at the old warehouse.


  “I have never believed anyone is all bad. There’s bound to be something good about everyone, I think,” John Shaw said. “It just takes some doings to find it sometimes.”


  “I will be speaking to Miss Hope on behalf of April,” Mrs. Taft said. “I’m hoping the girl won’t be expelled.”


  Finally Mandie got the courage to speak. “If it hadn’t been for April suddenly coming into that room, I don’t know what that bad man would have done. He wouldn’t believe anything I said.”


  “Just let that be a lesson, Amanda,” Uncle John said. “You have to quit getting yourself involved in dangerous situations. One of these days there may not be anyone to get you out.”


  Mandie shivered and answered meekly, “Yes, sir.” Looking around the table, she said, “I love you all. I really do. And I try to behave, but sometimes I just get carried away. I’ve been thinking  and trying to figure out why this happens to me. But please don’t ever forget, no matter what I do, I love you all dearly.” Her blue eyes filled with tears. She dabbed at them with her white linen napkin.


  “And we certainly all love you, Amanda, and Celia, also,” Mrs. Taft said, laying down her fork. “That is why we get so upset when you get into all these dangerous escapades. If we didn’t love you, we wouldn’t care. Do you and Celia understand that?”


  Mandie nodded and managed to say, “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Celia added in a quiet voice.


  “Now, let’s get this meal finished. You two young ladies have to go to school today, you know,” Mrs. Taft reminded them. “And please don’t discuss anything with the other girls at school, mainly for April’s sake. The less said the better. Miss Hope already knows the whole story, and I suppose she will relate the events to Miss Prudence. And when Miss Prudence gets well enough to leave her room again, I don’t believe she will even mention this matter. Miss Hope has promised. So consider the matter closed and remember to behave yourself in the future.”


  Mandie nodded and said, “Yes, ma’am, Grandmother.”


  Celia added, “Yes, ma’am, Mrs. Taft.”


  “Now that we have all that settled, you girls hurry up and finish your meal,” Uncle John said with a little smile. “I’ll go with you all out to the barn for Ben to harness up the rig.”


  Mandie wondered why they should all be going to the barn when Ben always brought the rig to the front door for them. But she didn’t think she’d better question Uncle John, so she remained silent and just looked at Celia with raised eyebrows.


  As soon as the meal was finished, Mrs. Taft told them to get their coats. Their cloaks had been left hanging outside the wardrobe to dry, but they both had extra coats, which they put on.


  “I don’t understand why Uncle John wants us to go to the barn for Ben to harness up the rig,” Mandie mumbled to herself as she hastily found a hat and gloves.


   “Maybe Ben has something to tell us that we don’t know about yet,” Celia suggested.


  Mandie shrugged. “I can’t imagine what that would be. The thieves have all been caught, and the merchandise is all found. It’s being returned to the owners, according to the conversation at the table just now.”


  “Well, come on, let’s go find out,” Celia said, heading toward the door.


  Mandie stopped suddenly. “Oh, Celia, I forgot all about Snowball. I hope he’s all right, and that someone didn’t let him out.”


  Celia laughed. “If they did, he always finds you. So don’t worry about it. Besides, Miss Hope is looking out for him. Come on.”


  Mrs. Taft was waiting downstairs, and Mandie was surprised to see that she had put on her coat, too. Oh, goodness, that must mean she is going to school with us. Oh no! Mandie’s heart sank.


  “Come on, girls,” Mrs. Taft said as Uncle John opened the back door.


  Mandie looked around and didn’t see Uncle Ned. Had he left without saying good-bye? He never did that.


  “Let’s go, girls,” Uncle John urged them.


  Mandie and Celia quickly followed Mrs. Taft out into the yard. She stopped and allowed Uncle John to go ahead.


  Mandie could see Ben standing by the door to the barn, but there was no sign of Uncle Ned. She and Celia followed Uncle John to the barn door.


  “Good morning, Ben,” Mandie greeted Mrs. Taft’s driver.


  “Mawnin’, missies,” Ben replied with a big grin. “Great day today!”


  Mandie frowned and looked up at the cloudy sky full of rain clouds. A great day indeed? Looked like more rain today, and it was also colder. She shivered slightly.


  “Come on inside, girls,” Uncle John said, leading the way.


  The moment Mandie stepped inside, she heard whining and squealing back in a corner. She rushed to investigate. There was a mixed brown mother dog and about half a dozen puppies.


   Mandie laughed with delight as she stooped to pet them. “Oh, Uncle John!” was all she could say. She wondered if the dogs might have come from the old warehouse, but she didn’t know if she should ask.


  “Yes, Amanda, you did hear a puppy the time Ben brought you and Celia through the alley and the rig broke down. Uncle Ned found them last night,” John Shaw explained.


  Mandie suddenly realized the old Indian was standing nearby watching. She jumped up and ran to hug him. “Oh, Uncle Ned, thank you for saving them. Thank you.”


  “No home no more so bring them to Grandma,” Uncle Ned said with a big grin. He looked at Mrs. Taft and added, “She say we keep awhile.”


  “Grandmother, thank you,” Mandie rushed over to embrace her.


  “Hold on, now, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft said, laughing herself. “We are not keeping all these puppies forever, just until they can be weaned from the mother. Then we’ll talk about whether you may keep one for yourself—that is, if you have obeyed and stayed far away from trouble.”


  “I promise I will, Grandmother,” Mandie said excitedly.


  “Think before act, Papoose,” Uncle Ned reminded her.


  “I always try to remember to do that, but sometimes things happen so fast I forget,” Mandie said sadly.


  “Remember to use thinking cap,” the old Indian told her.


  “All right, girls, you don’t want to be late for school,” Mrs. Taft reminded them. “Get outside now so Ben can harness the rig.”


  As soon as the rig was ready, Mandie and Celia climbed aboard. Mandie looked back and waved as Ben drove it down the driveway.


  She did a lot of thinking on the way to school. She knew she had been willful and disobedient, and she tried to figure out how she could overcome that fault. If she could just remember to think first and then act, as Uncle Ned kept telling her, she wouldn’t get herself and others in so much trouble.


  Looking outside at the dark sky as they rode along, she murmured quietly, “I’m sorry, dear God, for doing what I knew was wrong.  Please help me to be better, please. I thank you.” She turned to look at her friend, who seemed to be doing the same thing. Reaching across the seat, she squeezed Celia’s hand and said, “I’ll try to grow up and be good and be a young lady.”
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  CHAPTER ONE


  AWAY WE GO!


   Spring holidays had finally arrived in 1903. Mandie was happy as a lark as she went about preparations to go home for the two-week vacation. Her curtailed social agenda was over, because she had somehow managed to stay out of daring escapades since her involvement in the dangers of the dark alley back in October. The winter had been miserable—cold and snowy with very little sunshine. But now the days were bright and warm and longer. The daffodils were peeping through their soil, and the robins had returned. Everything was wonderful.


  And Joe Woodard was coming home!


  “Oh, spring has come to town today,” Mandie sang as she pulled clothes down from the wardrobe to pack in her valise.


  “And the birds are singing their say,” Celia picked up on the song. Her things were already downstairs waiting for Aunt Rebecca to finish her business with Miss Prudence, after which Celia and her aunt would be taking the train home to Richmond.


  “The wind is warm, the day is bright,” Mandie sang on.


  “My spirit’s soaring like a kite,” Celia added.


  The Misses Heathwood’s School for Girls in Asheville, North Carolina, was closing its doors for the spring vacation. Mandie Shaw was going to run head on into mysteries elsewhere.


   Mandie snapped her valise shut and stood up to look at her friend. “You know, Celia, I’m anxious to find out what Uncle John was talking about in his letter—that there seemed to be a mystery about the new folks who’ve moved into the old house down by the creek.”


  “Oh, Mandie, he only meant that no one in town seemed to know the people,” Celia reminded her.


  “But that’s what I’m talking about. New people don’t just move into Franklin from parts unknown, not knowing anyone. Franklin is so small everyone has always known everyone else’s business,” Mandie explained. “I wonder what those people do for a living.”


  Celia smiled and said, “I’m sure you’ll find out. Meanwhile, I think we should get downstairs.”


  “Yes. Come on, Snowball,” Mandie replied, stooping to pick up her white cat and fasten on his red leash.


  When the girls got downstairs, they found Aunt Rebecca ready to leave and Ben, the driver for Mandie’s grandmother, waiting to pick up Mandie’s luggage. She was going to Mrs. Taft’s house, then her grandmother would be going home with Mandie on the train.


  “It’s all sitting inside the door of our room, Ben,” Mandie told the driver. “I have three bags, so you might want to ask Uncle Cal to help bring them down.”


  “I can manage, missy,” Ben told her with a smile as he started toward the staircase.


  Uncle Cal had just come in the front door after carrying out some other girl’s luggage and heard the conversation. “I’ll go with you, Ben,” he said. He followed the driver up the stairs.


  “We’ll see you on Friday, Mandie,” Celia told her as she and her aunt prepared to leave.


  “Yes, dear, tell your mother we’ll be there,” Aunt Rebecca added.


  Mandie reached to hug the little lady and said, “Just don’t forget.”


  Mandie threw a kiss as they entered the waiting rig in the driveway to take them to the depot. Celia waved back.


  Ben and Uncle Cal, the school maintenance man, came down  with Mandie’s luggage and put it in her grandmother’s rig, and Mandie stepped inside the vehicle.


  “See you in two weeks, Uncle Cal,” Mandie told the old man.


  As Uncle Cal waved, Ben drove the rig down the driveway.


  “Ben, have you ever been back through that dark alley again?” Mandie asked as he steered the rig down the road.


  Ben looked back at her in surprise and replied, “Now, you know, missy, I ain’t been back in dat place. Why, Miz Taft would send me packin’ if I dun such a thing and I ain’t got nowhere to pack off to.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “I was just checking. I haven’t seen much of you since Miss Prudence and Miss Hope allowed Celia and me to come back to live in the school. And let me tell you one thing, that was the worst part of the punishment for exploring that alley, having to live with Grandmother, right under her thumb, and going back and forth to school and nowhere else for all those months.”


  “Now, missy, not many months,” Ben replied. “I recollect y’all only had to do dat till right after New Year’s, and den you moved back in de school.”


  “I know, but days can seem like months living under Grandmother’s supervision,” Mandie said with a big sigh.


  “Guess you gwine hafta spend more time wid huh now dat she be gwine home wid you,” Ben reminded her.


  “Not really,” Mandie said, smiling. “You see, my mother and Uncle John will be there. And you can’t imagine how glad I am that my mother married my uncle John after I lost my father. Grandmother is afraid of him, so she is not all that strict and bossy when we’re at my house.”


  “Well, here we is,” Ben announced as he turned the rig into Mrs. Taft’s long driveway and brought it to a halt at the front door of the mansion.


  Mrs. Taft was waiting for them. She opened the front door and called, “Ben, leave Amanda’s things in the rig and come and get mine. We don’t have much time before we have to get to the depot.”


  “So we are leaving today, then, after all,” Mandie said as she  stepped down from the rig, holding on to Snowball, and joined her grandmother at the front door.


  “Yes, I was able to get the Mannings to take Hilda to their house this morning. They came back from their trip earlier than expected,” Mrs. Taft explained. “Come on in, Amanda.”


  Hilda was the young girl Mandie and Celia had found hiding in the attic of their school a long time ago, and Mrs. Taft had given Hilda a home. But Hilda would not, or could not, speak to anyone. However, she did get along with the Mannings’ young daughter and usually stayed with them when Mrs. Taft was away.


  “I’m glad we can leave today,” Mandie remarked as she entered the front door and joined her grandmother in the parlor off the hallway. “Holidays always seem so short.” She set Snowball down and removed his leash. He ran out of the room.


  “Amanda, don’t you think you ought to leave that cat here? He may be a lot of trouble on the train,” Mrs. Taft said as she sat down.


  “Oh no, Grandmother,” Mandie quickly replied as she sat near her grandmother. “Snowball won’t be any trouble on the train. He usually sleeps the whole trip. Besides, I’m afraid he might get out while we’re gone and get lost.”


  “Ella and Annie will both be here the whole time,” Mrs. Taft reminded her.


  Ella, the maid, came to the doorway at that moment and said, “Everything’s ready, Miz Taft.”


  “Thank you, Ella,” Mrs. Taft replied, rising. “Come on, Amanda, we’ll have a little bite to eat before we get that train.”


  Mandie noticed that it was not a “little bite to eat” but what looked like an entire meal on the table. “Grandmother, I have to tell you I’m not very hungry. It’s almost two hours before the noon meal at the school.” She pulled out a chair from the table and sat down as her grandmother took her place.


  “I know, but if we eat now we won’t have to have anything when we get to your mother’s house, because they will have already had their dinner,” Mrs. Taft replied. “Now, what are you planning to do while you’re home?” She passed a platter of ham to Mandie.


  Mandie took the platter, removed a very small slice, and laid it on her plate. She was slow in replying because she didn’t want her  grandmother to know everything. Mrs. Taft had a way of trying to change other people’s plans. “Well,” Mandie finally replied, “Celia and her aunt Rebecca and Celia’s mother are all coming to visit this weekend.”


  “That’s wonderful, dear,” Mrs. Taft said, helping herself to the hot biscuits and passing the platter to Mandie. “We’ll have to do something special for them, won’t we? Let’s see, now. We should plan a dinner one night and invite some of your mother’s friends.”


  “But, Grandmother, some of my other friends may be coming, too,” Mandie told her, laying down her fork.


  “Fine, then we’ll just have a large dinner party,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  Mandie quickly decided it was time to change the subject. She cleared her throat and took a sip of coffee. “Grandmother, did you hear about the new people who have moved into the old house down by the creek? Did Uncle John write and tell you about them, too?” she asked.


  Mrs. Taft frowned and said, “Yes, John did mention that in a letter this week. It seems no one knows them or knows where they came from, which is rather strange.”


  “Uncle John didn’t say in the letter to me whether it was a family, whether they had children, or what kind of people they are—old, young, or what,” Mandie told her.


  “Neither did he give that kind of information when he wrote to me,” Mrs. Taft said. “That’s probably because no one knows for sure.” She sipped her coffee and then added, “Now, to get back to our discussion of the dinner party. Do you know yet whether Joe is coming home for the holidays? Dr. and Mrs. Woodard should be invited to this dinner and of course Joe, too, if he will be out of school.”


  Mandie closed her eyes and secretly sighed. Sometimes it was just impossible to change the subject with her grandmother. Then, looking across the table, she replied, “Yes, ma’am, Grandmother. Joe is going home for the holidays, and his vacation just happened to come at the same time our school’s did. He wrote that he would see me, but I don’t know whether he is coming to our house or we are going to his.”


  “Well, then,” Mrs. Taft quickly said, “I’ll get word to Dr. and  Mrs. Woodard that we are expecting them at your house in Franklin, along with Joe, of course.”


  Ella came to the doorway and announced, “It be time to leave, Miz Taft. You told me to let you know when. Ben has the rig waitin’ at de door, and dat white cat he be fed and waitin’ in de kitchen.”


  “Thank you, Ella,” Mrs. Taft said, rising from the table. “Please tell Ben we will be right there. Amanda, get that cat if you insist on taking him.”


  “Yessum,” Ella replied and went down the hallway.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said as she quickly pushed back her chair and went to the kitchen to get Snowball.


  Mrs. Taft was never late for anything and had planned this ride to the depot to coincide with the arrival of the train.


  Luckily the train was on time and they could get right on board. Mandie had carried one small bag with her, mainly to set on the floor for Snowball to lie on and sleep. She breathed a sigh of relief when the cat seemed to know what her plans were. He curled up on top of it and went to sleep as soon as the train left the station.


  Mrs. Taft leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. Mandie was too excited thinking about going home to sleep. She had not been home since Christmas, and Joe Woodard and his parents had visited for only one day during those holidays. He was still working full time on his studies at the college in New Orleans. And this time he had not said in his letter how long he would be out of school. Time passed quickly while Mandie was deep in thought.


  As the train slowed down and came to a halt, Mandie saw her uncle’s caretaker, Jason Bond, evidently waiting to pick them up. She reached down and moved Snowball in order to pick up her bag. He stretched at the end of his leash and look up at her sleepily.


  “You can go back to sleep as soon as we get to the house, Snowball,” Mandie told him.


  Mrs. Taft straightened her hat and stood up. “I must have dozed off there,” she said, smiling at Mandie.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed. She followed her grandmother to the door as Snowball walked ahead on his leash.


  Mr. Bond greeted them as they stepped off the train. “Howdy,  ma’am,” he said to Mrs. Taft, and turning to Mandie he added, “Glad you’re home, missy.”


  “I’m glad to be home,” Mandie quickly replied and smiled.


  “Yes, and I’m glad that jolting train ride is over,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Mr. John’s rig is right over here, if y’all will just get in, and I’ll get the baggage as soon as they unload it,” Mr. Bond explained. He led them to the vehicle and helped Mrs. Taft get inside. Mandie followed.


  While Mr. Bond was busy getting their luggage, Mandie watched the crowd to see if there was anyone strange who might be one of the new people in the old house. But everyone seemed to be somebody whose name she at least knew.


  When they arrived at the house, Mandie’s mother, Elizabeth, was there to greet them. “John had an errand to do,” she told her mother and Mandie as they settled down in the parlor. “He’ll be back soon. I’m so glad you could come, Mother.” Everyone hugged everyone. Snowball ran down the hall.


  “I couldn’t very well allow Amanda to ride the train alone, so I had to come,” Mrs. Taft told her daughter.


  “And I appreciate that, Mother,” Elizabeth said. Turning to Mandie she said, “I suppose the Hamiltons are still coming next weekend.”


  “Oh yes, ma’am,” Mandie said with a big smile. “Celia’s mother and her aunt Rebecca will both be coming with her.” Pausing for a second, she asked, “Who else is coming to visit while we’re here?”


  Elizabeth looked at her and said, “Of course Dr. and Mrs. Woodard will be coming, and when Dr. Woodard stopped by last week, he said they expected Joe to be home and that he would come with them.”


  Mandie smiled and said, “Joe wrote me that he was going home for the holidays. I’m glad they are all coming here.” She quickly stood up and added, “I’ve got to go back to the kitchen to see Aunt Lou and the others.”


  “Yes, dear, you do that. They are all busy getting the meal ready,” her mother explained.


  Mandie hurried down the hallway and opened the kitchen door.  Aunt Lou turned and saw her and rushed across the room to embrace her. “And how’s my chile?” the old woman asked.


  “Fine, Aunt Lou. I hope you are, too,” Mandie said, hugging her back. Turning, she greeted all the others. “Liza, Jenny, and Abraham, I’m so glad to see all of you. That’s the best part of coming home, getting to see everyone.”


  “It sho’ is,” Aunt Lou agreed as she turned back to the pots on the big iron cookstove.


  “We’s gittin’ mo’ people in dis heah town,” Liza, the young maid, told Mandie. “Somebody dun moved into dat old barn down by de creek.”


  Mandie immediately turned to look at the girl. “So I heard,” she said. “Does anyone know who they are?”


  All the servants shook their heads. “Nope, don’t nobody know ’em,” Liza said, and then with a big grin, she added, “But we plannin’ on findin’ out, we is.”


  “How many people are living in that house? Is it a family or what?” Mandie asked.


  Aunt Lou turned to shake her head and said, “Dat we don’t be knowin’.”


  “What kind of people have been seen down at the house, then?” Mandie asked.


  “Ain’t seen nobody, but de light shows in de house at night so somebody’s in dere,” Abraham explained.


  “But dey gwine come out sometime and den we see ’em,” Jenny added.


  Looking at Aunt Lou, Mandie asked, “That house is not on Uncle John’s property, is it?”


  “No, my chile, it be jes’ right next to de edge of Mistuh John’s land,” the woman replied. “Had it been on Mistuh John’s property, he woulda been down dere lookin’ to see who moved in.”


  Turning to Liza, Mandie asked, “When you get done with your work, do you want to walk down that way with me? Maybe we’ll see somebody, Liza.”


  “I sho’ will, missy,” Liza replied, grinning. “I been already tryin’ to see but ain’t seed nuthin’ yet.”


   “I knowed my chile would be ’vestigatin’,” Aunt Lou said with a big smile.


  Mandie returned to the parlor to wait for Uncle John’s return. She wanted to ask him some questions. Maybe he knew more about it than the servants. But one thing was sure—she just had to figure out the mystery.


  CHAPTER TWO


  THE LIGHT


   Not long after Mandie returned to the parlor, Liza came to the door and silently motioned for her to come out into the hall. Mandie glanced at her mother and grandmother, who were deep in conversation about a dinner party for the next weekend. They didn’t even notice when Mandie left the room.


  “Can you go now?” Mandie quickly asked Liza.


  “Sho’ can,” Liza replied with a big grin as she danced around the wide hallway. “Aunt Lou, she say thirty minutes, dat’s all, and den be back to de kitchen to finish he’pin’ wid suppuh.”


  “Then let’s get going,” Mandie said with a smile as she walked toward the front door and opened it.


  “Yeh, let’s git on de way,” Liza agreed, following Mandie outside.


  Mandie stopped to look around the yard and asked, “Liza, what’s the best way to get to that old house from here? I don’t remember exactly where it is.”


  “I knows, Missy ’Manda,” Liza replied, leading the way to the side of the house. “We goes dis way and it ain’t fah.” She danced on around the house and turned into a narrow pathway down the hill. Liza never seemed to walk; she always floated.


  “Can we get there and back in the thirty minutes Aunt Lou has allowed you?” Mandie asked as she hurried along behind the girl.


   “Sho’ can if we don’t be foolin’ round,” Liza replied as Mandie caught up to walk beside her. “Ain’t no piece, really. I bin checkin’ up on dat house evuh since Mistuh John say he saw a light in it t’other night. But I ain’t been able to git out aftuh dahk, so I ain’t seed de light whut he say he saw down dere. Aunt Lou, she say no prowlin’ round aftuh dahk, but mebbe now you got heah I go wid you aftuh dahk when you goes to see de light.”


  Mandie smiled at her friend and said, “Liza, I’m not sure I can go to look for the light after dark, either. I don’t want to get in trouble with my mother while I’m here, and she might not like the idea of me going out after dark all the way down to that house.” She hurried on to keep up with Liza.


  “Ah now, Miz ’Lizbeth, she nice lady,” Liza said. “I don’t think she’d mind if we went together aftuh dahk. I looks out fo’ you and you looks out fo’ me.” She suddenly paused and pointed ahead as she said, “Dere’s dat house, you see? Ain’t much of a house. Looks like a barn to me, don’t you think?”


  Mandie stopped to look in the direction Liza was pointing. In the distance she could see a small, unpainted, weather-beaten building leaning slightly to the right, with the shutters closed over the one window in view. Spring vegetation had started growing up around it, and the trees under which it stood had fresh green leaves sprouting.


  “It’s all closed up,” Mandie remarked. “How can anyone see a light inside it?”


  “Oh, Missy ’Manda, dat house be full of cracks, and de light shine through dem cracks at night,” Liza explained. “Leastways dat’s whut Mistuh John say.”


  Mandie glanced around the place where they stood. “Are we still on Uncle John’s property, Liza?”


  “Yep, right down to dat briar patch yonder. Dat makes de line,” Liza replied, pointing down the incline to a thick mass of bushes. “Aunt Lou, she tell me don’t go over de line.”


  “Who owns that property, Liza?” Mandie asked as they continued standing there looking down on the house.


  “Mistuh John, he say de man whut lived in dat house left town long time ago, ain’t been seed nor heerd of since den,” Liza replied.


  “I suppose we’d better stay inside our line, but let’s walk down  right to the property line where we can see better,” Mandie said, walking down the hill.


  There was not much more to see at the line. Mandie saw the creek that ran on the other side of the old house and could tell the building itself was small, probably one or two rooms, with one shaky-looking chimney running up the back side. The post holding up the corner of the roof over the small porch was leaning, and the porch floor was half gone, rotted away and fallen in.


  Squinting to see if anyone was in the bushes around the house, Mandie said, “I don’t see anyone. Considering the condition of that old house, I don’t believe anyone could be living in it.” She held her hand up to shade her eyes as she stared at the structure.


  Liza, finally standing still at Mandie’s side, also gazed at the house and said, “Mistuh John, he think somebody livin’ in dere ’cause he see de light at night. Somebody bound to be makin’ dat light, Missy ’Manda, unless a ghost be livin’ in dere.” Quickly looking at Mandie, she asked, “Whut you think? A ghost, mebbe?”


  Mandie smiled at her and said, “No, Liza, I don’t think there’s a ghost in that old house. Some human being is making the light that Uncle John has seen.”


  “Den we gwine find dat human bein’? Is dat whut we plannin’ on doin’?” Liza replied.


  “I’ll have to figure out what we can do about solving this mystery,” Mandie told her. “I need to talk to Uncle John.” She turned to go back up the hill.


  Liza, following, said, “Everybody done seed dat light—Aunt Lou, Jenny, Abraham, Mistuh Bond, and Mistuh John. Dat light is dere at night, and now me and you come look at it aftuh dahk, won’t we?”


  “I’ll let you know,” Mandie promised.


  “We go tonight?” Liza asked, hurrying along behind Mandie.


  “I want to talk to Uncle John, and I’ll let you know later when we’ll go look after dark, Liza,” Mandie promised.


  When they got back to the house, Liza had to go back to her duties in the kitchen, and Mandie returned to the parlor. She was glad to see her Uncle John had returned and was sitting there with her mother and grandmother.


   “And how’s my little blue eyes?” John Shaw asked, rising to put an arm around Mandie’s shoulders.


  “Fine, Uncle John, and already picking up the scent of a new mystery,” Mandie replied with a big grin as he took the chair next to hers and they sat down.


  “And I have an idea of what mystery that is,” John Shaw replied, grinning at her. “Well, so far I haven’t been able to figure it out, but there is a light in that old house down there at night, and during the day there is no sign of anyone. I figure someone must have moved in there, but I don’t understand why I haven’t seen anyone around the place.”


  “Does the light burn all night?” Mandie asked.


  John Shaw laughed and replied, “I have no idea. I’m certainly not going to camp out down there all night and watch. However, I have knocked on the door and there is no answer, no sound whatsoever from inside.”


  “Have you tried opening the door?” Mandie asked.


  “Of course not, Amanda,” John Shaw told her. “There could be some unsavory characters shacked up in there, and it could be dangerous to just barge in.”


  “I suppose I could sit on the hill above it all day and watch,” Mandie suggested. “Someone might go in or out and I’d see them.”


  John Shaw laughed again and said, “That sounds like a waste of time to me. If whoever is in there doesn’t want to be seen, they’d never come out with you sitting there watching for them.”


  “I could sit behind a bush where they couldn’t see me,” Mandie explained.


  “I wouldn’t waste my time with it. Sooner or later we’ll find out who is in the house,” John Shaw told her. “Aren’t your friends coming to visit during the holidays? I’m sure you could find better things to do with them.”


  “Yes, sir, Celia and her mother and her aunt Rebecca are coming,” Mandie replied.


  “Are they bringing that little Irish orphan that lives with them?” John Shaw asked, smiling.


  Mandie grinned back. “Not this time,” she said. “They’re leaving her with some friends who have a little girl about Mollie’s age.”


   “And your mother said the Woodards are coming, too,” John Shaw said.


  “Yes, sir, and Joe, too,” Mandie told him with a big smile. “Maybe Joe will help me watch that old house.”


  “That’s not a very interesting way to spend your holidays,” John Shaw said.


  “We won’t just sit there every minute watching. We’ll find other things to do,” Mandie said, still smiling.


  After supper that night, everyone gathered in the parlor, where a fire burned in the fireplace. The days were warm now, but the nights in the North Carolina mountains were still chilly.


  The adults’ conversation was boring to Mandie as she sat there thinking about the light in the old house. It was dark now, and she desperately wanted to go watch the house for a light. But she was also trying to stay out of trouble, so she didn’t dare.


  Suddenly she was aware of Liza outside the door in the hallway making signs to her. The girl was waving her hands around and pointing to the front door. Mandie instantly understood that Liza wanted to go watch for the light in the old house.


  Mandie hesitated for a moment and then decided not to go running off in the darkness with Liza without permission. She took a deep breath, looked at John Shaw, who was sitting near her, and asked in a low voice that her mother and her grandmother would not hear, “Would it be all right if Liza and I go down and watch the old house a little while? Please, Uncle John?” Mandie smiled at him, her blue eyes shining.


  “You are asking permission? I don’t believe it,” Uncle John teased. “Well, since you asked, I suppose it would be all right if the two of you walked down that way for a little while, but don’t be gone too long.”


  “Thank you, Uncle John,” Mandie excitedly replied as she stood up and hurried for the door.


  Mandie was proud of herself for actually asking permission to do something instead of barging headlong into it. She had been really trying to behave better since her experience in the dark alley last October.


   She snatched her mother’s shawl from the hall tree and joined Liza, who was wearing a jacket.


  “Uncle John gave us permission to go down there, provided we are not gone too long,” Mandie told her friend.


  “Right glad he did ’cause I didn’t axe, and if Aunt Lou ketch up wid me I jes’ tell huh Mistuh John, he say we can go,” Liza replied with a big grin as they went out the front door.


  Mandie giggled and said, “Liza, I’m afraid you are learning bad ways from me.”


  The two hurried down the hill to the place where they had stopped that afternoon, and there they sat down on a huge rock where they could watch the house.


  “I think we need to be quiet now so no one will know we are here,” Mandie cautioned the girl. “But if you see a light, whisper in my ear to let me know, and I’ll do the same.”


  “All right,” Liza whispered back.


  The moon was shining, but with so many trees between them and the old house, the moonlight was shut out and everything was in darkness. Mandie kept squinting to see the house. She didn’t think she would be able to see anyone down there, and she made a quick decision.


  She whispered to Liza as she stood up, “Come on, let’s get closer. I can’t see a thing from here. Be real quiet.”


  Liza rose and followed her as she moved down the hill. They crossed the property line, carefully picking their way through the thick bushes. When they were within a hundred feet of the old house, Mandie put out her hand to stop Liza.


  “Let’s stay right here,” she whispered as she found a rocky clearing where they could sit.


  The house was in plain view now, and they watched for a light or for anyone going in or out. They waited for what Mandie thought must have been at least an hour, but nothing happened. Reluctantly she decided they’d better go back.


  “Come on, Liza, we’d better get back to the house,” Mandie whispered to the girl as she stood up.


  “But we ain’t seed nuthin’ yet, Missy ’Manda,” Liza protested as she rose.


   “But we might wait all night and not see anything. We’ll just have to come back again,” Mandie told her as she started up the hill.


  Liza slowly followed her. “Soon as we leaves, dat light gwine come on,” she mumbled.


  They climbed all the way to the top of the hill, then paused to look back down at the house. Suddenly there was a faint flicker of light inside it.


  “A light!” Mandie said excitedly, pointing toward it.


  “I dun tole you,” Liza replied.


  “Let’s go back down the hill, but be extra careful about being quiet,” Mandie told her as they started back down the incline.


  Suddenly from out of the darkness, Snowball came running down to his mistress. When Mandie bent to catch him, he dodged her and kept right on going.


  “Oh, Snowball!” Mandie said in a whisper, hurrying down in an effort to catch up with the cat.


  But Snowball headed straight for the old house, jumped up on the porch, and in the darkness knocked over something that sounded like a metal bucket, making a loud noise. The light inside the house immediately went out.


  Mandie froze in her steps. Snowball had ruined everything. There was bound to be someone inside the house to put out the light so suddenly.


  “Dat cat!” Liza exclaimed in a whisper.


  “Yes, that cat!” Mandie agreed, still standing there watching the porch. Snowball was smelling around on it and then decided to jump off and disappear in the darkness.


  Mandie slowly and quietly moved down the hill. Liza followed. Finally she spotted the white cat under the house, sitting there washing his face. Quietly stepping up to the house, she bent and tried to get the cat to come out. He just looked at her and continued washing his face. She was afraid to call him, because then whoever was inside would hear her.


  Looking about the yard, Mandie found a long stick, which she picked up and went to stoop down and poke at Snowball under the house. The cat made a loud growl of protest and came running out the other side. Liza captured him and handed him over to Mandie.


   The girls rushed up the hill and stopped at the property line to look back. There was no sign of a light.


  “We’ll come back tomorrow,” Mandie told Liza. “And I’ll be sure Snowball is shut up somewhere.”


  “Dat white cat sho’ ruint it all,” Liza declared.


  They walked up the hill toward the Shaws’ house.


  “There’s definitely someone in that old house,” Mandie said, holding on to Snowball as she walked.


  “Sho’ is, so whut we gwine do ’bout it?” Liza asked.


  “I’ll have to think about it,” Mandie said.


  “When all dem friends of yourn comes, dey kin he’p us, can’t dey?” Liza asked.


  “They won’t be here till the weekend. I hope we have this mystery solved before then,” Mandie replied.


  “Dat we kin do, jes’ you and me,” Liza agreed.


  “We’ll just keep watching. Whoever is in there has to come out sometime for something,” Mandie declared.


  They reached the yard of John Shaw’s house, and Mandie looked back but the old house was out of sight.


  She hoped when whoever it was came out she would see the person. She would have to more or less camp out within sight of the old house. And if no one ever came out when she was watching, why, maybe she would get up the nerve to just go knock on the door.


  CHAPTER THREE


  SPYING


   Mandie didn’t see Uncle John until the next morning. He had gone up to his office to do some bookwork before she and Liza came back. And her mother and grandmother were still planning the dinner party, so she didn’t mention going down to the old house.


  Mandie was used to getting up early. Back when her father was living, he was always the first one in the kitchen in the morning, making coffee and sometimes cooking breakfast. It had been Mandie’s special time with her father.


  When the old rooster crowed in the backyard the next morning, Mandie woke, stretched, and quickly dressed to go downstairs.


  Pushing open the door to the kitchen she found Uncle John sitting at the table drinking coffee. He had a stack of business papers in front of him. As he looked up and saw her, Mandie quickly joined him at the table.


  “Good morning. Where is everybody?” she asked.


  “Well, it’s a little early for Aunt Lou and the others to prepare breakfast,” John Shaw replied. “I just slipped in here and made a pot of coffee. How about a cup?”


  “I’ll get it,” Mandie said, rising to get a cup and saucer down from the cupboard. She took it over to the big iron cookstove, picked up the percolator, and filled the cup with hot coffee.


   As she joined her uncle at the table, she asked, “Are you doing work? Am I hindering you?”


  “Of course you are not interfering. I was just glancing through some papers that I need to sort out and file in my cabinet upstairs,” he replied. “Now, tell me, did you see anything at the old house last night?”


  Mandie’s blue eyes sparkled as she replied, “Yes, sir, there is definitely someone in that house. Liza and I watched for a long time and never saw a light in it. Then we started back up the hill and when I turned to look back, there was a light. We rushed back down to look, but guess what happened? Snowball had followed me and came running all the way down to the old house.” She stopped to sigh.


  “And I know what happened next.” John Shaw chuckled. “You chased him and the light went out because of the noise you made.”


  Mandie laughed. “You almost got it right. Only, it was Snowball who made the racket when he jumped up on the porch down there and ran into something. Then he went under the house and I had to poke him out with a stick. And of course the light went out when he made that noise. But there is definitely someone in that old house.”


  “Yes, I am pretty sure there is, too,” John Shaw agreed. “And I don’t want you going down there alone. We don’t know what kind of person, or persons, are holed up in there.”


  “All right, I won’t go back except when Liza can go with me,” Mandie promised.


  “I imagine with all the company coming, Aunt Lou will keep Liza pretty busy,” John Shaw told her. “Maybe when your friends get here you can all go investigating.”


  “Oh, Uncle John, they aren’t coming till the weekend. I’d like to find out something before then. In fact, I don’t have anything to do until they do get here.”


  “You are not to go down there alone, now, remember that,” John Shaw told her. He looked at her sternly as he sipped his coffee.


  “All right, Uncle John,” Mandie said reluctantly. “Maybe I can talk Aunt Lou into letting Liza go with me.”


  Aunt Lou entered the kitchen at that moment and heard the  remark. She smiled at Mandie and said, “Got lots of work fo’ Liza to do today.” She shook her head as she continued on across the room to get down pots and pans to begin the breakfast meal. “Y’all sho’ are up early dis heah mawnin’, my chile.”


  Mandie smiled at the big woman and said, “You know I always get up early, Aunt Lou. I believe you’re just a little bit late this morning.” She grinned as Aunt Lou turned to look at her.


  “I sho’ am,” the woman replied. “Dat sun jes’ didn’t come up in dat sky to wake me up.” She continued bustling around the kitchen.


  “The sun didn’t come up?” Mandie quickly questioned her and went to look out a window. “Looks like it might rain.”


  “I believe it sprinkled a little during the night,” John Shaw said, looking up from his papers. “The ground was a little wet when I went outside earlier this morning.”


  “Where dat white cat, my chile? Don’t see him sittin’ heah beggin’ fo’ food,” Aunt Lou asked, glancing around the room.


  “I don’t know. He wasn’t in my room when I got up. I figured he had already come down here,” Mandie replied, also looking in the woodbox behind the stove.


  “He’ll show up soon as I git de food cooking,” the old woman said.


  Liza came into the kitchen at that moment. Snowball rushed past her and jumped into the woodbox. “Dat cat he come git on my bed last night,” Liza told Mandie.


  “All the way up to the third floor? I wonder how he found you,” Mandie replied.


  The girl laughed as she held out an empty bowl. “He smelt de food I took up to my room last night,” she said. “I didn’t eat all of it, but it sho’ all gone dis mawnin’.” She put the bowl in the sink.


  “Why didn’t you chase him out of your room?” Mandie asked.


  “He wudn’t hurtin’ nuthin’ so I figures he’d leave soon, but dis mawnin’ he still dere, curled up on de foot of my bed,” Liza replied.


  “Liza, git de table set in de dinin’ room, quick-like befo’ Miz Taft and Miz ’Lizbeth come down,” Aunt Lou told the girl.


  Liza quickly went to the dish cabinet.


  John Shaw stood up and picked up his papers. “I’m leaving,  Aunt Lou,” he said. “I don’t want to interfere with your work. And I’ve got to look for something in my office anyway.”


  “I’ll get out of the way, too,” Mandie said as she rose from the table and took her coffee cup to the sink.


  “What’s all dis heah leavin’ bidness? Ain’t nobody in my way,” Aunt Lou grumbled as she filled a pot with water to boil for the grits.


  “I’ll be back—for the food, that is,” John Shaw said, grinning at the old woman as he left the room.


  “I will, too, but, Aunt Lou, do you think Liza might have any time free that she could go down and watch the old house with me today? You see, Uncle John said I couldn’t go by myself,” Mandie said, turning to look at the woman.


  Aunt Lou set the pot full of water on the stove and turned to put an arm around Mandie standing nearby. “I see whut we kin do, my chile. You axe me agin aftuh breakfast.” She gave Mandie a squeeze.


  Mandie reached to quickly embrace the woman and stepped back, saying, “Thank you, Aunt Lou. I knew I could depend on you.”


  As it turned out, Aunt Lou couldn’t spare Liza because of the sudden arrival of more guests. But that pleased Mandie to no end because the new arrivals were none other than Dr. and Mrs. Woodard and Joe.


  Jenny, the cook, had come to finish up breakfast, and everyone was sitting in the dining room when there was a loud knock on the front door. Liza went hurrying to answer it and came back shortly to usher the Woodards into the dining room.


  Mandie looked up from her plate in surprise. As everyone was exchanging greetings, she had eyes for Joe only. And he came directly to the table where she sat.


  “Hello, I’m glad you’re here already,” Joe told her.


  Mandie pushed back her chair and rose. “Oh, Joe, what a nice surprise,” she said, feeling a little shy. Joe Woodard seemed to have grown a foot since she last saw him at Christmas, and he looked so much more mature, and good-looking, too, Mandie silently noted.


  Everyone was talking at once as Elizabeth Shaw saw to seating her new guests. Joe, of course, ended up next to Mandie, and Mandie  suddenly lost her appetite for some strange reason. She sat there with her finger in the handle of her coffee cup and tried to think of something to say.


  Joe, on the other hand, was full of conversation and began talking instead of eating, which was very unusual for him.


  “My father needs to check on patients in this area, and we plan to stay the whole two weeks here,” he told Mandie. “We’ll be going home at the end of next week just in time for me to get my things and get on my way back to college.”


  “Celia and her mother and her aunt are coming this weekend,” Mandie told him without looking straight into his brown eyes.


  “That will be nice seeing Celia again,” Joe said, turning to take a bite of food from his plate. “And I suppose you’ve already found a mystery to solve while you’re home.”


  That broke the tension, and Mandie quickly looked at him and said, “Oh, Joe, there’s this old house down at the creek just over Uncle John’s property line that someone is staying in and nobody knows who it is.”


  Mandie explained about the light and the fact that no one had seen anyone down there. Also, that John Shaw had forbidden her to go down there alone and Liza was going to be too busy.


  “So you came at the exact right time,” Mandie told him, sipping her coffee.


  “Oh, Mandie, can’t we ever do anything but chase mysteries?” Joe said, reaching to hold her hand.


  Mandie quickly pulled her hand away and picked up her fork. “But there are always mysteries everywhere I go,” she said and turned away.


  “And if there aren’t any, you sure can find one,” Joe teased, grinning as he leaned to look into her face.


  “Well . . . anyhow,” Mandie stuttered. “Are you interested in helping me find out what is going on at that old house or not?”


  “It’s like this,” Joe replied. “If I want to see you, I suppose I’ll have to follow you around on this mystery.”


  So Joe followed her down to look at that old house after breakfast was over. The sky was still cloudy and threatening to drop its rain  down on them. A chilly wind was blowing, and Mandie was glad she had worn her cloak.


  When they came within sight of the old house, Mandie put her hand out to stop Joe. “Let’s not go any closer, because whoever is in there will definitely see us, but if we stay here behind the trunks of those trees, maybe they won’t spot us and will come outside,” she explained. “The ground is too wet to sit down.”


  Stepping off the pathway, Mandie went to lean against a huge tree trunk, and Joe followed.


  Joe, still looking down at the house, asked, “Do you mean someone is living in that old barn? Looks like it’s ready to fall in.”


  “I know, but there has been a light in there several times, according to Uncle John, and Liza and I saw it last night,” Mandie replied.


  “But this is daytime,” Joe said. “Do you think they’d have a light on in the daytime?”


  “I imagine so because all the shutters are closed that I can see, and that would make it dark inside,” Mandie said. She continued watching the house and moved slightly away from Joe around the tree trunk.


  Joe moved a little closer and said, “It’s really hard to see the whole house from this spot. Maybe we should move on down the hill a little. What do you think?”


  Mandie moved slightly backward as she replied, “I’m afraid whoever it is in there might see us and then they’d never come out.”


  “But we could go through the bushes over there for a long distance yet without coming out into the open,” Joe said, pointing to the thick growth down the hill on each side of the pathway.


  “Well, I suppose we could,” Mandie reluctantly agreed. She realized there were no large trees along the hill and that meant she would have to stay closer to Joe behind the bushes to keep from being seen.


  “Here, I’ll go first and hold back the branches for you to get through,” Joe said, stepping down the hill.


  “Just don’t go too fast. This is a steep hill,” Mandie cautioned him as she followed.


  Joe offered her his hand, but Mandie ignored it and held on to the  bushes instead as she stepped down. Now and then she glanced in the direction of the house, which she could see as she moved between bushes. There was still no sign of anyone down there.


  When they came to the last of the bushes, Mandie stopped and whispered, for fear of being heard by anyone who might be in the house now that they were so close, “We’d better stop right here or someone will see us for sure if we step out of the bushes.”


  “Right,” Joe agreed and came to stand by her side. Then he added, “Don’t you think we ought to just go down there and knock on the door?”


  “Oh no, that wouldn’t ever do,” Mandie quickly replied. “Whoever is inside that house doesn’t want anyone to see them, that’s for sure.”


  “But we might just stand here all day with nothing happening,” Joe argued.


  Mandie looked up at him and grinned. “Then we’ll just keep on coming back until whoever that is comes outside,” she said.


  Joe ran his hand through his unruly brown hair and said, “What a way to spend the holidays.”


  “But just think what satisfaction it would be to solve this mystery,” Mandie replied, her blue eyes twinkling as she gazed into his brown ones.


  “We do get time off to go back and eat now and then, don’t we?” Joe teased.


  A strong puff of wind came down the hill right then, and there was a loud banging noise at the old house. Mandie and Joe both quickly straightened up to look down the hill. There was no one in sight.


  “Oh, shucks! Must have been the wind banging a shutter or something,” Mandie said in disappointment.


  “Maybe the wind will just bang one of them off so we can see inside,” Joe said, teasing her again.


  Another stronger gust of wind blew through the bushes. Mandie quickly looked down the hill again. “Shucks, that one didn’t even rattle the shutter,” she said.


  All of a sudden it began raining. Mandie quickly pulled the hood  of her cloak over her head and turned to go back up the hill. “Guess we’d better get back to the house,” she said.


  “Yes,” Joe agreed, following her.


  Halfway up the slope Mandie suddenly slipped and Joe caught her. “I believe you’d better let me hold your hand,” he said, grasping her hand tightly.


  “Oh, all right, then,” Mandie agreed reluctantly.


  They got to the front porch of John Shaw’s house and stomped their feet to clean off the water and mud. Mandie shook her cloak and said, “I think I’d like to go dry out by the fire.”


  “Good idea,” Joe agreed as he opened the front door for her.


  Mandie was surprised to find that no one was in the parlor. Where was everyone, she wondered as she hurriedly left her cloak on the hall tree and went to stand by the blazing fire in the fireplace.


  Joe followed her and sat on a stool nearby.


  At that moment Liza came into the room. “Jes’ checkin’ to see how dat fire be comin’,” she told them, reaching to put another log on the fire.


  “I’ll help you,” Joe offered, taking the log and pitching it on the fire.


  “Where is everybody, Liza?” Mandie asked.


  “Ev’rybody dun gone ev’ry which way, dey has,” Liza replied. “Mistuh John went off in de buggy wid de doctuh man. Den Miz ’Lizbeth gits Abraham to hitch up de rig and he drives huh and Miz Taft and Miz Woodard off someplace or other. Didn’t heah dem say where.”


  Mandie looked at the girl and smiled. “Are you all caught up with your work, then?” she asked.


  “Jes’ fo’ a few minutes,” Liza replied. “But dat don’t make no never mind ’cause it be rainin’ out dere and we cain’t go down to spy on dat house in de rain, dat’s fo’ sho’.”


  “That’s where we’ve been,” Joe told her. “And we got all wet.”


  “Oh well, maybe everyone will come back soon because it is raining,” Mandie said.


  “Dey tell Aunt Lou they be back fo’ dinner. Twelve noon sharp, Miz ’Lizbeth say,” Liza replied. “Now I got to go set dat table.”


   “Liza, if you get caught up and the rain stops, you can go back with us to watch that house later,” Mandie told her.


  “I sho’ am plannin’ on it,” the girl said as she left the room.


  Mandie sat down on the other stool by the fireplace and said, “I do wonder where everyone went. It’s strange they all left at about the same time.”


  “Oh, Mandie, I can explain part of that, I believe,” Joe said, grinning. “Your uncle probably went with my father to make some calls on his patients. Remember I told you he had to call on some of them while he’s here?”


  Mandie nodded and said, “Yes, but where in the world would our mothers and my grandmother all go together? I didn’t hear any of them mention going off anyplace, did you?”


  Joe sat back and grinned again. “Always looking for a mystery,” he teased. “And you’ll probably find out they merely went to a store, or something like that.”


  “Well, anyhow, no one told me they were going off,” Mandie said with a frown.


  “But they knew we were down there watching the old house, I’m sure,” Joe replied. Clearing his throat, he asked, “Now, tell me, what have you and Celia been up to at school since I saw y’all?”


  Mandie smiled and said, “Nothing much at all, believe it or not. Things got kinda dull after we got in trouble about that dark alley.”


  Joe frowned and said seriously, “That could have been an awfully bad experience for you girls.” Then smiling, he added, “That taught you a lesson, I hope.”


  “Well, that particular lesson, I suppose, for that particular mystery,” Mandie admitted. Then she smiled and said, “But that didn’t change my mind about solving mysteries whenever I run into one. I’ll just have to be more careful from now on.”


  “I agree with that,” Joe said. “And, Mandie, you know that could be an outlaw, or someone like that, hiding out in that old house.”


  “I know. Uncle John has already reminded me of that,” Mandie replied, shifting her long skirts in front of the fire to get the dampness off. “But I’m sure you and I will be able to find out before you leave here. Also, Celia will join us this weekend.”


   “Well, I hope we can solve this one and put an end to it so we can enjoy doing something else while we’re all here,” Joe said.


  “We will,” Mandie promised.


  She was already trying to think of ways to find out who was in that old house. She would come up with some solution.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  MISSING


   Mandie moved around in front of the fireplace, still trying to dry her long skirts, as she and Joe discussed the old house and possible occupants. Joe stretched his long legs out to get rid of the dampness from the rain as he sat on the stool.


  “You will go back down there with me, won’t you, when it stops raining?” Mandie asked with a smile.


  “Well, all right, but mind you, there’s no telling how long this rain will last,” Joe replied, grinning at her.


  Mandie heard the front door open and close and she stepped to the doorway to look out into the hall. Glancing back at Joe, she whispered, “My mother, your mother, and Grandmother have returned.”


  “I believe I will go on up to my room and change clothes,” Mrs. Taft was saying as she walked down the hallway.


  “Did y’all get wet?” Mandie asked as her mother and Mrs. Woodard started to follow Mrs. Taft.


  “A little,” Mrs. Woodard responded, walking toward the staircase.


  “I’m glad to see you are not out in the rain, Amanda,” Elizabeth Shaw told her daughter. “I’ll be right back to the parlor. Amanda, will you please ask Liza to bring coffee for us?”


   “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied. Turning back to Joe, she said, “I’ll be right back.” And she hurried toward the kitchen.


  Mandie found only Aunt Lou there. She was chopping up onions.


  “Oh, I can’t get too close to you, Aunt Lou, or those onions will get in my eyes, but my mother and Grandmother and Mrs. Woodard just came home, and Mother wanted me to ask Liza to bring coffee to the parlor. They’ve all gone upstairs to change clothes and will be back down shortly.”


  “We sho’ will get coffee and some sweet cakes in dere shortly,” the old woman replied, pausing to squint her eyes against the onions. “You don’t be knowin’ where dat Liza has got to, does you, my chile?”


  “Last I saw her, she said she had to set the table for the noon meal,” Mandie said.


  “I done checked de dinin’ room. Table set but Liza not dere,” Aunt Lou said, chopping more onions.


  “Maybe she’s upstairs,” Mandie suggested. “I’ll go look for her.”


  At that moment Jenny, the cook, came in the back door.


  “I’ll send de coffee by Jenny, my chile. You go see if you kin find Liza and tell huh to git on in heah right now,” Aunt Lou said and, turning to the cook, added, “Miz ’Lizbeth and de ladies, dey be back and be wantin’ coffee in de parlor.”


  “Yessum, dat I’ll take care of,” Jenny replied, going toward the stove.


  “I’ll let you know if I find Liza,” Mandie promised.


  She hurried back down the hallway to the parlor. “Guess what? Liza is missing,” she said with a knowing grin. “Want to guess where she is?”


  Joe stood up, stretched, and smiled as he replied, “Down at the old house? She’s as bad about mysteries as you are, Mandie.”


  “I told Aunt Lou I would look for her,” Mandie said. “I don’t want to . . .” she paused as she heard the front door open and close. Rushing to the doorway, she saw Liza come in.


  “Missy ’Manda, please don’t be tellin’ I been out in dat rain, or Aunt Lou, she’ll skin me alive,” Liza quickly told her as she came  down the hallway. She shook the cloak she was wearing and took it off.


  Mandie noticed that underneath the cloak Liza was not wet. Therefore, no one would know where the girl had been. “I won’t go back and tell Aunt Lou anything,” she told the girl. “But you had better hurry back to the kitchen because she is looking for you.”


  “I make haste,” Liza said, stepping into a room down the hall and leaving the cloak inside. She closed the door and looked back at Mandie and said, “Still ain’t seed nuthin’ down at dat house, but we’se gwine keep lookin’, ain’t we?” She grinned and started toward the kitchen door.


  “Yes,” Mandie called to her.


  Turning back inside the parlor, Mandie went to sit by the fireplace. “You heard, didn’t you?” she asked Joe.


  “I heard, and I hope no one else heard or Liza may be in deep trouble with Aunt Lou,” Joe replied with a big grin.


  Mandie heard the front door open again and went to look out into the hallway. This time it was her uncle John and Dr. Woodard, shaking rain off their clothes and hanging up their hats and coats.


  John Shaw glanced at Mandie and said, “It’s a little wet out there.” He smiled.


  “I’d say that’s an understatement,” Dr. Woodard said. “And it looks like it might keep on.”


  “Y’all come on in here by the fire. Aunt Lou is sending coffee shortly because Mother and Grandmother and Mrs. Woodard are also back.”


  The fireplace in the parlor was huge and wide enough for several chairs to be placed in front of it. The two men came in, pulled up chairs, and sat down before it.


  Elizabeth, Mrs. Taft, and Mrs. Woodard returned downstairs and came in to join everyone in the parlor.


  Then, just as Mandie was about to inform them coffee was on the way, Liza appeared in the doorway with the tea cart. The aroma of hot coffee and freshly baked sweet cakes filled the room.


  Elizabeth filled cups and passed them around with Liza’s help.


  “So you ladies went out, too,” John Shaw remarked, sipping the hot coffee in his cup.


   “Yes, we thought we’d go by the Harrisons’ and invite them to our dinner party, and then on to the Sullivans’ house, and by that time it was pouring, so we came back,” Elizabeth explained.


  “But we at least gave them the invitation, and they will be coming,” Mrs. Taft added.


  “Well, I do hope it clears up by Friday night,” Mrs. Woodard said.


  John Shaw smiled and said, “I don’t believe a little rain will prevent those people from coming.”


  “And don’t forget,” Mandie said. “Celia and her mother and her aunt Rebecca will be arriving Friday. I sure hope it doesn’t rain all during our holidays.”


  “I have a feeling a little rain won’t stop you and your friends from enjoying the holidays.” John Shaw smiled at her. “Even if you have to camp out in it to watch that old house.”


  “But it would make it awfully uncomfortable to stay out there and get soaking wet,” Mandie replied with a grin.


  “I just remembered something,” John Shaw said. “There is an old rose arbor on the other side of the pathway down the hill, and I’m sure you could see that old house from there. Now, if y’all could figure out how to rig up a covering over the arbor, you could stay out of the rain.”


  Mandie excitedly replied, “Oh, that’s a wonderful idea, Uncle John!” Turning to Joe she said, “Will you help me cover it?”


  “With what?” Joe asked.


  “I believe there are several large pieces of wood from some old crates in the barn, which you could use to make a roof over it,” John Shaw told him.


  “Oh no! Work on my holidays!” Joe pretended to be upset.


  “Work never hurt any man,” Dr. Woodard spoke up.


  “I’ll help you,” John Shaw volunteered.


  “Are you planning on doing this in the rain?” Joe asked.


  John Shaw smiled and replied, “Not today. I thought we’d wait and see what the weather’s like tomorrow, and if it lets up long enough we could get it done then.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Joe answered with a big smile as he glanced at Mandie.


   Mandie knew what Joe was thinking, and that was that she never wanted to waste any time when it came to tracking down a mystery. But this time she was not anxious to venture out in the rain again, so she only smiled back at Joe. Then she had another idea.


  Turning to Joe, she said, “You know the exit from the secret tunnel comes out down at the creek. I wonder if that exit is anywhere near the old house, or whether we could see that house from there.”


  Joe blew out his breath and replied, “Mandie, you just get too many ideas about these things. I don’t know if the house could be seen from there or not, but remember we would have to go all the way down through the tunnel to get to the exit, unless we walked in the rain outside, and that would not be a good idea.”


  “Let’s go find out,” Mandie said, starting to rise from the stool where she had been sitting.


  “Now? Let’s wait until after we eat,” Joe protested.


  Mandie glanced at the clock. A little over an hour until noontime, when Aunt Lou would have dinner ready. That wouldn’t give them enough time. “All right,” she agreed. “As soon as we eat let’s go find out.” She pushed back her long blond hair tied with a ribbon.


  “If you insist,” Joe reluctantly agreed.


  The noon meal turned out to be a long, drawn-out affair. All the adults carried on a conversation about any and everything and of no interest to Mandie and Joe. Mandie kept wishing they would hurry up and finish eating so they could check out the secret tunnel that ran under the house. Her great-grandfather had built the tunnel to hide his Cherokee friends from the white people who had taken everything the Indians had and herded them out of the state. Her own grandmother had been a full-blooded Cherokee, which made Mandie one-fourth and a staunch defender of Cherokee rights.


  “Wake up!” Joe teased her.


  Mandie shook her head to clear her thoughts and smiled at him. “I wasn’t exactly sleeping.”


  “I know, you were dreaming about that tunnel, whether you could see that old house from the exit or not,” Joe said, grinning at her.


  Mandie felt as though he had read her thoughts. She cleared her throat and said, “Well, partly.”


  “And what is the other part, then?” Joe asked.


   “I don’t think I ought to tell you,” she teased.


  “Well, now I must know,” he insisted. Leaning toward her, he added, “Please?”


  Mandie moved slightly away from him as she replied, “No, you must not know.” She felt that shy feeling coming back again. Joe, who had been her lifelong friend, seemed to have turned into a different person since he had been away at the university in New Orleans this school year. She was not exactly comfortable around him like in the old days. And then it dawned on her. Joe had turned into a different person from the boy she had always walked to school with, the boy who had always shared her joys and sorrows. Somehow he now seemed to be so much older and more mature. She was losing her old friendship feeling with Joe and she didn’t exactly like it or know what to do about it. That college was changing him. Oh, why did he have to go away to finish school?


  “You haven’t answered me yet,” Joe said, leaning closer.


  Suddenly she blurted out in spite of herself, “I don’t think I like colleges.” And she moved away from him.


  “Well, now, what have you got against colleges?” he asked, plainly puzzled. “You will have to go to college yourself after you graduate from the Heathwood’s School next year, you know.”


  “I know, and I don’t like the idea,” Mandie replied, nervously moving the silverware around her plate.


  “Pray tell me, what is it about college that you don’t like?” Joe asked, trying to look her straight in the face as she moved about in her chair.


  “It . . . it . . . ah . . . makes people different, changes them somehow,” she stuttered in reply.


  “Sure it does,” he agreed. “With more education it expands your knowledge and sometimes changes the way you think, your beliefs, and your hopes for the future.”


  “But I don’t want my friends to change. I like them the way they are,” Mandie told him.


  “Aha!” Joe exclaimed. “You think I’ve changed. Not really. I still belong to Charley Gap in the Nantahala Mountains, just like you always will, no matter what we ever learn or do. Those are our roots and we can’t just pull up roots and decide to turn into something  different. I think what you are seeing or thinking is that we are both growing up and changing to a certain degree with age, but you and I will always be just plain Mandie and Joe. Nothing could ever change that.” He leaned closer still and smiled.


  “Maybe it has already changed and we just haven’t noticed it,” Mandie suggested, trying not to look Joe straight in the eyes.


  “Then maybe the change is for the better,” Joe teased.


  “I don’t think so,” Mandie said, drawing out the words slowly and frowning as she looked up into his face.


  “Oh, but just think of how different it is when you are grown up and educated,” Joe reminded her. Then he leaned over to whisper in her ear, “I still want to marry you when we grow up, Mandie, and growing up is going pretty fast.”


  When Mandie dropped her gaze to her plate and did not answer, Joe added, “I meant that when I first asked you the day your mother married your uncle John.”


  “That was a long time ago,” Mandie reminded him. “And we were both so much younger then.”


  Joe cleared his throat and asked, “Have you definitely decided then that you do not want to marry me when the proper time comes?”


  “No, Joe, I haven’t decided yes or no about anything,” Mandie said.


  “Then I’ll keep hoping,” he said, reaching to squeeze her hand, and this time she did not pull away.


  Elizabeth Shaw stood up and asked, “Shall we take our coffee in the parlor where we can sit by the fire?” She looked around the table.


  Everyone agreed. Liza, who was tending the sideboard, turned to say, “Den we git de coffee and cake in dere right away, Miz ’Lizbeth.”


  “Thank you,” Elizabeth replied, leading the way out of the dining room.


  “Did I hear Liza say cake?” Joe asked as he and Mandie rose to follow the others.


  Mandie laughed and said, “Cake, of course. And with Joe Woodard here it’s sure to be chocolate. Let’s go.”


  Glancing at Liza as he passed her on the way out, he whispered, “Liza, please hurry with that chocolate cake.” He grinned at her.


  “Sho’ ’nuff, I will,” Liza replied, grinning back.


   As everyone sat in the parlor enjoying the cake and coffee, Mandie looked around and said, “I haven’t seen Snowball in a while. I wonder where he is.”


  Joe glanced around the floor and replied, “I haven’t, either.”


  “Wherever there’s food, he finds the way to get near it,” Mandie said, frowning. “I think I’ll just go look in the kitchen and see if he’s in there. I’ll be right back.” She set her cup of coffee on the end table and left the room.


  When she pushed open the kitchen door, she found all the servants inside, getting ready for their own noon meal.


  Aunt Lou looked at her and asked, “What be de matter, my chile?”


  “I’m just checking to see where Snowball is. Have y’all seen him lately?” she asked, walking across the room to look in the woodbox.


  “No” was the unanimous answer.


  “Not since breakfast,” Aunt Lou added. “I remember giving him his food and den he jes’ hightailed it out of heah soon as someone opened de do’.”


  “And Joe and I went outside. Mother and the others went visiting. And Dr. Woodard and Uncle John were also gone. We were all gone at one time, and I imagine he tried to follow some of us,” Mandie said, standing there in the kitchen, trying to remember when she had last seen him.


  “I git Liza to he’p you look fo’ him, my chile,” Aunt Lou said. “He round heah somewhere. Maybe got shut up in a room or something.”


  “Thanks, Aunt Lou, but y’all go ahead and have your dinner first,” Mandie said. “When Liza gets finished I’ll be in the parlor.”


  When Mandie entered the parlor, her mother looked up to see who was coming in.


  “Snowball is missing, Mother,” Mandie spoke across the room, and everyone else stopped talking to listen. “Liza is going to help me look for him as soon as she finishes her dinner. But have y’all seen him today anywhere?”


  No one had, and Mandie sat back down next to Joe.


  “He’s around somewhere,” Joe said. “We’ll find him.”


  “I hope nothing has happened to him,” Mandie said. “I always keep thinking about that time when he came home half dead and we  never did know where he had been. He almost died, remember?” Her blue eyes glistened with tears.


  Joe reached to hold her hand. “I remember,” he said. “But this time I believe we’ll find him close by somewhere, maybe shut up accidentally in a room.”


  “That’s what Aunt Lou said, but we’ll see,” Mandie replied.


  Snowball was precious to Mandie. He was no ordinary cat. She had brought him with her as a tiny kitten when her stepmother sent her away from home after her father had died several years ago.


  Uncle John came over to sit by Mandie and told her, “Don’t worry too much. You know that cat likes to hide and play tricks. I’ll help y’all search the house.”


  Mandie squeezed his hand and said, “Oh, thank you, Uncle John. I was hoping someone would volunteer to search the basement because Liza is afraid of it and I don’t really like the place myself.” She smiled at him.


  “Yes, it is rather dark and spooky down there, isn’t it? But I know every crack and corner of it in the dark,” John Shaw replied, returning her smile. “So you and Liza look through the house. It’s so big that will take a while. And Joe will help me.”


  Mandie remembered something. “Liza said he went all the way up to the third floor last night and got on her bed, so maybe he has gone back up there,” she said.


  “Then you should look there first,” Joe suggested. “This house is so big and there are so many places he could hide, this will take a while, as Mr. Shaw said.”


  “Snowball will come if you call him as you go through the house. That is, if he can hear you and is not shut up somewhere,” Mandie said.


  She fidgeted in her chair and was not able to carry on a conversation about anything because of worry about her cat. And it seemed that Liza was taking an awfully long time to eat her dinner. The poor cat could be in trouble somewhere and in need of help. Then she remembered her favorite Bible verse in time of trouble.


  Silently reaching for Joe’s hand as John Shaw went back across the room, she whispered, “Our verse,” and he understood.


   Together they quoted, “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ ”


  Then as they looked at each other and smiled, Mandie said, “Everything is going to be all right.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  SEARCHING


   The afternoon was spent searching the house for Snowball without any results. Everyone finished and met in the back hallway.


  “He is not in the house,” Mandie decided.


  “He’s probably out chasing a bird somewhere,” John Shaw suggested.


  “And gittin’ sloppy wet,” Liza added. “And dat cat he don’t like to git wet so I cain’t figger why he outside in de rain.”


  Mandie quickly glanced at Liza. The girl was right. Snowball did not like rain and had to be coaxed to go outside in wet weather. He would rather curl up in the woodbox behind the big iron cookstove in the kitchen.


  “Neither can I,” Mandie agreed.


  “Maybe he followed us out this morning when we went down the hill to look at that old house,” Joe suggested.


  “If he did, we should have had a glimpse of him somewhere or other while we were outside,” Mandie replied. She quickly made a decision and said, “I’ll just have to go out in that rain and look for him.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Joe offered.


  “Me too,” Liza added. “Dat is if Aunt Lou say I kin.”


   Mandie smiled at the girl and said, “I’ll ask her if you want me to.”


  “Sho’ ’nuff, you do dat,” Liza agreed.


  “You don’t need me for that, so I should get back to our guests,” John Shaw told Mandie. “Just don’t stay out too long and be sure you change clothes immediately when you come back inside. We don’t want you coming down with a cold, especially with your company coming Friday.”


  “Yes, sir, Uncle John,” Mandie replied, too worried about her cat to smile at Uncle John’s remarks.


  After getting Aunt Lou’s permission for Liza to go outside with her and Joe, the three put on their coats and hats, and Mandie picked up an umbrella from the hall tree to carry outside.


  As soon as they stepped off the front porch, Mandie knew the umbrella would be useless because of the strong wind. She let it down and used it as a walking cane through rough spots in the yard.


  They called and called Snowball’s name, but there was no sign of the white cat. After they had searched the grounds around the house, they drifted down the hill in the direction of the old house.


  “This is slippery,” Mandie complained as she felt her foot slide on a muddy spot. She looked at Liza and said, “You had better be careful, Liza. If you fall down in all this mud and mess up your clothes you know what Aunt Lou will do.”


  Liza grinned at her as she moved alongside Joe and said, “Don’t worry none ’bout dat, Missy ’Manda. I’se dun got too old to spank.”


  “Yes, but there are other ways to be punished. Remember the time Aunt Lou made you scrub all the floors because you had tracked in a little dirt?” Mandie reminded her.


  “I ’member dat but I don’t be trackin’ in no mo’ mud ’cause I knows bettuh now,” Liza replied, still grinning.


  When the old house came into view, Mandie stopped to stare at it. The daylight was fast fading away because of the rainy weather, but she could still make out the shuttered window and the door. No light was showing from inside.


  Joe moved over next to her and said, “Mandie, I don’t think we ought to stand out here in all this rain just to look at that old house.”


   Mandie turned to go back up the hill. “I know. I thought maybe since we were this close to it we might spot a light,” she said.


  “Even if we see a light in there we can’t do anything about it,” Joe reminded her. “We can’t just go up and knock on the door.”


  Mandie silently nodded her head as the three climbed back up the hill. When they stepped up on the front porch of the house, Mandie remembered something she had wanted to do.


  “We never did go through the tunnel to see if we could see that old house from the exit like we planned for this afternoon, remember?” she said to Joe.


  “I know,” Joe replied. “But since Snowball is more important, I didn’t bother to remind you about it. We can do that tomorrow if you want to.”


  “All right,” Mandie agreed.


  “Y’all gwine down in dat dahk tunnel place?” Liza asked.


  “Yes, we are,” Joe replied with a big grin. “You want to go with us? We’re only going to walk through it to where it ends down by the creek.”


  “Not me.” Liza shrugged her shoulders and reached to open the front door. “Ain’t nuthin’ in dat place I wants to see.”


  “Come on, let’s all go get into some dry clothes,” Mandie suggested as she stepped inside the hallway.


  Liza started toward the kitchen near which the back stairway went up to the servants’ quarters. “If y’all git a notion to go look at dat house again tonight, would y’all let me go wid you?” she asked.


  “Sure, Liza, we’ll let you know,” Joe replied.


  “But I’m pretty sure we won’t be going back outside tonight,” Mandie added.


  After Mandie washed up and changed clothes in her room, she came down to the parlor and found that Joe was there ahead of her. Evidently he had told everyone about their failure to find Snowball, because as she entered the room she was greeted with remarks about it.


  “That’s a nice healthy cat you’ve got, so I wouldn’t worry about him. He’ll come back home when he gets ready,” Dr. Woodard told her.


  “Yes, cats like to prowl,” Mrs. Woodard added.


   “You should have left him at my house, Amanda, as I suggested,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Now, you know Amanda and her cat can’t be parted,” John Shaw reminded the lady. Turning to Mandie, he added, “He’ll get lonesome and come on back.”


  “Amanda, I’m sorry you can’t find him. He’s probably run off into the woods chasing something or other,” Elizabeth told her.


  “Thanks, everybody,” Mandie quickly said as soon as she was able to get a chance to speak. Turning to her mother, she asked, “What are we planning to do while Celia and her mother and her aunt are here? Anything special?”


  Elizabeth looked at her in surprise and replied, “Just the dinner party, dear. I thought you and Celia and Joe would find things to do on your own. Now, I could probably figure out something else if you’d like.”


  “Why, yes, we could, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft spoke up quickly. “We could have another dinner party on Saturday night and invite other friends.”


  Mandie quickly smiled and said, “Oh no, no, Grandmother. I was only asking about Mother’s plans so I’d know what I could plan for Celia and me. If the rain goes away there are lots of things to do. We could walk over to see the Burnses.” Turning to her uncle, she asked, “Are they still living in that house over there and working for you?”


  “Yes, they are, and they’ve turned out to be good workers,” John Shaw replied. “I’m glad I gave them a chance to get straightened out from their old crooked ways.”


  “They’re good people now that they’ve settled down,” Elizabeth added. “Mrs. Burns helps me with a lot of work around the house here when we have extra company.”


  “I believe Polly Cornwallis and her mother went somewhere for the holidays so they probably won’t be home,” Mandie continued. The Cornwallises were the Shaws’ next-door neighbors, and Polly went to the same boarding school that Mandie attended.


  “And y’all can always drive out to the ruby mine,” John Shaw added.


  “Yes, we could,” Mandie agreed. “We will find plenty of things to do. Time always flies by on holidays.”


   Mrs. Woodard spoke up. “I do believe I forgot to tell y’all, and I’m sorry, but Mr. Jacob Smith came by before we left home and said to tell y’all he might just drop by while everyone is here.”


  Mandie’s eyes lit up as she excitedly said, “Oh, I hope he does. I haven’t seen him in quite a while and I’d like to know how things are at my father’s house.”


  Her father’s house was over at Charley Gap in Swain County between the Nantahala Mountains. After Mandie got control of the house when he died, she had given Mr. Jacob Smith permission to live there and take care of the place for her since she could not live there anytime soon.


  “Yes, it would be nice to have him come visit,” John Shaw added.


  At that moment Liza came to the doorway and announced, “De supper be on de table, Miz ’Lizbeth,” and then quickly walked on.


  Elizabeth rose and said, “Shall we go eat now?”


  “Is it time for supper? Seems like no time since we had dinner,” Mrs. Woodard remarked as she and Mrs. Taft followed.


  “Doesn’t seem like no time to me,” Joe whispered to Mandie as they got up.


  Dr. Woodard bent close as he passed them and said, “I heard that, Joe. You just remember your manners and don’t overeat.” The old man winked at Mandie.


  During the meal the adults carried on their own conversation. Joe did all the talking to Mandie, who was unusually quiet because of her worry about Snowball. She didn’t listen to half of what Joe was saying as he related stories about his life at the college in New Orleans and the town itself.


  “Maybe you can come down sometime and I will take you around and show you the town. And you can meet all my friends at the college,” Joe told her.


  “Yes, I’d like to,” Mandie replied.


  “The weather is hotter in the summertime than it is here,” Joe continued. “Of course, we are in the mountains here and that makes it cooler. New Orleans is on the water, you know.”


  “Yes,” Mandie answered, pushing the food around on her plate. She looked up, caught a concerned look on her mother’s face, and  quickly crammed a forkful of mashed potatoes into her mouth and washed it down with a sip of coffee.


  “I suppose I’ll be coming home for the summer,” Joe continued. “Remember last year I had to double up on my studies to catch up for admission requirements and had to stay all summer?”


  Mandie was interested in that. “I’m so glad you’re coming home for the summer,” she told him. “My grandmother has been asking me what I’m planning for the summer, and I haven’t known what to tell her. You know how she likes to make plans for other people and always wants to get me involved.”


  “What are you planning to do for the summer, then?” Joe asked.


  “I’d like to visit my Cherokee kinpeople,” Mandie said.


  “And come and stay at our house?” Joe asked.


  “Probably,” Mandie agreed. “Since you live practically on the way to Deep Creek.”


  “Maybe I could go with you to see all those people,” Joe suggested.


  “Of course, if you want to,” Mandie replied, stopping to sip her coffee. “I have asked Celia, too, but you know her mother is always planning things for them and I’m not sure yet what their plans are.”


  “Will you write and let me know?” Joe asked.


  “I will as soon as I find out,” Mandie promised. “And you write and let me know exactly when you will be out of school for the summer.”


  “All right,” Joe agreed.


  The meal was finally over. When her mother rose from the table, Mandie immediately caught up with her before she left the dining room and said, “I’m going out on the porch to call Snowball.”


  “Be sure you stay on the porch and don’t go out in that rain again. I don’t want you getting sick,” Elizabeth told her.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied.


  “I’ll go with you,” Joe said, having stood by listening.


  The adults went on into the parlor. Mandie and Joe grabbed their coats off the hall tree and went out onto the front porch. The spring night air was cool and it was still raining.


  Mandie walked up and down the long front porch calling, “Snowball! Kitty, kitty, where are you? Snowball, come here.”


   After a while, a discouraged Mandie and Joe went back inside and soon everyone went to bed.


  Mandie thought about her cat as she drifted off to sleep. She dreamed she could hear him meowing. He seemed to be in trouble. Suddenly she woke up and sat straight up in bed. That wasn’t a dream. She could distinctly hear Snowball howling his head off. But where was he?


  She jumped out of bed, snatched her robe, and put it on as she ran down the stairs. She opened the front door and there he was, sitting there loudly meowing. He looked up, saw her, and quickly ran into the house.


  “Snowball!” Mandie cried. She stooped down to pick him up. He was soaking wet.


  As she ran up the stairs with him in her arms she realized he smelled awful. Some odor like fish reached her nostrils.


  Once inside her room she quickly set him down, closed the door, and lit a lamp. He was filthy dirty and smelled like something dead.


  She picked him up, took him to the bathroom, and deposited him in the bathtub. Snowball was meowing the whole time, and she was sure he was going to wake everyone in the house. But he had to be cleaned so she turned on the water and bathed him, which made him howl louder than ever.


  Finally picking him up in a towel, she sat down on the floor and tried to get him dry. Giving up trying to keep him still, she took a clean towel, rolled him up in it, carried him back to her room, and set him on a chair.


  “Now, you stay right there. Don’t you get in my bed. You’re all wet, you understand?” she scolded him.


  Snowball looked at her, managed to get his front feet out of the towel, and began washing his face.


  Mandie put out the lamp, got back in bed, and waited to see what Snowball was going to do. Much to her surprise, he finally became quiet and as far as she could see in the darkness, he stayed in the chair, curled up, and went to sleep.


  Happy that her cat had finally come home, Mandie drifted off to sleep. Now she could go back tomorrow to investigating the mystery of the light in the old house across the property line. And she and Joe  could go down through the tunnel to find out whether they could see the place from the exit. But maybe it wouldn’t be raining tomorrow.


  Sometime during the night, Snowball slipped up onto her bed and curled up on the other pillow.


  Mandie dreamed she could hear the wind roaring and woke in the middle of the night to find Snowball purring in her ear. As she moved to push him away, she remembered his fur was wet, but when she touched him it was dry. And he was back home. She turned over and went back to sleep.


  CHAPTER SIX


  PLANNING


   Mandie woke early the next morning and opened her eyes to bright sunlight streaming in through the window. She sat up quickly. Had she overslept? She ran to the window to look out. No, the sun just seemed brighter because the previous day had been so dark. The rooster crowed in the backyard. She stretched and turned to look for Snowball. He was not in the room. Now where had he gone?


  “Oh, that cat!” she moaned to herself as she hastily got dressed. “I’m going to tie him up if he doesn’t stop running off.”


  She went straight to the kitchen. That’s where he would go, but how did he get out of her room? John Shaw was sitting at the table drinking coffee and reading a newspaper. No one else was there.


  “Good morning, my little blue eyes,” her uncle greeted her. “Coffee’s ready.”


  Mandie quickly got a cup and saucer, poured coffee from the percolator on the cookstove, and came to sit at the table with him.


  “Snowball came home in the middle of the night and now he has disappeared out of my room with the door shut,” Mandie said with a loud groan.


  John Shaw grinned at her, pointed toward the floor behind the stove, and said, “I know. There he is, already eating his breakfast. Liza brought him in just a few minutes ago.”


   “Oh! How did Liza get him out of my room without waking me?” Mandie asked.


  “She said she was going down the hallway up there and heard Snowball meowing inside the door of your room, and when she peeked inside he ran out,” John Shaw explained. “She didn’t wake you because she was sure you were ‘done wore out.’ ”


  Mandie quickly related the happenings of the night before when Snowball showed up at the front door. “I mean he was absolutely filthy and he smelled like fish,” she said.


  “He probably got hungry and tried to catch a fish out of the creek,” John Shaw suggested.


  “But I can’t figure out where he has been, and since he can’t talk I suppose I’ll never know,” Mandie concluded with a big sigh. She sipped the hot coffee and thought about it.


  Joe came into the kitchen and joined them for coffee at the table. When Mandie related the story to him, he asked, “But how in the world could you have heard Snowball howling outside the front door? The front door is quite a distance from your room, I believe.”


  “That’s because I was listening for him all the time, trying to hear his meow, and I thought I was dreaming, but I got up and went downstairs and there he was,” Mandie explained.


  Joe shrugged his shoulders and said, “Oh well, I’m certainly glad he decided to come home.”


  “And now I’m afraid he will run away again,” Mandie said thoughtfully.


  “Don’t let him out of the house,” John Shaw told her. “Inform everyone that he is not to go outside. That way they’ll be watching for him when they open outside doors.”


  “I suppose I could put on his leash and take him out for air with me,” Mandie said. “You know the sun is shining.” She smiled as she glanced toward the window.


  “Yes, I’m glad it has cleared up,” John Shaw said. Turning to Joe, he said, “Now would be a good time to put the cover on that rose arbor before it rains again.”


  “Yes, sir, I agree,” Joe said. “Just let me know when.”


  “How about right after breakfast?” John Shaw suggested, drinking the last of his coffee.


   “That will be fine,” Joe agreed.


  Liza came in the back door and smiled at Mandie. “I sees dat white cat dun come home agin,” she said.


  “Finally,” Mandie replied and told her the events of the night before.


  “Thank de Lawd,” Liza said, rolling her dark eyes.


  “Yes, and as soon as breakfast is over we’re going to cover the arbor in case it rains again,” Mandie replied.


  “Dat’s good to stay out of de rain, ’cause it sho’ was rainin’ last night when I seed a light down dere,” Liza told her as she went to the stove and began taking down pots and pans in preparation for breakfast.


  “Last night? You saw a light down there last night?” Mandie quickly asked. “You were out last night?”


  Liza put her hand over her mouth and said, “I dun put my foot in trouble if Aunt Lou find out. Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, I better keep my big mouth shut.”


  Joe grinned and said, “I do believe I’m getting hard of hearing this morning. What were you telling us about last night?”


  Liza grinned back at him and said, “I ain’t sayin’ ’nuther word. I’se got to git breakfast started now.” She turned back to the stove.


  “I heard you, Liza, but I’m not telling,” Mandie said. Turning to Uncle John, she said, “So there was a light down there last night. I do wish I could find out who’s in that old house.”


  “We’ll eventually find out,” John Shaw replied, standing up from the table. “Right now I have a couple of things to do in my office before we eat breakfast. So I’ll be back down to eat, Joe, and then we’ll see about that arbor cover.” After putting his cup in the sink, he went to the door to the hallway.


  “Yes, sir, whenever you are ready,” Joe agreed. As John Shaw left the room, Joe also stood up and said to Mandie, “I think we ought to go to the parlor before Aunt Lou comes in here. She might want to ask questions that we don’t want to answer.” He nodded toward Liza and left his cup next to John Shaw’s.


  Mandie hurriedly added her cup to the other used ones and joined him as he headed toward the door. “I know what you mean,” she said.  Glancing back, she told Liza, “Would you please keep Snowball shut up in here and tell the others he is not to go outside without me?”


  “Sho’ ’nuff will, Missy ’Manda,” Liza replied, smiling at her as she bent to open the oven.


  When Mandie and Joe got to the parlor, they found Mrs. Taft sitting by the fire in the fireplace. She looked up as they came into the room.


  “My, you two are up early,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie and Joe both replied.


  The two sat down near Mrs. Taft, and Mandie explained about Snowball finally coming home.


  “Well, I’m glad he came back, but, Amanda, please keep that cat shut up somewhere so he can’t run off again,” her grandmother replied.


  “He’s staying in the kitchen for the time being,” Mandie said and then, looking at her grandmother, asked, “You are up awfully early, aren’t you?”


  Mrs. Taft cleared her throat and said, “Well, yes, I suppose so, but I had some notes to write that I want to go in the mail today so that I can make plans for the summer.”


  “Notes about summer plans, Grandmother?” Mandie asked.


  “Why, yes, I thought I’d ask Senator Morton to get together with us,” she explained. “And I wrote the Pattons. We could make a trip to Charleston to the beach and see them this summer.”


  “Senator Morton and the Pattons,” Mandie repeated and glanced at Joe. He nodded as though reading her mind, and she continued, “Grandmother, I hope you are not including me, because Joe is coming home for the summer vacation from college this year, and we want to plan something.”


  “Yes, I know he will be home. His mother has already told me,” Mrs. Taft replied. “And of course we want to include Joe in any plans we make.” She looked at Joe and smiled.


  Joe smiled back and said, “Thank you for thinking of me, Mrs. Taft.”


  Mandie was upset by her grandmother’s plans but tried hard not to show it. “Does my mother know what you are planning? I mean, is she going to be involved, too?” she asked.


   “Of course, your mother always goes along with whatever plans I make,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  Joe spoke up. “I’m not sure what plans I will make yet for the summer. Have you discussed your plans with my mother?”


  Mrs. Taft looked at him and smiled as she said, “Your mother informed me that anything I wanted to plan would be fine with her, and of course she meant you, too.”


  Joe scratched his unruly brown hair and said, “But she doesn’t know what plans I have for the summer because we haven’t discussed them yet.”


  Mandie cleared her throat and tried to steady her voice as she spoke. “Grandmother, I am planning to visit my Cherokee kinpeople this summer. I haven’t mentioned this to my mother, but I’m sure she will agree. So before you make any definite commitments with Senator Morton and the Pattons, maybe we’d better all get together and discuss this summer’s activities.” She held her breath, waiting for her grandmother to explode. Much to her surprise, Mrs. Taft didn’t seem to have an answer to that.


  Finally Mrs. Taft said, “Yes, we can all discuss this sometime today, I hope.”


  Mrs. Woodard and Elizabeth came into the parlor then. Mandie held her breath and hoped her grandmother did not want to have that discussion right now. She was hungry, and breakfast would be ready soon. Besides, she planned to talk privately with her mother first.


  “Good morning,” Elizabeth greeted everyone as she took a seat by the fire. “I’m sure glad to see the sun out this morning.”


  As greetings were exchanged, Mrs. Woodard also sat down, glanced at Joe, and said, “Yes, that sunshine is welcome, especially with the doctor having to make a call up the mountain this morning.”


  “Dad is already out and gone?” Joe asked his mother.


  “Yes, it was time for more medicine for old Mr. Hanback, and your father decided this morning would be a good time to go,” Mrs. Woodard said. “He’ll be back in time for the noon meal.”


  “I’m glad Mr. Shaw didn’t go with him, then, because he and I are going to cover the rose arbor after breakfast,” Joe told her. Smiling, he added, “If it rains again we’ll have a roof to stand under to watch that old house down by the creek.”


   The three ladies looked at him and shook their heads. Mrs. Woodard said, “I don’t understand what the fascination is about that old place. Why, it’s nothing but a barn, from what I remember.”


  “But, Mother, someone is staying in it, no matter how run-down the house is, and whoever it is certainly tries not to be seen by anyone,” Joe said. He glanced at Mandie with a big grin and added, “It may be an outlaw, for all we know.”


  “Joe! I hope not,” Elizabeth Shaw spoke quickly.


  “Then it could be dangerous for you young people to snoop around down there,” Mrs. Taft said, looking at Elizabeth.


  “They’ve been cautioned not to go all the way to the house and especially not to go down that way alone,” Elizabeth explained.


  In an effort to turn the conversation away from the old house, Mandie explained to her mother and Mrs. Woodard that Snowball had returned home the night before.


  “He’s confined to the kitchen right now with notice that no one is to let him out,” Joe added.


  “I’m glad he came home,” Elizabeth said.


  “Yes, indeed, he’s like one of the family,” Mrs. Woodard added, smiling at Mandie.


  John Shaw came to the parlor doorway then and informed them, “I believe breakfast is ready if you ladies are ready.”


  As soon as breakfast was over, John Shaw took Joe out to the barn with him to sort out the wood for the arbor. Mandie followed.


  As she stood there, looking at the rough lumber her uncle was laying out, she asked, “Uncle John, that’s going to look awfully tacky, isn’t it—all that unfinished lumber on top of the rose arbor?”


  John Shaw laughed and said, “It won’t look that way when we get through with it. We’re going to saw some of the good pieces, and after it’s all attached to the arbor, we’ll paint it.”


  “But if it rains again you won’t be able to paint the wood in the rain,” Mandie reminded him.


  John Shaw straightened up to look at her and said, “Joe and I are going to do this real fast-like before it rains again so we can get the paint on before the wood gets wet. The sky looks bright and clear today, so I believe we have at least today to do this without rain.”


  Mandie decided to talk to her uncle about her summer plans  while her grandmother was not around. She watched him and Joe laying out a pile of wood to be used and then finally spoke. “Uncle John, I would like to go visit my Cherokee kinpeople this summer. I haven’t been out there in a long time.”


  John Shaw straightened up once more to look at her and said, “That is a good suggestion for the summer. I’d like to go visit them myself. My uncle is getting rather old now. When would you like to go?”


  Mandie turned to grin at Joe. “As soon as school is out. And Joe will be coming home for the summer vacation and wants to go with us.”


  “Now, you’ve come up with some nice plans for the summer, Amanda,” John Shaw said, smiling at Joe.


  “And I’ve already mentioned this to Celia, and if her mother doesn’t have something else planned, she would like to go with us,” Mandie added.


  “That’s fine,” Uncle John answered.


  “However, we have some obstacles to overcome,” Mandie warned with a big grin.


  “We do?” her uncle questioned.


  “Yes, in the form of my grandmother. She has been writing notes to Senator Morton and to the Pattons about possible vacation plans, without even asking anyone else,” Mandie said with a loud moan.


  “That sounds like her,” John Shaw replied. “But let’s look at it this way. This is your and Joe’s vacation, so I’d say it’s up to you two to decide what we will be doing. The rest of us are free to travel at other times, while y’all have to be in school and such.”


  “Thank you, Uncle John, for understanding,” Mandie said. “But please tell me how we get around Grandmother and her plans.”


  “Hmmm!” John Shaw cleared his throat. “I think if you’ll just leave that to me, I’ll take care of it.”


  Mandie’s face lit up in a big grin as she looked at Joe and said, “I knew I should include Uncle John in our plans. He’s the only one who will stand up to my grandmother.”


  “Now, Amanda,” Uncle John teased her, “you make me sound like I’m hard to get along with.”


   “No, you just have the gumption to stand up and be heard,” Mandie replied.


  “All right, I’m standing up now, and since you insisted on coming along with us, Amanda, I suggest you grab a piece of that lumber, and Joe and I will get the rest and we’ll get started on this thing.”


  They carried the lumber and nails and hammers down to the old arbor. John Shaw checked it to be sure it was strong enough to stand the weight on the top. Then, satisfied with that, he began figuring how they would attach the additional boards.


  Mandie looked around the area. There were jonquils up around the edge of the clearing, and sticky rosebushes not yet in bloom more or less surrounded the structure. Someone had made a low wall of rocks around the clearing, and that would be a comfortable place to sit. Glancing down the hill, she could see the old house and knew they had found the proper spot for their surveillance.


  “This is nice, Uncle John,” she told him as she watched.


  “It hasn’t exactly been kept up the last few years since we built the summer house in the front yard. Everyone seems to go there instead of here to sit outdoors for fresh air and sunshine,” he replied.


  Mandie turned slightly and saw Liza coming down the hill toward them, carrying Snowball. Now, why had she taken the cat out of the kitchen?


  “Liza, what are you doing with Snowball?” she asked when the girl caught up with them.


  “Dis heah cat, he ain’t got no sandbox in de kitchen, so Aunt Lou, she say for me to put on his leash and take him outside,” Liza explained, setting the cat down at the end of his leash, which she held.


  “Oh, Liza!” Mandie exclaimed. “I’m sorry I didn’t even think about things like that. Thank you for bringing him to me.” She took the end of the red leash from the girl.


  “I sees we gwine have a rainproof place to spy on dat house now, ain’t we?” Liza said, watching John Shaw and Joe work on the cover.


  “Yes, and I suppose by the time we get it all done, we’ll suddenly find out who’s in that old house and we won’t need it then,” Joe told her with a big grin, picking up some nails and a hammer.


  “Well, we can always use this as a place to sit,” Mandie told him.


   “Y’all gwine come stay home heah fo’ the summer vacation?” Liza asked.


  Mandie quickly looked at the girl and came up with a new idea. “Liza, we are probably going to visit my Cherokee kinpeople,” she said. “How would you like to go with us?”


  “And hafta eat owl stew and sech?” Liza asked, rolling her eyes.


  “No, you don’t have to eat owl stew. The Cherokee people cook lots of things that we eat, too,” Mandie said, grinning at her. “Wouldn’t you like to have a vacation with us?”


  “I ain’t sho’ Aunt Lou ’llow dat,” Liza mumbled indecisively.


  John Shaw stopped his hammering and said, “Now, Liza, if you want to go with us, I’m sure it will be all right with Aunt Lou. With all of us gone she won’t have a lot of work to do.”


  “Hmmm!” Liza still mumbled and traced a mark in the wet dirt with the toe of her shoe. “Mebbe, mebbe not. I’ll let you know.”


  Everyone smiled and then Liza said, “I’se got to git back and he’p wit the cookin’ fo’ dinner,” Liza said, turning to go back up the hill. Then looking back she said, “Missy ’Manda, don’t let dat cat run away again.”


  “Mandie!” Joe exclaimed.


  Mandie looked to see why he was being so loud.


  “You might have made a big mistake,” Joe told her. “If Liza goes back to the house and tells everyone you have invited her to go with you to visit your Cherokee kinpeople, word is certainly going to get back to Mrs. Taft.”


  “Oh, you’re right, Joe,” Mandie said, picking up Snowball. “I’ll go catch Liza and ask her not to mention it.” She started to run up the hill.


  “Amanda!” John Shaw called to her. She stopped and looked back. “I don’t want you to be afraid of what your grandmother might hear or think. This is your vacation we’re talking about, so don’t worry about Liza telling everyone. In fact, that might be the best way for your grandmother to realize you have definite plans of your own.”


  Mandie smiled and went back down to the arbor. “Thank you, Uncle John,” she said. “We’ll just wait and see what happens.”


  Mandie knew her grandmother could be bossy and that most  people gave in to her wishes, but John Shaw was not one of those. And she had her uncle strongly by her side. This was going to be an interesting problem, but she knew that somehow it would be solved.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  PREPARING


   The cover over the rose arbor was finished and painted by the time Liza came to get them for the noonday meal. Mandie had helped by picking up nails, handing up tools as Joe and John Shaw stood on ladders, and then cleaning up the debris. Snowball, much to his dislike, had his leash looped around a post and had to stay right there with his mistress. He greeted Liza with loud meows.


  “I knows, I knows,” Liza told him as she walked up. “You wants loose, but I tells you you cain’t get loose.” She stooped to rub his head.


  “I suppose it’s eating time?” Joe asked with a grin.


  “Dat’s right. Aunt Lou sent me to tell y’all to git cleaned up ’cause de food gwine be on de table soon, and she say come right now,” the girl replied.


  “She timed it just right. We are finished with everything,” John Shaw said, stepping back to look at their work.


  “Liza, if you will take charge of Snowball, I’ll help Uncle John and Joe take things back to the barn,” Mandie said. “And please don’t let him get loose.”


  “I’ll take him right back to de kitchen. He’ll like dat ’cause de food’s ready and smellin’ good,” Liza said, unhooking the leash  from the post and starting back up the hill with Snowball walking at the end of it.


  Mandie glanced down the hill at the old house plainly in view from the rose arbor. “This is going to be the perfect place to watch from,” she said.


  “Provided we stay at least half hidden behind the bushes around this,” Joe remarked, pointing to the shrubbery bushes growing at the edge of the arbor.


  Then Mandie remembered the tunnel. “I don’t think we have to check out the exit from the tunnel, Joe, because this is much better,” she said, her hands full of scraps from the wood.


  “I agree,” Joe replied, pulling down the ladder he had been standing on to put finishing touches on the paint.


  “This also made a big improvement in our yard,” John Shaw remarked. He gathered up the tools.


  As they all started back up the hill, Mandie said, “I don’t know when Grandmother is planning on doing it, but she said this morning we could all discuss our plans for the summer. I just wanted to give you warning.”


  “Don’t worry about it, my little blue eyes,” John Shaw replied with a smile. “I learned long ago how to do battle with that grandmother of yours. We’ll win this one.”


  “I hope so,” Mandie replied.


  After they left everything in the barn, they went in through the back door of the house to let Aunt Lou know they had returned. She gave them time to go upstairs and clean up and then announced the noonday meal just as the three of them joined the ladies in the parlor.


  “I’m glad we didn’t have time to talk in the parlor, so Grandmother couldn’t bring up the subject of summer plans,” Mandie whispered to Joe as they followed the adults into the dining room.


  There was the sound of the front door opening and closing, and they looked back down the hallway to see Dr. Woodard coming in.


  “You’re just in time to eat,” Mandie called to him.


  “I’ll join y’all just as soon as I clean up,” the doctor replied, hurrying to the staircase.


  Everyone else heard his reply as they went into the dining room.  They sat at the table and waited for him to come in. When Dr. Woodard took his seat, the conversation was concerning patients he had stopped by to see on his way back.


  “I don’t think Grandmother will have an opportunity to bring up the subject of summer vacation anytime soon,” Mandie whispered to Joe.


  “No, my dad is a big talker once he gets started, especially about his patients,” Joe agreed. “But that’s good so we can eat in peace and not worry about plans.” He grinned at Mandie.


  Mandie noticed her grandmother was not talking very much. She decided maybe the lady just didn’t want to discuss anything about summer vacation but was secretly making plans anyway. Then she wondered if her uncle John would broach the subject himself, but he was busy talking about their work on the old rose arbor.


  Then when the meal was over, Elizabeth pushed back her chair and asked, “Would everyone be interested in going for a drive around town to get some fresh air in this wonderful sunshine we have today?”


  As her mother looked around the table, Mandie shook her head. She wanted to stay home and relax. Then she caught Joe shaking his head also.


  “All right, we’ll go as soon as Abraham can hitch up the rig and we freshen up a little,” Elizabeth said, in response to the agreement that went around the table. Then she walked by Mandie and Joe and said, “You two don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”


  “Thanks, Mother,” Mandie said as Elizabeth walked on with the other ladies. Turning to Joe, Mandie said, “Come on. Let’s go sit in the parlor until everyone leaves and then we can go watch the old house. Maybe the paint on the arbor will be dry by then.”


  “Maybe,” Joe replied as he followed her down the hallway to the parlor.


  The adults had only been gone a few minutes, and Mandie and Joe were getting ready to go outside, when Liza came to the parlor.


  “Guess whut?” she said, smiling. “Y’all got mo’ company.”


  “More company? Who is it, Liza?” Mandie asked eagerly.


   “It be dat Injun man and dat man whut lives in yo’ daddy’s house,” Liza replied.


  “Oh, where are they?” Mandie asked, excitedly getting up from her chair.


  “Dey puttin’ de wagon in de barn. Ain’t been to de door yet but I seed ’em,” Liza explained.


  “Come on,” Mandie told Joe as she rushed out of the room.


  Joe followed her to the kitchen, where the two men were just coming in the back door.


  “Uncle Ned!” Mandie exclaimed as she hurried to shake his hand. The tall old Indian bent to give her a hug. “And Mr. Jacob!” Mandie continued her greetings as she reached for his hand. The big, burly gray-haired man squeezed hers in reply.


  “It’s been so long since I saw you I thought I’d come with Uncle Ned here when he stopped by and told me he was coming over here,” Mr. Jacob Smith told her.


  Turning to Joe, Mr. Smith said with a chuckle, “Glad to see you managed to get away from that college.”


  “Yes, sir, I have to once in a while. I’m glad you came because I won’t be home except long enough to get my things and go back to school. We’re staying here until then,” Joe replied.


  Uncle Ned was standing by, watching and listening. “Believe you grow since I saw you,” he said.


  “Yes, sir, Uncle Ned, I’m sure I have because my pants are getting too short,” Joe answered with a laugh.


  Aunt Lou had been standing at the sink, observing. She spoke up, “Y’all jes’ go sit at de table and I brings you some dinner. Everybody else done finished and gone out, but we still got food here.” She pointed to the food on the sideboard she and Liza had brought from the dining room.


  The men hesitated a moment and Mandie said, “Come on, sit down and eat. Mother and Uncle John and the others have gone for a drive but they’ll be back soon.” She walked over to the cupboard and began getting down dishes. Liza came to help.


  While the men ate, Mandie and Joe drank coffee. Aunt Lou and Liza sat down by the cookstove where Snowball was eating from a plate on the floor.


   “Is everything all right at my father’s house?” Mandie asked.


  “Just fine,” Jacob Smith replied between bites of green beans. “That was why I wanted to see you, just to let you know everything is all right. I’ve made some repairs to the shutters and the front porch and I’ve painted the inside of the house.”


  “Oh, thank you, Mr. Jacob,” Mandie said. “I’m so glad I found you to live in the house and take care of it for me. I wouldn’t want just anybody staying there. And did you finally get your own chickens so you don’t have to buy eggs from the neighbors?”


  “The pen is full of chickens and I have two hogs in the back of the barnyard. I’m also getting some cows and another horse,” he told her. “In fact, the place is pretty well full of animals.”


  Turning to Uncle Ned, Mandie asked, “How is Sallie? And Morning Star?”


  The old man smiled at her and said, “Sallie want Papoose come visit when summer get here.”


  Mandie grinned and looked at Joe as she replied, “Joe and I both are coming to visit when school is out. I want to see all my Cherokee kinpeople over in Deep Creek, but I’d rather stay at your house.”


  “I saw that missionary fellow who started the Cherokee school at the store the other day. He was asking about you, whether I had heard from you or not,” Mr. Smith said.


  “Riley O’Neal,” Mandie said. “So he is still there. I thought maybe he would go back home to Boston.”


  “No, don’t believe he’ll be going back north anytime soon,” Mr. Smith said. “He’s really doing a good job with the Cherokee children. And their mamas and papas have finally decided he is their friend.”


  “I’m glad for him,” Mandie said. “He seemed so sincere about getting the school started, and I was afraid the Cherokee people would never accept him.”


  Uncle Ned looked at Mandie and asked, “What Papoose been doing now?”


  Mandie smiled and began relating the news regarding the old house down by the creek. “It’s all a mystery right now, but I’m going  to solve it before I go back to school,” she said. Then, looking at Joe, she added, “And Joe is going to help me.”


  “She means I am just following along,” Joe said, grinning.


  “Man live there go away many years ago,” Uncle Ned told them.


  “You knew the man, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked.


  Uncle Ned smiled and replied, “Yes, when Morning Star and I stay here with John Shaw’s papa.”


  “Oh, I had forgotten about y’all living with my grandparents way back then,” Mandie said. “You don’t think it could be that man who is staying down at the old house? Maybe he came back.”


  Uncle Ned shook his head and said, “Hear man went to happy hunting ground after he leave here.”


  “If that man died, who owns the place now, Uncle Ned?” Joe asked.


  “Nobody,” the old man replied.


  “Might be something your uncle would want to buy since it joins his property,” Jacob Smith said.


  “I’ll tell him,” Mandie said.


  “He’d probably have trouble tracing the ownership since the man is dead. There might be relatives who would be the owners now,” Joe suggested.


  Mandie gave him a big smile and said, “You really are going to turn into a lawyer, aren’t you?”


  Joe grinned back and said, “Well, we’ve been studying property laws at my school.”


  “That would be a good field to get into,” Jacob Smith told him.


  Uncle Ned shook his head and said sadly, “Property law no good for Cherokee people.”


  Mandie quickly reached across the table to squeeze the old man’s hand. With tears in her eyes she told him, “Uncle Ned, you know what I’m going to do? I’m going to ask Uncle John to buy that piece of property down there and give it to you and Morning Star.” Her voice trembled slightly as she thought about the dishonesty that had displaced her Cherokee ancestors from their very own land.


   “But what we do with it?” Uncle Ned asked, squeezing her hand back. “We have house already.”


  “Oh, that house down there is no good, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said with a little laugh. “It needs to be torn down and a new one built. Uncle John could build a new house for you, and then you and Morning Star and Sallie could come back here to live.”


  “Big God bless you, Papoose, but we cannot come here to live,” the old man said, smiling at her. “We live at Deep Creek.”


  “But you and Morning Star lived here before with my grandparents,” Mandie argued. “I know you and I are not blood related, and I do have lots of Cherokee kinpeople, real ones, but Uncle Ned, I love you and Morning Star so much more than I do them.”


  “Love Jim Shaw’s Papoose,” Uncle Ned replied, the nearest to tears she had ever seen him. “We love you, too.”


  “Anyhow,” Mandie said, withdrawing her hand in order to take a sip of her coffee. “I’m going to ask Uncle John about buying that property and putting up a new house. Someday you and Morning Star may want it.”


  Silence had fallen across the room as everyone in it had listened to the conversation. Then Joe spoke up. “You know, Mandie, that might be a good learning experience for me to get involved in. You ask your uncle about it and if he’s interested I’ll volunteer to help him out.”


  Everyone laughed. “Help him out with what, Joe?” Mandie asked.


  “Whatever needs to be done,” Joe replied. “I know how to check property records in the courthouse and I also know how to use a hammer and a saw.”


  “Well, now, that certainly makes you qualified,” Jacob Smith said. “Any which way you’re needed.”


  When the room had become quiet again, Uncle Ned spoke. “Someday Joe will be a great lawyer. He has desire and ability, and with both there will be much success.”


  The room was very quiet after that remark and then suddenly Mandie clapped her hands and said, “And I want to be the first to congratulate Joe Woodard on a great future. I know him well enough to know that he will succeed at whatever he wishes to do.” She felt  her face grow warm with a blush as she dropped her eyes and quickly picked up her cup to sip her coffee.


  “Amen!” came from Jacob Smith.


  “Yes!” Uncle Ned followed.


  Even Aunt Lou and Liza, listening to the conversation from their places by the stove, clapped their hands.


  “Mandie, what are you trying to do? Embarrass me?” Joe exclaimed, dropping his eyes and not looking at anyone.


  At that very moment John Shaw walked into the kitchen. “Embarrass you, Joe Woodard? Impossible!” and then he saw Uncle Ned and Jacob Smith. He stepped forward to shake hands. “How wonderful to find y’all here,” he told them.


  Aunt Lou came hurrying across the room with another cup and saucer, stopped at the stove to fill it with hot coffee, then brought it to the table and set it down.


  John Shaw said, “Thank you, Aunt Lou,” as he pulled out a chair and sat down. “And, Jacob, how are things at Charley Gap?”


  “Fine, just fine. I just told Miss Amanda I had made a few minor repairs on her house,” he replied and explained what they were.


  Mandie could hardly wait for the three men to get finished with their conversation, and she took their first break to put in her news. “Uncle John, did you know the man who owned that old house down by the creek died after he left here? Uncle Ned knew him and just told us.”


  John Shaw looked at Uncle Ned and asked, “So he died? Do you know if he had any relatives, if there was anyone who inherited the property?”


  Uncle Ned shook his head and said, “Do not know of any. He live alone way over in Buncombe County, this McCampbell man. Friend neighbor tell me he die alone, church bury him, sad no kinpeople.”


  “Yes, that is sad,” John Shaw said. “I think I’ll have my lawyer look into this, find out who, if anybody, owns the property now and whether it can be bought with a clear title.”


  Mandie grinned at her uncle. “I knew you would want to do that,” she said.


   “Maybe I could help,” Joe offered. “I’ve learned how to look up property records, and the courthouse is right here in Franklin, and I will be here until the end of next week.”


  John Shaw looked at Joe and smiled. “Sure, Joe, you and Amanda go down to the courthouse and find the record, see if Mr. McCampbell ever sold the property, and if so, to whom.”


  “Thank you, sir, this will be a good learning experience for me,” Joe told him.


  “Don’t forget, first we have to solve the mystery of who is staying in that house,” Mandie reminded him. “It could be somebody who has bought it.”


  “You’re right, Amanda,” John Shaw said. “It could have been sold.”


  “Well, then, let’s work real fast on that mystery so I will still have time to go to the courthouse,” Joe said with a disappointed look.


  “If we are going to work that fast, we may have to sleep all day and stay up all night to watch that house because the light is only seen at night,” Mandie told him.


  “It’s only seen at night because it’s dark then. There may be a light inside in the daytime that we can’t see in the light of day,” Joe reminded her. “Besides, whoever is in there may come outside during the day sometime or other.”


  John Shaw stood up and said, “Uncle Ned, Jacob—the ladies are in the parlor. Suppose we join them.”


  As soon as the three men left the kitchen, Liza asked Mandie excitedly, “Kin I he’p watch if y’all watch at night, ’cause I don’t be havin’ to work at night?” She came over to the table.


  “We’ll have to decide exactly what we are going to do first, Liza,” Mandie said. “But of course you can come with us anytime Aunt Lou says you can.”


  Aunt Lou rose from her chair and said, “Liza, right now we needs to finish cleaning up dis heah kitchen fo’ it git time to cook supper.”


  “Yessum, Aunt Lou, I’ll hurry,” Liza said, rushing around taking the dirty dishes from the table and carrying them to the sink.


  Mandie told Joe, “Since the sun has been shining today, it ought  to be clear tonight and a little warmer without all that rain. Do you want to go sit in the arbor after we have supper? It’ll be dark by then.”


  “Sure, if you’ll agree to at least walk down to the courthouse sometime tomorrow. We don’t have to start looking for records. We can just walk in and see where everything is kept,” Joe said, smiling.


  “Have you never been in the courthouse?” Mandie asked.


  “No, this one is for Macon County, here,” Joe said. “Since I live in Swain County, our courthouse is in Bryson City. Remember when we went to court about your father’s house?”


  “I’ve been in this one here one time,” Mandie said. “It has indoor bathrooms, one for the ladies and one for the men, and it’s all marble with fancy curlicues everywhere.”


  Aunt Lou stopped in the middle of the floor and said, “Now, my chile, what a subject for a young lady to discuss. Bathrooms, indeed!”


  “Oh, Aunt Lou,” Mandie exclaimed, blushing in spite of herself. She and Joe had always talked about everything and thought nothing of it. But now Aunt Lou was reminding her that she was a young lady and should act ladylike. Then, smiling, Mandie said, “Aunt Lou, I do believe you have been talking to Miss Prudence. She’s always telling us the young ladies in her school should act like young ladies. But I’m home now and this is a holiday, so I can just be plain old me.”


  Aunt Lou sighed, walked over to the stove, and said, “Someday, my chile, you gwine hafta grow up.”


  “Hafta grow up,” Liza repeated as she picked up more dishes. “Dat’s whut Aunt Lou always tellin’ me, and I ain’t sho’ I wants to grow up. Sounds like a lot of trouble to me, rememberin’ all dem things.”


  Mandie and Joe both laughed and stood up.


  “Come on, Joe, let’s go to the parlor,” Mandie said. “My grandmother may be discussing plans, and we need to know what’s said.”


  “We sure do,” Joe agreed.


  As the two started for the door, Mandie looked back at Aunt Lou and said, “I’ll try to remember, Aunt Lou.”


   Aunt Lou paused to smile at her.


  Mandie secretly agreed with Liza. She wasn’t sure she wanted to grow up and be a young lady. She might not have the opportunity to solve mysteries then, especially since she would not be able to do any unladylike things that might be necessary.


  “Oh well!” Mandie whispered to herself.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  AUNT LOU’S SUGGESTION


   Everyone sat in the parlor that night after supper and discussed everything from the weather to the upcoming dinner party, but no mention was made of plans for the summer. Mandie stayed right there to be sure her grandmother didn’t bring up the subject of summer vacation, and when Mrs. Taft finally declared she was tired and would like to retire, Mandie blew out a breath of relief.


  “Now we can go to the arbor and watch that house,” Mandie whispered to Joe as Mrs. Taft left the parlor.


  “All right,” Joe agreed.


  Mandie made motions to Uncle John, who was sitting nearest to them, that they were going outside. He nodded and smiled. Everyone else was so involved in conversation that they didn’t notice when the two quietly left the room.


  However, someone else was waiting for them. As soon as they stepped into the hallway, Liza appeared from the direction of the kitchen and said, “Lawsy mercy, Missy ’Manda, thought y’all never was goin’ to go to dat arbor place. I been waitin’ ever since we cleaned up de kitchen. We needs to git goin’ so’s we kin have time to sleep a little bit tonight.”


  Mandie smiled at the girl and said, “Sorry, Liza, but I had to wait until my grandmother went to bed to be sure she didn’t bring  up plans for the summer.” She and Joe walked down toward the back door. Liza followed.


  “Besides, we didn’t know you were waiting. You didn’t let us know,” Joe added.


  “All right, den, next time I let you know,” Liza replied.


  “Is Snowball still in the kitchen?” Mandie asked as she came to the door.


  “Last time I was in dere he be dere,” Liza assured her. “And I was de onliest one left in dere, so I sho’ ain’t gwine let him out.”


  The moon was shining through the new leaves of the trees and lighted the way down to the rose arbor. Then they discovered if they sat inside the arbor they would be in shadows but could see the old house down the hill by the light of the moon.


  They sat on the plank bench that ran around the interior and waited. For a while no one spoke as they kept their eyes toward the old house. Finally Liza grew impatient and said, “Missy ’Manda, don’t y’all be thinkin’ we jes’ oughta walk on down a piece so’s we kin see better?”


  “I suppose we could, but we’ll have to be awfully quiet and careful to stay behind bushes,” Mandie warned as they stood up.


  “And please watch where y’all step,” Joe added. “The pathway is steep and uneven. I don’t think I could pick up two girls at one time.” He laughed.


  “I can see de path all right anyhow,” Liza said.


  “I’ll be careful,” Mandie said, following Joe as he led the way.


  They were almost at the boundary line when Mandie held up her hand and whispered, “I think this is far enough.” She moved behind a bush.


  Joe and Liza joined her, and they kept peeping around the bush to look at the old house as they stood there.


  Time seemed to drag with nothing happening. Mandie became tired of standing and looked around. “Is there someplace we could sit down for a while?” she asked.


  “There’s a rock here on the other side of me,” Joe said, pointing to his left. “It may be wet and dirty, though.”


  Suddenly Liza squealed, “Lookie, lookie! Dere’s a light down dere!”


   Mandie looked at the old house. Sure enough, there was a faint light showing through a crack in the shutters. She held her breath in excitement.


  “Yes, there’s a light, but what do we do now that we’ve seen it?” Joe quickly asked.


  Mandie thought for a moment and then said, “I suppose there’s nothing we can do unless we just walk down there and knock on the door.” She looked at Joe.


  “Mandie, I don’t think that would be safe. Remember your uncle cautioned us about who might possibly be in that old house?” Joe replied.


  “I could go knock on dat do’ and y’all could jes’ watch out fo’ me,” Liza offered. “And if’n it be a bad man I kin run pritty good.”


  “No, Liza, I’m afraid something might happen to you down there,” Mandie told her.


  “Mandie, I think the best thing we can do is go to the courthouse tomorrow and find out who the owner is,” Joe suggested. “And then we could find out somehow or other whether that’s the owner inside.”


  Mandie sighed and said, “Yes, I suppose we do need to know who owns the old house.”


  “But tomorrow de light may git away somewhere and not come back anymore,” Liza protested.


  “I’m sorry, Liza, but we just can’t go down there tonight,” Mandie said. “Maybe when we tell Uncle John about seeing the light, he will want to go with us and knock on the door tomorrow.”


  They returned to the house and found all the adults still in the parlor. Stopping at the door, Mandie got John Shaw’s attention and motioned for him to come out into the hallway.


  “What is it, my little blue eyes?” Uncle John asked as he stepped out of the room.


  “The light! We saw the light just now,” Mandie quickly told him. “And we didn’t know what to do about it—”


  John interrupted with a laugh and said, “There’s nothing you can do about it, I’m afraid, because we have no idea who is holed up in there. However, you can still watch for whoever it is to come outside. Then you could find out what kind of a person is staying there.”


   “Do you mean it’s all right if we run down there and speak to whoever it is if we see them come out of the house?” Mandie asked.


  “Oh no, don’t do that,” John Shaw replied. “You just let me know if you see anyone and I’ll handle it from there.”


  “And if you go down there can we go with you?” Joe asked.


  “I woulda went down dere jes’ now but Missy ’Manda, she wouldn’t let me,” Liza mumbled.


  John turned to Liza and said, “No, you are also forbidden to go down there because of possible danger.” Looking back at Mandie, he asked, “Was it just a faint light showing through the shutters, or a stronger light?”


  “A very faint light, Uncle John, almost so faint we couldn’t see it,” Mandie told him.


  “Probably candlelight,” he decided. “I just hope whoever is in there doesn’t catch the place on fire. It could cross the line onto our property.”


  Mandie, Joe, and Liza all gasped at the same time.


  “Then, Uncle John, I think we’d better hurry up and find out what’s going on in that house,” Mandie decided.


  “Yes, I agree, but it’s a problem not knowing who’s inside.”


  “Sir, Mandie and I agreed we’d go to the courthouse tomorrow and check the records to find out who owns the house, and then maybe we could just walk up, knock on the door, and say, ‘Howdy, Mr. Jones, or whoever it is, we are your neighbors.’ At least we’d have the owner’s name.”


  John Shaw smiled at Joe and said, “Y’all go ahead and look up the property records and then we’ll talk about what to do next.”


  “First thing in the morning,” Mandie promised as John Shaw went back inside the parlor.


  “Did y’all be a-knowin’ dere’s chocolate cake left from suppuh?” Liza asked with a big grin, practically dancing around the hall in her excitement.


  “Where?” Joe quickly asked.


  “Come on, let’s find it,” Mandie decided, leading the way toward the kitchen door.


  When they entered the kitchen, there was no one there except  Snowball. He was so thrilled at seeing his mistress he began loudly meowing and rushed to rub around her ankles.


  Mandie bent to pet his head. “I know all about you,” she said. “You are being good thinking I’ll let you out of here, aren’t you?”


  Liza hurried to the pie safe, took out the huge plate with part of a chocolate cake on it, and carried it to the table.


  Joe went over to check the percolator on the stove. It seemed to be full of coffee.


  Mandie got down cups and saucers and cake plates, while Liza brought silverware from the cupboard.


  “Looks like we have everything we need,” Mandie remarked as Liza began cutting the cake and Joe began filling the coffee cups.


  Just as they got everything ready and sat down at the long table, the door opened and Aunt Lou came into the room. “I knowed y’all would come back lookin’ fo’ dat cake. Dat’s why I left de pot full of coffee.” She smiled at them.


  “Aunt Lou, come join us,” Mandie urged the old woman.


  Liza jumped up, got a plate and cup for Aunt Lou, and brought them to the table. Joe poured her coffee for her.


  Aunt Lou just stood there watching them. Finally she grinned and said, “Now, ain’t dat all temptin’, jes’ so temptin’ I jes’ can’t refuse.” She sat down at the table.


  Between bites of chocolate cake and sips of hot coffee, the young people told Aunt Lou about seeing the light.


  “I knows dey must be somebody in dat house,” the old woman said. “Mebbe dey po’ people and hungry. I could fix a basket of food and axe Abraham to take it to dem, mebbe.”


  “Oh, Aunt Lou, that’s a good idea,” Mandie said, smiling at her. “Maybe I could go with Abraham.”


  “No, no, my chile. Mistuh John, he give orders dat nobody to go down dere,” the old woman replied. “But now Abraham being an old man, it might be safe fo’ him to jes’ knock on de door, don’t y’all think?” She looked around the table.


  “That’s right, but can’t I just go with him?” Mandie insisted.


  “No, no, you has to git permission from Mistuh John first,” the old woman said. Then thoughtfully she added, “Tomorrow I fix de basket, whilst we have all de bakin’ done and plenty to give away.”


   “I’ll ask Uncle John, Aunt Lou, so will you wait to send Abraham until he tells me whether I can go or not?” Mandie said. “In fact, Uncle John is in the parlor. I’ll go ask him right now.” She stood up and started toward the door.


  “Hurry back,” Joe called to her.


  But John Shaw was not in the parlor. When she looked inside and didn’t see him, she asked her mother, who was talking to Mrs. Woodard and Mrs. Taft, “Mother, where did Uncle John go?”


  “He and Doctor Woodard went upstairs to John’s office to do some paper work,” Elizabeth Shaw told her.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie replied. The office was off limits at all times, and she knew she could not go up there and talk to him now. It would have to wait until tomorrow.


  Mandie went back to the kitchen and told her friends, “So I won’t be able to find out until tomorrow whether I can go with Abraham or not, Aunt Lou. Please don’t send him until I talk to you.”


  “All right, my chile, we wait whilst you finds out,” Aunt Lou agreed.


  However, the next morning Mandie found out her uncle had left before daylight to go with Dr. Woodard to visit his patients. When she came into the kitchen, Aunt Lou was already there.


  “Mistuh John done left,” the old woman said, going about getting things ready for breakfast.


  “Did he say when they would be back?” Mandie asked anxiously.


  “My chile, he say dey got lots of people to see and don’t wait on the noontime dinner fo’ him,” Aunt Lou replied.


  Liza entered the kitchen, looking half asleep and yawning. She glanced around the room and asked, “I ain’t late, is I, Aunt Lou?”


  “No, not quite,” Aunt Lou replied, turning to look at the girl.


  Liza was trying to straighten out her long skirt and was pushing back her braided hair.


  “Now, where ’bouts you been dis mawnin’, Liza?” Aunt Lou asked.


  “Dis mawnin’ I ain’t been nowhere, Aunt Lou, nowhere atall,” she declared.


  “Well, you sho’ look like you slep’ in dem clothes. In fact, dem’s de same clothes what you had on last night,” Aunt Lou continued  looking at her, frowning. Then she suddenly asked, “Liza, didn’t you git to bed last night?”


  Liza immediately dropped her eyes and said, “Well, now, Aunt Lou, I git to bed—”


  Aunt Lou interrupted, “You git to bed late and slep’ in dem clothes or I ain’t standin’ heah. Liza, whut you been up to?”


  Mandie was standing by listening to the conversation. She immediately figured that Liza had been back outside during the night, watching the old house. Turning to Liza with a big grin, she whispered in the girl’s ear, “Liza, did you see another light in that house last night after we left?”


  Liza looked shocked at the question, backed off, and didn’t answer.


  “Well, git a move on, now, Liza. We’se got to git breakfast ready,” Aunt Lou said as she turned back to the pots on the stove.


  Joe entered the kitchen then. Mandie quickly told him, “Come on, we’re in the way of preparing breakfast here. Let’s go outside.” She started for the back door.


  “Without even a cup of coffee?” Joe moaned as he followed.


  “Y’all come back in five minutes and I’ll have de coffee made,” Aunt Lou told him.


  Once they were out in the backyard, Joe asked, “Now, what is this all about?”


  Mandie explained that her uncle had gone with Joe’s father on his rounds and that Liza looked like she had stayed up all night and slept in her clothes.


  “I’m pretty sure she went back outside to watch that house,” Mandie said as they walked about the yard. “And I don’t believe she saw a light or anything or she would have been anxious to tell me.”


  “She sure has developed a fascination for that old house,” Joe remarked.


  “And now I can’t ask Uncle John about going with Abraham to take the basket of food until he comes back, and I don’t know whether Aunt Lou will wait that long to send Abraham down there,” Mandie complained.


  “Don’t you think it would be all right if I went with you and we followed Abraham down there? Sounds safe enough to me,” he said.


   “Probably,” Mandie replied. “But I suppose I could tell my mother what I was doing. But then she might forbid it. I’ll have to think about this. We aren’t making any progress on this mystery.”


  “No, but tomorrow is Friday, and Celia will be arriving then. Maybe she can help us find some way to solve it,” Joe suggested.


  “Yes, she will be getting here tomorrow, but I suppose Uncle John’s restrictions will still apply, even with her here,” Mandie said.


  “Why don’t we just walk down the hill to the arbor and take a look at the old house in the daylight?” Joe asked.


  “Great idea, let’s do,” Mandie agreed.


  Together they went down the hill and stopped at the rose arbor. The sun was shining on the old house, making it plainly visible. And at the moment they stopped, Mandie caught the motion of the door being quickly closed.


  “Joe! Did you see that?” she asked excitedly.


  “Sure did,” Joe replied.


  The two continued staring at the old house. Mandie held her breath, hoping the door would open and someone would come out.


  “Oh, whoever that was probably saw us,” Mandie said in a disappointed voice.


  “And therefore they probably won’t come out again,” Joe agreed.


  “We might as well give up and go back to get that cup of coffee,” Mandie added.


  “That’s a good idea. I can think better with coffee,” Joe said.


  As they turned back up the hill, Mandie said, “We could eat breakfast and then come back. If whoever it was saw us, they’ll know we are gone. We could go back down the other pathway where they wouldn’t be expecting us and maybe we could see something from there. What do you think?”


  “Yes, that’s a bright idea.”


  “And, Joe, please help me remember to be sure Snowball is left in the kitchen and everyone knows he is not to be let out,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, he could spoil everything again,” Joe agreed.


  As they climbed back up the hill, Mandie thought about all kinds of possibilities as a solution to the secret of the old house. As Uncle John had suggested, there might be some kind of crook in there, or there could be someone sick, or lost.


   “Don’t forget you promised to go with me to the courthouse this morning,” Joe reminded her as they reached the backyard.


  “Oh, that’s right,” Mandie replied. “I suppose we’d better go to the courthouse first and then come back and go down there to look at that house.”


  “Yes, I’m anxious to find out who owns it now,” Joe said.


  “But we probably won’t know them,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, but it might be a name that your uncle John would recognize,” he answered.


  “All right, I hope it won’t take long,” Mandie said as they walked up to the back porch.


  Joe smiled at her and said, “Mandie, you’re always in a hurry about everything. Slow down. You may breeze past something important someday without seeing it.”


  Mandie laughed and said, “I hope not.”


  As they entered the back hallway, Mandie thought about what Joe had said. Maybe she did move too fast sometimes, but then things had a way of moving so fast that she had to move fast to catch up with them.


  She frowned as she said, “I’ll just have to keep an eye out.”


  CHAPTER NINE


  MORE DEVELOPMENTS


   When Mandie and Joe returned to the kitchen, they found Uncle Ned and Jacob Smith sitting at the table drinking coffee.


  “Good morning,” Mandie greeted the two men as she walked over to the table. Joe followed.


  “Good morning, Papoose,” Uncle Ned replied, smiling at her.


  “Y’all are up and out early,” Jacob Smith said.


  Aunt Lou brought the percolator to the table and filled two empty cups sitting there. “Sit down and drink your coffee now,” she told them.


  “Thank you, Aunt Lou,” Mandie replied as she and Joe sat down with the men. “We’re not really early. Uncle John and Dr. Woodard left before we got up.”


  “My father always gets up earlier than anyone else,” Joe said.


  “We leave, too,” the old Indian said as he sipped his coffee.


  “Y’all are leaving? But you just got here yesterday,” Mandie told him. “Why do you have to leave so soon?”


  “Go over mountain to Yellow Hill, see friends, be back soon,” Uncle Ned explained.


  “When are y’all coming back? I’m only going to be here till the end of next week and then I have to go back to school,” Mandie reminded him.


   “I’ll see that he gets back in a day or two,” Jacob Smith promised, smiling at Mandie.


  “My father might have gone that way. He has some patients over that direction,” Joe said. “You may catch up with him somewhere.”


  “Yes,” Uncle Ned said. “People at Yellow Hill know doctor.”


  Mandie looked across the room at Aunt Lou by the stove and said, “Aunt Lou, with Uncle John gone already, I can’t ask him to go with Abraham to take that basket of food to that old house. Would you please wait and send Abraham after Uncle John comes back so I can ask to go?”


  “Well, now, my chile, I s’pose I could wait till early afternoon,” the old woman replied. “But we shouldn’t oughta wait too long ’cause whoever be in dat old house may be hungry.”


  Mandie grinned at her and said, “Oh, thank you, Aunt Lou. I’ll ask him just as soon as he gets back. You see, if I ask my mother, then my grandmother might get involved in it and I don’t think she would ever let me go.”


  “I understand, my chile,” Aunt Lou replied. “I sho’ does understand.”


  Liza came in the door from the dining room and announced, “I’se got de table all set now, Aunt Lou.”


  “Den go look in de parlor to see if Miz ’Lizbeth be in dere and ready fo’ breakfast,” Aunt Lou replied, stirring the contents of a pot.


  “Yessum,” Liza replied and went out the door to the hallway.


  Mandie stood up and said, “I suppose we’d better go to the parlor so Mother will know where we are.”


  “Yes,” Joe agreed as he, too, rose.


  Uncle Ned and Jacob Smith followed them to the parlor, where Elizabeth Shaw, Mrs. Taft, and Mrs. Woodard were sitting. They met Liza in the doorway.


  “Now that we are all together, let’s have some breakfast,” Elizabeth said, rising after she greeted the two men.


  “And maybe we’ll have a chance to discuss some plans for the summer,” Mrs. Taft added.


  Mandie held her breath when she heard that. As everyone went  into the dining room and sat down at the table, she tried to listen to everything everyone said, which was mostly about nothing in particular except the dinner party planned for tomorrow night. And she noticed her mother and Mrs. Woodard did most of the talking. Mrs. Taft seemed to be deep in thought about something. Uncle Ned and Jacob Smith said very little, which was usual for them.


  Then, as the meal was finished and everyone was leaving the dining room, Mandie stepped over to her mother and said, “Joe and I are going to the courthouse to look for the property owner’s name for that old house down by the creek.”


  “Yes, dear, I believe I heard your uncle John say you all were going to do that for him,” Elizabeth replied. “Just don’t be gone too long, now.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied.


  She and Joe followed the men out into the backyard, where Jacob Smith and Uncle Ned got into the wagon to go over to the mountain, then she and Joe walked on downtown to the courthouse.


  Joe looked around as they entered the building. “This is a nice courthouse,” he remarked. “I’ll go ask at the desk over there for directions to the property records.” He walked on across the hallway to where a woman was sitting behind a desk. Mandie followed.


  “We would like to find the records for that old house by the creek that joins Mr. John Shaw’s property, please, ma’am,” he told her.


  “Oh, the McCampbell property,” the woman said, looking up at him.


  “Yes, ma’am, that’s right. We heard Mr. McCampbell died after he left here and we want to find out who owns the property now,” Joe explained.


  “I can tell you where to look up the records, but I can also tell you it has not been sold since Mr. McCampbell died,” the woman replied. “It seems there are two distant cousins who are his closest surviving kin, and they are at each other’s throats to get the property. May be a long court battle.”


  That news was unexpected, and Joe looked at Mandie.


  “Do you know what lawyer is handling the case?” Joe asked the woman.


   “Yes, that’s Lawyer Tennyson and he’s out of town on business until the first of the month,” the woman told him.


  “I see,” Joe said, at a loss to know what to do now.


  “Can you tell us the names of those two cousins who are fighting?” Mandie asked.


  “No, but the clerk in that room over there can,” the woman said, pointing across the hall to a room with the door standing open.


  “Thank you,” Joe quickly told her and started toward the room. “Thanks for asking that question. The information about the house was so unexpected I didn’t quite know what to ask next.”


  They walked up to a long counter, where another woman was sitting sorting through papers. She didn’t even look up when the two stopped in front of her.


  After a minute or two Joe loudly cleared his throat and asked, “May we ask you a question, please?”


  The woman still didn’t look at them but continued with her paper work. Mandie looked at Joe and then leaned forward to place her hand across the counter as she said, “Ma’am, could you give us some information, please?”


  Finally the woman looked up. She smiled, pointed to her ears, and pushed a piece of paper and a pencil across the counter to Mandie.


  Mandie took it, frowned, looked at the woman again, and said in a whisper to Joe, “She must not be able to hear.”


  Joe nodded and said, “Yes, she wants you to write on the paper whatever you want to know.”


  When Mandie wrote the question and handed the woman the paper, the woman smiled and wrote back on the bottom of the sheet, Dean White, New York, and George Littleton, Washington, D.C.


  Then Mandie had to write again and ask for the addresses to write to. The woman added that information and went back to her work.


  Mandie and Joe looked over the paper together as they went back out into the hallway.


  “Too bad I don’t have more time at home. It’ll take a while to get in touch with these people,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, and the attorney, too,” Joe added.


   “There is one thing we could ask that first lady we talked to,” Mandie said, smiling. “Does she know if anyone is living in that old house?”


  “You’re right,” Joe agreed.


  They stopped back by the woman’s desk and inquired. She looked up at them in surprise and said, “No one is living there. The place is unfit for habitation. The land is what those two cousins are in a fight over. They know that house will have to be torn down.”


  “When did Mr. McCampbell die?” Joe asked.


  “Oh, a long time ago. He hadn’t lived here for about twenty years, I believe. He moved to Florida and died down there,” the woman explained.


  After thanking the clerk for the information, Mandie and Joe went outside and started walking back to the Shaws’ house.


  “I’d say we know one thing for sure,” Mandie said, looking up at Joe as she tried to keep up with his long legs.


  “What’s that?” Joe asked.


  “I don’t believe that would be either of the two heirs living in that old house, so it must be a tramp,” Mandie replied.


  “Probably,” Joe agreed. “So whoever is in there might be dangerous.”


  “But we can still go watch from the arbor,” Mandie said.


  When they got back to the house, they found Elizabeth, Mrs. Taft, and Mrs. Woodard had gone off in the rig. Aunt Lou didn’t know where.


  “Then Joe and I are going down to the arbor,” Mandie told Aunt Lou.


  “Just be sho’ you back in time for de noonday meal ’cause Miz ’Lizbeth say dey be back den,” the old woman reminded her.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie replied, and looking at Joe, added, “Joe will be hungry by then.”


  “I certainly will,” Joe agreed with a big grin.


  Snowball jumped out of the woodbox and came running over to rub around his mistress’s ankles. Mandie stooped to rub his back. “You can’t go with us, Snowball,” she told the cat, then, looking up at Aunt Lou, she added, “Please don’t let him out, Aunt Lou. I don’t want him to follow me to the arbor.”


   “I sees he stay heah,” Aunt Lou replied. “Jes’ you don’t be gwine close to dat house, my chile.”


  “We’re only going to sit in the arbor,” Mandie promised.


  They watched the old house the rest of the morning, but there was no sign of anyone down there.


  Liza came to get them when the noonday meal was ready. “And everybody else dun come back, too,” she told them as the three walked up the hill.


  “Everybody?” Mandie asked. “Uncle John and Dr. Woodard are back, too?”


  Liza nodded her head and said, “Dey sho’ is.”


  “Then I can ask about going with Abraham to take the basket,” Mandie said, looking up at Joe.


  “And I’ll go with you and Abraham,” Joe promised.


  Later, when the meal was over, Mandie finally got a chance to ask her uncle, “Would it be all right if Joe and I went with Abraham to take a basket of food that Aunt Lou is sending down to that house?”


  John Shaw looked down at her in surprise and asked, “Aunt Lou is sending food down there? Has someone been seen at the house? For all we know, there may not be anyone staying in it.”


  “Oh, Uncle John, you know how Aunt Lou is. She worries about other people being hungry,” Mandie replied. “And suppose there is someone hungry in there?”


  John Shaw smiled at her and said, “Well, I suppose it will be all right for you and Joe to go with Abraham, but, mind you, let him go first and do the knocking.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie promised.


  “But I don’t imagine he will get any response,” John Shaw continued. “If there is anyone in there, I wouldn’t think they would want to be seen.”


  Then suddenly Mandie remembered the information they had obtained from the courthouse. “Oh, Uncle John, we forgot about this,” she said. She pulled the paper out of her skirt pocket and handed it to him. “That’s what we found out at the courthouse this morning.”


   “And we don’t believe either of the relatives would be living in there,” Joe added.


  John glanced over the scribbling as the two explained what they had written down.


  “So the house is still in Mr. McCampbell’s name,” John Shaw said. “You’re right. I don’t imagine either of these people would be living in that old shack. So it must be someone just holed up in there for some reason. I’m not sure you two ought to go down there.”


  “Oh, Uncle John, please? We’ll stay away from the front door and let Abraham do the knocking like you said. Please,” Mandie begged.


  “If we had to we could always run away from there. There are plenty of trees and bushes nearby we could disappear into,” Joe added.


  John Shaw sighed and finally agreed, “All right, but I want to know as soon as you get back.”


  “Thank you, Uncle John,” Mandie said.


  “We’ll come straight to you when we get back,” Joe promised.


  John Shaw went on toward the parlor to join the others. Mandie and Joe turned back toward the kitchen.


  “Aunt Lou, we have permission to go with Abraham,” Mandie quickly announced.


  Aunt Lou stopped as she carried dishes to the sink and asked, “So now both of you has got permission, is dat right?”


  “Uncle John said I could,” Mandie replied.


  “Well, now, whut about Joe dere?” Aunt Lou replied and then asked, “Did you ask your pa if you could go, too?”


  Joe laughed and said, “Aunt Lou, I’m too old for that. My father gave me more freedom when I went off to college. He says I’m old enough to make my own decisions and that I will also have to live with the results if I make the wrong ones.”


  Aunt Lou looked at him for a moment, and Mandie was afraid she was going to doubt Joe’s word. But then the woman smiled and said, “Jes’ you be sho’ nuthin’ happens to my chile dere, understand?”


   “Yes, ma’am, Aunt Lou, I’ll look after Mandie,”Joe promised. “Don’t worry about her.”


  At that moment Liza came in the back door with Abraham. Aunt Lou pointed to the sideboard and said, “Abraham, I wants you to take dat basket of food down to dat old house by de creek.”


  “Yessum, Liza done tole me,” he replied, walking over to pick up the basket.


  “And dese heah chillen, dey gwine wid you. You jes’ be sho’ nuthin’ happens to dem, understand?”


  “Yessum, Aunt Lou, ain’t nuthin’ gwine happen to dem,” Abraham replied.


  “Den git outa heah and hurry back, now,” she replied. “And, Liza, git in de dinin’ room and git dem dishes in heah, real fast-like.”


  “Yessum,” Liza replied, going toward the door to the dining room.


  Abraham quickly went out the back door, with Mandie and Joe close behind him. They followed him down the hill, and just before they got to the creek Abraham stopped.


  “Now, Mistuh John, he say y’all ain’t gwine up to de do’, so y’all jes’ stay in de yard when we gits dere, unnerstand?” he told them.


  “All right, Abraham,” Mandie agreed.


  “Yes, sir, Abraham,” Joe replied.


  So when the three stepped into the yard of the old house, Mandie and Joe stopped near the steps and waited while Abraham went up and knocked on the door.


  Mandie watched, her heart beating fast in expectation of what would happen. But even when Abraham knocked and knocked, louder and louder, there was not a sound in the house and no one opened the door. The old man scratched his head, stooped to set the basket in front of the door, and came back to join them in the yard.


  “Ain’t sho’ dere’s anybody in dat house,” he told them and he started back up the hill. Mandie and Joe followed.


  Mandie kept looking back just in case the door opened, but that didn’t happen. Finally they reached the rose arbor.


  “Why don’t we sit here and watch for a while?” she asked Joe.


   “Remember your uncle said he wanted to know as soon as we got back?” Joe reminded her.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie exclaimed, continuing on up the hill. “Maybe if we hurry we can get back before someone gets that basket,” she said, rushing. “Come on.”


  Joe caught up with her, and Abraham trailed behind.


  “I’ve about decided there is no one in that house,” Joe said as they rushed up to the Shaws’ house.


  “We’ll know if the basket disappears,” Mandie said.


  The two went down the hallway to the parlor, where John Shaw was sitting with the others. He looked up as they stopped in the doorway.


  “We’re back and nothing happened,” Mandie quickly explained. “Abraham left the basket on the porch and we are going back to the arbor to watch.”


  “All right, but don’t be gone too long,” John Shaw said.


  By the time the two got back to the rose arbor where they could see the old house, it was too late. The basket was gone.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie exclaimed, almost in tears at the disappointment. “Somebody is in there, and they took the basket and we didn’t get to see them.”


  “Come on over here and let’s sit down,” Joe told her, leading the way to the bench.


  “Whoever is in there must have been watching, and as soon as we got out of sight they snatched the basket,” Joe remarked as they sat looking down the hill. “Well, one good thing about it is the food was not wasted. Maybe whoever is in there was hungry, like Aunt Lou said.”


  “I would imagine Aunt Lou put enough food in that basket to last for days, so I don’t suppose she will be sending another one down there anytime soon,” Mandie said with a groan.


  “No,” Joe agreed.


  At that moment Liza came hurrying down the hill toward them. When she finally got to the arbor, she asked, “What happened? Did dey come to de do’?”


  Mandie explained what happened, then said, “And if I had not  promised Uncle John to report right back to him, we might have seen them get the basket.”


  “Next time I goes wid y’all, and I stays right heah in de arbor and watches whilst y’all go report to Mistuh John,” Liza replied.


  “That’s a good idea, Liza,” Mandie agreed. “If Aunt Lou sends another basket we’ll do just that—that is, if you can get away from Aunt Lou long enough.”


  “She let me go if you say so, Missy ’Manda,” Liza replied.


  Mandie thought about Liza’s idea and then she remembered Celia was coming tomorrow. Maybe with her they could work something out for someone to keep watch while the others reported back to Uncle John.


  She was positive someone was in the old house now, and she just had to find out who it was.


  CHAPTER TEN


  CELIA ARRIVES


   Friday morning the sun was shining brightly and the air was warmer. Mandie woke early and hurried to get dressed. She would be going with Uncle John to the depot after breakfast to meet Celia, Celia’s mother, and her aunt Rebecca. She could hardly wait to tell her friend about what had been going on, and she was hoping Celia would agree to participate in the solution to the mystery.


  Rushing down to the big kitchen, she found Uncle John and Joe already there, drinking coffee as usual. No matter how early she got up or how much she hurried, it was almost impossible to get there before her uncle. And that thought reminded her of those wonderful mornings she had spent with her father, Jim Shaw, in the kitchen before he died. John Shaw reminded her of her father so much, although his hair was dark and her father’s had been red. Otherwise, they were almost like twin brothers not only in looks but in speech and mannerisms, too, even though John was older than his brother Jim.


  Mandie paused just inside the door as these thoughts went through her head. Uncle John looked up from his cup of coffee and said, “Don’t just stand there. I believe you are in bad need of a cup of coffee.” He smiled at her.


  Aunt Lou was over at the stove, and she hurriedly poured a cup  of coffee from the percolator and brought it to the table for Mandie. “Heah, my child, you jes’ sit down heah and wake up.”


  Mandie smiled at the woman and pulled out a chair and sat down beside Joe. “You are going to pick up Celia and Aunt Rebecca and Mrs. Hamilton, aren’t you?” she reminded John.


  “Yes, since Jason Bond is still away visiting over there in Swain County, I’ll be the one to go meet the train,” John Shaw replied. “And I suppose you are still planning to go with me, or will you be too busy watching that old house down there?” He grinned at her.


  “Sure, I’m going with you, Uncle John. I’ve been waiting all week for this day to get here,” Mandie replied, sipping the hot coffee. And as Aunt Lou came to refill John Shaw’s coffee cup, Mandie asked her, “Are you planning on sending another basket of food down to the old house today?”


  “Lawsy mercy, not today, my chile,” Aunt Lou replied. “I puts enough food in dat one yesterday to feed a army. Mebbe tomorrow I send Abraham again. ’Sides, we got dat dinner party coming up tonight and dat’s going to take a lot of time and a whole lot of food.”


  “Will you let me know when you do?” Mandie asked.


  “I sho’ will, my chile,” Aunt Lou said, taking the percolator back to the stove.


  Mandie glanced across the room and saw Snowball busily eating from a plate on the floor by the stove. “I suppose I’d better take Snowball out for a walk today,” Mandie said. “He’s going to get fat as a pig eating all that food you give him and no exercise.”


  “I hope you’re not going to turn him loose and let him run back down to that house,” Joe said. “Now that we know someone is in there it might be dangerous for Snowball to get too close to them.”


  “No, I intend on keeping him on his leash,” Mandie replied. “I suppose I could walk him around the backyard after breakfast until it’s time to meet the train.”


  “Do you mean you’re not going to sit down there in the arbor and watch that old house before you meet Celia?” Joe asked.


  “I could walk him down to the arbor as long as he is on his leash,” Mandie replied.


   “Just be sure you’re back in time to go with me if you’re going to meet Celia. And I would like to be a few minutes early at the depot just in case the train is a little early,” John Shaw told her. “So we should leave about nine-thirty at the latest.”


  “All right, I’ll wear my watch so I can keep up with the time,” Mandie said.


  “You don’t have to,” Joe said, pulling his pocket watch out to show her. “I always have mine with me. I had to get used to that at college to meet schedules.”


  Mandie glanced at the watch and said, “Oh, good, as long as you don’t forget to wind it up.”


  At that moment the door opened, and Dr. Woodard came into the kitchen. “I smelled that coffee all the way upstairs,” he said, smiling as he came to the table.


  Aunt Lou brought a cup of coffee over to him as he sat down. He took a sip and told Aunt Lou, “That sure is good coffee. You made it just right.”


  Aunt Lou smiled at him and said, “But I didn’t exactly make dat coffee, Doctuh. Mistuh John did ’fo I got in heah. He’s a right good coffee maker.”


  “He sure is,” Dr. Woodard agreed.


  “Where are you going today, Doc?” John Shaw asked.


  “I believe I’m just going to hang around here today,” Dr. Woodard replied. “Since we’re having all those folks in tonight I thought I’d just rest up.”


  “That’s a right good idea. In fact, that’s what I had planned to do,” John Shaw said. “I have to go to the depot after breakfast and pick up the Hamiltons and then I thought I’d walk down to that old house on the creek and have a look around.” He told the doctor about the information Mandie and Joe had given him and about the basket of food Aunt Lou had sent down there.


  “Sure sounds like someone is staying there,” Dr. Woodard agreed.


  “I’d like to buy the property since those few acres join mine,” John Shaw continued.


  “And then will you tear down the house and build a new one, Uncle John?” Mandie asked.


   “Well, I’d at least tear down the old one. It’s about to fall in anyhow,” John Shaw replied.


  “But I wanted to give that property to Uncle Ned and build a new house on it for him and Morning Star to come live there,” Mandie said.


  “No, Uncle Ned would never leave his home at Deep Creek and come here to live,” John Shaw said, and then, grinning at her, he added, “Maybe I’ll just build a house on it for you when you get married.”


  Mandie felt her face turn red, and she wouldn’t reply or look at Joe when he spoke up. “That would make a nice homeplace,” he said.


  Dr. Woodard looked at Joe and then at Mandie. “Now, I always thought Miss Amanda here would want to live in her father’s house someday, over near our house,” he said.


  Mandie finally spoke. “Maybe I will someday.”


  Liza came in from the dining room and announced, “De table all set, Aunt Lou, and all de ladies be in de parlor.”


  John Shaw quickly stood up as Aunt Lou said, “Den we be ready for breakfast, Mistuh John.”


  “How about giving us time to go to the parlor and join the ladies, Aunt Lou?” John Shaw said.


  “Sho’ ’nuff will,” the old woman replied.


  Mandie and Joe followed John Shaw and Dr. Woodard to the parlor. Then Liza came to announce breakfast.


  After the meal was over, Mandie and Joe took Snowball on his leash and walked down to the rose arbor. They sat and watched the old house for a while, but there was no sign of anyone down there.


  Finally it was time to go to the depot. John Shaw drove the rig, and Dr. Woodard went along with them. Mandie was getting more excited about Celia arriving. She kept talking about what they would do while she visited.


  “You’d think you hadn’t seen Celia in a year, the way you’re acting,” Joe teased her. “What are you going to do when you are both grown up and go your separate ways?”


  “Oh, we’ll always live near each other, I’m sure,” Mandie told him as John Shaw turned the corner.


   “I wouldn’t be so sure of that if I were you. You and Celia will both get married sooner or later, and who knows where her husband might want to live,” Joe said.


  Mandie grinned at him and teasingly said, “Oh, he’ll live wherever she tells him they are going to live.”


  “Now, that won’t work because he will have to have a livelihood of some kind, and that would probably determine where they live,” Joe said.


  “You are going to be a lawyer and you will be able to live wherever you want to, so maybe her future husband will be able to, too,” Mandie replied.


  “Now, Mandie, that’s not exactly right. I’ll have to live wherever I practice law, and not only that, I’ll have to build up a clientele in one place and stay there,” Joe replied.


  John Shaw drew the rig up in front of the depot. Mandie glanced around. The train was not in yet.


  “I’m going down to the platform so I can assist them with whatever hand luggage they have,” John Shaw said, stepping down from the vehicle.


  Mandie quickly followed him, and then Dr. Woodard and Joe joined them. She heard the train whistle in the distance and stopped to watch down the tracks. Trains always got her excited, and the fact that she could hardly wait to tell Celia about the old house built up that excitement still more.


  At last the train came to a huffing, puffing stop by the platform, and Mandie could see her friend waiting in line to step down. Jane Hamilton and Aunt Rebecca paused to shake hands with John Shaw and Dr. Woodard, and Celia quickly scrambled around them and ran to hug Mandie.


  “I’m so glad to see you,” Celia said.


  “I’m so glad you’re here,” Mandie added.


  Then Celia saw Joe and rushed to hug him, much to Mandie’s surprise. She noticed Joe’s face turn red as he gently backed away.


  “I haven’t seen you in ages and ages, Joe. Mandie, please forgive me. I just got carried away,” Celia told her.


  “Just wait till you hear the latest about the mystery of the old house,” Mandie replied.


   Then Celia’s mother, Jane, and Aunt Rebecca came to join them. They got in the rig while John Shaw and Dr. Woodard went to get their luggage that had been checked on the train.


  “Oh, I have good news, Mandie,” Celia said, glancing at her mother in the seat in front of them. “Mother says I can go with you to visit your Cherokee kinpeople, provided we go when she isn’t planning for us to visit some of our relatives.”


  “Oh, I’m so glad, Celia,” Mandie told her. “But when are you going to visit your relatives?”


  Jane Hamilton turned halfway in the seat to look back at Mandie. “That is more or less flexible,” she said. “I think we can work out dates with your mother about when y’all are going to visit your relatives.”


  “Joe is going, too,” Mandie said, looking at him. “In fact, we’re going to stay awhile at his house. Joe, when will you be out of school for the summer?”


  “I’m not sure yet. It will depend on whether I want to take an extra subject next year, and if I do I’ll have to take the examination for it, and that will be after the school formally closes for the summer. I’ll know as soon as I get back to school,” he said.


  “And I’ll have to talk to my mother and Uncle John about dates, too,” Mandie said. “We can do that while y’all are here and get some ideas as to when we can all go.”


  “Are your mother and your uncle going with you, Amanda?” Jane Hamilton asked.


  “I think Uncle John will go, but I don’t know about Mother. We haven’t discussed it yet,” Mandie replied.


  “I was hoping your mother would like to go to New York with me while you girls go visit your relatives,” Jane Hamilton said.


  “Maybe Mother might want to do that, but Uncle John has already told me he would like to visit our Cherokee kinpeople,” Mandie explained. Then she had a sudden idea. “Why don’t you take Grandmother with you? She likes to travel.” She glanced at Joe, who grinned at her.


  “Mrs. Taft? Well, of course she would be welcome to come along,” Jane Hamilton replied. “Does she not have any plans yet for the summer?”


   Mandie shrugged her shoulders and said, “She keeps telling me she wants to make some plans—plans that would include me—and I told her I wanted to visit my kinpeople, but you know my grandmother.” She smiled at Mrs. Hamilton.


  She smiled back and said, “In that case, maybe I can get her off your hands. I know she loves New York. Let’s just keep this between us and I’ll see what can be done.” She winked at Mandie.


  “Thanks,” Mandie said with a big grin.


  John Shaw and Dr. Woodard came back then, with the railroad helpers carrying the Hamiltons’ trunks, which they put in the back of the rig.


  “Looks like everything arrived all right,” Aunt Rebecca said, watching the luggage. “We were so late checking things, I was afraid it would be delayed.”


  “I believe it’s all there,” Jane Hamilton agreed.


  “Are you going to New York, too?” Mandie asked.


  “I’m not sure yet,” Aunt Rebecca replied. “I’m afraid I might not be able to handle Mollie in New York, and I haven’t found a place to leave her yet.”


  “Will y’all be visiting the Guyers while you’re in New York?” Joe asked.


  “We will at least see them while we’re there,” Mrs. Hamilton replied.


  “I thought maybe Jonathan Guyer might want to come down here and go with us to visit my Cherokee kinpeople, but I haven’t asked him yet,” Mandie said.


  “I have an idea,” Jane Hamilton said. “Why don’t we arrange things so that y’all could go to New York with us and either go before or after that to visit your relatives?”


  “We’ll have to talk to my mother about that,” Mandie said.


  John Shaw and Dr. Woodard got in the rig, and as John picked up the reins, he said, “We’re on our way now. I know y’all are tired after that train ride from Richmond.”


  “It’s not really bad,” Mrs. Hamilton said. “But I will be glad to get freshened up and get a cup of Aunt Lou’s coffee.”


  “She’ll have it waiting,” John Shaw told her.


  Mandie didn’t want to say too much about the old house with the  grown-ups around to hear, so she waited until they got to her house and she went upstairs with Celia to her room.


  While Celia changed clothes, Mandie told her everything that had happened about the old house. “And now we know there is someone living in there because they took the food basket off the porch,” Mandie concluded.


  Celia quickly brushed her long auburn curls and straightened her skirt. “I don’t know how you’re ever going to find out who it is if they won’t come to the door when you knock, and you said you watch and watch and no one ever comes out,” she said.


  “I suppose we have to keep watching and maybe we’ll finally see someone,” Mandie said. “Anyway, come on, let’s go. Joe is going to get tired of waiting for us downstairs.”


  Since the noon meal was not quite ready, Mandie and Joe took Celia down to the rose arbor and showed her the house.


  “Somebody is living in that? Looks like it’s going to fall flat any minute,” Celia remarked.


  “It’s probably a tramp, or someone hiding from the law, or something like that,” Joe said.


  “Oh, goodness, and y’all have been going down there,” Celia said with a loud gasp.


  “But we haven’t seen anyone so we don’t know who is in there,” Mandie added. “It could just be some poor person who doesn’t have anywhere to live.”


  The day passed quickly. Before Mandie knew it, it was time to begin getting ready for the dinner party. Even though the house had plenty of guest rooms, Celia always shared Mandie’s room when she came to visit. The girls discussed their dresses, and since Celia had brought a bright green silk dress with her to wear, Mandie put on her blue chiffon. They carefully arranged their hair, put on special jewelry, and even stole a whiff of perfume from Mandie’s mother’s atomizer.


  When the guests arrived late that afternoon, the young people stayed in their own little group and observed.


  “I’m glad Mother didn’t invite anyone our ages that we would have to entertain, because after we eat we will be able to slip away and go watch the old house,” Mandie said as the three stood in  the parlor near the hall doorway, watching as the ladies and gentlemen came in.


  “I believe there are ten people besides our own parents, so that is going to be quite a crowd at the dinner table,” Joe remarked.


  “Yes, but I’m glad because we won’t have to carry on a conversation with any of them,” Mandie said.


  “And no young ones our ages that we have to be nice to,” Celia added with a big smile.


  “Oh, but look,” Mandie said. “There is a little girl with the Harrisons.”


  Mandie and her friends watched as her mother greeted the Harrisons and then brought the little girl over to meet them. “Amanda, this is Mrs. Harrison’s granddaughter, Cecily Millen.” Elizabeth went back to her friends.


  “Hello,” Mandie said. The girl had brown hair, changeable eyes that flashed blue and green, and a tiny sprinkling of freckles on her nose.


  “Hello,” Cecily replied. She seemed shy without much to say.


  “I’m glad you could come, Cecily,” Mandie told her. “These are my friends, Celia Hamilton and Joe Woodard.”


  After Celia and Joe exchanged greetings with Cecily, Mandie said, “Would you like to go sit with us in the back parlor? The adults will be drifting in and out, but we could talk awhile before we go in to dinner.”


  “Oh, yes, that would be nice. Thank you,” Cecily replied.


  The four young people sat in the back parlor and got acquainted. Before they knew it, dinner was announced, and they were all seated together at the dining room table. Mandie liked Cecily and learned that the girl was eleven years old and was visiting her grandmother for the holidays. She lived in Tennessee.


  Finally dinner was over. The guests began leaving, and as soon as Cecily and her grandmother left, Mandie, Joe, and Celia went down to the rose arbor. The moon was not shining and the night seemed awfully dark, so when they sat down to watch the old house it was barely visible down the hill. But they also realized it would be hard for anyone down there to see them because of the dark  night. They watched and watched with no results for what seemed like hours.


  Finally Joe spoke. “Don’t y’all think we ought to go back to the house now? The guests may be leaving and everyone will wonder where we are.”


  “I suppose we’ll have to,” Mandie agreed, standing up and smoothing her long skirt.


  As she straightened up, something caught her eye down the hill. There was a faint light inside the old house. Her friends saw it at the same time.


  “A light,” Joe whispered.


  “It’s an awfully small light, whatever it is,” Celia commented.


  “And now that we see it, we’re going to have to go back to the house. It’s too late to stay here any longer. What luck,” Mandie fussed.


  “It wouldn’t do us any good to stay and watch that light because we can’t go down there and investigate. We are forbidden, remember?” Joe reminded her.


  “I know, but sooner or later whoever is in there will have to come out, and I hope we see them when they do,” Mandie replied.


  The three slowly made their way back up the hill, stopping to look back now and then. The light stayed there and was visible in the dark night until they turned the curve at the top of the slope.


  Once they were back in the yard of the Shaw house, Mandie stopped to say, “If we get up early enough in the morning we could go back and look before breakfast to see if the light is still there.”


  “Mandie, we’d have to come back before daylight in order to see the light,” Joe reminded her.


  “If the day is dark and cloudy like tonight has turned out to be, we could see it,” Mandie replied.


  “I hope it doesn’t rain,” Celia said.


  “Yes, it would be too messy to go back in the rain like we did the other day,” Mandie agreed. “But let’s plan on meeting down in the kitchen real early tomorrow morning.”


  “If you insist,” Joe finally agreed.


  Mandie dreamed of the light that night, but she was as flustered  in the dream as she had been earlier. She couldn’t seem to get near enough to see anything. The light seemed to move farther away as she tried to approach it. Then she woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t go back to sleep for a long time thinking about it.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  A DISCOVERY


   The next morning the three met in the kitchen, but to their dismay the weather outside was dark and cloudy with the threat of rain any minute. Joe built up the fire in the stove, and Mandie put on a pot of coffee, while Celia got down the cups and saucers.


  By the time the coffee had perked, John Shaw joined them. And Aunt Lou came into the room shortly thereafter.


  “Looks like it’s going to be a rainy day,” John Shaw remarked.


  “Which means we’re going to have to stay inside, I suppose,” Mandie said in disappointment.


  “That’s right,” John Shaw agreed with a smile. “I was hoping you would realize that. I don’t want you going out in all this bad weather, Amanda. Even though we have a doctor with us, it would be terrible if you went out, caught a cold, and ended up spending your holidays moaning and groaning.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie agreed.


  “Has my father gone out this morning? Do you know?” Joe asked John Shaw.


  “Yes, he went out about an hour ago, but he’s only making calls in and around Franklin, so he’ll be back for the noon meal,” John Shaw said.


   “After breakfast would y’all like to go to the back parlor and play checkers or something?” Mandie asked her friends.


  “Fine,” Joe agreed. “But there are three of us and we need a fourth person to even things up.”


  “I’ll ask Aunt Rebecca if y’all want me to. She plays checkers with Mollie a lot,” Celia offered.


  Mandie and Joe both agreed. So that is the way they spent Saturday, because the rain never stopped and the wind outside was chilly.


  At bedtime everyone hoped Sunday would be clear and sunshiny. They all planned to go to church in the morning and then the three young people would be free to watch the old house or whatever else they decided on.


  During the night the wind woke Mandie. She raised up on her elbow to listen as it roared around the house. She could hear a loose shutter bang now and then, but there was no sound of anyone being up. Snowball had curled up next to her pillow, and Celia was sound asleep.


  Mandie pulled the covers up around her shoulders and tried to shut out the sound, but it was almost daybreak before she finally dropped back off to sleep.


  When daylight came, Mandie, Joe, and Celia went down to the kitchen. John Shaw and Dr. Woodard were already there and Aunt Lou was bustling around getting things ready for breakfast. The wind seemed to have subsided.


  After everyone got coffee and sat down at the table, Mandie asked, “Did y’all hear the wind blowing last night? It woke me up.”


  Aunt Lou said across the room, “It sho’ woke up Liza, too. She came to my room all cryin’ and scared, and I had to let her sleep wid me de rest of de night.”


  “Yes, it woke me up, too,” John Shaw said.


  “Seems to have blown itself out this morning,” Dr. Woodard said, drinking his coffee.


  “It’s raining again, though,” John Shaw added.


  “Are we going to church?” Mandie asked, still worried about the weather.


  “We’ll see what the ladies think,” John Shaw said. “If they think  we should stay home, then we can have our little Bible study together in the parlor this morning.”


  Snowball had followed Mandie down to the kitchen and started meowing at Aunt Lou until she set a saucer down with food on it for him. Then he began eating like he was starved.


  “Please, everybody, help me watch Snowball. I sure don’t want him to get outside in all this rain,” Mandie said.


  “We keep him right heah in de kitchen, my chile,” Aunt Lou promised. “He sho’ don’t need outside.”


  When all the others were up, and everyone had gathered around the table for breakfast, the decision was made that they would stay home and John Shaw would lead them in a Bible study in the parlor.


  Aunt Lou, Liza, Abraham, and Jenny joined them. Mandie noticed Liza was still nervous about the weather. Every time a strong gust of wind rattled a shutter, Liza would almost hold her breath. She would frown and clench her fists. Mandie tried to talk to her but she was too distracted to listen.


  “Liza, this house has been here for years and years and years. My great-grandparents lived here. It’s a good, strong house and I don’t think it’s going to blow away,” Mandie said calmly as she sat next to Liza.


  “Dey’s always a fust time,” Liza said without looking at her.


  Mandie was secretly afraid herself, but she didn’t want Liza to know it. She and her friends just looked at one another and didn’t discuss the storm.


  Later, when everyone sat down for the noon meal, Mandie glanced out the window and noticed the wind had almost completely subsided. The day was still dark and drizzly, though, and she knew she and her friends would not be going outside today to look at the old house down by the creek.


  Conversation had picked up as the weather became quieter, and the adults talked among themselves around the table. The young people listened to part of it and were unusually quiet.


  “I hope the weather clears up,” Mandie remarked as she ate the beans on her plate.


  “Me too,” Celia added, sipping her coffee.


  “We can always play checkers again,” Joe said with a grin.


   “And let you keep on winning?” Mandie teased.


  Suddenly Aunt Lou opened the door from the hallway, and Uncle Ned came rushing into the room. “Tunnel!” He was almost shouting. “Go to tunnel. Tornado coming this way. Now. Go to tunnel.”


  Everyone jumped up in shock, dropping silverware and almost turning over chairs.


  “Uncle Ned! You’re back!” John Shaw exclaimed. Then, looking around the room, he said, “Quick! Let’s get in the tunnel. It’s safe in there.”


  “Hurry! Hurry!” the old Indian kept repeating as he stood just inside the room.


  John Shaw led the way and everyone quickly followed him. “This way,” he was saying as all the servants came into the dining room and followed. Aunt Lou put an arm around Liza and led her with the others.


  Mandie was halfway down the hallway when she suddenly remembered Snowball. In all the excitement, Joe and Celia quickly followed the adults, but Mandie dropped back to get the cat from the kitchen without the others noticing.


  Pushing open the kitchen door, Mandie ran to the woodbox behind the stove. He was not there. She looked under everything, all around the room. Snowball was not there. Noticing the back door was slightly open, she gasped and said, “Oh no, Snowball! I hope you didn’t go outside!”


  Pushing open the door, she looked around the back porch. There was no sign of Snowball, but she noticed fresh wet paw tracks leading out into the yard. She ran on out and was almost blown down by the wind. Straining against it, she managed to look around the yard. No sign of Snowball.


  Suddenly she faintly heard meows of distress nearby. She searched the bushes and yard. “Oh, Snowball, come here! Where are you? Come on, Snowball!” she called and called.


  Then there was a loud, angry meow, and she glanced up into the tree near where she was standing. There he was, clinging to a limb, his white fur ruffled, and crying as he watched his mistress below.


  “Snowball! Snowball! Come down here!” Mandie tried to call  over the roar of the wind as she stared at the cat in the tree. She held to low branches to keep from being blown away.


  Snowball just clung to the limb up there and refused to budge. Rushing around the tree, Mandie tried to decide whether she could climb up and reach him. There were several low limbs, but the wind was forcing them every which way. She knew she didn’t have time to go back and get Joe or one of the men to climb the tree and rescue the cat. And she couldn’t go back into the house without Snowball.


  “Snowball!” she called up to him as she paused by the lowest limb. “Stay right there. I’m going to get you down.” The wind was drowning out her words, but the cat was watching from above.


  Jumping to catch hold of a limb, she tried to swing herself up on it. Snowball was on the next limb above and she could almost reach him. As she clung to the limb, the wind whirled her about. She managed to reach up over her head and felt Snowball’s fur. She couldn’t look up. The wind was too strong. Grasping for the cat, Mandie grabbed the limb he was sitting on. Then all of a sudden the limb broke. She and Snowball tumbled to the ground.


  Grasping her cat, Mandie didn’t take time to figure out whether she was hurt or not. She pulled up her long skirts with her free hand and raced back toward the house just as Joe was coming out the back door. “Mandie! Where have you been? Come on. We have to get in the tunnel,” he called as he came to meet her. He put his arm around her shoulders and they pushed their way back toward the house. The wind was so strong they could only take half steps at a time. It was impossible to talk. They were both about to lose their breaths from the gusts, and the noise was so loud it was deafening.


  Finally, at the back door, Mandie and Joe fell into the house, managing to slam the door behind them. Then they ran to catch up with the others in the tunnel her great-grandparents had built under the house to hide their Cherokee friends when the Cherokee people were forced to move out of North Carolina.


  Rushing down the hallway to the door that led into the tunnel, Mandie and Joe suddenly ran into Uncle Ned and John Shaw coming back out.


  “Amanda! Where have you been? Come on, immediately!” John Shaw told her, giving her a little push through the doorway.


   “Papoose look for cat,” Uncle Ned declared as he followed.


  “Yes, Uncle Ned, I couldn’t find him. He was up in a tree in the backyard,” Mandie turned back to say.


  Uncle Ned smiled at her and said, “Papoose always look after white cat.”


  When they got down into the tunnel with the others, Mandie explained what had happened. It was much quieter down there, and she was able to talk and be heard. “I couldn’t go and leave Snowball somewhere,” she said, still holding her cat in her arms. Snowball was clinging to her dress with his claws and was still frightened.


  “I don’t be knowin’ how dat cat got out,” Aunt Lou said, looking around at the group. “Somebody musta left dat back do’ open, dat’s whut happened.”


  No one answered. The sound of the wind was stronger, and everyone gathered by the lantern someone had lit while Uncle John led them in a prayer. “Dear Lord, we beseech you, spare us and our friends and neighbors. Please calm the storm,” he began, with all the others uttering “amens” now and then.


  Mandie, with her eyes tightly shut, held firmly to Snowball with one arm and Celia’s hand with the other while Joe tried to embrace both girls to protect them.


  Liza was crying and Aunt Lou hugged her tight. “Be all right soon, baby,” she whispered.


  Mandie said to her two friends, “Our verse. Let’s say our verse.” She opened her eyes to look at Celia, who was speechless with fright, and Joe, who was trying not to show that he was worried.


  Both agreed with Mandie and together they recited Mandie’s favorite Bible verse, “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ ”


  Then, taking a deep breath, Mandie tried to smile at her friends as she said, “Now everything will be all right.”


  Celia and Joe only nodded.


  And at that moment the noise of the wind suddenly subsided and the tunnel became quiet as all the others looked at one another.


  “Passed,” Uncle Ned determined.


  “Yes, I believe it has passed,” John Shaw agreed. “Shall we take  a look?” He and Uncle Ned started for the door leading to the steps that went back up into the house.


  “And I’ll go with you,” Dr. Woodard added.


  Elizabeth looked at them and said, “Please be careful. There could be some damage to the house up there.”


  “Yes,” Mrs. Taft agreed. “I’ve lived through one of these storms before and it can be devastating.”


  “So have I,” Mrs. Woodard added.


  Aunt Lou started to follow John and Ned. John turned back to say, “No, Aunt Lou, I want you to stay down here until we look things over. Everyone, please wait. We’ll be back shortly.”


  Mandie watched as the men left the tunnel. She was hoping they wouldn’t run into any damage and get injured. The way the wind had roared, it was impossible to know how much fury it had poured out on the house.


  When everyone was beginning to get worried about the men, they finally returned.


  “No damage to the house that we can find, thank the Lord,” John Shaw announced. “Some of the trees are down but luckily didn’t hit anything.”


  “Then is it safe to go back upstairs?” Elizabeth asked as she stood up from the stone bench where she had been sitting with Mrs. Woodard and Mrs. Taft.


  “Yes, I believe so,” John Shaw replied. “Just be sure you look around you for any damage we didn’t find. But I believe the house is safe.”


  Everyone followed the men back up the steps into the house. Mandie still held tightly to Snowball, who had not calmed down. Looking about as they went, Mandie noticed the kitchen table had moved . . . across the kitchen. In the dining room they found the food still on the table but in somewhat different places from where they had left their plates.


  “Lawsy mercy,” Aunt Lou said, looking at the dining table. “We sho’ do need to eat some mo’ of dat food ’fore it goes bad.” Turning to Liza, who was clinging to her apron, she said, “Liza, git in de kitchen and git a fresh pot of coffee goin’.” She removed Liza’s hands.


   Liza finally straightened up and said, “Yessum, Aunt Lou,” and went out of the dining room.


  Mandie hurried over to a window to look out where the shutter had been blown open. “Oh, what a mess!” she exclaimed, gazing at the tree limbs scattered all over the yard.


  “Just be thankful we have a good strong house,” John Shaw said, standing behind her.


  “A good, strong house!” Mandie repeated in excitement. “Uncle John, did y’all check on that old house down by the creek? It’s not strong.”


  John Shaw straightened up, looked at Uncle Ned, and said, “I believe we’d better take a look down the hill. Of course that old house is in a gap and protected by the slope, but it could be damaged and someone could have been in it.”


  “Yes,” the old Indian agreed.


  “I want to go with you,” Mandie said, quickly depositing Snowball in the woodbox behind the stove. “Aunt Lou, please don’t let Snowball out.”


  Joe and Celia joined her as she followed the men out the back door. The wind had calmed and the sun was trying to peek through the stormy clouds that were sailing away into the distant horizon.


  As soon as they reached the rose arbor, Mandie could see the place where the old house had been. It was completely destroyed. Pieces of lumber were scattered through the trees and countryside.


  “Oh!” Mandie exclaimed as the three rushed on down behind the men. “I hope no one was inside that house.”


  When they got to the bottom of the hill, John Shaw and Ned began searching the area. The young people did their own searching, rushing about and looking under pieces of timber.


  Then suddenly Mandie spotted something in a ditch down the creek. “Look!” she told her friends as she pointed and kept going. “Is that someone in the ditch?”


  The men heard her and ran after them, but Mandie got there first.


  Crouching there in a ball was someone who looked like a young boy. He wasn’t moving.


  Mandie put her hand on the boy’s shoulder and asked, “Are you all right?” There was no movement or response.


   Then John and Uncle Ned took charge.


  “Thank the Lord Dr. Woodard is at the house,” John Shaw said as he tried to rouse the boy.


  “Hurt,” Uncle Ned said. Stooping down, he picked up the boy and said, “We go house. Doctor see.”


  “Yes, yes,” Mandie excitedly said.


  They all followed the old Indian back up the hill as he carried the boy, who seemed to be unconscious. They entered through the back door, and Uncle Ned laid the boy on a cot at the end of the kitchen.


  Mandie stood by watching, and when Uncle Ned stepped back, she said excitedly, “That’s not a boy! It’s a girl! Look!” She pointed to the long, dark hair where the cap had fallen off.


  Dr. Woodard came hurrying into the room. “All right, let’s clear some space here,” he said, reaching for the girl’s hand to feel for a pulse.


  As everyone stood back and waited, Dr. Woodard examined the girl and said, “She’s breathing but she seems to be in shock. John, we need to get her in a warm bed with some hot-water bottles.”


  Aunt Lou took charge then. “I turn down de kivvers in dat fust room on de right upstairs. Liza, you start fillin’ some water bottles.” She hurried out of the room.


  “A girl!” Mandie exclaimed. Turning to her friends, she said, “Do y’all suppose she has been staying all alone in that old house?”


  “Yes, and I wonder what she was doing there,” Joe replied.


  “How awful! A girl all alone in that old house!” Celia exclaimed.


  “I can’t wait to ask her questions when she wakes up,” Mandie told them.


  Dr. Woodard heard her and turned to say, “No questions anytime soon. This girl is in bad shape.”


  Mandie felt a stab of pain in sympathy for the girl. Here she was all alone and so ill she didn’t know where she was. What would happen when the girl finally woke up? Would she talk and tell them anything?


  And how could they help her? She must be in deep trouble, staying down in that old house all alone. Who was she? How did she get there?


   So many questions. Mandie silently prayed for the girl to recover, but Dr. Woodard had said she was in bad shape.


  Mandie remembered being all alone herself when she had run away after her father had died and she was sent to live with strangers. She was going to help this girl in every way she could.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  DECISIONS


   The girl was moved to the bedroom upstairs and still did not awaken. Dr. Woodard asked Aunt Lou if someone could stay with her just in case she became conscious.


  “Why, sho’, Doctuh, Liza kin stay wid dat girl,” the woman replied as they all stood about in the hallway outside the room.


  Liza quickly said, “But, Aunt Lou, I’se got work to do in de kitchen.”


  “But this is mo’ important, Liza,” Aunt Lou replied. “Now I—”


  Mandie quickly interrupted, “Please, Aunt Lou, I want to stay with her. After all, Joe and Celia and I have been trying to find out who was down in that old house all this time. So I think it’s our responsibility to stay with her.” She glanced at her mother and Uncle John, who were nearby.


  Aunt Lou also looked at Elizabeth and John and waited for them to reply.


  “All right, Amanda, but we have other things that have to be done,” Elizabeth agreed.


  “And the menfolk will be outside cleaning up limbs and debris from the storm,” John Shaw added.


  “Then may I be first to stay?” Mandie asked hopefully.


   “Yes, I suppose so, but we will all come up here from time to time to check on the girl,” Elizabeth agreed.


  “And the minute she opens her eyes I want to know. You come and get me,” Dr. Woodard said to Joe. “I’ll be outside with the men.”


  “Yes, sir,” Joe replied. “But I could also come and help outside.”


  “No, I think perhaps you may be needed in the house to right some things that have been disarrayed by the storm,” Dr. Woodard replied.


  “Yes, sir,” Joe agreed. Then, looking at Elizabeth, he said, “Mrs. Shaw, what can I do to help you in the house?”


  “Nothing at the moment, Joe,” Elizabeth replied. “If I find something that is too heavy for us women to handle, I’ll let you know.”


  Dr. Woodard started to follow John Shaw and Uncle Ned down the hallway and called back, “Remember, only one person in the room at one time.”


  “Now we goes to see about dat meal we left on de table,” Aunt Lou announced as she and Liza walked toward the staircase.


  “And I’ll check the contents of each room downstairs first to see if anything needs to be rearranged,” Elizabeth said, following them. Mrs. Woodard, Mrs. Taft, and Jane Hamilton also went to help.


  Celia moved over to sit on the bench in the hallway outside the door of the sick girl’s room. Joe joined her, and Mandie stepped inside the bedroom.


  The three young people took turns staying in the room with the girl for the rest of the afternoon. She didn’t move, but Mandie thought her breathing sounded normal after a while. They discussed the girl and imagined all kinds of things about her.


  “I wonder why she was dressed like a boy,” Mandie pondered as the three sat on the bench, the nearby door propped open so they could watch for the girl to awaken.


  “Maybe she ran away from home,” Joe suggested.


  “But if she ran away from home, why didn’t she keep running instead of holing up in that old house? Your uncle John says she’s  been there a long time, according to the light he’s been seeing,” Celia said, looking at Mandie.


  “Maybe she got lost, or tired, or something, and thought she ought to take time to figure out where she was going,” Mandie replied. “Oh, I’ll be so glad when she wakes up and we can talk to her.”


  “I just hope she isn’t badly injured or ill,” Joe said.


  Mrs. Taft came down the hallway after a long time and stopped to speak to the young people. “Is she still asleep?” she asked.


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three chorused.


  Looking at Mandie, Mrs. Taft said, “We need to discuss our plans for the summer sometime today so we’ll have time to make arrangements.”


  Mandie’s heart flopped as she replied, “Yes, Grandmother, whenever you say.”


  “I’ll find out when it will be convenient to get together with your mother and your uncle,” Mrs. Taft said. Then, glancing in the open door to the bedroom as she started down the hallway, she added, “I do hope that poor girl is going to be all right.” And she continued toward the stairs.


  “Oh, I dread this planning business,” Mandie said with a loud puff of breath as soon as her grandmother was out of sight. Then, looking into the bedroom, she was startled to see the girl suddenly sit up and rub her eyes.


  “Where am I?” the girl asked in fright as she looked around the beautiful, expensively furnished room.


  All three of the young people rushed into the room. The girl pulled back under the covers as she stared at them.


  “We’re your friends,” Mandie quickly told her. “You don’t have to be afraid of us. We found you in the ditch where the tornado had blown that old house away. Are you all right?”


  “Oh!” the girl exclaimed, her eyes filled with terror. “I remember. I thought I died but I must still be alive.”


  “Oh, you’re alive all right and we’re glad you made it,” Joe said.


  The girl looked around at the three and then asked, “Who are you? Where am I?” She still huddled under the covers.


   “You’re in the big house up the hill from the old house where you’ve been staying,” Celia told her.


  “Why were you staying in that old house?” Mandie asked.


  “Oh, my things! Everything blew away! I have to go find my belongings,” she replied, swinging her legs off the side of the bed.


  “Wait, we’ll help you, but first we have to let Dr. Woodard know you are awake,” Mandie told her.


  The girl paused to look at the group. “Dr. Woodard? Has there been a doctor here?” she asked.


  “Yes, my father, and you just wait a minute now while I run and get him,” Joe replied, hastily leaving the room.


  “But I don’t want a doctor. I’m all right. I have to find my things,” the girl insisted.


  Mandie held the covers as the girl tried to get out of the bed. “Please wait,” she said. “Dr. Woodard is a friend of our family and just happened to be visiting here when the storm came. He asked us to get him when you woke up.”


  “But I have to find my things. Everything I own in this world was in a bag in that house,” the girl insisted, reluctantly leaning back on the pillow.


  “What is your name?” Mandie asked with a smile.


  “Frances Faye,” the girl replied.


  “Frances Faye? What’s your last name?” Mandie wanted to know.


  “Where are you from?” Celia put in.


  The girl looked at them both and finally said, “I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore. You see, I was trying to keep anyone from seeing me and I kept thinking I should be traveling on, but I was tired and I got blisters on my feet and was waiting for them to heal. But then I got hungry because I ran out of the biscuits and meat I had brought with me. And suddenly I found a basket of food someone put on the porch. I ate a lot of it and decided to keep the rest for the next day. Well, the rats got to it that night and I had to throw it out.” Her voice trembled as tears came into her dark brown eyes. “And I let your white cat come inside to catch the rat, which he did, thank goodness.”


  “So that’s where Snowball was when we couldn’t find him,”  Mandie said. “We’ll get Aunt Lou—she’s our housekeeper—to fix you something to eat.”


  Joe came hurrying back ahead of his father. Dr. Woodard smiled as he looked at the girl and said, “Well, now, I’m so glad you are feeling better. Do you have any aches or pain anywhere?”


  The girl shook her head as she looked at the doctor and then put her hand on her stomach and said, “Just a little pain here.”


  “Because she’s hungry, Dr. Woodard,” Mandie told him.


  “Well, if that’s all that’s wrong with you, we can fix that right quick, young lady,” Dr. Woodard said, still smiling at the girl. Turning to Joe, he said, “Joe, pass the word to Aunt Lou that this girl is hungry and see what she can come up with.”


  “Yes, sir,” Joe replied and hurried back down the hall.


  Dr. Woodard sat down on the foot of the bed and said, “Now, tell me, why would a pretty girl like you want to put on boy’s clothes?”


  The girl frowned and finally said, “So people would think I was a boy and I’d be safer to travel.”


  “Safer to travel? Now, where might I ask were you traveling to?” the doctor asked.


  There was a moment of silence before the girl sighed and then answered, “To my grandmother’s house.”


  “And just where does your grandmother live?” the doctor asked.


  The girl didn’t reply and Celia spoke up, “Are you from Virginia? You say house just like I do—hoose—like all real Virginians speak. I’m from the country, just outside Richmond.”


  The girl quickly sat forward and said, “Richmond? That’s where my grandmother lives—I think.”


  “You mean you don’t know?” Mandie asked. “How can you go to her house if you don’t know where she lives?”


  The girl started crying and tried to hide her face behind her hands.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you,” Mandie quickly told her. Turning to Dr. Woodard, Mandie said, “She told us her name is Frances Faye.”


  “Frances Faye. Now, that’s a right nice name, but how about the  last name? Everybody has to have a last name,” Dr. Woodard told her as he reached to hold her hand.


  Frances Faye was so overcome she practically fell into Dr. Woodard’s arms. He hugged her tightly and brushed back her long, dark hair. “There, now, let’s talk about this. You can’t talk and cry at the same time, can you? We are all ready to help you, but you must give us enough information for us to know what we can do.” He continued stroking her hair.


  Aunt Lou herself brought the food. She stood there in the doorway with a tray in her hands. Then, coming toward the bed, she set the tray down and said, “Lawsy mercy, this chile got to eat something right away, Doctuh. I believe dat cryin’ spell is due to hunger, and we’se gwine fix dat right now.” She plumped up the pillow behind the girl and straightened the covers as Dr. Woodard continued holding her.


  Joe stood in the doorway watching. Mandie looked at him and shook her head. This poor girl seemed to be in bad shape, hungry and crying.


  “Now, you jes’ sit right back agin’ dat pillow so’s I kin put dis heah tray on de bed fo’ you.” Then looking at the three young people, she added, “Y’all jes’ go sit in de hallway till dis heah chile eat. Den she’ll feel mo’ like talkin’.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the three chorused as they reluctantly left the room and went to sit on the bench in the hallway.


  “She said her grandmother lives in Richmond,” Mandie reminded Celia. “Maybe your mother knows her.”


  “Oh, Mandie, Richmond is a little bigger than Franklin. We don’t know everybody in town,” Celia said. “The grandmother might be someone my mother knows or has heard of. We’ll find out.”


  Mandie explained to Joe what the girl had told them while he was gone to the kitchen.


  “But is she traveling on foot all the way to Richmond?” Joe asked in surprise. “I wonder where she came from?”


  When Dr. Woodard told them they could come back into the room, they found the girl had been sitting at the side table in a chair and eating while Aunt Lou stood by encouraging her to finish the food.


   Frances Faye looked at the young people as they stood around the room and said, “Thank you all from the bottom of my heart. I feel so much better now.”


  “That’s good, because now we need to make a decision about some things,” Dr. Woodard told her. “First of all, we need your last name and we need to know whether you are running away from home, or what?”


  Mandie thought the girl was going to cry again, but instead she breathed deeply a few times and replied, “My name is Frances Faye Fordham and I am not exactly running away from home because . . . because . . .” her voice faltered for a moment, “because I don’t have a home anymore. My mother died.” She bit her lip and bowed her head.


  Mandie rushed to her side to hold her hand and told her, “I understand how you feel, Frances Faye. My father died a while back and I was sent out to live with strangers to work for them tending their baby, and they were mean to me, so I ran away and came here to my uncle’s house.” She talked fast as she relived the memories in her mind.


  Frances Faye looked at her and said, “My mother was the only living relative I have, except for my grandmother and I’ve never seen her. She’s my father’s mother, and he died when I was a baby. We were living in Tennessee and I don’t remember this grandmother ever coming to visit us.”


  “If your grandmother lives in Virginia we’ll help you find her,” Celia said. “My mother will know how to do that.”


  “My mother never would talk about my grandmother, for some reason,” Frances Faye said. “All I know is she lives in Richmond and I suppose her name would be Fordham, like mine, since my father was her son.”


  Aunt Lou had been stacking up the empty dishes on the tray and now she looked at Mandie and said, “My chile, dis heah young lady be ’bout de same size as you. Why don’t you find her a nice dress to put on so she kin come down to suppuh tonight?” She started out the door with the tray.


  “Oh, of course, Aunt Lou,” Mandie said with a big smile. “That’s  a good idea. Frances Faye, come with me to my room and pick out whatever dress you want to put on.”


  Frances Faye looked down at her soiled clothes and said, “But I have to go find my things that blew away.”


  “De men dun found dem things, but dey all wet, so we gwine wash everything,” Aunt Lou explained and left the room.


  Frances Faye looked at the doctor and asked, “Y’all found my things?”


  “Sure did, but I hate to tell you everything was soiled because the bag was blown into the creek,” Dr. Woodard explained. Then he smiled and said, “But I’m sure everything will be fine when they are washed.”


  “Oh, thank you,” Frances Faye said.


  The three girls went to Mandie’s room, and Frances Faye was speechless with wonder as she surveyed Mandie’s wardrobe full of beautiful dresses.


  “All these are yours?” she asked.


  “Yes, all of them, and you just pick out what you want to put on and you can have it,” Mandie told her.


  “But I couldn’t take your clothes,” Frances Faye said, looking through the garments.


  “Remember what Aunt Lou said. You have to put on a dress in order to come downstairs for supper,” Mandie reminded her.


  “Well, I suppose I could borrow one,” Frances Faye finally said. “But you decide which one.”


  Mandie flipped through the hanging garments and pulled down a peach-colored voile dress as she said, “Try this one. I believe you’re just a little bit taller than I am, and this one is a little long on me so it ought to just fit you.” She held it out to the girl.


  “Oh, how beautiful! I’ve never had such pretty clothes,” Frances Faye said, holding the dress. “Are you sure you don’t mind if I put this on?”


  “I don’t mind at all, and I’m giving it to you if it fits, so let’s find out about that,” Mandie told her.


  “You’re welcome to use my brush and comb and hair ribbons,” Celia said, pointing to the things on the bureau.


  “Oh, we forgot something,” Mandie said and hurried to open  a bureau drawer. She started pulling out underwear. “You’ll need these, too.” She handed the girl a petticoat and other undergarments. “I believe they’ll fit all right.”


  Frances Faye took the garments, and Mandie showed her the bathroom. “Just go in there and get dressed. We’ll wait for you out here,” she said.


  Mandie and Celia silently waited in the armchairs until Frances Faye got dressed. When she came back into the room, Mandie smiled and stood up. “Well, no one would ever mistake you for a boy in those clothes.”


  Frances Faye smiled back and said, “I thank you so much.”


  “Let’s go down to the parlor,” Celia suggested.


  “Yes, I know everyone else is waiting to meet you,” Mandie told the girl.


  When the girls entered the parlor, everyone in the room paused in their conversation to look at Frances Faye. Mandie’s mother, Elizabeth, quickly stood up and said, “Come on in, Frances Faye, and meet everyone.”


  Introductions went around the room as Frances Faye shyly replied to each one.


  After everyone settled back down, Jane Hamilton, Celia’s mother, spoke to the girl. “I was told you are trying to get to Richmond,” she said. “Celia and her aunt Rebecca and I will be returning to Richmond on the train at the end of next week and we would be glad to have you come with us. Maybe we can help find your grandmother there.”


  “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Hamilton,” Frances Faye replied. “But I don’t have any money for the train. You see, I’ve been walking from Tennessee.”


  “Never mind the money. We’ll see to that,” Jane Hamilton said. “We just want to help you out a little.”


  “Maybe my grandmother can repay you—that is, if I can find her,” Frances Faye said.


  “Don’t worry about the money,” Jane Hamilton said. “Just plan on going with us.”


  “Thank you,” Frances Faye replied, almost in tears.


   “We all want to help,” Elizabeth said. “So plan on staying right here with us until it’s time to leave on the train next weekend.”


  “I’m just speechless with thanks,” Frances Faye finally managed to say without bursting into tears.


  “Yes, dear, we all want to do something to help you,” Mrs. Taft said. “Perhaps you will be able to come with us on our vacation this summer.”


  Mandie breathed deeply, getting ready for the argument she was sure would follow with her grandmother. Might as well get it over with, she thought.


  “On your vacation?” Frances Faye asked. “But where are y’all going on your vacation?”


  No one spoke for a moment. Then Mrs. Taft cleared her throat, looked directly at Mandie, and smiled as she said, “I don’t really know where we are going. Amanda will have to tell us.”


  Mandie couldn’t believe her ears. Grandmother was giving in to her wishes.


  Mrs. Taft continued, “Amanda, what are your plans for the summer? Please tell us so we’ll know where we are going.”


  Mandie grinned at Uncle John and said, “Well, it’s like this. I don’t really know, either. I want to visit my Cherokee kinpeople and maybe go to New York with the Hamiltons, and then maybe visit the Pattons down at Charleston with my mother, and maybe even visit New Orleans to see Joe’s school.”


  Everyone was laughing as she finished.


  “That sounds like a whole summer of traveling,” John Shaw told her.


  “It probably is, but since I knew everyone would not agree to everything, I just added it all together and whoever wants to can go wherever they want,” Mandie said, grinning as she looked around the room.


  All the adults began talking at once as they discussed the various places Mandie had mentioned. Mandie sat with her friends and didn’t say another word. She had won this time. She would be able to go wherever she wanted to go without Grandmother supervising everything.


  “We really would like for you to go with us wherever we do go,”  Mandie told Frances Faye. “And besides all those places, we could come to Richmond and visit you at your grandmother’s.”


  “I sure hope I can find her,” the girl said.


  “Don’t worry. We’ll find her,” Mandie assured her.


  Mandie thought about her spring holidays, which would be over soon. She had spent the time well. The mystery of the old house was solved, and she had found a new friend. And now she had been given free choice of vacation.


  There was also the mystery of the quilt with the Cherokee writing on it that she and her friends had found in the attic during the previous Christmas holidays. Uncle Ned had taken it to Uncle Wirt to decipher, and now she would be seeing Uncle Wirt this summer and could solve that mystery.


  Things were looking up.
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    Dear Mandie Readers:


    At this time when our great nation is suffering, we the people feel helpless as to what to do next in our lives. The tragedies on September 11, 2001, cast a shadow of fear over our country and stabbed our hearts with pain.


    However, God is still on His throne, watching over us. He will take care of us.


    Remember Mandie’s verse:


    
      “What time I am afraid

      I will put my trust in Thee.”


         Psalm 56:3

    


    
      With love to you all,

      Lois Gladys Leppard
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  CHAPTER ONE


  PLANS ARE MADE


   Mandie Shaw was sitting in the swing on the long veranda, with Snowball curled up beside her, enjoying the fact that school was out. She had just arrived home the day before and was eagerly awaiting the arrival of her friends to begin their summer vacation together.


  She glanced up and saw Dr. Woodard and Joe coming down the road in their buggy. Rushing down the walkway, she caught up with them as the doctor turned the vehicle into the lane to the backyard.


  “Hello,” Mandie called to them.


  Dr. Woodard greeted her and turned to his son to say, “I’ll take the buggy on around to the barn.”


  Joe jumped down, replying, “Thanks,” and greeted Mandie with, “And hello to you.”


  Mandie looked up at Joe standing there and thought he must have grown at least six inches since spring holidays. And he seemed to be better looking every time she saw him. With these thoughts she suddenly became shy.


  Joe ran his long fingers through his wavy brown hair and said with a big grin, “Cat got your tongue?”


  “Oh, Joe Woodard, come on up on the porch,” Mandie replied, quickly leading the way.


   They sat in the swing as Snowball jumped down and ran out into the yard.


  Joe looked around and asked, “When is Celia coming?”


  “Today. She got out of school a week early because she had to go with her mother to Richmond to attend to some business,” Mandie explained. “Mr. Bond has taken Uncle John’s rig to go on several errands for him. He’s supposed to get finished in time to meet the train, which should be any time now.”


  “Then when will we be leaving for New York?” Joe asked.


  “Probably tomorrow,” Mandie replied. She looked down the road and quickly stood up. “I believe that’s Celia coming now.” She stepped over to the banister as a horse-drawn vehicle came closer. “At least, it’s Uncle John’s rig, so Celia and her mother should be in it. And also Frances Faye, the girl we met during the tornado. Remember we asked her to come with Celia?”


  “Yes, I definitely remember her. I wonder if she has ever found her grandmother,” Joe said, joining Mandie at the banister.


  The rig stopped at the gate to the road. Mandie hurried down the long walkway, and Joe followed.


  Mrs. Hamilton stepped down to the stepping block with Celia close behind her. Mr. Bond, who worked for Mandie’s uncle, began unloading their luggage. Joe went forward to help.


  “Welcome, Mrs. Hamilton,” Mandie greeted her. “Mother and Grandmother are in the parlor.” Then she reached to hug her friend Celia.


  “Thank you, Amanda. I’ll go find them,” Mrs. Hamilton said, going on up the walkway to the front porch.


  Mandie looked around and asked, “Did Frances Faye come with y’all?”


  “No, Mandie,” Celia replied with a big grin. “Because she found her grandmother and didn’t want to leave her.”


  As Joe passed them, carrying two valises, he said, “I’m going to set these inside the front door and come back and help Mr. Bond with the trunks.”


  “You don’t have to. There’s Abraham coming across the yard to help,” Mandie told him.


  Abraham worked as a handyman for John Shaw, and Abraham’s  wife, Jenny, was the cook. They had both lived with the Shaw family for many years in their own cottage on the back of the property.


  Joe stopped to call to Abraham, “I’ll be right back to help with the other things.”


  “No never you mind,” Abraham called back as he continued toward the rig. “Don’t be needin’ no help. Yo’ papa lookin’ fo’ you.”


  “Thank you,” Joe replied as he reached the front steps.


  “Tell me about Frances Faye’s grandmother,” Mandie said to Celia, pushing open the screen door for Joe to go through with the luggage.


  “It really wasn’t hard at all to find her,” Celia replied.


  The girls entered the front hallway behind Joe, who deposited the valises by the hall tree.


  Dr. Woodard, with John Shaw, was coming down the hallway.


  “I was looking for you, son,” Dr. Woodard told Joe. “I have to go up the mountain to see Mrs. Collins. Her son has been down here today and left a message for me since he knew I’d be making calls around the area this week. She’s not doing too well, so I may not be back until tomorrow. Depends on how things are in that area, whether anyone else is ill.”


  “Did you want me to go with you, Dad?” Joe asked.


  “No, no, you stay here and get ready for your trip to New York with your friends,” Dr. Woodard said. “I may not get back before y’all leave town.”


  “But you are still going with all of us to visit Mandie’s Cherokee kinpeople after we get back from New York, aren’t you?” Joe asked.


  “Oh yes,” Dr. Woodard told him. “I’ll go home and get your mother and be here when you return from New York. Behave yourself and have a good time up there.” He turned back down the hallway.


  “Yes, sir,” Joe replied.


  John Shaw called after him, “I’ll see that he behaves in New York.” He laughed as he glanced at Joe. “Now, Miss Celia, we are glad to see you.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Shaw,” Celia replied.


  Abraham and Mr. Bond came in with Celia’s trunk.


  “Which room, missy?” Mr. Bond asked Mandie.


   “My room. Celia is going to share my room with me,” Mandie replied.


  “And, Joe, your father and I put your bags in the first room on the left at the top of the staircase,” John Shaw explained as he walked toward the parlor door.


  “Thank you, Mr. Shaw,” Joe said. Turning to the girls, he said, “While Celia is getting settled in your room, Mandie, I’ll go on up and freshen up.”


  “Meet you in the back parlor in thirty minutes,” Mandie told him.


  Up in Mandie’s room, the girls hung up Celia’s dresses from her trunk as they talked.


  “And how did Frances Faye find her grandmother?” Mandie asked, pushing her dresses to one end of the huge wardrobe to make room for Celia’s.


  “It so happened that Mrs. Edmonds, one of our neighbors, had heard of a lady by the name of Fordham who lived way out in the country on the other side of Richmond,” Celia explained as she hung up a dress.


  “So y’all went to investigate,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, Aunt Rebecca and I took Frances Faye in our rig and drove out in the direction Mrs. Edmonds had explained,” Celia said. Then excitedly she added, “Oh, Mandie, you should have seen the old lady when she found out who Frances Faye was. We thought she was going to absolutely suffocate the girl, she hugged her so tight. And then Frances Faye began crying and couldn’t speak for a few minutes. I wish you could have been with us.”


  “I do, too,” Mandie agreed. “I’m so happy for her.”


  “And, Mandie, her grandmother must be wealthy,” Celia said. “I want you to see her mansion someday. I think it’s the biggest house I’ve ever seen. And the part I saw was furnished in stuff that must have cost a fortune.”


  “Celia, I wonder why Frances Faye’s mother never had anything to do with the grandmother,” Mandie said, frowning thoughtfully. “From what Frances Faye told us, her mother barely had a living, and they lived in an old house.”


  “I have no idea, Mandie. That’s a mystery you’ll have to solve,” Celia said, hanging up the last of her dresses.


   “Yes, I suppose I’ll have to go visit Frances Faye in her new home someday,” Mandie said.


  When the girls joined Joe in the back parlor, they had to explain about Frances Faye and her grandmother.


  “It’s wonderful that Frances Faye was able to find her grandmother so quickly,” Joe said. “I can imagine how she felt when her mother died and she had no one in this world.”


  “Yes, but I’m wondering why the mother and the grandmother never were in contact,” Mandie said.


  Joe shrugged his shoulders and said, “They probably didn’t like each other for some reason.”


  “But I wonder why,” Mandie said, squinting her blue eyes as she frowned in thought.


  “Mandie, you might as well forget about poking into those people’s business. It wouldn’t be nice at all,” Joe told her.


  “If I go visit them, I wouldn’t have to poke,” Mandie answered with a big grin. “Frances Faye has probably found out by now why her grandmother and her mother never were in contact. And Frances Faye would probably just tell me without my asking.”


  At that moment someone tapped on the door and then opened it. Polly Cornwallis, Mandie’s next-door neighbor and schoolmate, stuck her head inside. “I figured you’d all be back here,” she said as she came into the room and sat down. “My mother is in the parlor visiting with your mothers.” She looked at Mandie and Celia.


  “Well, hello, Polly,” Mandie said, not too happy to see the girl. She always seemed to know when Joe was visiting at Mandie’s house, and she would always find some excuse to come visit.


  “My mother and I just arrived a little while ago,” Celia remarked.


  “And so did I,” Joe added.


  Everyone seemed at a loss for conversation.


  “My mother came over to ask your mother, Mandie, if I could go to New York with y’all. Mother has other plans, so we thought it would be nice if I could join y’all. I’d just love to see that good-looking Jonathan Guyer again,” Polly explained, all the time keeping her eyes on Joe.


  Mandie felt her face flush in anger as she tried to steady her voice to keep Polly from knowing she was displeased with the idea  of the girl traveling all the way to New York with them and then staying at Jonathan’s house. She blew out her breath and said, “So my mother agreed?”


  “Yes, she did. Isn’t that wonderful?” Polly replied.


  “We may be leaving tomorrow. Can you get ready that fast?” Mandie asked.


  “Of course,” Polly said. “The servants will pack my clothes for me.”


  “How long will your mother be gone?” Celia asked.


  “She’s not sure, but she said she’d let Mrs. Shaw know before we leave,” Polly explained. “I’m so excited about the trip, especially the chance to see Jonathan’s great mansion. Y’all had told me you could get lost in it, remember?”


  “Yes, it is huge,” Mandie agreed. “I can imagine there are lots of secret places in it.”


  “Secret places?” Polly questioned her.


  “Yes, spooky, dark closets and attics and basements where someone could hide,” Mandie replied. She knew how afraid Polly was of even going into the basement at their boarding school or in the Shaw house.


  “Hmm,” Polly muttered as she shrugged her shoulders and tossed her long dark hair over her shoulder. She straightened up and said, “Well, we don’t have to go poking into places like that.”


  “Not unless Mandie finds a mystery that we have to explore in such places,” Joe said, grinning at Mandie.


  “But we don’t have to help Mandie solve mysteries up there, that is, if she finds any,” Polly protested. She squinted her dark eyes.


  “Oh, Polly, Mandie finds a mystery everywhere she goes,” Celia said. “However, we don’t have to help solve them if we don’t want to.”


  “That’s right,” Mandie agreed. “You can stay by yourself while we go off solving mysteries in New York.”


  “I will make that decision when you actually find a mystery,” Polly said. She stood up. “Now I have to go see if my mother is ready to go home.” She started toward the door and added, “Mandie, your mother promised to let us know exactly when I should be ready to travel.”


   “We will, Polly,” Mandie replied as Polly left the room and closed the door behind her.


  “Whew!” Joe blew out his breath and said, “She probably won’t join us in any mystery at Jonathan’s house.”


  “We may not even find a mystery up there,” Celia said.


  “I just wanted her to know that if I do run into a mystery up there, I certainly plan on solving it,” Mandie said.


  The door opened right then, and Liza, the Shaws’ young maid, stuck her head into the room and announced, “Dat Miss Sweet Thang has done gone home with her ma now.” She grinned and closed the door.


  “Thank you, Liza,” Mandie said as the door closed. She stood up and said, “Let’s go in the parlor and find out when we will be leaving for New York.”


  Celia and Joe followed Mandie out the door.


  Mandie’s mother, Elizabeth, her grandmother, Mrs. Taft, and Celia’s mother were discussing their journey to New York.


  “Y’all come on in,” Elizabeth Shaw told them. “I believe we have our final plans made.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, sitting on a settee with her two friends.


  “We’ve decided we should go ahead tomorrow,” Elizabeth said. “So y’all need to have your luggage ready for the train tomorrow.”


  “And bring enough clothes to last you two weeks. That’s how long we will be staying in New York,” Mrs. Hamilton said.


  “And we had to invite that Polly Cornwallis to go with us,” Mrs. Taft said with a loud sigh. “I do hope she doesn’t spoil our visit for us.”


  “Don’t worry, Grandmother, we won’t let her,” Mandie promised with a big grin. That was one thing they had in common. Neither of them was fond of Polly Cornwallis.


  “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Joe whispered.


  “I just hope the weather will be nice while we’re there and that it doesn’t rain,” Elizabeth said.


  Mrs. Hamilton laughed and said, “Somehow it always seems to rain when I visit up there.”


  Mandie asked, “We are all going to stay at the Guyers’ house,  aren’t we?” She looked at her grandmother. Everyone knew Mrs. Taft didn’t seem to be very friendly with Jonathan Guyer’s father, and no one knew exactly why.


  “Of course, dear, we’ve all been invited to stay there,” Elizabeth replied.


  Mandie looked at her friends and whispered, “Now, there’s a mystery right there. If Grandmother doesn’t like Mr. Guyer, why does she agree to go visit there?”


  “You should find out,” Joe whispered back teasingly.


  “It would be something interesting to know,” Celia also whispered.


  “Amanda, have you sorted out what you plan on taking with you? If not, now is a good time to do it,” Elizabeth said.


  Mandie stood up and replied, “If Abraham could bring my trunk down from the attic, I could begin filling it up.”


  Joe instantly joined Mandie as he said, “Mrs. Shaw, I would be glad to get it down for her.”


  “Thank you, Joe, that would save some time,” Elizabeth replied. “Amanda, show Joe where it is.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie answered as she went out the door.


  Joe and Celia followed as Mandie climbed the steps to the attic. She pushed open the door at the top of the stairs. It was dark inside the attic because all the shutters on the windows were closed, but Mandie knew exactly where her trunk was, which was not far from the door.


  “If you’ll get one handle, I’ll get the other, and we can get it down the stairs,” Mandie said, stooping to reach for the handle on one end.


  Joe got the other handle and said, “I could probably get it by myself by sliding it down the steps if it’s empty.”


  “It’s empty, but I’ll help anyway if you’ll get in the front so you can catch the weight if I drop my end,” Mandie told him.


  “All right, but please let me know if you are going to turn it loose. Those steps are steep, and it could get out of control,” Joe warned her.


  “And I will stay behind y’all just in case,” Celia told them.


  They were about halfway down the steps when Snowball came running up to them, slipped by, and went on through the attic door. The three stopped to look.


   “Oh shucks, now I’ll have to go get that cat,” Mandie said, looking back up the steps. “I forgot to close the door.”


  “I could see if he will come to me, Mandie,” Celia told her.


  “He probably won’t even come to me. I’ll have to find him and carry him out of that attic. You know how much he loves to nose around up there,” Mandie replied.


  “Just let go of your end, Mandie. Since the trunk is empty, it’s not heavy. I’ll let it slide the rest of the way,” Joe told her.


  “I’ll help you, Joe,” Celia said, stepping down to take the handle Mandie was holding.


  “All right, then. Y’all wait for me at the landing, and I’ll go get Snowball,” Mandie told them.


  Mandie hurried back up, calling, “Snowball, Snowball, come here. Where are you?”


  She slowly made her way through the darkness in the room, trying to spot the white cat as she called to him. There was no sound until she accidentally ran into an old lampstand, which turned over and made a loud noise. Then Snowball came flying out of the stuff stored there and raced out the door and down the steps.


  “I don’t think I broke anything,” Mandie said to herself as she turned to leave the room. She closed the door behind her this time as she went down the stairs. She saw Snowball disappear at the foot of the steps.


  Mandie caught up with her friends, who had the trunk all the way down to the floor below.


  “Thanks,” Mandie told them. “Since this is the third floor, all we need to do now is get it down one more flight of stairs.” She reached for a handle.


  Just as the three reached the second floor, where Mandie’s room was, Mandie looked down the next flight and saw Uncle Ned, her father’s old Cherokee friend, coming up.


  “Oh, there’s Uncle Ned,” she told her friends.


  As the three waited for the old man to get up the steps, Mandie noticed he was carrying some kind of bundle. Then she became excited as she went to meet him. “Oh, Uncle Ned, you’ve brought back the quilt we found in the attic during Christmas holidays,” she said, looking at the bundle.


   “Miz ’Lizbeth say bring quilt up here to Papoose,” Uncle Ned said. “Where put it?”


  “We can just put it in my room for the time being. What did the quilt say, Uncle Ned? Did you get the message written on it read?” Mandie was jabbering away without waiting for him to reply.


  This was the quilt she and her friends had found in the attic and which Uncle Ned said contained a Cherokee message written on it. He had taken it home with him then and promised to get Uncle Wirt, the oldest member of the tribe, to translate the message.


  Mandie led the way to her room, and everyone followed. Uncle Ned laid the quilt on her bed. She quickly unrolled it to look at the symbols sewn on it. “Well, Uncle Ned, what does it say?” she asked again.


  Uncle Ned frowned as he stood there looking at the quilt. “Secret,” he said, shaking his head sadly.


  “A secret message? But what does it say, Uncle Ned? What did Uncle Wirt tell you it meant?” Mandie insisted.


  Uncle Ned shook his head again. “Wirt say sad, bad message. Put quilt back where you find it,” he said slowly.


  “But, Uncle Ned, I want to know what the quilt says. Please,” Mandie insisted.


  “Wirt say no tell, sad, bad message,” the old man repeated. He turned to leave the room.


  Mandie suddenly stomped her foot and said, “Uncle Ned, please tell me what this quilt says.”


  The old man continued out of the room. Mandie followed him, with Joe and Celia right behind her.


  When they got down to the first floor, Uncle Ned stopped and looked at Mandie. “No can tell, Papoose, sorry,” he said.


  “Well, if you won’t tell me, I’ll find someone who will tell me what that quilt says,” Mandie told him. As he went on down the hallway, she sat down on the bottom step. Joe and Celia joined her.


  “Mandie, I wonder why he wouldn’t tell you,” Celia said.


  “It’s just a silly old quilt with some silly message written on it,” Joe added.


  “But there’s some reason he won’t tell me what the message is,  and I intend finding out. That quilt is so old it couldn’t harm anyone to know what the message is,” Mandie told her friends.


  “What are you going to do, Mandie?” Celia asked.


  “Why, I’ll just ask some of my Cherokee kinpeople what it says,” Mandie quickly decided. “They would be able to decipher all those symbols on it. That’s what I’ll do.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  AN UNEXPECTED ALLY


   Joe sat on a low stool near the opened door of Mandie’s bedroom and watched as the girls filled their trunks.


  “You just unpacked your trunk a little while ago, and now you are having to repack everything,” he told Celia.


  Celia paused as she reached for a dress hanging in the wardrobe and replied. “But I’m not repacking everything, only the clothes I will need in New York. Remember, we are going to visit Mandie’s Cherokee kinpeople when we come back, so I’ll save some things for that journey.”


  Mandie looked up at her friend as she bent over her trunk to straighten the contents. “You won’t need much for that visit,” she reminded her. “We won’t be socializing and all that like we will be in New York.”


  “Yes, and I’m so glad we won’t be having to get dressed up and worrying about our hair and everything. It will be a pleasant time that we can really enjoy,” Celia said.


  “Enjoy?” Joe said with a grin, glancing at Mandie. “You mean if Mandie doesn’t discover one of those complicated mysteries she’s always running into.”


  “I don’t have to run into a mystery this time. I already have one,” Mandie told him. “I’m going to find out what the message on  that quilt is.” She suddenly straightened up and looked at her two friends as she excitedly added, “I have an idea. Why don’t we go to visit my Cherokee kinpeople first and then go to New York later?”


  “Oh, Mandie, your mother has already planned everything,” Celia quickly reminded her.


  “Besides, the Guyers are expecting us to arrive in the next few days,” Joe added.


  Mandie clasped her hands together and marched around the room as she frowned and mumbled to herself. “We could rearrange everything.”


  “No, Mandie, we have to go to New York tomorrow. I’m sure your mother will insist that we do,” Joe said. “You know that.”


  “I’m not sure she will, and I won’t know until I ask her,” Mandie replied. “We could go with Uncle Ned tomorrow when he goes home. And it shouldn’t take long to get someone to look at the quilt and tell me what those symbols on it mean. Then we could come on back and go to New York.”


  “It sounds simple, Mandie,” Celia said. “But you know how your Cherokee kinpeople stick together on everything. If your Uncle Wirt refuses to tell you what the message is on the quilt, you may not find anyone who will dare tell you. After all, he is the oldest, and the others all respect him.”


  Mandie stopped pacing around the room, stomped her foot, and said, “Oh, that quilt was made many, many years ago, so what difference would it make if someone told me what it says? This is 1903, and Uncle Ned thinks that quilt was made around sixty or seventy years ago.”


  “And was packed away in your attic until we found it last Christmas,” Celia said in amazement. “I wonder what else is up there that’s old like that.”


  “We’ve been through so much of the stuff in the attic off and on that I don’t imagine we’ve missed much of it,” Mandie said. Looking at her friends, she asked, “Anyhow, Celia, Joe, would y’all agree to go visit my kinpeople first and then go to New York if I ask my mother about changing our plans? And please don’t feel obligated to say yes if you don’t really mean it.”


   “Whatever you want to do is fine with me, Mandie,” Celia told her.


  Joe ran his long fingers through his unruly brown hair and slowly answered, “Well, now, I don’t really mind. However, we should think of the inconvenience for the other people involved.”


  “If I explain to everyone else about the quilt, I don’t think they will get upset,” Mandie said, and then with a big smile, she added, “Thank you both. I’ll talk to my mother. I’ll go find her right now.” She started toward the door.


  “Mandie,” Celia called after her. “What about our trunks? Should I keep on packing my trunk?”


  Mandie stopped at the doorway, turned, and replied, “Yes, Celia, keep putting whatever you want for New York in it, because if we go to see my kinpeople first, we’ll only take a valise. We won’t need the trunks.”


  Joe stood up and teased, “Oh, the trouble girls have with their clothes. I’m going to my room and putting mine in two piles, one for New York and one for the Cherokee visit. That way I’ll be ready whatever the decision is.”


  “I’ll be back as soon as I discuss things with my mother,” Mandie promised as she went out of the room.


  Mandie went to the parlor, where she found her mother, Uncle John, and Uncle Ned. She looked around as she entered the room and asked, “Where is Grandmother? And Celia’s mother?” She went to sit on a stool near her uncle.


  “They’ve both gone to their rooms to sort out things for our journey tomorrow,” Elizabeth Shaw told her daughter. “Are you finished with your packing?”


  “Mother, that’s what I came to talk about,” Mandie began. She then turned to Uncle Ned and asked, “Are you going home tomorrow, Uncle Ned?”


  “Yes, home, sun come up tomorrow,” the old man replied.


  Relieved to hear that he would be going home and not by the way of various other places he sometimes visited, Mandie glanced at her uncle John Shaw and then turned back to her mother. “Yes, ma’am, I think I have everything I need in my trunk. But, Mother, I  wanted to ask you about changing our plans.” She paused, not sure how to say things.


  “Changing our plans?” Elizabeth quickly asked.


  Uncle John looked at Mandie and asked, “Are you sick or something?”


  “Or have you decided you just don’t want to go to New York?” her mother asked. “Remember, Amanda, there are other people involved in these plans.”


  Mandie faintly smiled at her uncle and said, “No, sir, I’m not sick.” Turning to her mother she said, “I’ve decided I’d like to go home with Uncle Ned and visit my kinpeople awhile and then go to New York.”


  “Amanda, you know what our plans are, New York first and then to visit your kinpeople,” her mother reminded her in a sharp voice. “You can’t just change your mind at a minute’s notice when it affects other people.”


  “What brought this on?” John Shaw asked.


  Mandie felt Uncle Ned’s gaze on her and believed that he had immediately figured out why she wanted to change her plans. And she was wondering if her mother and her uncle also realized this. Replying to John Shaw’s question, she said, “Uncle Ned is here right now and is going straight home from here, so we could go with him now. But we don’t know whether he will be here after we come back from New York for us to go with him then.” She paused to take a breath.


  “No, Amanda, we will be going to New York tomorrow as we have planned,” her mother stated firmly. “So be sure you have your things ready. Mr. Bond will be taking our trunks to the depot tomorrow morning.”


  “But, Mother—” Mandie began.


  “That is my final decision, Amanda,” Elizabeth interrupted her. “Do you understand me?”


  Mandie took a deep breath, stood up, and barely looked at her mother as she replied, “Yes, ma’am.” She hurried out into the long hallway and went to sit on the bottom step of the staircase.


  She had to get her breath and think things over for a few minutes before she went back upstairs to tell her friends they would  be going to New York tomorrow as planned. She didn’t have to go find them, however, because in a few minutes Joe and Celia came down the stairs.


  Mandie didn’t speak, and the two friends seemed to understand as they sat down next to her on the steps without a word.


  Finally Mandie spoke. “We go to New York tomorrow,” she said.


  “All right,” Celia said.


  “I’ll be ready,” Joe told her.


  “Guess I’d better finish packing my trunk,” Mandie said as she stood up and started up the stairs.


  Celia also rose, looked at Joe, and said, “We’ll wait for you in the back parlor.”


  “Don’t take too long,” Joe teased.


  Mandie didn’t reply but went up the stairs and down the hallway to her room. All she could think of now was hurrying to get to New York and hurrying to get back home again and then hurrying to her kinpeople with the quilt.


  Hastily snatching clothes down from the wardrobe, she piled them into the trunk until it wouldn’t hold any more. Then she suddenly burst into tears and sat on the floor by the opened trunk. Snowball, who had been asleep in a chair, came to her side, purring loudly and rubbing against her shoes. Snowball had different kinds of purrs, depending on the situation, and this one was his purr where he sounded like he was trying to talk.


  Mandie, suddenly giggling, reached to pick him up. She rubbed her face against his white fur. “All right, Snowball, I stopped crying,” she whispered in his ear. She took a deep breath and stood up, holding the cat. “In fact, I think I have been really foolish, not considering anyone’s feelings other than mine.” Squeezing Snowball tightly, she added, “All right, we are going to New York tomorrow to see Jonathan Guyer, and we are going to have a wonderful time while we’re there. Then when we return home, we’ll go to see my Cherokee kinpeople. And we’ll also have a good time with them. Now I’ve got to wash my face and go downstairs and find Joe and Celia.” She set the cat down, and he immediately jumped back into the chair where he had been sleeping and began washing his face.


  Mandie found her friends in the back parlor as they had promised.  She was smiling when she entered the room and said, “This time tomorrow we’ll be on our way to New York. I wonder what plans Jonathan Guyer has made for us.” She sat down on a chair opposite them. Celia and Joe looked at each other.


  “I hope he’s not planning too many things. I’d like to see places that I didn’t have time to visit when I was there before,” Joe remarked.


  “And my mother wants me to go shopping with her,” Celia said.


  “And I’m sure my mother will want us to go along with y’all,” Mandie added.


  “And I suppose Polly will want to tag along with y’all in the stores,” Joe said with a big grin.


  “Oh, I had almost forgotten about her,” Mandie said, also grinning. “And her mother will probably give her lots of money to spend.” Looking at Joe, she asked, “Are you not interested in shopping in New York?”


  “Not really, but my father has said I should look for a nice overcoat,” Joe replied. “And don’t forget, my parents will both be going with us to visit your kinpeople when we return, Mandie. So I am supposed to buy something for a gift to your Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia, and also Uncle Ned. So maybe you will be able to help me find something for them.”


  “Uncle John would probably be able to help you better than I could. Those are his kinpeople, too, and he knows them better than I do,” Mandie said. She stood up and said, “Why don’t we go for a walk before it’s time to eat?”


  “That’s a good idea, Mandie,” Celia agreed as she, too, rose.


  “Looks like I’m outvoted, so I’ll have to come along, too,” Joe said, following the girls out of the room.


  Outside they decided to go down to the rose arbor.


  “Uncle John had all the debris removed from that old house that blew away in the tornado,” Mandie remarked as they descended the hill.


  “That was scary,” Celia said, following Mandie. “I hope I never see a tornado again.”


  “That was the first tornado I’ve ever seen, and I hope I never see another one,” Joe added, walking closely behind the girls.


  “Look! There’s someone down at the arbor,” Mandie said, pointing  ahead and quickening her step. Someone was sitting on the bench in the arbor.


  “Yes, looks like a woman, doesn’t it?” Celia agreed.


  “You girls must have bad eyesight. That’s your grandmother down there, Mandie,” Joe said with a laugh.


  Mandie stopped to stare ahead. “Oh, Joe, you’re right,” she agreed, walking faster. “I wonder what she’s doing down there all by herself.”


  “She’s sitting there enjoying this nice weather,” Joe said teasingly.


  As they approached, Mrs. Taft saw them coming.


  “Well, Grandmother, we would have walked with you down here if we had known you were coming,” Mandie said with a big smile, standing before the lady.


  “Oh dear, Amanda, I can still find my way around this place,” Mrs. Taft told her. “I just had to get away to think awhile.”


  The three young people sat down close by.


  “Think, Grandmother? That sounds serious,” Mandie said. “It must be something important.”


  Mrs. Taft looked at Mandie, smiled, and said, “Yes, indeed. You would think it is important.”


  “Mrs. Taft, can we help you with whatever it is?” Celia asked with concern in her voice.


  “No, and before I am literally covered with questions, let me ask you one, Amanda. Why was it so important to you to go visit your kinpeople, which would have caused everyone else to change their plans?” Mrs. Taft asked.


  Mandie took a deep breath, stared away down the hill, and finally turned to her grandmother. “You might not know this, but Uncle Ned brought that quilt back today that we had found in the attic during Christmas. Remember the one he said had a Cherokee message on it?” she asked, hoping her grandmother did remember the quilt.


  Mrs. Taft frowned and said, “Yes, I remember seeing that quilt and that he took it home with him to have someone interpret the symbols on it.” Then, looking sharply at Mandie, she asked, “Just what was the message?”


  “That’s the problem, Grandmother,” Mandie began explaining.  “Uncle Ned would only say that Uncle Wirt had looked at it and said to pack it away, it has a sad, bad message. And Uncle Ned absolutely refused to tell me what it did say, so I wanted to visit my Cherokee kinpeople and ask them what it says.”


  “But why the rush? Uncle Ned has had it since Christmas,” her grandmother said.


  “Well, Grandmother, Uncle Ned made such a mystery of it, I just wanted to go find out what it was all about,” Mandie said and added, “And since Uncle Ned is here, I wanted to go home with him. He might not be here when we come back from New York, and I can’t go see my kinpeople by myself. Then I realized I was being selfish to ask other people to change their plans for me.”


  “Young lady, you might be interested in knowing that I went to your mother for you, not knowing why, only that Elizabeth was upset because you insisted on changing everyone’s plans. However, I figured you must have a good reason to want to do this,” Mrs. Taft said.


  “Oh, Grandmother, thank you,” Mandie said with a big smile as she sat down on the opposite bench with her friends. “I hope Mother didn’t get angry with you about it.”


  “Angry? No, she didn’t. However, she refused to discuss it at all,” Mrs. Taft replied. “I told her I didn’t see any big reason for not changing our plans.”


  “I appreciate your trying, Grandmother,” Mandie said. She glanced up and saw Liza hurrying down the hill. “Here comes Liza so fast she must have a message for one of us.”


  Everyone looked up as the girl got down to them. She was out of breath from her fast walking as she said, “Miz ’Lizbeth, she wants to see you, Missy ’Manda.”


  “Mother wants to see me?” Mandie repeated. “I wonder what for.” She looked at her grandmother and asked, “Do you think I’m in trouble?”


  Mrs. Taft smiled and said, “If you are and it’s about our plans, just come let me know. I’ll see what I can do to help you out.”


  “C’mon, Missy ’Manda,” Liza insisted.


  “Liza, take time to get your breath,” Mandie told her as she stood up. “We’ll just walk back up that hill. We won’t run.” Turning to her friends, she asked, “Are y’all going to wait down here?”


   “Sure, we’ll just stay here with your grandmother,” Joe said. “Far away enough that we won’t hear you scream for help.”


  “I’ll wait here,” Celia said.


  “I’ll remember that next time you get in trouble, Joe Woodard,” Mandie said with a grin as she started up the hill with the maid.


  Elizabeth was waiting for Mandie in the back parlor. There was no one else in the room. Mandie felt cold chills, wondering if her mother was angry with her about something. She tried to smile and didn’t do a good job of it.


  “Sit down, Amanda,” Elizabeth told her as Liza left the room.


  Mandie sat on a low stool, not too close to her mother, as she waited.


  “Amanda, I don’t know exactly how to say this,” her mother began and then paused, looking around the room.


  Mandie held her breath as she silently asked herself, What have I done now?


  Elizabeth cleared her throat and said, “It seems that I am the only one who is opposed to changing our travel plans.” Then she spoke quickly, “It might interest you to know that my mother was the one who started the revolt, so to speak, in your favor. Therefore, you may go home with Uncle Ned tomorrow morning and—”


  “Oh, thank you, Mother,” Mandie quickly interrupted.


  “Wait, Amanda,” Elizabeth told her. “I am not finished. If you and your friends wish to go home with Uncle Ned, you may. However, we adults will keep our plans and go on to New York tomorrow.”


  Mandie thought quickly for a moment. She would not be able to visit Jonathan Guyer if the others went on to New York without her. And then she remembered Polly. What would she do? “Mother, what about Polly? Will she still go with y’all or with us?” Mandie asked.


  “I’ve talked to her mother, and she prefers that Polly go with us,” Elizabeth replied.


  “Oh,” Mandie said in a loud whisper. She didn’t like the idea of Polly Cornwallis going to visit Jonathan Guyer without Mandie and her friends along, too.


  “You go talk to your friends and let me know what you plan to do,” Elizabeth said.


  “But, Mother, we wouldn’t have to stay a long time with my  kinpeople. Couldn’t we come on to New York after we visit them for a few days?” Mandie asked.


  “No, you young people certainly can’t come all the way to New York without an adult along,” Elizabeth said firmly.


  Mandie stood up and said, “I’ll go ask Celia and Joe what they would like to do.”


  “Go ahead and come straight back and let me know. We’ve got to settle this thing once and for all,” Elizabeth said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, rushing out of the room.


  She hurried outside and down the hill to where her friends were waiting. She did not follow her own advice to Liza not to hurry, and when she was halfway down, her foot slipped, causing her to sit down hard on a mound of dirt.


  “Mandie!” Joe shouted as he ran up the hill to her. “Are you hurt?” He reached to help her stand up as Celia joined him, and back in the arbor, Mrs. Taft stood up to watch.


  “No, only my pride,” Mandie said as she brushed the dirt off her long skirts. “Come on. I have something to tell you, and I want Grandmother to hear it.” She started on down toward the arbor.


  “Amanda, that was very unladylike to come rushing down that hill in that fashion,” Mrs. Taft reprimanded her.


  “Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry, but you should hear what Mother wanted to see me about,” Mandie replied, and she told them about the change in plans. She looked at Celia and Joe and said, “So if y’all want to go with me to visit my Cherokee kinpeople, you can. Or y’all can go on to New York with the others.”


  “Couldn’t we visit them for a few days and then go on to New York?” Joe asked.


  Mandie shook her head as she said, “No, my mother said we could not come to New York alone, without an adult.”


  Mrs. Taft quickly spoke, “Amanda, I’m not in any particular hurry to go to Lindall Guyer’s house. I could stay here and visit with friends for a few days while y’all go visit those kinpeople. Then we could all go to New York together. What do you think?” She smiled at Mandie.


  Mandie rushed to embrace her and said, “Oh, Grandmother, I love you. You would do that for us?”


   Mrs. Taft stepped away from the embrace and said, “Now that’s settled. Once and for all, I hope. We will go speak to your mother.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Taft,” Celia said.


  “I appreciate it, Mrs. Taft,” Joe added.


  “Come on. Let’s hurry and talk to Mother,” Mandie said, turning to go back up the hill.


  “Not so fast this time, Amanda,” Mrs. Taft reminded her.


  “Yes, ma’am, Grandmother,” Mandie said, slowing down and smiling at her.


  Mandie could barely wait to settle the matter with her mother and then find Uncle Ned to let him know they would be going home with him. However, she planned to put the quilt in a bag so he wouldn’t know that she was bringing it with her. Or he might even refuse to let her carry it, since he had been so firm about refusing to explain the message on the quilt.


  But once among her kinpeople, Mandie was sure she would be able to find someone who would decipher the symbols for her.


  CHAPTER THREE


  A DISAPPEARANCE


   Elizabeth Shaw was still in the back parlor, but Jane Hamilton, Celia’s mother, had joined her when Mandie and her friends and her grandmother came back to the house. Then Mandie realized Celia would have to get permission from her mother to change their plans.


  Mandie whispered to Celia as they entered the room, “You have to get permission from your mother, remember?”


  Celia nodded and went to sit near her mother. Joe and Mrs. Taft joined Mandie on a settee. “Mother, do you know about the change in our plans?” Celia asked.


  Jane smiled at her and replied, “Of course I do, Celia. That’s all we’ve been talking about today, this visit to see Amanda’s Cherokee kinpeople and the journey to New York. So I suppose you want to go with Amanda?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Celia replied with a big smile. “Please.”


  Mrs. Taft spoke up, “I have told the young ones I would wait here and visit friends while they go to see those kinpeople, and when they return I will accompany them to New York.”


  “Then that’s fine, Celia. You may go with Amanda, but you do need to come on to New York when you get back because we have to do some shopping,” Jane reminded her daughter.


   “Mother, are you sure you don’t want to go with us tomorrow?” Elizabeth asked, frowning as she looked at Mrs. Taft.


  “As you very well know, I am not overly fond of visiting at Lindall Guyer’s house, and this will cut my visit short,” Mrs. Taft replied.


  Mandie heard that remark and quickly looked at her friends, who were also looking at her. So her mother knew why her grandmother didn’t like Mr. Guyer. But she was sure her mother would never tell.


  “I know you don’t like that enormous mansion with servants running all over the place, but Mr. Guyer does make us welcome so we don’t have to stay in a hotel when we go to New York. And he does entertain us, so I just don’t know why you’ve always disliked visiting there,” Elizabeth said, frowning as she looked at her mother.


  Mandie quickly absorbed that information. So maybe her mother did not know why Mrs. Taft seemed reluctant to go to Mr. Guyer’s house. She looked at her friends again, and Joe and Celia were both frowning and shaking their heads, out of view of the adults.


  Mrs. Taft didn’t reply but rose and said, “I must go to my room now and rest a little before supper, now that we’ve got all these plans settled.”


  “Yes, Mother, thank you for altering your plans so eventually we will all be in New York together,” Elizabeth said.


  Mrs. Taft sent a secretive glance toward Mandie as she replied, “We’ll let you know, Elizabeth, when to expect us in New York.”


  As soon as Mrs. Taft left the room, Elizabeth said, “Now, it’s not all completely settled. Amanda, go find Uncle Ned and ask if you all may go with him in the morning. I believe he’s out in the shed with your uncle John, tinkering around with something or other.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Mandie quickly stood up as she replied. “Come on, Celia, Joe, let’s go.”


  They found Uncle Ned in the shed helping John Shaw mend a harness. As soon as they walked inside, Mandie began talking. “Uncle Ned, Mother and Celia’s mother have agreed for us and Joe to go home with you tomorrow so I can visit my kinpeople. We just wanted to ask if we may go with you.”


  Before Uncle Ned could answer, John Shaw looked up from his  work and said, “Now, this takes a little explaining. Are you all not going to New York?”


  Mandie began relating the events of the day and ended by saying, “So you see, everything has been worked out just fine except that we need Uncle Ned’s permission to go with him.” She looked up at the tall Cherokee man.


  Uncle Ned smiled at her and said, “We go, tomorrow sun come up, we go.”


  “Oh, thank you, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said.


  “And I thank you, Uncle Ned,” Joe added.


  “Yes, Uncle Ned, we appreciate your letting us go with you,” Celia said.


  “There’s one problem,” John Shaw spoke up.


  “Oh no, what?” Mandie asked. She looked at her friends, who were both holding their breath.


  “Uncle Ned is going over to Red Clay, Tennessee, to visit some friends a couple of days after he gets home and will not be able to come back with you all,” John Shaw explained.


  “Oh, shucks!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “Will send another with Papoose and friends. We find someone, no worry,” the old man said. Turning to John Shaw, he added, “No worry.”


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned,” John Shaw replied, and turning to the young people, he said, “Remember this. You are not to start back home unless Uncle Ned has designated someone to travel with you. Remember that.”


  “Yes, sir,” the three chorused.


  “I have to go sort out my clothes now and pack,” Mandie said.


  “So do I,” Celia added.


  “Mine are all done. Remember, I put them in two piles?” Joe said. “I’ll just stay out here while you girls pack.”


  Up in Mandie’s room, the girls repacked their clothes. Mandie had two large valises and loaned one to Celia.


  “We sure won’t be needing a lot of clothes for this journey,” Mandie told her. “One of these should hold everything necessary.”


  “Thank you,” Celia said, taking the bag. “This won’t take long to fill, either.”


   “I think I’d better unpack my trunk and hang all those clothes back up in the wardrobe, because by the time we come back here they will be all wrinkled,” Mandie said, stooping to pull out dresses from her trunk.


  Celia laughed and said, “We sure have been packing and unpacking, haven’t we?”


  “Yes, and I hope our plans are final now,” Mandie agreed, taking the dresses to hang up in the wardrobe.


  As soon as Celia had filled the valise, she said, “I’d better hang my other things back up, too, so they won’t have to be pressed.”


  Finally everything was sorted, hung back up and packed into the valises. The girls looked around the room. Their empty trunks stood over to one side. Snowball had left the room as soon as they came in.


  “I believe we’re finished,” Mandie said, and then she happened to look at the bed. “The quilt! Where is the quilt? Remember I left it on the bed when Uncle Ned gave it back to me? Oh, where is it?” She became excited as she quickly searched the room.


  Celia helped look for it. “Yes, I remember it was on your bed,” she agreed.


  Mandie finished the search and stood in the middle of the floor as she said, “Oh, what happened to it? Celia, do you think Uncle Ned might have come in here and taken it back to hide somewhere since I didn’t pack it away like he told me?”


  “I don’t think he would do that,” Celia said, also puzzled.


  “Somebody had to take it, because I am positive I left it on my bed,” Mandie declared, stomping her foot. “And who would do that?”


  “What are you going to do?” Celia asked.


  “Oh, Celia, if I don’t find that quilt, all this change of plans was for nothing,” Mandie moaned.


  “We’ll just have to keep on looking for it,” Celia replied.


  “I just don’t know where to start to look for it. It’s not in this room. We both know that,” Mandie said. She thought for a moment and then added, “I suppose we’ll have to search all the bedrooms on this floor. I don’t know what else to do.” She started toward the door. “Come on. I know Joe didn’t take it, but we need to search his room while he’s down at the barn just in case someone put it in there while we were out.”


   “Search Joe’s room? Suppose he catches us?” Celia said, following her out the door.


  “We can just explain what we’re doing,” Mandie replied.


  When they pushed open the door to Joe’s room, Mandie noticed that Joe had sorted his clothes. There was one huge pile in each of the two chairs. His empty valise stood by the door.


  “Let’s hurry,” Celia nervously whispered.


  “Yes, we have lots of other rooms to do,” Mandie agreed.


  They searched the huge wardrobe and found it empty. The bureau drawers were also empty except for a few handkerchiefs. Mandie even got down on her knees and looked under the big bed. There was nothing under it, not even dust. The servants had cleaned the unused bedrooms that morning, knowing that guests would be arriving.


  The Shaw house was three stories tall with an attic at the top. Aunt Lou, the housekeeper, and Liza, the maid, had rooms on the third floor. Jenny, the cook, and her husband, Abraham, the handyman, had their own cottage on the back of the property. Mr. Jason Bond, the caretaker, had a room near John Shaw’s office, which was on the second floor.


  Mandie and Celia quickly went through each room without being caught. Mrs. Taft was in her room, so they had to skip that one. They went back to Mandie’s room and tried to figure out what to do next.


  “The quilt has just disappeared,” Mandie declared. “Someone had to have taken it.”


  “It must be about time for supper, Mandie,” Celia reminded her. “Let’s go downstairs and see if Joe has come back into the house.”


  “Yes, he might have some ideas,” Mandie agreed.


  Joe came down the hallway just as they got to the bottom of the staircase.


  “All done packing?” he asked.


  “Yes, but, Joe, we have a problem,” Mandie told him in a low voice. “Come on. Let’s go to the back parlor, where we can talk a minute.”


  The back parlor was empty, and they went inside. Mandie closed the door. Before she even sat down she said, “Joe, the quilt is gone. I can’t find it anywhere.”


  “The quilt is gone?” Joe asked as he sat on a settee. “If it’s gone,  someone had to have taken it. But who do you think would have done that?”


  “I can’t figure that out, Joe, unless Uncle Ned took it because I didn’t pack it away like he told me to,” Mandie replied, sitting on a nearby chair. “I had left it on my bed.”


  Celia sat down on a stool and said, “I told Mandie I don’t think Uncle Ned would do that.”


  “I agree,” Joe said. “But who would want to take the quilt? Are you sure one of the servants didn’t just put it away in a cupboard or somewhere? Maybe thinking it didn’t belong on your bed?”


  “Maybe, but which one would do that? They’re all busy in the kitchen getting food prepared. They cleaned the upstairs bedrooms this morning and would have no reason to go back up there that I know of,” Mandie said. “If we can’t find the quilt, there is no reason to go rushing off with Uncle Ned tomorrow morning.” She got up to pace the floor. “Oh, who would do something like this?”


  “We could start asking everyone if they have seen it,” Celia suggested.


  “But if we ask everyone about it, the person who took it would know we have missed it already and might just hide it in another place, wherever it is right now,” Mandie said.


  “Are you sure you’re making sense, Mandie?” Joe teased.


  “Well, what I meant was, I think it would be better if we don’t tell everyone but just keep on looking for it,” Mandie replied. “We’ve already searched all the bedrooms on the second floor except Grandmother’s room. She is taking a nap, and we didn’t want to disturb her. But as you know, there are lots of other rooms in this house, the third floor, and the attic, and all the downstairs.”


  “Mandie, I wish you would move into a smaller house. When we go on one of these searches, there’s quite a bit of territory to cover in this house,” Joe teased. “And I can remember doing it before, several times, in fact.”


  “But if we had a smaller house, we wouldn’t have all those guest rooms for company to come and stay,” Mandie reminded him. “And another thing about this quilt—I don’t want my mother or anyone to figure out that that is the reason we’re going home with Uncle Ned, because Uncle Ned might refuse to take us with him.”


   “Then we’d better get busy and search for this quilt,” Joe told her.


  At that moment Liza opened the door and stuck her head in to say, “Miz ’Lizbeth says be in de parlor in ten minutes. Supper gittin’ ready.”


  “Thanks, Liza,” Mandie told her as the girl closed the door and went on down the hallway.


  “I suppose we’d better get washed up and go to the parlor,” Mandie told her friends. “We’ll meet you in the main parlor in five minutes.”


  “I’ll be there,” Joe agreed.


  Mandie and Celia hurried up to Mandie’s room to wash up and comb their hair. As Mandie opened the half-closed door, she saw Snowball curled up asleep on her bed. “Just look at him, fast asleep. He doesn’t know there’s food ready downstairs,” she said.


  “Too bad he can’t talk and tell you who came into your room and took the quilt,” Celia said, going over to the bureau to get her comb and brush.


  “If he was in here when they took it,” Mandie said. “I know he has been in and out several times today. I’ll just let him sleep and come back and get him for his supper if he doesn’t come downstairs by the time we’re finished with ours.”


  The girls hurried and were back downstairs in about five minutes. Everyone else was already in the parlor. They went to sit by Joe on a settee.


  “You need to get to bed early tonight, Amanda,” her mother reminded her. “You’ll have to be up about daylight to get ready to go with Uncle Ned.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie agreed.


  “Yes, ma’am, me, too,” Celia added.


  “And I suppose that includes me, too,” Joe teased.


  “Mother, will you please tell Jonathan we’ll be up later, that we didn’t just forget about him inviting us to his house?” Mandie said.


  “Of course, dear, but it would have been so much simpler for you three to just go along with us to New York and then visit your kinpeople after we get back, as we had planned,” Elizabeth reminded her.


  Mrs. Taft spoke up, “Now, Elizabeth, we’ve got that all settled. Let’s don’t cause another change of plans, please.”


   “I was just thinking,” John Shaw said. “The way we had it planned was that we would all go to New York first and then go to visit our Cherokee kinpeople, but if you three are going to visit them first and we go on to New York and you all come on up there, I suppose we adults will be left out of any visit to our people.”


  Mandie smiled at him and said, “But we can go visit them again after we all come back from New York if y’all want to go then.”


  “Perhaps,” John Shaw said. “We’ll see.”


  By the time everyone was seated in the dining room for supper, Liza announced that Snowball was in the kitchen having his supper, too.


  “Dat white cat, he eatin’ in de kitchen,” Liza said as she poured coffee for Mandie.


  “That’s fine, because now I won’t have to go get him,” Mandie said.


  “Don’t never have to git dat cat when he can smell food,” Liza said, moving on around the table as she filled coffee cups.


  Celia’s mother, Jane Hamilton, spoke from across the table to her. “Celia, be sure you take enough warm clothes. It’s still cold out there in the country hills. In fact, y’all might want to even take a quilt in the wagon with you for cover while you ride.”


  “Quilt?” Mandie said, almost choking on her food. Why had Mrs. Hamilton mentioned taking a quilt? Did she know about the missing quilt?


  “Keep quilts in wagon,” Uncle Ned said, overhearing the remark. “No need more.”


  “That’s nice, Uncle Ned,” Jane Hamilton told him. “I suppose we’re just not used to traveling much except on trains.”


  Mandie listened to the conversation, glanced at her friends, who were also listening, and decided it did not concern the missing quilt.


  When the meal was over, Mandie and Celia decided to go up to Mandie’s room and try to figure out what they could do about the quilt. Joe promised to meet them at the bench at the top of the main staircase as soon as he went to his room and packed his valise for their journey.


  The door to Mandie’s room was partly open, and when she  pushed it wide, she saw that Snowball had returned and was already curled up in the middle of the bed again.


  “Oh, that cat. He’s going to sleep so much he’ll keep us awake all night prowling around the house,” Mandie complained. She went to the bed to talk to him. “Snowball, wake up and walk around awhile,” she said. He opened one blue eye to glance at her and then closed it. “Come on, Snowball, get up,” Mandie insisted. She bent over to pick him up. As she did, his claws stuck into the counterpane and dragged it with him.


  Celia, who was standing nearby watching, started saying excitedly, “Mandie! Look! Look!”


  Mandie stopped in surprise and looked at where Celia was pointing. The crumpled bedspread had revealed a quilt beneath it, and it was the Cherokee quilt. She quickly dropped Snowball on the floor and yanked the bedspread the rest of the way off the bed. Sure enough, it was the Cherokee quilt.


  “Of all things!” Mandie said in surprise as she knelt by the bed and crumpled up in laughter. “It was here all the time. I wonder who put it on the bed.”


  “That was a strange thing for someone to do, put that old quilt on the bed and then cover it with the bedspread,” Celia said, excitedly looking at it.


  “But who did it?” Mandie asked again.


  “Thank goodness you found it, just in time, too,” Celia reminded her.


  Mandie stood up and said, “Will you help me take it off and fold it?”


  The two girls finally got the heavy quilt off and folded.


  “Now let’s go tell Joe. He ought to be at the bench by now,” Mandie said as they placed the quilt on a chair.


  Celia said, “Wait, Mandie. I don’t think we ought to leave that quilt out where someone might see it after all the trouble it has caused.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed and looked around the room. “But where can I put it?”


  At that moment there was a knock on the door, and Celia reached  to open it. Liza was standing there. She was holding a clean sandbox for Snowball.


  “Come in, Liza,” Mandie said.


  “I sees you all done found dat quilt,” Liza said, glancing at the folded quilt on the chair. She set the sandbox in a corner.


  “Yes. You don’t know who put it on my bed, do you?” Mandie asked.


  “I did dat, Missy ’Manda,” Liza answered.


  “You put it on my bed? But why?” Mandie asked.


  “To hide it, Missy ’Manda,” Liza replied. “I heard dat Injun man talking, dat quilt’s got a secret, and he says to you to pack it away and you jes’ go off and leave it right there where everybody could see it. So when I come to check all de rooms, I saw it and I hid it. Good hidin’ place, ain’t it?”


  Celia and Mandie doubled up in laughter. Liza looked puzzled.


  “Is there sumpin’ funny?” Liza asked, puzzled by their behavior.


  Mandie took a deep breath and said, “No, not really, Liza, but you see, we’ve been looking everywhere for this quilt.” Then, as the girl still looked puzzled, Mandie added, “I’m glad you hid it for me. Otherwise someone might have taken it.”


  “Dat’s right,” Liza said. “Now I’se got to go.”


  “Good night, Liza. We’ll see you bright and early in the morning,” Mandie told her as the girl went on down the hallway.


  “Well, that was a funny solution to that mystery. Come on, let’s tell Joe,” Mandie said, going to the door.


  Celia asked again, “Are you not going to put it away, out of sight?”


  Mandie paused and looked back. Snowball had crawled up on top of the quilt and was already fast asleep.


  “Snowball will guard it for us. We’ll only be gone a minute, and we will be able to see my doorway from that bench,” Mandie told her.


  When they told Joe about finding the quilt, he said, “I would say y’all had better get back to that room right now and lock the door to keep it from disappearing again. I don’t want to have to stay up all night looking for it.”


  “You’re right,” Mandie agreed. “We’ll see you around six o’clock in the kitchen tomorrow morning. Good night.”


   When they got back to Mandie’s room this time, Mandie took another valise stored on top of the wardrobe and put the quilt in it. She set the valise right by the bed on the side where she would be sleeping.


  “There, now. If anyone takes it, I’ll be sure to wake,” Mandie said, looking at the valise.


  “Maybe we should lock the door,” Celia suggested.


  “Yes, that would be better,” Mandie said, crossing to the door and turning the latch. “All safe and sound and ready to travel tomorrow.”


  She lay awake later that night, thinking about the quilt and wondering what kind of a message could be on it. She was so sure she would soon find out from one of her Cherokee kinpeople.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  MYSTERY AT UNCLE NED’S


   After taking several breaks along their way over the mountain with Uncle Ned the next day, the three young people and Snowball finally arrived with him at Deep Creek and went directly to his house, which was the largest one in the settlement. His wife, Morning Star, was in the yard.


  “Welcome,” the old woman greeted them as Uncle Ned stopped the wagon to let the young people out before he took it on to the barn for the night.


  Mandie, holding on to her white cat, grabbed her valise and jumped down from the vehicle as Morning Star came forward to help them. Joe carried Mandie’s extra valise containing the quilt.


  Mandie reached to give the old woman a hug as she said, “Thank you, Morning Star. I hope you don’t mind that we came earlier than we expected to.” She knew Morning Star spoke very little English and probably didn’t understand much, but the woman was always smiling and nodding her head in the affirmative when Mandie talked to her.


  Morning Star turned to smile at Joe and Celia. Looking back at Mandie, she said, “Eat,” and led the way into their house.


  As soon as they stepped inside, Sallie, Uncle Ned’s granddaughter, who lived with him and Morning Star, came rushing down from upstairs and greeted them. “Mandie!” Sallie said in surprise. “I am  so happy to see you all, Joe and Celia, too. I did not expect you all for two more weeks.” She tossed back her long black hair.


  “We only came to stay a few days. Mother and Uncle John and Mrs. Hamilton have gone on to New York,” Mandie explained. “But Grandmother is waiting at home for us to come back so she can go with us to New York.”


  “Only a few days?” Sallie questioned her. “I had thought you would be staying a few weeks with us.”


  “Perhaps we can come back after we go to New York,” Mandie told her. “We have our whole summer vacation ahead and plenty of time.”


  “Yes, please come back again after your journey to New York,” Sallie said. “Come, we will take your bags upstairs.” She led the way up to the attic rooms. “Joe, you will sleep over there,” she added, indicating the small room on the other side of hers. “Mandie, Celia, you will sleep in here with me.”


  All this time Mandie was wondering what to do about the valise that contained the quilt. Should she take Sallie into her confidence?


  “Here is your other valise, Mandie,” Joe said, handing it over to her as he started toward the room he would use. Mandie stooped to set Snowball down.


  “Thank you for carrying it for me, Joe,” Mandie said, taking the bag from him and following Celia and Sallie into the room they would share. Snowball came along behind them and jumped up on one of the beds.


  “Do you wish to hang up your clothes out of your bags?” Sallie asked, glancing at the two bags Mandie was carrying and the one Celia had.


  “Some of them,” Celia replied, taking a dress from her valise and hanging it up on a peg.


  “Well, I suppose some of mine, too,” Mandie said, deciding she would not tell Sallie about the quilt right now, maybe later. She set the valise containing the quilt in a corner and then pulled a dress out of the other one and hung it up beside Celia’s.


  “We will be going to visit Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia tomorrow,” Mandie told Sallie. The three girls sat on Sallie’s bed.


   “They were here last night,” Sallie replied. “Their grandson has once again disappeared.”


  “Tsa’ni? Disappeared?” Mandie questioned. She called through the wall to the next room, “Joe, are you still there?”


  “Yes, he has been gone since Friday of last week,” Sallie replied.


  Joe came to the doorway of the room and said, “But he has a habit of going off somewhere and not letting anyone know where.”


  “We will go downstairs now,” Sallie said, rising from the bed. “My grandmother will be getting supper ready.”


  Mandie glanced at Snowball, who had curled up on the bed and was already asleep. “I hope he doesn’t run off somewhere,” she said to her friends.


  “He has been here many times. I do not believe he will run away,” Sallie said. “When he gets hungry, he will come down to the kitchen and we will feed him.”


  Mandie looked at the valise containing the quilt sitting in the corner and could not decide whether to mention the quilt to Sallie. After all, Uncle Ned was her grandfather, and Sallie might not approve of Mandie’s insistence in finding out what the story of the quilt was. And she certainly didn’t want to lose her friendship with Sallie. So Mandie went along with the others down to the huge kitchen, where the cooking food turned her thoughts to eating. They had brought their noon meal with them on the journey, but nothing could compare with Morning Star’s cooking, unless it was the cooking of Aunt Lou, Uncle John’s housekeeper.


  Mandie sat next to Joe at the long table in Morning Star’s kitchen, and she watched as he closely examined the food on his plate. She knew what he was doing, and she leaned close to him to whisper, “That is not owl stew. It’s chicken.” She grinned at him as he looked at her and blew out his breath.


  “Thank you,” he said. He picked up his fork and tasted of the meat. He smiled and nodded, “It’s chicken.”


  Sallie, on the other side of Mandie, said, “We have chocolate cake left from our school picnic.” She leaned to smile at Joe.


  “Oh, thank you, that is the best part of the meal. I’ll have to save room for a large piece,” Joe said, grinning.


  “Your school had a picnic?” Mandie asked.


   “Yes, we had a picnic yesterday. Mr. Riley O’Neal has been able to persuade almost all of the Cherokee children to attend his school, and I have been helping a little with the teaching,” Sallie explained.


  “Oh, Sallie, I do hope you will become a teacher when you are grown,” Mandie said between bites of stew. “You have the gift for it.” Looking down the table to Celia, who was sitting on the other side of Joe, Mandie added, “Celia, you have been so quiet.”


  “I have been busy eating this wonderful food,” Celia replied, leaning forward to smile at her friends. “We never have such good food at our school, do we?”


  Mandie laughed and said, “No, it’s always proper food and proper manners at the table, so I don’t ever really enjoy it.”


  At that moment the schoolmaster of the school for the Cherokee children, Mr. Riley O’Neal, appeared at the open outside door and stepped into the kitchen. He smiled as he removed his large-brimmed hat and looked directly at Mandie. “Well, howdy, nice to see you all,” he said, grinning at her.


  “Oh, you are picking up the local language,” Mandie said, laughing as she laid down her fork. He was from Boston and had an accent entirely different from that of the North Carolina people.


  “Well, you know, since I’m one of the locals now, I thought I’d better begin talking like they do,” he said, laughing.


  Morning Star had jumped up from the table as soon as he had appeared and was setting a place for him across from the young people. “Sit, eat,” she told him, smiling and pointing.


  “But I was not expecting to eat with you,” he told Morning Star as he sat down and she reached to pass the bowls of food.


  Mandie knew he lived alone in a room built onto the Cherokee schoolhouse, and she imagined he was probably grateful for a meal at someone’s house. He was a missionary, actually, with the title Reverend, who had come south to minister to the Cherokee children. He had also studied medicine and could take care of minor injuries or sickness at the Cherokee hospital that Mandie and her friends had built for the people with the gold they had found in the old cave. The Cherokee people had declared they would have nothing to do with the gold, that it had a curse on it, and insisted that Mandie take it. She had used it for their good.


   “Eat,” Morning Star insisted as she held the food out to him.


  “Thank you, Morning Star,” he said, taking large portions from the bowls she was passing.


  “Tell me, Miss Amanda, when did you arrive?” Riley O’Neal asked as he finished filling his plate.


  “Just a little while ago,” Mandie replied.


  “And will you be joining in the search for your cousin Tsa’ni Pindar?” the schoolmaster asked as he began devouring the food.


  “Search for Tsa’ni? I didn’t know people were concerned enough to begin a search for him. After all, he is always going off somewhere,” Mandie replied. She took a sip of her coffee.


  Uncle Ned spoke across the table, “Tsa’ni gone too long. Must be in trouble. We find,” he said.


  “Oh, if everyone is going on a search, of course I’ll go with them,” Mandie said.


  “Grandfather of Tsa’ni worried about him,” the old man explained. “Been looking, cannot find him. Wirt sent word, we search.”


  “He should learn to behave better,” Joe said. “He just goes away on his own so often, people will finally quit looking for him because he always comes back.”


  “Yes, but remember that time we found him in a bear trap?” Mandie reminded Joe.


  “One day he will grow up. Then we will stop worrying about him,” Sallie said.


  Looking across the table at Uncle Ned, Mandie asked, “When is this search supposed to begin?”


  “Now,” the old man replied. “We eat, then search, before dark.”


  Mandie glanced at her friends and asked, “All right, I suppose we’ll join in?”


  They all agreed. Mandie was secretly disappointed to have to spend her time doing such a thing. She was anxious to find out about the quilt, and once she had done that she was in a hurry to return home and go to New York. Tsa’ni was her Cherokee cousin, but she knew he hated all white people. And that caused her to not want to help him in all his troubles and escapades.


  Mandie looked up from her plate to see Dimar Walkingstick standing in the doorway, smiling at her. He was not a relative of  hers but lived in the mountains between Bird-town and Deep Creek with his mother, Jerusha.


  “Dimar,” Mandie said with a big smile as the boy entered the room. “I’m so glad to see you.”


  Everyone else turned to greet the boy. He was about the same age as Joe but not as tall. However, Mandie thought he was handsome.


  “Sit, eat,” Morning Star quickly said, jumping up once more to put another plate on the long table and motioning for the boy to sit.


  “Your grandmother likes for everyone to eat,” Dimar told Sallie as he sat on the other side of the long table.


  Morning Star began filling his plate, not waiting to ask what he wanted to eat. She had learned long ago that this boy would eat anything she gave him.


  “I suppose you have come to join in the search for Tsa’ni?” Riley O’Neal asked.


  “Yes, his grandfather sent word,” Dimar replied, picking up his fork and beginning to eat the food before him. Looking at Mandie and her friends, he said, “I did not know you all were coming today.”


  Mandie explained their schedule to him. While she was doing this, she was secretly wondering if perhaps Dimar would translate the message on the Cherokee quilt for her. She knew he was always very friendly with her. And, too, he was not a Cherokee relative. From what she had gathered, Uncle Ned had indicated that the whole Cherokee clan of kinpeople had refused to discuss the quilt. She might take Dimar into her confidence if she got a chance alone with him.


  “I brought two lanterns,” Dimar was telling Uncle Ned.


  “So did I,” Riley O’Neal added. “However, we have lots of daylight left yet today, so I am hoping we will find him before darkness falls.”


  “Where are we going?” Celia asked, looking at Dimar.


  Dimar smiled at her and replied, “Up this side of the mountain and down the other side. Jessan, father of Tsa’ni, will meet us at top.”


  Mandie glanced at Celia and noticed that her friend did not seem very enthusiastic about this search. Celia was not used to country life in the Cherokee country. She lived on a huge plantation with her mother and her aunt just outside of Richmond, Virginia, and was in the social life there.


   “Celia, if you don’t want to go with us, you don’t have to, you know,” Mandie said.


  Celia quickly replied, “But I want to if you are all going.” And then, grinning at Mandie, she added, “I’m not afraid of darkness and mountains like Polly Cornwallis is.”


  Polly Cornwallis! That was another reason for Mandie to hurry home. The girl had gone with Mandie’s and Celia’s mothers and John Shaw to New York, and there was no telling what she would get involved in. Mandie could always depend on Polly to do unexpected things. Oh, she just had to find out what the message on the quilt was so she could get home and on to New York.


  “Yes, Polly is afraid of her shadow,” Mandie replied with a grin.


  “And everyone else’s shadow,” Joe added, also grinning.


  Also, Mandie was anxious to see her uncle Wirt Pindar and his wife, Saphronia. She would try to find out why Wirt refused to translate the message on the quilt without his knowing what she was doing.


  At that moment Snowball came running into the kitchen, loudly purring and going to rub around Mandie’s ankles.


  Morning Star once again jumped up and said, “Eat,” as she took a plate from the shelf by the dry sink.


  Everyone laughed. The old woman always wanted everyone to eat, even the cat. And Snowball, sensing where the food was, immediately went to rub around Morning Star’s ankles as she filled the plate for him.


  “Eat,” everyone chimed in as Morning Star set the plate down by the stove for the white cat.


  Finally everyone rose from the table, and Sallie said, “We must get coats. It will be cold later tonight.”


  She led the young people upstairs, where Mandie and Celia took out coats from their luggage. Sallie took hers from a peg, where it was hanging. Dimar had walked upstairs with Joe, saying, “I have my coat on my horse.”


  “I’ll get mine,” Joe told him.


  As the girls were leaving the bedroom upstairs, prepared with their coats, Mandie glanced back and was shocked to see that the extra valise containing the quilt was no longer in the corner. She quickly stepped back and looked around the room. There was no sign of it.


   Sallie and Celia were going out the door, and Mandie had to follow them.


  “Maybe this will not take long,” Sallie was saying. “Perhaps we will find Tsa’ni soon and we may not need the coats.”


  Joe and Dimar were leaving the other room and followed the girls downstairs. Mandie kept trying to get Joe’s attention, but he was busy talking to Dimar. She looked at Celia, and she was busy talking to Sallie.


  Oh, what was she going to do? Someone had taken the quilt, and Mandie couldn’t even let Uncle Ned and Sallie know that she had brought it with her. How would she ever find it when the only ones she could mention it to were Celia and Joe?


  Mandie frowned and stomped her feet as she went down the steps into the yard behind the others. Well, someone must have known she had brought it, but who? She didn’t believe Uncle Ned had been upstairs since they came, and not only that, she didn’t think he would do such a thing.


  Then there were Riley O’Neal, who had probably never heard of the quilt, and Dimar, who had come in the kitchen and stayed there while they ate.


  But someone had taken the quilt. And how was Mandie ever going to get it back?


  CHAPTER FIVE


  UP THE MOUNTAIN


   Everyone gathered in Uncle Ned’s yard, preparing to begin the search. Mandie couldn’t keep her mind on their plans as she thought about the missing quilt. She had brought a cloak with her from home, and she pulled the hood up over her blond hair as the evening chill settled over them. Everyone seemed to be talking at once, and she was not paying attention to what they were saying.


  “Dimar is getting Uncle Ned’s cart for us to ride in up the mountain, and then at some point we’ll get out and walk where the bushes are too thick and there is no trail,” Joe was explaining to her.


  Mandie blinked her eyes and whispered, “Joe, the quilt is gone. I left it in the valise in Sallie’s room, and when I went back to the room just now it had disappeared. What will I do?”


  Joe looked concerned as he replied, “I suppose nothing right now. We are expected to go on this search since everyone is going. We’ll look for it when we get back.” Then he added loudly, “Here is Dimar now.”


  Dimar drove the cart into the front yard, and Sallie beckoned to them. “Come on. We will ride in the cart for a while,” she said, walking over to the vehicle.


  Mandie followed Sallie, Celia, and Joe into the cart. They sat on the floor, which was covered with several blankets. She quickly  looked around, but there was no quilt in the vehicle. She would be looking at and searching everything until she found the old quilt. She had thought maybe someone had taken it for cover in the cart, but even that idea didn’t make sense. Why would anyone take it out of her valise and put it in the cart? And what would they have done with the empty valise anyhow?


  “I’ll ride alongside the cart with you,” Riley O’Neal was telling Dimar as Mandie settled her long skirts and looked at the adults who were all mounting horses, even Morning Star, who rode astride and could keep up with any of the men. Mandie noticed two young Indian braves who had evidently just joined the party.


  Uncle Ned straightened up in his saddle and gave instructions. “We go to mountain. We take east side, young ones in cart take west side. We meet at top. We shoot gun to sky two times if we find Tsa’ni.”


  “Where do we meet Mr. Wirt and the others?” Riley O’Neal asked, trying to steady his horse.


  “Wirt lead search up north side. We on south side now,” the old Indian explained. “Who get to top first must wait. Go now.” He shook the reins and led the way out of his yard.


  Mandie had been out with search parties before, and she knew how thorough the Indian people were. They wouldn’t miss a single thing, not even a broken twig left to mark the trail. Dimar drove slowly because the road to the mountains was bumpy. There was not much conversation among the young people until they finally arrived at the base of the mountain and everyone got out, prepared to climb the mountain trail ahead of them.


  The three girls raised their skirts and jumped down from the cart as Joe tried to assist all of them at once.


  Riley O’Neal dismounted and tied his reins to a bush while Dimar tethered the horse pulling the cart.


  “We must walk now, and we must take the lanterns and guns with us,” Dimar explained as he reached for two guns from under the seat of the cart. Turning to Joe, he handed him one and said, “This is for you.”


  “I can carry a lantern, Dimar,” Mandie said.


  “And I will carry one, too,” Sallie added.


   “Since there are only two lanterns, what will I carry?” Celia asked, looking around the floor of the cart.


  “Here, the bag with supplies for injuries,” Dimar said, handing her a small cloth bag.


  “And I have another supply bag,” Riley said as he walked over to join them. “Only mine is full of food.” He held his lantern, slung the bag over his arm, and then balanced his gun on his shoulder. He looked directly at Mandie and smiled.


  Mandie, catching his eye, felt herself blush for some reason, and she quickly stepped over to join Sallie and Celia, who were already following Dimar toward the trail. Joe was checking the ammunition in the rifle Dimar had given him and he hurried forward to join them, leaving Riley O’Neal to bring up the rear. Uncle Ned and the others had gone in the opposite direction.


  Mandie was deep in thought about the missing quilt when they began to ascend the mountain and she suddenly heard a very loud meow behind her. Stopping to turn around, she yelled, “Snowball, where did you come from?”


  Everyone else paused as they turned back to look. There was the white cat daintily picking his way through the brush toward his mistress.


  “He must have been walking behind us all the time. We weren’t riding very fast,” Mandie said with a loud moan as she waited for Snowball to catch up.


  “I’ll carry him for you, Mandie. I only have this little bag and you have the lantern,” Celia offered, stooping to catch the white cat as he passed her. She put him on her shoulder as she had seen Mandie do.


  “Thank you, Celia, but I’ll take him now and then. You’ll get too tired, because he is heavy,” Mandie said.


  “And I will help carry him,” Sallie added.


  “I don’t think I want to carry that white cat, because he gets excited and scratches sometimes. But I will carry anything else anyone wants to get rid of,” Joe said, looking around the group.


  “So will I,” Dimar said.


  “That’s a smart cat. He doesn’t speak our language, but he certainly knew we were going away and leaving him behind, and he just decided to join us,” Riley O’Neal teased Mandie.


   “Oh yes, I’d even say Snowball is a mind reader,” Mandie joked back. “He always seems to know when I am going somewhere. He’s been on searches before with me in these mountains.”


  “We go now,” Dimar called from the front of the line as he continued up the mountain.


  Now and then Mandie noticed other young Cherokee men evidently searching the bushes along the way. Dimar always held up his hand in silent salute to them. So there must be quite a few people combing the mountain for Tsa’ni, who never seemed to care how much time and trouble he caused other people.


  As they got deeper and deeper into the mountain, it grew darker and darker. Finally Dimar halted the group. “We rest five minutes and light our lanterns now,” he told them as everyone gathered around a fallen log and sat down.


  The light from the lanterns made eerie shadows through the trees, and Mandie shivered.


  “Are you cold?” Joe asked, sitting next to her.


  “Not really,” she replied as the others stopped talking among themselves to listen. “I think it’s fright, just thinking about all the wild animals who could be lurking out there in the dark.” She shrugged her shoulders and pulled her cloak closer around her. Snowball, who had been allowed down, jumped up into her lap.


  “Do not be afraid. We have guns,” Dimar reminded her.


  “Perhaps we will soon find Tsa’ni,” Sallie said.


  “Who last saw Tsa’ni?” Mandie asked. “What was he wearing? What color clothes are we looking for? No one has explained all this.”


  “He came by the house of my grandfather last Friday. He was wearing a tan shirt and breeches, something that will not be easy to see in the woods,” Sallie explained. “Everyone thinks that is the last time anyone saw him.”


  “What did he have to say? Was he planning on going anywhere else?” Mandie asked.


  “He did not talk at all. He came into the kitchen, and my grandmother gave him a cup of coffee. He sat on the back doorstep and drank it, and he disappeared while my grandmother was in the kitchen for a few minutes. No one saw him leave.”


   “That sounds about like him,” Joe remarked. “He is always trying to seem mysterious and aloof from everyone else.”


  “He was at school that morning,” Riley O’Neal added. “When everyone came back inside from recess at noon, he was no longer there.”


  “His grandfather Wirt said he had asked to go to Asheville with his father, Jessan, that morning, but his mother would not allow him,” Dimar said. “Jessan was going for supplies and would not return until later this week.”


  “Did anyone see him between the time he left school at recess and when he came by Uncle Ned’s house?” Celia asked. “Maybe he told someone else where he was going.”


  “Time up, we go,” Dimar said, picking up one of the lighted lanterns and standing up.


  “Now that it’s dark, I will bring up the rear to be sure no one gets lost along the way,” Riley O’Neal told the group, rising with his lantern, rifle, and bag.


  As they slowly climbed the narrow trails up the mountain, Mandie tried to focus her mind on Tsa’ni, to figure out why he disappeared and where he had gone. She figured he was probably angry at not being allowed to go to Asheville with his father and had deliberately disappeared to cause worry among his people.


  The group walked a long way up the mountain without seeing any of the other searchers. Dimar kept them at a slow pace because now that it was dark, the ones who had lanterns flashed their lights to either side as they went. Since the leaves were not fully out on the trees and bushes, it was possible to see quite a distance into the woods. Several deer scampered away from them, and now and then there were rustling sounds of other animals.


  Mandie thought about New York, and then she suddenly realized that the plans for Joe’s parents to come visit the Cherokee people with them were going to be ruined because Mandie and her friends had come here first. They were walking single file, and she was immediately in front of Joe. She turned back and said, “Joe, your father said he would bring your mother to my house when we came back from New York so they could come out here with us, remember?”


  Joe scratched his head and said, “That’s right.” He thought for  a moment and added, “Maybe my mother will want to go to New York with us.”


  “I’m sorry, but I forgot all about them,” Mandie apologized.


  Celia, walking ahead of Mandie, looked back to say, “Mandie, your mother might have sent word to Joe’s parents that our plans had changed.”


  “I hope someone let them know,” Mandie replied, and then she leaned forward and said in a low voice, “I’ll be glad when we get done with this search. The quilt disappeared out of Sallie’s room.”


  “What?” Celia exclaimed, slowing to look back. “How do you know?”


  “When we went back to get our coats, it was gone,” Mandie continued whispering. Snowball, on her shoulder, started meowing loudly, and she couldn’t say any more.


  Suddenly a shot rang out faintly through the woods. The entire group froze in their tracks to listen. After a couple minutes Dimar motioned to them. “Come on. That’s not a signal for us. We arranged that if any of us needed help or found Tsa’ni we would fire twice. That was only one shot,” he explained.


  Mandie shifted Snowball to her other shoulder and moved on behind Celia. The cat was heavy, and she was tired. She wondered how much farther they had to go to reach the top and meet the others. In her opinion this was all a waste of time. Tsa’ni would show up whenever he got ready. He always did—most of the time, anyway. Maybe if the people would stop organizing search parties to look for him every time he decided to run off somewhere, he would quit disappearing. And why did the search have to be at night? Why couldn’t they have waited until morning to do this?


  Their group was the first to reach the top of the mountain. Dimar knew their plans as to where to wait. He led them to a large clearing where the moon was shining through the few trees there. Mandie could see several fallen logs and a stream nearby glistening from the moonlight.


  Riley O’Neal stepped forward to set his bag on one of the logs. “We will have a bite to eat while we wait for the others,” he told the group as he opened the bag and began withdrawing the contents.


  “Yes, food,” Joe agreed, watching to see what Riley had.


   “We have ham biscuits and sausage biscuits,” Riley announced, looking around the group.


  “You made ham and sausage biscuits?” Mandie asked.


  Riley grinned at her and said, “I only carried them. Morning Star made them today and gave them to me for our group. Everyone just step forward and take whatever you want.” He stepped back from the stack of biscuits he had pulled out of the bag and laid on a cloth on the log.


  Mandie had trouble controlling Snowball until she took a ham biscuit, sat down nearby, and broke off a piece for her cat. He greedily ate it and meowed for more.


  “Snowball, you are not going to have my whole biscuit. You had your supper,” Mandie told the cat as he rubbed against her ankles.


  “There is plenty, Mandie,” Sallie said. “Why not give him his own biscuit?”


  “Yes, there is more than we will eat. After all, we did eat the huge supper that Morning Star cooked,” Riley O’Neal said. Reaching for a ham biscuit, he held it out to the cat and then laid it on the grass for him. “Here, Snowball.” He sat down next to Mandie on the log.


  Snowball went to work on the biscuit. He didn’t just pull out the meat and eat it. He ate the biscuit, too, as everyone watched.


  Mandie looked at Riley and asked, “Is your school out now for the summer?”


  “Not exactly,” he replied. “We haven’t been able to get the school on a regular schedule because there are so many holidays and other excuses for the Cherokee children not to come to school. They are not used to regular sessions like the white children are. I discussed this with your old schoolmaster, Mr. Tallant, at Charlie Gap the other day. He suggested having rewards for attendance. I may try that.”


  “Reward them for going to school?” Joe asked.


  “Yes,” Sallie spoke up. “Our children are not used to the ways of the white children. They can be enticed to do things if there is a reward for it.”


  “And most of the children are fast learners,” Riley added.


  Dimar suddenly stood up, waved his hand at everyone, and whispered, “Shhh!”


  Everyone stopped talking to listen. Mandie could not hear a  sound at first, but then she finally realized someone or something was walking through the woods nearby. Then it dawned on her that they were in plain view in the moonlight if this was danger of any kind. However, Dimar stood there and no one moved.


  Then Snowball broke the silence. He meowed loudly and went running off in the direction of the sound.


  Dimar laughed and said, “It’s Uncle Ned and the others.”


  At that moment the old man appeared in the moonlight nearby, and Mandie saw Snowball rubbing around his ankles. He came forward to join them.


  “Cat here, too,” he said, laughing as he stooped to pat Snowball’s head.


  “Oh, I’m glad it was you, Uncle Ned,” Mandie said, blowing out her breath. “Snowball could have caused us trouble.”


  “Where is the rest of your party, Uncle Ned?” Riley O’Neal asked.


  “Over other side, wait for Wirt,” he explained. “I come see you come.”


  “We have not seen anyone,” Dimar told Uncle Ned. “If Tsa’ni is on this mountain, he is not on this side.”


  “Not other side, either,” Uncle Ned replied. “Maybe Wirt find on his side. We see.”


  Uncle Wirt approached them from the woods then. He was alone. “Tsa’ni not there,” he said as he stood before the group.


  “Nowhere,” Uncle Ned added.


  Dimar stood before them and asked, “Now we go down long way?”


  “Yes,” Uncle Ned said.


  Wirt nodded and said, “Long way.”


  Riley O’Neal quickly repacked what was left of the biscuits, and everyone got their things together. Mandie picked up Snowball.


  Joe groaned and said in a whisper to Mandie, “The long way. It’s probably twice as long as the way we came. We may be finished by daylight.”


  “Oh shucks!” Mandie exclaimed.


  “The long way is really the short way,” Sallie explained as they began following the old men. “Because we go down faster than we come up.”


   “That sounds good,” Joe said.


  “If we don’t find Tsa’ni on this mountain, I wonder where we look next,” Mandie said. “I’m going to tell him a thing or two when we do catch up with him.” She held on to Snowball and followed her friends down a steep hill.


  CHAPTER SIX


  NO LUCK


   Sallie was right. The way down took much less time than the way up had. At the bottom of the mountain, the young people piled into the cart again and followed the adults back to Uncle Ned’s house. The night air had grown chilly, and as soon as the animals were all put away, everyone gathered around the huge fireplace in Morning Star’s immense kitchen. She immediately began serving hot coffee, and Sallie brought out a blackberry pie that she had made earlier.


  Finally everyone ended up at the long table. Snowball jumped into the woodbox behind the huge iron cookstove and curled up for a nap.


  “I thought I’d want to go to bed as soon as I got back, but this food is worth staying awake for,” Joe told Morning Star, who looked at Sallie for interpretation.


  Sallie spoke in the Cherokee language to her grandmother, and Morning Star replied with a big smile.


  “My grandmother says she enjoys feeding hungry people,” Sallie told the young people.


  “And we enjoy the food, Sallie,” Celia said, taking a bite of the pie.


  “Yes,” Joe agreed.


   “Everything she cooks is delicious, but I know you made the pie, Sallie, and you are also a good cook,” Mandie said, sipping her coffee.


  “Thank you,” Sallie said shyly.


  “Now, what do we do next?” Riley O’Neal asked Uncle Wirt.


  The young people immediately grew quiet to listen.


  Uncle Wirt shook his head and said, “Tomorrow we search woods, other way.” The old man indicated the opposite direction from the mountain with his hand.


  Dimar spoke up. “Tsa’ni may not want us to find him, and if that is so, we will never find him.” He looked at the men.


  “After woods, no more,” Uncle Wirt replied. “Jessan be home soon. He find.”


  Mandie was relieved to hear that. She didn’t want to spend all her time looking for the missing boy, but she knew from past experiences that when one is missing, all the rest in the area are expected to search. She was sitting between Joe and Celia and whispered, “We need to find the quilt.” She quickly looked at Sallie on the other side of Celia, but Sallie didn’t seem to hear her.


  Mandie was still thinking about how she could get someone to tell her what the message on the Cherokee quilt was. She decided she would not even mention the quilt to Uncle Wirt. He could be loud and determined in his views about various things. And he had told Uncle Ned to bring the quilt back and to tell Mandie to put it away.


  Suddenly Joe stood up and said, to everyone in general, “Excuse me for a minute. I need to get something from my luggage.”


  Mandie opened her mouth to ask what, but he ignored her and quickly left the room. She looked at Celia, puzzled by his behavior. Celia shrugged her shoulders to silently say she didn’t know what was going on.


  The adults talked on while Mandie, Celia, and Sallie silently waited for Joe to return. And when he came back into the room, he held something behind him and went directly to Morning Star.


  “This is for you,” he said, smiling as he brought forth a red silk scarf and quickly placed it around the old woman’s neck.


  Morning Star reached to squeeze his hand, jumped up from the  table, and twirled around with the scarf flowing from her shoulders. “Pritty, pritty,” she kept repeating.


  Then Uncle Wirt and Uncle Ned nodded with big smiles and said, “Pritty, pritty,” together.


  Everyone laughed. Joe sat back down next to Mandie and said, under his breath, “Quilt not back.”


  Mandie frowned and sighed. “Where did you get the scarf?” she asked.


  “I had it with me when I came to your house,” Joe explained. “And it really was for Morning Star. My mother gave it to me to put in my valise for her to bring to Morning Star when we were all supposed to come here together later.”


  Mandie watched Morning Star, who was seated back at the table but kept running her fingers through the tassels on the ends of the scarf.


  “The scarf is beautiful, Joe. My grandmother may never want to take it off again,” Sallie said with a laugh.


  Dimar leaned forward to ask, “Do all women like scarves?”


  Mandie smiled at him and said, “Most women, I’d say.”


  “Then I must get one for my mother. She will see Morning Star’s and will wish to have it,” the Indian boy said.


  Sallie looked at Dimar and said, “I do not know where you will find one.”


  “I will have to go to Bryson City and look for one,” Dimar replied.


  Riley O’Neal, sitting across the table, had been listening to the young people’s conversation. “I will be going to Bryson City one day sometime within the next week. I would be glad to look for a scarf for you, Dimar.”


  “Thank you,” Dimar said. “If you are going there, I would appreciate it.”


  “Yes, I am going there to look for a lady who makes quilts for sale,” Riley O’Neal replied. “I have decided I need a little more cover for these cold winter nights. I know it’s springtime, but I will be prepared for next winter.”


  Uncle Wirt had overheard this from down the table, and he looked  at Riley and said, “No buy quilt. Saphronia have lots and lots quilts. She give you one.”


  “Thank you very much, Mr. Wirt. I would be glad to pay her for any extra quilt she may be able to spare,” Riley said.


  Mandie had straightened up at the first word about quilts. She quickly debated whether to speak or not. She really wanted to see Aunt Saphronia’s quilts, mainly to decide whether she had any that might have a Cherokee message on them like the one she had found.


  “You help Cherokee children, no pay for quilt,” Uncle Wirt told Riley.


  Looking at Dimar, Riley said, “I still have to go to Bryson City for other things.” Then to Wirt he said, “Thank you.”


  Mandie knew the Cherokee people didn’t like to be paid for any gifts they might wish to give white people. And evidently Riley knew this, too.


  “Tomorrow we look more,” Uncle Wirt said, rising from the table. “Now we sleep.”


  Everyone stood up around the table.


  “I will be going home now, too,” Dimar told them. “I will return early tomorrow morning to help search.”


  “And so will I,” Riley O’Neal added. “Since we don’t have any schooling for this week, I’ll be free to help in any way that I can.”


  Uncle Wirt looked at Mandie and smiled. “You will come see us after that,” he said.


  “Yes, sir, Uncle Wirt. I’ll be over at your house as soon as we can finish this searching,” Mandie promised, grinning at the man who was her father’s uncle and brother to her deceased grandmother, Talitha Pindar Shaw.


  Uncle Wirt turned to the other young people and said, “All come to my house then.”


  Joe, Celia, and Sallie replied together, “Yes, sir.”


  As everyone said good-night and the young people went upstairs to sleep, Mandie frowned at Joe and tried to catch his attention. “Look for the quilt,” she whispered, dropping back beside him and letting Sallie and Celia go ahead.


  Joe nodded.


   With Sallie in the room with her and Celia, Mandie could not talk to Celia about the quilt. She had decided not to say a word to Sallie about it. Joe and Celia would be on the lookout for it.


  Mandie lay awake for a long time after Celia and Sallie had gone to sleep. She tried and tried to figure out what had happened to the quilt. How would she ever find it?


  Suddenly she heard horse’s hooves in the yard below, slow and soft, as though someone was walking the animal. She quickly slid out her side of the bed and hurried over to the window to look out. The night was dark, and she couldn’t see a thing down there. However, she believed whoever it was, was making sure they were outside the range of her vision. She debated going downstairs and outside to investigate but decided against it. This was Uncle Ned’s house, and he probably wouldn’t like it if he caught her roaming around in the darkness.


  Then she heard a board creak outside the bedroom door. Rushing over to throw her cloak around her shoulders, she opened the door softly and saw Joe creeping past, evidently headed for downstairs.


  Joe saw her and stopped and put his fingers to his lips to indicate no talking. Mandie nodded and motioned that she would wait there.


  Mandie waited and waited, sitting on the floor outside the bedroom door, and was about to go down and find out where Joe had gone. Then without a sound Joe came back and motioned to her with his hands, “Gone. No one there.” He went on to his room.


  Mandie sighed and went back to bed. She finally went to sleep and dreamed someone was chasing her through a dark tunnel. She suddenly jerked awake as Sallie stood there, touching her shoulder.


  “Time for breakfast,” Sallie told her.


  Mandie sat up and looked around. Celia was also up and already dressed. “My goodness, I’m late. I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll be ready to go downstairs in two minutes.”


  She threw back the covers, dislodged Snowball, who loudly protested, and hurried to put on her clothes.


  “Did I hear someone with a horse come through the yard last  night, or was I dreaming?” Mandie asked her friends, closely watching to see if they had heard the sound, too.


  “I didn’t hear anything. I slept soundly all night,” Celia said.


  “Yes, I heard someone, too,” Sallie replied. “But that is not unusual lately, because my grandfather has young men watching all night around the house in case Tsa’ni comes through here.”


  “Well then, that must explain what I thought I heard,” Mandie said, quickly brushing her long blond hair. As she turned with the hairbrush, she quickly looked into every corner of the room. There was still no sign of the missing valise with the quilt.


  Joe joined the girls outside their doorway, and when the young people got downstairs, Morning Star had breakfast ready. Dimar and Uncle Wirt were already in the kitchen.


  As Morning Star motioned for everyone to sit down at the table, Riley O’Neal came in through the back door and joined them. After rushing ahead of them downstairs, Snowball was sitting by the iron cookstove washing his face.


  There was not much conversation during the meal, since everyone was in a hurry to get on with the search and get it over with.


  Uncle Wirt explained how they were to split up and cover the woods on the other side, away from the mountain.


  Mandie didn’t want to look after Snowball during this search. She asked Uncle Ned, “Will it be all right if I shut Snowball up in the bedroom upstairs while we are gone?”


  “Yes, shut up cat,” the old man agreed with a big smile, and then he turned to translate this to his wife.


  Morning Star also smiled and said, “Cat up.”


  That was a great relief. Mandie would take him upstairs and leave him. Then she realized something else. “Oh, he will need a sandbox if he is left up there all day,” she said.


  “I will get a sandbox for Snowball,” Dimar volunteered.


  When everyone had finished the meal, Dimar went outside to prepare a sandbox for Snowball. The girls helped Morning Star clear the table and pack a large quantity of biscuits with ham and sausage for their noontime meal, wherever they were at that time.


  “Make three,” Uncle Wirt told Sallie. “We go three ways.”


   “Yes, sir,” Sallie replied and found three flour sacks, which she filled with food.


  Dimar came back inside with a wooden box full of sand. Mandie told him, “I’ll get Snowball and take him upstairs now.”


  “Food,” Morning Star insisted. “Food.”


  “Yes, food and water,” Sallie said, going to the dry sink to fill a tin bowl with water from the buckets of water standing there.


  “I’ll get the food,” Celia said, reaching down to pick up the bowl of food and causing Snowball to protest.


  Mandie picked up the cat and said, “Don’t worry, Snowball. We are only moving you upstairs. You can have your food back up there.”


  After finally settling her cat in Sallie’s bedroom, Mandie waited to be the last one to leave the room so she could be sure the door was closed and Snowball could not get out.


  “I suppose we are all ready now,” Mandie remarked as she, Sallie, Dimar, and Celia returned to the kitchen.


  Joe grinned at Mandie and said, “I’m glad you packed that cat away so we won’t have to go on a search for him, too.” He was holding the rifle Dimar had loaned him the day before.


  “I’m beginning to believe it would be much easier to have to hunt for Snowball than it is to hunt for Tsa’ni,” Mandie replied.


  Outside in the early morning light, Mandie tried to see whether there were hoof prints in the yard but decided there would be some anyway from all the other horses coming in and out.


  They split up into three parties, with Uncle Wirt directing them as to which way each group should go. The young people were all together again, with Riley O’Neal and Dimar to lead them. Several other young men had joined them in the yard and went with the other two parties.


  Not having slept very much the night before, Mandie soon grew tired and seemed to be lagging behind everyone else after a couple of hours of walking and searching the bushes in the forest into which their route took them.


  Riley O’Neal, bringing up the rear, said loudly to Dimar, who was in the lead, “I believe we should take a short break by that creek up ahead.”


   Dimar looked back, smiled, and said, “I agree.”


  Riley glanced at Mandie as she turned to look at him, and she smiled in gratitude.


  As the group stopped by the creek and sat on fallen logs, Dimar suggested, “Why don’t we eat a biscuit now? And then in another two hours we could eat another one and so on. That way we would not have to stay long in one place.”


  “Yes,” was chorused by the young people.


  As they ate, Mandie asked Dimar, “Do you think we will be searching all day? Or in other words, will this take the whole day just looking for Tsa’ni?”


  “Most of the day,” Dimar replied. “It depends on how fast we move along. And also whether the other two groups meet us at the planned place by the river when we get there. They may be slower. Or they could be faster.”


  Mandie sighed loudly. “I think Tsa’ni should be locked up or something so he can’t run away and waste all our time,” she said.


  “Impossible to lock up Tsa’ni,” Riley said. “He can get out of anything.”


  “Except the bear trap we found him in one time before,” Joe added.


  “When will his father return from Asheville?” Mandie asked.


  “Any time now,” Dimar said.


  “I believe Tsa’ni followed his father to Asheville,” Sallie said, finishing her ham biscuit.


  “Then I hope his father punishes him good,” Celia said.


  “He will, but it doesn’t do much good,” Riley said, drinking water from a cup he had filled in the spring nearby.


  “I still think if everyone just ignored him and did not go on these searches for him, he would quit running away so much,” Mandie replied. “And we need to be thinking about that and figuring what can be done.”


  “Yes, his grandfather, Mr. Wirt, has been saying the same thing,” Dimar said, rising to pick up his rifle. “Now we go on so maybe it will not take all day.” He smiled at Mandie.


  Mandie hoped it would not take all day. She had decided that  after today’s search she would drop out and go to visit her Cherokee kinpeople over at Bird-town.


  Much later in the day the three groups met at the river. Nothing had been found that might even lead to Tsa’ni. Mandie listened as the adults discussed what they had been doing on these searches. She could tell that Uncle Ned was tired and losing interest in finding Tsa’ni.


  “We go home now,” the old man said. “No more search today.”


  Then Uncle Wirt surprised them all as he added, “No more search at all.”


  The young people sighed with relief.


  “We go home now,” Uncle Ned told the group. “Eat.”


  Even though Morning Star was with them again on this search, Mandie knew supper wouldn’t take long to prepare. The old woman had left a stew cooking in the iron kettle hanging in the fireplace. And the thought of food gave Mandie another reason to want to get back to Uncle Ned’s house.


  The journey back didn’t take as long as the search because now the group did not even pause to investigate anything. They hurried right on behind Uncle Ned and Uncle Wirt.


  Once they reached Uncle Ned’s house, everyone sat down in the kitchen, waiting to eat. The girls helped Morning Star serve the food, and soon everyone was eating heartily.


  “Cat,” Morning Star said to Mandie from the end of the table.


  “Yes, I’ll get Snowball down for his supper in a few minutes,” Mandie replied, eating the beef stew on her plate.


  As soon as everyone finished and sat back with a cup of coffee, Mandie decided it was time to go upstairs and get Snowball.


  “I’ll be right back,” Mandie told her friends as she rose from the table. “I’m going to get Snowball.”


  She hurried upstairs to Sallie’s room and opened the door, which was still tightly shut. “Snowball, where are you? Come on. Let’s eat,” she called to the cat as she looked around the room.


  “Snowball, where are you?” Mandie asked, becoming anxious now since there was no sign of the white cat.


  Quickly looking under the beds and in every nook and cranny in  the room, she felt a sinking sensation. Snowball was missing. He was not in Sallie’s room. How did he get out? The door had been closed.


  Mandie hurried over to the room Joe was using and searched it, but no cat was found.


  She felt like crying, but then, crying would not help. She took deep breaths and hurried back downstairs to report the missing cat.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  ESCAPADE IN THE DARK


   Mandie hurried back into the kitchen, shouting loudly, “Snowball is gone! He’s not in Sallie’s room!” She stopped to stand by the table, where everyone was still sitting.


  “Are you sure?” Joe asked, getting up from his chair.


  “Didn’t you close the door to my room when you put him in there?” Sallie asked.


  “Oh, Mandie!” Celia exclaimed.


  Uncle Ned cleared his throat and said loudly, “We find white cat.” He spoke rapidly in the Cherokee language to Morning Star, who was puzzled by the excitement.


  Morning Star quickly got up to come and put an arm around Mandie. “Cat be back,” she said.


  Mandie was embarrassed to find tears coming into her blue eyes, and she quickly turned to hug the old woman.


  “I will help you look for him,” Dimar said.


  Riley O’Neal stood up and said, “Let’s look for that white cat now before it gets dark.”


  Everyone agreed. Uncle Ned and Morning Star began searching the inside of the house. The others went outside.


  “Don’t forget to look up in all the trees. Snowball likes to climb trees,” Mandie told them.


   “Did he eat the food we put in the room?” Sallie asked.


  Mandie thought for a moment and said, “I don’t remember for sure, but I don’t believe he ate any of it. As far as I remember, it was still there in the bowl.”


  “Then that means that cat got out a long time ago,” Joe said. “That cat likes to eat, and all of the food would have been gone if he had stayed in the room very long.”


  Mandie thought about that and agreed, “Yes, he must have been out for a long time.”


  Riley O’Neal had taken over the search outdoors. “All right, now, let’s go. You young ladies begin searching around the house and yard. The rest of us will fan out into the fields and woods.”


  Uncle Wirt, Joe, and Dimar followed him down the trail to the fields.


  Mandie led the way, running as she searched behind every bush and looked up into every tree. She called loudly, “Snowball! Snowball, where are you? Snowball!”


  They finally covered the yard and hurried out to follow Riley and his group. Joe and Riley had sticks with which they hit the bushes and the undergrowth. They finally all ended up by the creek on the other side of the cornfield and stopped to discuss possibilities.


  “It is getting dark and we didn’t bring any lanterns, so we must return to the house now,” Riley O’Neal told them.


  “Couldn’t we go back and get lanterns and keep on going from here?” Mandie anxiously asked.


  “Let’s make that decision when we get back to the house,” Riley replied.


  “Maybe Uncle Ned and Morning Star have found him by now,” Joe suggested as they started back toward the house.


  “I don’t understand how he got out of Sallie’s room. I am positive we closed the door. It was still closed, so someone had to have let him out,” Mandie said as she walked by Joe, Sallie, Celia, and Dimar.


  “That cat has been missing before, and I don’t believe we ever found him. He always came back on his own,” Joe reminded her. “And if someone did let him out, they are long gone now.”


  “But who let him out? We were all gone,” Mandie reminded him.


   “Maybe someone we know came to see us and found no one home and went upstairs looking for us,” Sallie suggested.


  Mandie thought about that idea for a minute and then said, “No one ever locks their door around here, do they?”


  “No one has ever had a key that I know of,” Dimar said.


  When they arrived back at the house, Uncle Ned and Morning Star had not found anyone around or a clue as to how Snowball got out.


  “Must go home,” Uncle Wirt said. “Back tomorrow.”


  “I must go home, also. My mother will be worried if I am late,” Dimar said.


  “We search tomorrow,” Uncle Ned told Mandie. “Maybe white cat come home tonight.”


  Mandie was so worried about her cat that she would have liked to go back outside by herself and search some more, but she knew Uncle Ned would never allow it.


  “Oh, where could Snowball be?” Mandie said, sitting in a chair in the kitchen as Riley, Dimar, and Uncle Wirt all said good-night and left.


  “I’m sorry, Mandie,” Celia said, sitting next to her.


  Joe and Sallie pulled chairs up and sat down. Morning Star had cleared the table, but now she brought out a large pecan pie and told them, “Eat.”


  The young people quickly turned around to the table as Morning Star went to get the coffeepot on the stove. Sallie got cups, plates, and forks from the cabinet and set them on the table.


  “My grandmother believes food is a cure for all worries,” Sallie told them, smiling as Morning Star began filling the cups with coffee.


  “Food certainly helps,” Joe agreed.


  Sallie cut the pie, put slices on the plates, and passed them around.


  Mandie took a bite of pie from her plate and washed it down with a sip of coffee and then decided she was not hungry. She fiddled with the pie while her friends hastily ate, until suddenly Morning Star said very loudly, “Eat,” and looked directly at Mandie.


  Uncle Ned, sitting at the far end of the long table, heard this and echoed, “Eat.” He frowned at Mandie. “Sin to waste food.”


   “Yes, sir,” Mandie quickly replied, picking up her fork and cramming the pie down with swallows of the strong black coffee.


  Too many things were happening, she was thinking. The quilt disappeared, and now her cat had also disappeared. And of course Tsa’ni was also not to be found, but who cared about that? The Indian boy did not like white people and was probably causing all this trouble to get even with someone.


  Someone had to have taken the quilt, but who? Someone who knew their way around in Uncle Ned’s house and who knew Mandie had brought it with her. She had not told anyone about it, but maybe someone saw it when Joe brought the valise containing the quilt into Uncle Ned’s house.


  And whoever took the quilt might have been the person who let Snowball out. She was sure an unknown person had opened the door to Sallie’s room and allowed her cat to come out. And that person might be lurking nearby somewhere, evading the search.


  Mandie would have been better off not to come to Uncle Ned’s house. She would still have her white cat and the quilt if she had not changed her plans. However, one thing was for sure, she could not leave Uncle Ned’s house now to go home until she found Snowball. And that might take quite a while to do. And Grandmother Taft was sitting there waiting for them to return so they could all go on to New York. And Mandie’s mother was in New York and expected to see her soon.


  Suddenly Celia, sitting next to Mandie, was pulling at her sleeve, asking, “Mandie, do you want more coffee?”


  Mandie looked up and saw Morning Star standing there with the coffeepot, waiting to refill cups.


  Quickly pushing her cup forward, Mandie looked up at Morning Star and said, “Just a little,” and held up her fingers to measure how much.


  Joe, sitting next to her, leaned over to say, “As soon as we find that cat, we need to be going back to your house.”


  “I haven’t even been to visit Uncle Wirt and Aunt Saphronia yet,” Mandie replied.


  “We can do that tomorrow,” Joe said.


  Mandie glanced at Uncle Ned and saw that he was looking  directly at her. She always felt he could almost read her thoughts, so she asked, “Uncle Ned, are you going to Red Clay, Tennessee, tomorrow?”


  “No, not go,” the old man told her. “Later I go.”


  “Do you mean you are not going to Red Clay at all?” Mandie asked.


  “Some other day. I stay, take you all home to John Shaw’s,” he explained with a smile.


  “Oh, thank you, Uncle Ned, but I didn’t want to interfere with your plans,” Mandie said.


  Her friends listened to the conversation.


  “Not you, but Tsa’ni,” Uncle Ned explained. “Waste time looking for him, not get other things done.”


  “I’m sorry,” Mandie said. “After I visit Aunt Saphronia, we can all go back home, provided Snowball returns by then.”


  Joe and Celia both quickly looked at her. She knew they were thinking that she had given up on the whereabouts of the Cherokee quilt. She had not, but she wanted to see the quilts that Aunt Saphronia had made. And just maybe she would find the quilt somewhere. And if she didn’t, maybe she could talk Aunt Saphronia into telling her what the message on the quilt was.


  “Sleep now,” Uncle Ned told the young people as he rose from his chair.


  The young people said good-night and went upstairs. They stopped at the door to Sallie’s room to talk.


  “We can leave the door to my room open so Snowball can come in if he returns during the night,” Sallie said.


  Long after Sallie and Celia were asleep, Mandie lay awake, trying to figure out what she should do next about her cat and the quilt. She suddenly realized she could faintly hear Snowball meowing somewhere. But where was he? She didn’t want to wake her friends, so she cautiously sat up in bed and slipped out from under the covers. She held her breath to listen better. Sure enough, that was definitely Snowball’s meow, but where was he? She cautiously moved about the room in the darkness, trying to figure out where the meow was coming from. As she passed the window and looked out, there was no sign of the white cat, but she could hear him better now. He was bound to be somewhere on the roof.


  Being careful not to waken her friends, Mandie crawled out the window onto the roof in the darkness. She could finally determine the direction the meow was coming from.


  “Snowball,” she said in a whisper as she moved forward. Then she heard a swishing sound and looked back to see the window sliding shut all by itself. Oh well, she would get the cat and come back and raise it up so they could get back into the house.


  She finally spotted the white cat. He was sitting next to the chimney and would not come to her. Going slowly over the steep roof, she made her way to Snowball. At last she could reach and pick him up. He was frightened and had his claws out, clinging to the rough boards on the roof.


  “Snowball,” Mandie whispered to him as she pulled his feet loose.


  Once she had Snowball in her arms, she cautiously crawled back to the window to go inside. She had to set the cat down and use both hands in an effort to raise the window, but the window would not budge. Now what was she going to do? She couldn’t get back in the house.


  “We’ll just have to go back and sit by the chimney where it’s warm until Sallie and Celia wake up and let us back in,” she whispered to the cat as she crawled back to the huge chimney.


  The chimney was warm because the fire downstairs was never allowed to go out. Mandie cuddled up with her white cat against the warm rocks. She finally fell asleep and didn’t wake until the sky had lightened up. She was cold and crampy when she opened her eyes. Snowball was still sleeping in her arms. Stretching, she put him down for a moment and said, “Snowball, we’ve got to get back into the house.”


  Once more she carried the cat across the roof and tried again to raise the window of Sallie’s room. Sallie and Celia were both up inside and happened to see her. They came rushing to open the window, but it was still stuck.


  “I’ll get Joe,” Celia quickly told Mandie through the glass, hurrying out of the room.


   In a few moments Joe appeared in Sallie’s room and managed to get the window sash up. Mandie pushed Snowball inside and then almost fell into the room herself. Sallie quickly placed Mandie’s cloak around her.


  “Mandie, what were you doing on the roof?” Celia asked in alarm.


  “Snowball was on the roof,” Joe said with a big grin.


  “Yes, I heard him meowing,” Mandie said and explained what had transpired.


  “You should have let me know so I could help,” Sallie told her.


  “You shouldn’t have gone out there yourself in the first place. All you had to do was let me know and I could have rescued the cat for you,” Joe scolded her. “You could have fallen off and been killed.”


  “Oh, Mandie, I am so glad you’re safe and that you have found Snowball,” Celia said.


  Snowball had jumped upon the bed Mandie slept in and was busily washing his face.


  “I didn’t want to wake anyone up,” Mandie protested. “At least I found Snowball. And besides, it was not the first time I’ve ever been on a roof.” She suddenly was shivering from cold and the delayed reaction of fright. She pulled her cloak closer around her.


  “I’ll wait in my room until you girls get ready to go downstairs,” Joe said, going over to the door. “Just don’t be too long. I’m hungry.” He grinned at Mandie and then added, “And please don’t let that cat out of your sight, not for a single moment.”


  “I don’t intend to,” Mandie replied.


  As soon as Mandie was dressed, she knocked on the wall between the two rooms. Joe came back to join them as they went downstairs. Mandie carried Snowball.


  “We’ll go to see Aunt Saphronia today and then maybe tomorrow we’ll go home,” Mandie told Joe as they opened the kitchen door.


  “Good,” Joe replied.


  Mandie, ahead of the others, stopped to turn back and whisper to her friends, “Please don’t tell anyone I was out on the roof.”


  The others nodded in agreement, and she led the way into the room.


   Mandie had her white cat back. Now, if she could only find the quilt. Suddenly she had another idea. Maybe whoever put Snowball on the roof had also put the quilt up there. She’d have to look and see.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  MORE QUILTS


   When the young people came into the kitchen, they found Riley O’Neal, Dimar, and Uncle Wirt already there. Morning Star had breakfast cooked and was preparing to serve it.


  “White cat,” Uncle Ned exclaimed. “Where find?”


  Mandie set Snowball down, and he ran to hop into the woodbox behind the stove.


  “Yes, where was he?” Riley also asked.


  “He was on the roof outside Sallie’s room, but we don’t know how he got out there. The window was closed,” Mandie explained as Morning Star motioned for everyone to sit down at the table.


  They all pulled out chairs and sat down. Morning Star put food in a plate and set it down for Snowball, who immediately jumped out of the box and began devouring it.


  “How did cat get on roof?” Uncle Ned asked, looking around the table.


  Everyone shrugged their shoulders, and no one answered until Mandie said, “That’s what I’d like to know. It either happened while we were gone on the search or after we came back while we were having supper.”


  “That lets all of us out,” Joe reminded everyone. “We were all together on the search, and we were all here eating supper.”


   Mandie looked around the table. No one seemed to want to discuss this problem. They all acted as though they were in cahoots together about this. Did someone in this group know what happened, and if so, why weren’t they speaking up?


  “Maybe window open when put cat in room,” Uncle Ned said, looking at Sallie.


  “No, my grandfather, the window was closed,” Sallie told him. “I always am sure to see the window is closed when I leave the room. I do not wish to have birds flying into my room through the window.”


  Mandie remembered hearing horse’s hooves in the yard below night before last and mentioning it to Sallie yesterday morning. And she also remembered glancing at the window when she left Snowball in the room yesterday, and it had been closed.


  Morning Star had been listening to the conversation and evidently didn’t understand what was being said. She spoke to Uncle Ned, and he answered in their Cherokee language.


  Sallie told Mandie, “My grandmother says she will stay here today and watch the white cat. You must go see your aunt Saphronia.”


  Mandie turned to smile at Morning Star and said, “Thank you, Morning Star, but I will take Snowball with me today.”


  Sallie translated that for her grandmother, who replied, and Sallie told Mandie, “My grandmother says the white cat is trouble for you to carry.”


  “Sallie, please explain that I will not let Snowball out of my sight again until we go home.”


  Sallie once again spoke to her grandmother, and Morning Star turned to smile at Mandie without commenting this time.


  Uncle Wirt, eating his food quickly, said, “We go,” to Mandie.


  “Yes, sir,” Mandie said. She turned to Celia and Joe and said, “I guess we’d better hurry and finish.”


  “Mandie, do you want me to go with you to your aunt Saphronia’s house? Wouldn’t you rather visit her by yourself?” Celia asked, finishing her cup of coffee.


  “Yes, Celia is right,” Joe added. “We could stay here and wait for you.”


  “No, no,” Mandie quickly replied. “I want y’all to come with  me.” And almost whispering to Joe next to her, she added, “We might solve that mystery,” meaning the missing quilt.


  “All right, then,” Joe agreed.


  “Will we be coming back here today? Or should I take things to spend the night at their house?” Celia asked.


  Mandie looked at Uncle Wirt and asked, “Will you bring us back today?”


  The old man nodded his head as he rose from the table.


  Riley stood up and said, “Since we don’t have to search for a white cat today, I’d better get back and do some work.”


  “I will also go home,” Dimar told Mandie. “I will return here tomorrow.”


  “And I will stay here,” Sallie added. “My grandmother needs help cooking.”


  Uncle Wirt had brought his wagon, and the young people all piled aboard. Mandie held firmly to her white cat. As soon as they were on their way, Mandie remembered she had planned to look on the roof to see if the quilt was up there. Now it would have to wait until they returned to Uncle Ned’s.


  When they arrived at Uncle Wirt’s house, Aunt Saphronia was waiting for them in the doorway. Mandie jumped down from the wagon, grasping her cat in one arm and embracing her aunt with the other.


  “Welcome,” Aunt Saphronia greeted her as they hugged in the doorway. The old lady’s face, full of wrinkles, broke into a happy smile. Then, turning to Celia and Joe, Aunt Saphronia spoke to them, “Welcome.”


  As they stepped into the front room of the house, Mandie was excited to see quilting frames set up in the corner and piles of material in various patterns and colors stacked next to it on a long table. Aunt Saphronia must be making quilts, and Mandie would be able to see how it was done. And perhaps she could mention the quilt with the mysterious message that her grandmother had made, or maybe Aunt Saphronia would say something about it.


  “Oh, Mrs. Pindar, are you making a quilt?” Celia asked. “I’ve never learned how to do that.”


  Aunt Saphronia smiled at Celia and said, “Yes, I make, you  watch.” She went over to the pile of material and picked up a square piece of calico.


  “Aunt Saphronia, I should learn how to make a quilt. I believe most of my Cherokee kinpeople know how,” Mandie said, following the old woman across the room. She still held Snowball tightly in her arms.


  “Long work, much time,” Aunt Saphronia replied, looking at Mandie as she threaded a needle. “Sit, watch.” She indicated a bench nearby.


  “Oh no, not a quilt-making lesson,” Joe moaned under his breath to Mandie.


  Mandie glanced at him as he sat down on a stool. “You know why,” she whispered back.


  “Measure cloth, make lots same size,” Aunt Saphronia said, holding up several of the squares of calico. “Make other color, same size, easy way.” She held up a few of another stack of squares, which were solid blue.


  Mandie and Celia watched her closely. Aunt Saphronia made fast, tiny stitches close together as she joined a calico square to a blue one. Snowball, in Mandie’s lap, tried to jump at the thread to catch it.


  “Shut door, put cat down,” Aunt Saphronia told Mandie, glancing at Snowball.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said, hurrying across the room to close the outside door and then releasing Snowball, who immediately came to sit by Aunt Saphronia and to watch the thread. Mandie sat back down and tried to watch Snowball and Aunt Saphronia at the same time.


  The old woman finished joining the squares and smoothed them out on her lap. “See,” she said. And picking up another calico square, she began attaching it to the other side of the blue square.


  “Oh, I see what she is doing,” Joe remarked with a little laugh. “She is making a checkerboard with calico squares and blue squares alternating.”


  Aunt Saphronia looked at him, smiled, and said, “Yes, but not always.” When she had four squares sewn together, she laid them on the table and explained, “Not straight. Make crossways.” She indicated the corners of the squares would point upward and the blocks would run at angles across the quilt when finished.


   “I believe I could do that,” Celia remarked.


  “Long work, stitch, stitch, stitch,” Aunt Saphronia explained. “Then make bottom side, stuff inside.”


  “Do you make other patterns, Aunt Saphronia?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes,” the old woman replied, nodding her head. “More patterns.” She rose and went over to a huge chest at the other end of the room and raised the lid.


  Mandie quickly followed her and saw stacks of quilts inside. She bent closer to look as Aunt Saphronia started pulling the quilts out. None of them resembled the mystery quilt she had found in the attic.


  “Who made all these quilts, Aunt Saphronia?” Mandie asked.


  “Lots people,” the old woman replied. She held up a quilt with red flowers all over it. “I make this when young.” She reached for another one as she laid that aside. “My mother make,” she continued as she held up another quilt. This one had lots of circles made into it.


  The girls looked closely at the quilts. Celia was interested in the handiwork. Mandie was watching for a quilt that might look like the one she had found, with odd symbols scattered over it.


  “Here is one I can make easy pattern for you to make,” the old woman said, holding up another one. This one had large blocks with crosses in the middle of each one.


  Mandie quickly looked at this one and said, “It looks like people’s names on the blocks.”


  “Yes, make quilt and people friends sign name,” Aunt Saphronia explained. “Long ago I make this one. Now I make simple pattern for you to make. Do you wish?”


  “Oh yes, Aunt Saphronia, I’d love to make a quilt and have all my friends and relatives sign their names on it like that. But it looks awfully hard to make,” Mandie explained.


  Aunt Saphronia explained, “This called Album Block like this. I make pattern for you. Not so simple as Nine Patch Block, but I help. You can do it.” She hurried over to the table, where her supplies were.


  “Do you think I could really make a quilt?” Mandie asked, really interested now.


  “And, Mandie, could I help you?” Celia asked.


  “Yes, that way we’d get finished quicker,” Mandie said with a big grin. Turning to Joe, she asked, “Do you want to help, too?”


   Joe shrugged his shoulders and grinned back. “If I can be the first to sign my name on it,” he replied.


  “Now, we cut two squares light, eight squares dark,” Aunt Saphronia explained as she began making a sample block. “Then cut one rectangle light, four rectangles dark.” She quickly cut the blue and white pieces, laid them on the table, and showed Mandie how to make the strips that would form the cross in the center of each quilt block.


  “Oh, I do believe I could do that,” Mandie said excitedly.


  “I will help you get started,” Aunt Saphronia offered.


  “But I don’t want to take your cloth. Aren’t you going to use that blue and the white for something else?” Mandie said.


  “No worry. More in attic,” Aunt Saphronia replied, smiling at her. “Now we begin.”


  Mandie and Celia became so interested in quilt making, with Joe watching, that time flew. And suddenly Uncle Wirt came into the house.


  “Must go now,” the old man told Mandie and her friends. “Morning Star say be back to eat.”


  “Oh, I suppose we do have to go, Aunt Saphronia,” Mandie told the old woman.


  “Come back tomorrow. We work more,” Aunt Saphronia said.


  Mandie hugged her aunt, and Aunt Saphronia reached to include Celia and Joe in the embrace. “All come back tomorrow early, work all day,” she said.


  “Yes, ma’am, we will,” Mandie promised, going over to pick up Snowball, who was asleep in front of the fireplace. Then looking at her friends, she said, “I wish we had told Morning Star that we would stay here all day today.”


  “We will tomorrow,” Celia said.


  Joe cleared his throat loudly and said, “Maybe Dimar and I will find something to do tomorrow while y’all make a quilt.” He grinned at Mandie.


  As they all piled into Uncle Wirt’s wagon, Mandie asked the old man, “Has anyone found Tsa’ni yet?”


  Uncle Wirt shook his head as he drove the wagon into the road. “No,” he said. “Jessan back soon. He find.”


   Mandie grinned at Joe and said, “Maybe Joe and Dimar could look for Tsa’ni tomorrow while Celia and I learn to make a quilt with Aunt Saphronia.”


  Before Joe could reply, Uncle Wirt said quickly, “No look no more. Jessan find.”


  When they arrived back at Uncle Ned’s, Morning Star already had the noon meal cooked and ready to serve.


  “Eat,” the old woman told them as they came into the house.


  “I go home,” Uncle Wirt told her. “Back tomorrow.” As he left the room, he waved his hand at Uncle Ned, who was sitting near the fireplace.


  Sallie was helping her grandmother with the food. “I am glad you are back,” she told Mandie and her friends as she laid silverware on the table.


  “Oh, Sallie, I’m learning how to make a quilt,” Mandie excitedly told her. She set Snowball down, and he immediately jumped into the woodbox behind the stove.


  “I am, too,” Celia added.


  Grinning at Joe, Mandie said, “And so is Joe.”


  “No more,” Joe said.


  “We told Aunt Saphronia we’d come back tomorrow, Sallie. Can you go with us?” Mandie asked.


  “We see,” Sallie replied.


  Uncle Ned stood up and came to the table. “Sit, eat,” he told them.


  “Eat,” Morning Star echoed as she placed the last dish on the table.


  Everyone sat down at the table. Morning Star began passing the bowls of food. Mandie, sitting next to Joe, saw him quickly examine the meat on a platter.


  “That’s ham,” Mandie whispered to him.


  “Ham and what else?” Joe said, still holding the platter.


  “Turnips. Can’t you smell them?” Mandie replied.


  Joe quickly put some of the ham and turnips on his plate and passed it to Mandie.


  “This looks good,” Mandie said, placing some of the ham and turnips on her plate and passing the dish on to Celia.


  Sallie had been watching and listening. She spoke up, “My grandmother  knows you do not like owl stew. We will not cook owl stew while you are with us.”


  Joe cleared his throat and said, “Thank you, Sallie, for telling me that. I suppose nobody likes everything, so it just happens I don’t like owl stew.” He took a bite of the ham and turnips and added, “Now, this is delicious.”


  Everyone had paused to listen to the conversation when Morning Star suddenly said, “Eat,” with a big smile. Everyone began eating.


  Mandie looked down the table to Uncle Ned at the end and said, “Uncle Ned, Aunt Saphronia is teaching Celia and me how to make a quilt.”


  Uncle Ned looked at her for a moment and then said, “Make happy, good quilt.”


  “Yes, sir, it’s going to be one that everyone signs their name on,” Mandie explained. “Aunt Saphronia showed us lots of old quilts, and I decided I wanted to make a quilt.”


  “Good,” he said, and then turning to Morning Star, he spoke rapidly in Cherokee.


  Mandie watched as Morning Star first frowned and shook her head and then turned and smiled at Mandie. She then spoke to Sallie as she glanced at Joe.


  Sallie translated, “Mandie, my grandmother says every girl should learn how to make a quilt, also boys should help.”


  “Please tell your grandmother, Sallie, that this boy is going to find Dimar and do some boy things with him, like maybe hunting,” Joe said with a big grin directed at Morning Star.


  Sallie rapidly repeated the message in Cherokee to her grandmother. Morning Star grinned, nodded her head, and said, “Hunt, eat.”


  “Yes, ma’am, we’ll go hunting and bring back something to eat,” Joe told her.


  “We hunt tomorrow,” Uncle Ned said, nodding his head in agreement.


  While the meal dragged on, Mandie became impatient to get upstairs and search the roof for the missing quilt. Whoever had shut Snowball out on the roof might have also put the quilt out there, hoping Mandie would never find it.


   However, she had to delay her plans again as Sallie made plans for them.


  “After we finish eating, would you all like to walk over to the Cherokee schoolhouse?” Sallie asked the three young people. “I need to ask Mr. O’Neal for a book.”


  “Yes,” Celia and Joe both agreed.


  “Of course, Sallie,” Mandie added when she could think of no excuse to delay their visit in order that she might search the roof before they went.


  As soon as they returned, she was definitely going to search the roof.


  CHAPTER NINE


  DANGER IN THE DARK


   When the meal was over and the young people were preparing to walk over to the Cherokee schoolhouse, which was a short distance past the Cherokee hospital, Uncle Ned told Joe, “Take cart. Take firewood to school.”


  “Yes, sir, I’d be glad to. Where is the firewood?” Joe replied as he and Mandie waited for Sallie and Celia to wash their hands after helping to clear the table. Mandie held her white cat in her arms.


  “Barn, back,” Uncle Ned replied, motioning toward the back of his house. “Come.” He led the way out the door and into the backyard.


  Sallie and Celia caught up with them, and Sallie explained, “All our people chop wood and give it to Mr. Riley for the school. They bring it here to put in one pile, and whoever has time takes it to him.”


  They had all followed Uncle Ned into the barn in his backyard. He and Joe began loading the cart with wood from a bin in the corner.


  “All this wood should last awhile,” Mandie remarked.


  “Yes, weather warm now,” Uncle Ned replied.


  “He still has to have wood to burn in his cookstove,” Sallie added.


  They got the cart loaded, hitched up the horse, and left for the Cherokee schoolhouse.


  “This will not take long, since we are using the cart,” Sallie said  as Joe drove through the rough trail. “Perhaps we will find something else to do when we return to my grandfather’s house.”


  “Maybe Dimar will be at your house when we go back and I can ask him about going hunting tomorrow with Uncle Ned and me,” Joe said, slowing the horse to go down a steep slope.


  “Dimar may be hunting for Tsa’ni with Mr. Wirt today,” Sallie said.


  “No,” Mandie said, clutching Snowball, who was trying to get free. “Uncle Wirt said he would not search anymore and that Jessan could find Tsa’ni when Jessan gets back from Asheville.”


  “I wonder if Jessan has returned from Asheville,” Celia said.


  “He should have returned by now, but he has not been to my grandfather’s house today if he did,” Sallie explained.


  “But maybe he has been out looking for Tsa’ni,” Joe suggested. “I sure hope someone finds that boy, because I don’t want to have to spend my time doing it.”


  “Yes,” all three girls agreed at once.


  Suddenly the wheels of the cart started sliding, and Joe pulled tightly on the reins. “Hold on,” he told the girls.


  In the sudden slowing of the cart, Snowball managed to get free from his mistress and jumped back into the woodpile, where he began howling as he stuck his claws into a piece of wood.


  “Snowball, I can’t reach you. You’ll just have to hold on,” Mandie called to him as the cart jolted and finally came to a stop.


  “Sorry,” Joe said, blowing out his breath and rubbing his hands together.


  “We put too much wood on here for the steep road,” Sallie told him.


  Mandie reached back and grasped Snowball and pulled him to her. “Snowball, you are going to stay with me whether you like it or not,” she told the cat.


  Joe jumped down to look at the rough trail they had come over. He suddenly bent down to inspect a wheel. “I do believe we have a loose wheel,” he told the girls, who also stepped down. Mandie held on to Snowball.


  They all stooped to look as Joe pushed and pulled on a front  wheel. “The nuts are loose,” he told the girls. He straightened up and looked in the bed of the cart. “And we don’t have any tools, do we?”


  “No, I do not remember seeing any tools when we loaded the wood,” Sallie replied.


  “Sallie, how far are we from the schoolhouse?” Mandie asked. “Maybe we could walk on and get tools from Mr. Riley to come back and fix the wheel.”


  “There is a short cut,” Sallie said. “It is not far if we walk.”


  “Then let’s go. Show us the way, Sallie,” Joe said.


  Sallie cut through the woods, and the others followed. Soon they came into a large clearing.


  “Look, there’s the schoolhouse,” Mandie said, pointing ahead. The log building was just barely visible through a thicket of bushes.


  “Yes, we are almost there,” Sallie agreed.


  When they came out into another opening, the log schoolhouse stood before them.


  Mandie stopped to look. “Is that a barn back there? Did Mr. Riley build a barn?”


  As they continued on, Sallie replied, “Yes, since you were here all the men decided Mr. Riley needed a barn for his horse and for the firewood. They built it in three days.” She smiled at Mandie.


  “Three days,” Joe exclaimed. “That was a quick job. It’s a large barn, too.”


  “And it looks nice, too,” Celia added.


  The four walked on over to the barn and looked around inside. “His horse is not here,” Sallie remarked. “Mr. Riley is not home.”


  Turning to Sallie, Joe asked, “Do you happen to know where Mr. Riley keeps his tools?”


  “Yes,” Sallie said, going to the far corner inside. “But do not tell the schoolchildren. He does not want them to handle the tools.” She bent to open a small hidden door by the hay in the last stall.


  Joe stooped to examine the tools inside the small bin. “Looks like he has some of everything,” he remarked. “Let’s see, I believe I need a wrench and this hammer, and maybe a screwdriver.”


  “Take as many as you need, Joe, because we can help carry them back to the cart,” Mandie said, squeezing Snowball in her arms to keep him from getting down.


   “I believe these will be enough,” Joe said, standing up and pushing the door closed on the bin with his foot.


  Sallie quickly pushed the hay back in front of the door, concealing it from view.


  “Is there anything else we need to get?” Celia asked, looking around the barn. She quickly pulled a rag from a nail on the wall and said, “Like maybe something to clean your hands on.” She smiled at Joe.


  As they left the barn, Sallie looked around the yard and said, “Perhaps Mr. Riley will be home when we bring the wood.”


  “I hope so, after you came all the way over here to borrow a book from him,” Mandie said.


  The four young people returned to the cart, and Joe repaired the wheel. The girls watched as he tightened nuts and bolts until he was satisfied the wheel was secure. Then, taking the piece of rag Celia had brought, he vigorously wiped his hands and added, “Thanks for remembering to bring this. Now we will go unload this wood.”


  When Joe drove the cart up to the schoolhouse barn, Mandie saw a flash of something cross the yard behind it. Grasping Snowball, she jumped down and said, “There was someone back there.” She hurried around the barn.


  “Yes,” Joe agreed.


  “I saw something, too,” Sallie added.


  “It looked like someone running,” Celia said.


  The four of them gathered to look around the yard behind the barn. There was no sign of anyone now.


  “Maybe there wasn’t anyone after all,” Joe said, frowning.


  “No, Joe, I’m sure I saw something run toward the woods,” Mandie declared. “And I don’t believe it was an animal.”


  “There are lots of deer in this section,” Sallie said.


  “Whatever it was, I saw something,” Celia said.


  “Well, right now let’s get this wood stacked in the bin,” Joe told the girls as they entered the barn. “I believe I can get the cart closer so we won’t have to carry the wood so far.” He went back outside to move the cart up to the doorway.


  When the four young people had transferred the wood to the bin inside the barn, there was still no sign of Mr. Riley. They stood around talking for a few minutes, discussing what they thought they had seen flitting through the yard. No one agreed on what it might have been.


  “I suppose we should go on back to your grandfather’s house, Sallie,” Joe decided.


  “Yes. But we must return Mr. Riley’s tools to their place first,” Sallie told him.


  “Oh yes, I’m glad you reminded me,” Joe said, walking over to the cart.


  The girls came to help get the tools and carry them back inside.


  Joe smiled at them and said, “You know, I could carry a screwdriver, hammer, and wrench all the way back to the bin.” He laughed.


  “We wanted to be sure they were put back in the right place,” Mandie teased, grinning at him.


  “Well, thank you,” Joe said, grinning back.


  When they were ready to leave, Joe glanced around the yard and said, “I’m sorry you didn’t get the book you came after, Sallie.”


  “I will get it later,” Sallie said. “I have been helping teach the little children, but none of them are attending school right now, so I have time to get the book later.”


  When they arrived back at Uncle Ned’s house and related their adventures to him, he was concerned about the cart.


  “Someone tinker with wheel,” he said with a big frown. “I drive cart yesterday. All right.”


  “Then someone must have come into your barn since then,” Mandie said.


  Upon their return, Morning Star had immediately poured hot coffee, sliced a chocolate cake, and motioned for them to sit at the long table.


  Mandie was beginning to think she would never get an opportunity to go upstairs and search the roof. At this house every minute seemed to be used in some way. She looked around the table and thought that maybe after everyone finished she could have a chance.


  Then she looked up to see Dimar coming in the door. He was carrying something wrapped in a white cloth, which he held out to Morning Star.


  “My mother sent this,” Dimar told Morning Star.


   Morning Star removed the cloth, and Mandie saw it was a huge bowl of white candy.


  “We thank,” Morning Star told Dimar and then spoke rapidly in Cherokee.


  Dimar nodded and smiled and told the young people, “Morning Star was going to make a cake for you, and now she does not have to,” he said.


  “Sit,” Uncle Ned said to Dimar.


  Dimar sat down, and everyone began telling him about the episode with Uncle Ned’s cart.


  Dimar frowned and then said, “Tsa’ni is back.”


  Everyone understood what he meant. Tsa’ni was usually the cause of all the pranks and troubles around Deep Creek.


  “Where had he been?” Mandie asked.


  “I do not know. My mother saw Tsa’ni walk by our house this morning. He did not stop,” Dimar explained.


  Riley O’Neal came in the door. He smiled as he looked around the room and sat down as Morning Star motioned for him to do so.


  “We came to see you and you were not home,” Mandie said.


  “Yes, I saw the wood and knew someone had brought it, for which I wish to thank you, Uncle Ned,” Riley said, turning to the old man.


  Uncle Ned smiled and said, “Welcome.”


  Then the young people had to relate their adventures to Riley O’Neal.


  “Yes, and I imagine you all saw Tsa’ni in my yard, because he brought a quilt and left it on the back stoop with a note saying it was from Aunt Saphronia. Remember Uncle Wirt said she would give me one? Well, I suppose since Tsa’ni is their grandson, they sent it by him,” Riley explained. “Anyhow, I was glad to get it.”


  Mandie told Riley about their quilt-making with Aunt Saphronia that morning. “And we are going back tomorrow,” she added.


  Joe frowned and quickly said, turning to Riley O’Neal, “Please help me get out of this quilt-making business. Wouldn’t you like to go hunting?” Turning to include Dimar, he said, “Both of you, tomorrow?”


  Riley grinned and said, “Fine, we’ll do that.”


   Dimar agreed also. And Uncle Ned reminded Joe he would be going, too.


  Mandie was thinking, At least all the men will be out of the way tomorrow so maybe I’ll get a chance to search the roof then.


  But as luck would have it, Mandie got her chance that night. Dimar and Riley stayed for supper. Everyone had finished supper and was sitting around the table playing checkers when Mandie realized that everyone was occupied and she could slip upstairs.


  “I’ll be right back. I need to get something from upstairs,” Mandie mumbled as she stood up and hurried toward the door. She left Snowball asleep in the woodbox behind the stove.


  No one paid much attention to her, because all interest was on the checkers game.


  When she got upstairs in Sallie’s room, Mandie quickly looked around for something to prop up the window so she could crawl out on the roof. Picking up one of Sallie’s old shoes, Mandie went over, raised the window, slipped outside onto the roof, and turned back to stick the shoe under the window when it slid down, which she knew it would do.


  Satisfied with this, she cautiously made her way across the roof in the darkness, brightened in spots by the moonlight through the trees, to the chimney. She looked around and also felt around in the darkness, but she did not find anything there. Looking beyond, she cautiously crept across the roof, examining it as she went.


  Suddenly her foot slipped and she slid, falling down on her stomach and grasping for something to hold on to. The toe of her shoe stuck on a nail in the roof, and she took a deep breath as she wondered how she would ever get back up the steep roof and into Sallie’s window.


  Remembering her special verse in time of all kinds of trouble, Mandie whispered, “ ‘What time I am afraid I will put my trust in Thee.’ ” She knew God would answer and take care of her.


  She lay there, afraid to move, for a long time. Then she decided she would have to try to make her way back across the roof. Afraid to stand up again, she crawled on her hands and knees for what seemed like hours to get back to the window of Sallie’s room.


  “At last!” she whispered as she finally came to the window.  Slowly rising in order to slip back through the window, she suddenly realized the window was completely closed. The shoe that had propped it open was gone.


  “Oh no!” she exclaimed, trying to push the window up. It was stuck and would not budge. She sat down to rest and think. How was she ever going to get back into the house?


  She glanced across the roof and suddenly realized there was a window to the room that Joe was using. If she could only get to that, maybe it would open.


  Inch by inch, she moved on her hands and knees toward the other window. Finally she was there. Slowly and carefully rising on her knees, she reached up to try the window. It moved at the touch of her hand. It would raise up.


  “Thank you, dear Lord, thank you,” she whispered in the darkness as she managed to push the window up enough to crawl through and fall to the floor inside. She lay there a moment, too tired and worn out to move.


  Suddenly the door to the hallway opened and someone appeared carrying a lamp.


  “Mandie, what are you doing? Are you all right?” It was Joe who was anxiously stooping over her.


  “Oh, Joe, I’m sorry,” Mandie muttered as she sat up and felt tears in her blue eyes in spite of everything.


  “Mandie, what is it?” Joe insisted as he reached for her hand and set the lamp on the floor.


  “Oh, Joe, I was out on the roof—” she began and took deep breaths to steady her voice. “And the quilt is not out there.”


  “Mandie, why didn’t you tell me what you were doing?” Joe asked. “I could have looked for you. You could have been hurt out there.”


  Mandie bent her head against her knees in order to hide her tears and said, “I’m sorry, Joe.”


  “We’ll find that old quilt yet, but please don’t take any more dangerous chances,” Joe said, reaching to smooth Mandie’s blond hair. “After all, you promised to marry me when we grow up, and at this rate we may not live to grow up.” He laughed loudly.


   Mandie joined the laughter and said, “I won’t go out on that roof again. I promise. But I do need to find that quilt.”


  “I’ll help you,” Joe promised.


  Mandie silently wiped the back of her hand across her face to clear the tears. Together they would find that quilt.


  CHAPTER TEN


  ANOTHER QUILT MYSTERY


   The next morning everyone met in the kitchen for breakfast. Riley and Dimar came to join Uncle Ned and Joe in a hunting trip over the mountain. Uncle Wirt came to take Mandie and Celia to his house to continue their quilting lessons.


  As they sat around the long table having breakfast, Mandie asked Sallie, “Won’t you come with us to Aunt Saphronia’s? We may be gone all day, and I’d like to spend some time with you since we will be leaving soon.”


  “I am not sure,” Sallie said. Turning to her grandmother, she spoke in the Cherokee language for a few moments.


  Then Morning Star spoke rapidly to Uncle Ned in their language.


  The old man replied to her and then turned to Joe, Riley, and Dimar. “Morning Star say go fish. She go, too,” Uncle Ned told them.


  “Fish?” Joe asked and looked at the others.


  “Yes, my mother could use some fish,” Dimar agreed.


  “Yes, we could go fishing,” Riley said.


  “It really doesn’t matter to me what we do, as long as I don’t have to go with the girls for that quilt-making lesson,” Joe said, grinning at Mandie.


  Uncle Ned turned to Uncle Wirt and asked, “You fish, too?”


  Uncle Wirt grunted and said, “Yes.”


   “But you will take us to your house first, won’t you, Uncle Wirt?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, first,” the old man agreed, drinking a cup of coffee.


  “And I will go with you,” Sallie told Mandie. “Since my grandmother is going fishing, I will not be needed here today.” She began eating hurriedly.


  Mandie swallowed a bite of ham and asked, “Uncle Wirt, Tsa’ni did come home, didn’t he? Do you know where he had been?”


  “Tsa’ni say he followed Jessan to Asheville, but Jessan did not see him until he came home yesterday,” Uncle Wirt explained.


  “But he did come to your house, didn’t he? He brought me a quilt yesterday and left it on the back stoop with a note saying it was from your wife,” Riley told him.


  “Yes, she give him quilt and say take to school,” Uncle Wirt replied.


  “I had gone across the mountain to take some books to some of the children over there who attend our school. I am really worried that the Cherokee children always seem to find excuses not to go to school,” Riley said. “I’ve been thinking, if you would agree, that if you had a little meeting with some of the parents, you might be able to get the children back in school. What is your opinion? Would a meeting help?”


  “Yes, we have powwow. Soon,” Uncle Wirt agreed.


  “And since Sallie is teaching some of the children, maybe she could come to the meeting, too. That would show the parents that it is not a white school but is a special school just for Cherokee children,” Riley said.


  “Yes, Sallie come to powwow, too,” Uncle Wirt agreed.


  “Uncle Wirt, do you plan on having this meeting while I am here?” Mandie asked. “I’d like to go, too.”


  The old man smiled at her and shook his head. “Too soon. Need more time to make powwow,” he replied. “Must talk and talk to get powwow.”


  Sallie said to Mandie, “It will take lots of talk to get the parents to come to such a meeting. They are not interested in whether their children go to school or not. Most of the parents did not go to school.”


  “Oh, I wish I could help,” Mandie said with a sigh.


   “Parents will only listen to Mr. Wirt because he is the eldest in our settlement,” Sallie explained.


  “Does Tsa’ni go to school?” Mandie asked.


  “Sometimes,” Riley O’Neal replied.


  Uncle Wirt shook his head and frowned as he said, “Tsa’ni need school bad.”


  “I go to school when it is in session,” Dimar said, glancing at Riley O’Neal. “But it is not in session very much.”


  “Yes, but you do study your books at home,” Riley reminded him. “And you are making good progress.”


  “One must have the desire to learn, and I have that desire,” Dimar told him.


  “We must think of some way to give that desire to the children who do not wish to go to school,” Sallie said.


  “How about a hickory switch? That’s what the white children would get if they didn’t go to school,” Joe said with a big grin.


  “It is the parents we must convince,” Sallie said. “The children will go to school if the parents require them to.”


  Uncle Wirt stood up from the table and said, “We go now,” as he looked at the girls. Turning to Uncle Ned, he added, “Back soon.”


  “We wait,” Uncle Ned replied.


  Mandie hurried to pick up Snowball, who had finished his breakfast and was washing his face by the stove. As she started to follow the other girls out the door, Joe caught up with her and whispered, “You won’t go off somewhere looking for that quilt, will you?”


  “I won’t,” Mandie promised, and then added, “Not on any more roofs, anyhow.” She smiled at him.


  “Not just roofs,” Joe said. “No place except to your Aunt Saphronia’s and back here.”


  “We’re going to Aunt Saphronia’s to learn how to make a quilt, so we won’t have a chance to do anything else,” Mandie reminded him.


  “I don’t know whether we will return before you do or not,” Joe said.


  “Since Uncle Wirt is going with y’all, he’ll have to come back to get us to bring us home. So I imagine you’ll be back before we are,” Mandie told him. She held tightly to her white cat.


  “Anyhow, please stay out of trouble,” Joe said.


   “Come on, Mandie,” Celia called from the open doorway.


  Sallie and Uncle Wirt had already gone outside. “I’m coming,” Mandie replied and hurried to join her friend, smiling back at Joe as she went.


  On their way to join Sallie and Uncle Wirt at the wagon, Mandie whispered to Celia, “Joe is afraid I’ll go off somewhere and get in trouble looking for that quilt.” She had told Celia about the escapade on the roof the night before.


  “He knows you do get in trouble lots of times chasing down mysteries,” Celia reminded her as they got to the wagon and climbed aboard.


  Since Mandie had not told Sallie about the missing quilt, she could not say anything more. She held on to Snowball as Uncle Wirt drove the wagon at a fast speed to his house.


  Aunt Saphronia was waiting for them at the back door, and Mandie caught a glimpse of a large chocolate cake with dishes stacked nearby on the table as they went through the kitchen into the front room, where the old woman did her sewing.


  “Close door. Put cat down,” Aunt Saphronia told her.


  Mandie quickly went back to close the outside door to the kitchen. Then she put down Snowball, who immediately headed for the woodbox behind the huge cookstove. She left the door to the kitchen open as she followed Aunt Saphronia, Celia, and Sallie.


  “Now we work,” Aunt Saphronia said, sitting down at her worktable. She reached for a stack of blue material cut into squares.


  “Aunt Saphronia, Uncle Wirt said Tsa’ni came home yesterday and you sent a quilt by him to the schoolhouse for Mr. Riley,” Mandie said as she and her friends drew up stools to sit down.


  “Did Tsa’ni not take quilt to school?” the old woman asked, turning to look at Mandie.


  “Yes, ma’am, he took it. Mr. Riley was at Uncle Ned’s this morning and said he did,” Mandie replied.


  “Good. Now we work,” the old woman told her.


  Mandie was good at making the tiny stitches required on the blocks, but she was terribly slow because her mind kept wandering off to the missing quilt. Where would she look next for the quilt? They couldn’t stay much longer at Uncle Ned’s, because her grandmother  expected them back home to go with her to New York. Joe had said he would help Mandie look for the quilt. But then, Joe never had any ideas about how to solve any mystery, so she would have to come up with plans.


  “Coffee,” Aunt Saphronia told the girls, rising from her chair.


  Mandie came back to the present and realized they were taking a break to go into the kitchen for cake and coffee. She smiled to herself as she followed the others. Joe sure missed out on this chocolate cake.


  The girls helped Aunt Saphronia fill the coffee cups and bring them to the table, where the old lady began slicing the cake, placing it on plates, and passing it around.


  “Sit. We talk,” Aunt Saphronia told them.


  After they were all seated, Aunt Saphronia continued, “You learn how to make quilt?” She looked at the three girls.


  “Yes, ma’am, so far,” Celia replied.


  “Yes, my grandmother has already taught me some patterns,” Sallie said.


  Mandie thought about it for a moment and then said, “I can make the blocks, but I’m not sure I can put it all together to make a quilt.”


  “That take days to do whole job,” Aunt Saphronia said. “I show you how make blocks. Learn more when you go home.”


  “But I don’t know anyone at home who can make quilts,” Mandie replied, frowning as she thought about various people.


  Then Aunt Saphronia surprised her. “John Shaw, son of Talitha, know how,” she said with a big smile.


  Mandie gasped in surprise. “Do you mean my uncle John knows how to make quilts? Him?” she asked.


  Aunt Saphronia, still smiling, replied, “Yes, Talitha teach him.”


  Mandie immediately thought of the lost quilt. She was sure her uncle had seen the quilt when she and her friends had found it in the attic. He had not made any comment on the pattern, but she wondered if he had been able to read the message on it. After all, he was one-half Cherokee and knew the language.


  “Do you know if he actually made any quilts?” Mandie asked. She was so eager to ask Aunt Saphronia about the missing quilt but was afraid to. After all, it had been her husband who had sent it back and said to put it away.


   “Not know. That many years ago. You ask him,” Aunt Saphronia said. Sipping her coffee, she continued, “I give all you white cloth. You take home and sew. Then get names signed.”


  “You mean we should make the quilt blocks before we get people to sign?” Celia asked.


  Aunt Saphronia smiled at her, nodded her head, and said, “Yes, not time to make here. We make few but not enough.”


  They went back to work until they stopped for the noon meal of stew and cornbread, which Aunt Saphronia had already cooked. Then they once again continued making quilt blocks until Uncle Wirt came home with the fish he had caught.


  Handing the bucket of fish to Aunt Saphronia, he told the girls, “Morning Star say bring you back.”


  Aunt Saphronia quickly set the fish in the dry sink and told the girls, “Must get blocks take with you.”


  “Oh, but I want you and Uncle Wirt to sign two of my quilt blocks for me,” Mandie told her as she followed Aunt Saphronia into the front room to get their things. Celia and Sallie and Uncle Wirt came in behind them, with Snowball meowing wildly at the smell of fish in the kitchen.


  “We sign,” Aunt Saphronia replied, going over to get the white material. Turning back to Wirt, she said, “We sign quilt.”


  Uncle Wirt took down a bottle of ink and a pen from the top shelf over the fireplace. He brought it over to the worktable.


  While the girls watched, the two old people slowly wrote their names on blocks for each of the three.


  “Thank you,” Mandie said, surveying the work and then turning to hug Aunt Saphronia.


  “And I thank you,” Celia said with a big smile.


  “I thank you,” Sallie added, picking up her pieces of material. “Do not touch the name till it’s dry,” she warned the other two girls.


  Uncle Wirt took the girls back to Uncle Ned’s house. Mandie had to hold on to Snowball with one hand because she held her quilt blocks and material in the other. Snowball had not wanted to come with them. He had wanted to stay where the fish were.


  Uncle Wirt let them out at Uncle Ned’s and went back home.


  Morning Star already had the fish cleaned and ready to fry when  they arrived. The three girls immediately took advantage of everyone being together and demanded everyone sign a quilt block. Everyone but Joe and Riley O’Neal understood what they were doing.


  “You just sign your name on a quilt block, and I will sew it into a quilt when we get home,” Mandie explained. “This is called the Album Block, and you are supposed to get all your friends to sign on the white crosses.”


  Sallie got the pen and ink, and everyone had to sign a block for each girl’s future quilt. Mandie was surprised to learn that Morning Star did know how to sign her name, even though she spoke very little English.


  “I taught my grandmother,” Sallie said as Mandie watched Morning Star sign her name.


  “She does a good job,” Mandie said.


  Morning Star shooed everyone except Sallie out of the kitchen so she could prepare supper. Mandie, Joe, and Celia went to sit on the back steps. Snowball stayed around Morning Star’s feet, hoping for a piece of fish.


  Mandie told Joe they had learned that her uncle John Shaw knew how to make quilts.


  “And I’ve been wondering if he knew what the message was on the quilt we found. I’m sure he saw it, but I don’t know whether he noticed that it had a message on it, like Uncle Ned said,” Mandie told Joe.


  “I don’t know, but I would never have thought Mr. Shaw knew how to quilt,” Joe said with a big grin.


  “I suppose we are going to have to go home in a day or two. Grandmother is waiting for us,” Mandie said. “And if we don’t find the quilt before we leave here, that will worry me forever.”


  Joe grinned at Mandie and said, “But Mandie Shaw is always able to solve any mystery she runs into.”


  “Yes, you are right about that,” Celia agreed.


  “But this time I just don’t know what to do next,” Mandie said, frowning as she thought about it.


  And she thought about it all during supper and afterward as everyone played checkers again. Dimar had taken his fish home to his mother, but Riley had stayed to join Uncle Ned’s family.


   Finally Riley O’Neal went home, and everyone went to bed. The three girls went upstairs to Sallie’s room together. As soon as she stepped into the room, Mandie spotted her valise back in the corner where she had originally left it. Without a word she rushed over to it, peeped inside, and found a quilt that she had never seen before. Someone had switched the quilts.


  Trying to catch Celia’s attention without Sallie seeing, Mandie said, “I need something out of my valise.” And she went over to the returned valise. While Sallie was not looking, Mandie made faces and pointed to the valise.


  Celia cleared her throat as she watched and said, “Yes, I need to get my hairbrush.” She reached into her own valise for the brush as she nodded to Mandie.


  Snowball had come upstairs with them. Suddenly he began meowing and clawing at the valise. Mandie hurried over to pick him up. “You be quiet now, Snowball. It’s time to go to bed,” she scolded the cat as she set him on the bed.


  The cat jumped down from the bed and went racing back over to the valise.


  Sallie noticed and said, “Do you think he believes that is his sandbox?”


  “I don’t know,” Mandie said, picking him up again. This time she set him down in his sandbox in another corner. He scratched and used the box. Then Mandie picked him up and got in bed and held on to him. He finally hushed.


  Later, when Mandie thought Sallie was asleep, she whispered to Celia, “It has the wrong quilt in it.”


  “It is your valise, though, isn’t it?” Celia whispered back sleepily.


  “Yes,” Mandie replied.


  Celia drifted off to sleep, and Mandie lay awake trying to figure out how the valise got back into the room and why it had the wrong quilt in it.


  She could hardly wait to tell Joe about this, but she knew she didn’t dare get up and go to his room in the night.


  Then something else finally dawned on her. The quilt must smell like fish, since Snowball had gone wild over it. That meant someone with fish had put it there. And she knew who all had gone fishing  that day—Dimar, Riley, Uncle Ned, Morning Star, and Uncle Wirt. Could it have possibly been one of them? She instantly felt that Uncle Wirt was the one involved in this. After all, he had been the one who demanded that she put the quilt away.


  But then, how would Uncle Wirt have known she had the quilt with her?


  “Oh, but these Indians are smart. They know everything that goes on,” she mumbled under her breath.


  Now the problem was to find the quilt with the message. If Uncle Wirt had taken it, she might never find it, because he didn’t want her to know what the quilt said.


  Mandie fell asleep and dreamed the quilt was back in the valise.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  DISCOVERIES


   The next morning Mandie woke early and quietly dressed. She hurried down to the kitchen, hoping to find Joe also up so she could talk to him. She took Snowball with her, remembering his interest in her valise. Downstairs, the white cat ran for the woodbox as usual and hopped in.


  Joe was already in the kitchen. He and Uncle Ned were drinking coffee.


  “Sit,” the old man told her. “I get coffee for you.” He stood up.


  “No, sir, not right now, Uncle Ned. I’d like to go outside and get a breath of fresh air first, and then I’ll have coffee with you,” Mandie replied with a big smile.


  “I was about to refill my cup, but I believe I’ll go with you for a walk in the yard,” Joe told her as he rose.


  “Uncle Ned, do you want to go outside with us?” Mandie asked, guessing that he would not be interested.


  The old man shook his head and sat back down. “Not now,” he said.


  Once outside, Mandie quickly told Joe about the strange quilt in her valise. “And it smells like fish,” she said. “Snowball had a fit trying to get the valise open.”


  “Everyone went fishing yesterday except you girls, so that would  be hard to trace,” Joe reminded her. “But if that’s not your quilt in the valise, I wonder where the other quilt came from, who owns it.”


  “Yes, that’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Mandie said.


  “What are you going to do with this quilt? I mean, you aren’t going to take it home in your valise, are you?” Joe asked.


  “Oh no, never,” Mandie quickly replied. “I had not thought about that, but I will have to take it out of my valise so I can take my valise home when I go.”


  “Maybe you could just hide it in a corner of the barn or somewhere,” Joe suggested. “When someone finds it, we will be gone and no one will know you put it there.”


  “Yes, I could do that,” Mandie agreed. “But I’m hoping I can find the other quilt before we have to leave.”


  “Tomorrow is Sunday,” Joe reminded her. “Don’t you think we ought to go home to your house tomorrow? That way we could be ready to go to New York on Monday and still have a few days up there with your mother and the others.”


  “And maybe your parents have gone to New York since we didn’t go when we said we were going,” Mandie reminded him. “And since they had planned to come out here with us.”


  “I suppose we should go back inside now,” Joe said.


  “Yes,” Mandie agreed as they started walking back toward the door. “Will you keep an ear out for anything that might be connected with this new quilt?”


  “Of course,” Joe agreed.


  When they went back inside, Uncle Ned was still in the kitchen. And Morning Star was there, beginning breakfast. Sallie and Celia came in the other door.


  “Outside so early?” Celia asked.


  “Yes, it’s going to be a beautiful spring day,” Joe replied.


  “Sit,” Morning Star said, waving them to the table. “Coffee.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “I could drink some coffee now.”


  Sallie helped her grandmother prepare breakfast while everyone else sat and drank coffee.


  “Celia, Joe thinks we ought to go home tomorrow and then on to New York on Monday. What do you think?” Mandie asked.


  “Whatever y’all want to do is fine with me. However, my mother did have me promise to be sure to get to New York so we could do some shopping,” Celia replied, pushing back her long curly auburn hair.


  “They are supposed to stay in New York through next week, I believe,” Joe said.


  Celia nodded in agreement. “Yes,” she said.


  Riley O’Neal came in through the back door. Taking off his wide-brimmed hat, he greeted everyone. “Good morning, good morning,” he said, and as Morning Star looked at him, he added, “I didn’t come for another free breakfast. I’ve already had mine.” He returned her smile.


  Morning Star, who understood very little English, motioned to him and to the table as she said, “Sit.”


  “Uncle Ned, will you help me out? I know Morning Star didn’t understand what I said, but it would be impossible for me to eat another breakfast,” Riley told the old man.


  Uncle Ned smiled at him and spoke to Morning Star in Cherokee.


  Morning Star waved her hand toward the table again and said, “Sit.”


  Riley grinned at her and said, “Yes, ma’am,” as he pulled out a chair and sat down next to Uncle Ned. Morning Star spoke to Sallie, and Sallie hurried over with a cup of coffee and set it in front of him. “Thank you,” he told her.


  “You’d better drink that coffee, or Morning Star is liable to get awfully put out with you,” Joe teased.


  “I’ll drink the coffee, all right. She makes delicious coffee,” Riley replied. Turning to Mandie, he said, “I came to ask a favor of you.”


  “Me?” Mandie asked. Then smiling, she said, “What can I do for you?”


  “You said you’d like to help in getting the Cherokee children back to school,” Riley began. “I’m planning to distribute dozens and dozens of school papers among the Cherokee people. I’m making up a simple lesson in arithmetic and in English grammar and would like to pass a copy out to anyone who will accept it. Even though the children may not want to do the lesson, I believe they will be curious enough to read it. And of course they will all have to be handwritten, since we don’t have a printing press.”


  “Oh yes, I’ll help. That sounds like a good idea,” Mandie replied.


  “I will also help,” Celia volunteered.


  “And so will I,” Joe added.


  Riley looked at the three, smiled, and said, “I never hoped for such good luck. As you all know, this will take a lot of time, so when can you begin?”


  “Now,” Mandie replied. “As soon as we eat breakfast. I don’t believe Morning Star would let us get away from her without eating.” She laughed.


  “I’ll wait then, and you all can go back with me,” Riley told them.


  Sallie had overheard the conversation as she tended pots on the stove and asked, “Do you need me to help, also?”


  “No, Sallie. I’ve brought those books you’ve been wanting to study in preparation for teaching the next class we can get together. They’re in my cart. I’ll get them,” Riley said, hurrying out the back door.


  “Sallie, are you still going to school yourself, or just teaching the little children?” Mandie asked.


  “Yes, I still go to school. I am in class with Dimar. However, the school is really out for the summer vacation right now, and we had hoped we could persuade the little ones to come and learn during the summer,” Sallie explained.


  Riley O’Neal came back into the kitchen with two books, which he handed to Sallie, saying, “Here are the books. I have already taken lessons out of them for the papers I plan to give out. I’ll give you a copy when we get finished.”


  “Thank you,” Sallie said, taking the books and flipping through the pages as she sat down at the end of the table.


  “Eat,” Morning Star announced as she brought dishes of food to the table.


  The young people, anxious to get on with the work for Riley, hurried through the meal. As they started to leave, Morning Star came to the door with them and said, “Back, eat,” and turned to speak to Sallie in Cherokee.


  Sallie smiled and said, “My grandmother says you should all  return here for the noon meal because school man does not know how to cook for you.”


  Everyone howled with laughter as Riley O’Neal’s face turned red.


  “Ask your grandmother why I should learn to cook when I can always get such wonderful meals here,” Riley replied, smiling at Morning Star.


  Sallie translated for her grandmother, who immediately began talking in Cherokee. Everyone stood still, waiting.


  “My grandmother says you teach the children, and someone should teach you how to cook,” Sallie said. “Someday you may have a wife.”


  “Let’s go!” Riley exclaimed, rushing out the door, laughter following him.


  Mandie knew Riley was not much older than Joe. However, he had had a formal education up north in Boston and seemed much older. Now she gave Joe credit over Riley. At least Joe knew how to cook. She knew from visits to his house.


  As soon as they arrived at the schoolhouse, Riley gave each one of them a paper to copy and the three set to work.


  “These should be printed in block letters because a lot of the children cannot read handwriting,” he explained as they sat together on a long bench at one of the homemade tables. He placed a stack of blank paper before them. He sat down at one end, saying, “I will also be making up some of these.”


  “This shouldn’t take a long time,” Mandie said, looking over the sample pages.


  “Long enough that you may want some coffee, which I do know how to make, and some cookies that Morning Star gave me when she baked a few days ago,” Riley replied. “I also have a springhouse down by the creek where I keep milk and other things.”


  “It sounds like you are self-sufficient,” Joe remarked.


  “We will return to Morning Star’s for the noonday meal, however,” Riley said, and then added, “She is a better cook than I am.”


  “She is the best cook I know of except for Aunt Lou at our house,” Mandie said. Then, looking at the paper she was copying, she asked, “Will you be asking for the name of anyone who fills out one of these? Should we make a place to put their name?”


   “No, I’d already thought about that and felt more people would fill these out if they didn’t have to put their name on it,” Riley explained. “I just hope we do get a few back.”


  “I believe you will,” Celia said.


  They worked as rapidly as they could making the block letters. After a couple of hours Riley put the percolator on the stove in his living quarters, which was a large room attached to the schoolhouse. He set out the cookies, and everyone paused for a break.


  Mandie flexed her fingers and said, “It would be nice if I could write with both hands. Making block letters is so much slower than handwriting.”


  “At the rate we’re going, we should be finished sometime after the noonday meal,” Riley said. “Morning Star expects us back at twelve o’clock, and we should be back here by one-thirty or two o’clock. Then I’d say another hour or two should complete the job.”


  When they stopped again, this time to go to Uncle Ned’s house to eat, Joe asked the girls, “Have y’all decided whether you want to go home to Mandie’s house tomorrow so we can leave for New York on Monday?”


  They all climbed into Riley’s cart.


  “Yes, I suppose we have to,” Mandie said regretfully.


  “That’s fine with me,” Celia agreed.


  “We need to let Uncle Ned know so he can prepare to take us,” Joe said.


  “All right, go ahead and tell him, then, Joe,” Mandie said.


  As he shook the reins and started the cart down the road, Riley said, “Sure sounds like an interesting journey, going all the way to New York. I’ve only been back to Boston once since I came here.”


  Mandie explained about their friends the Guyers in New York, where they would be staying. “It’s nice to visit up there, but everything is too big and noisy to live there,” she said.


  “I agree with that. This part of the country here is so nice and peaceful and full of wide-open spaces,” Riley said. “I don’t think I’d ever want to go back to Boston to live, even though my family is there.”


  “You have a family?” Joe asked.


  “Of course,” Riley said, laughing. “I have a mother and a father and two sisters who all live in Boston, besides countless cousins and aunts and uncles and such.”


  “You’re an only son, then. Didn’t your father want you to stay near him?” Celia asked.


  Riley laughed again and said, “No. He is a minister and had hoped I would follow in his footsteps, but when I decided to become a missionary, he was enthusiastic about it.”


  “I never think of you as a missionary, but as a schoolteacher,” Mandie said.


  “But I am both,” Riley said. “I work for the missionary board back in Boston, and they have different fields of work going on in a lot of places.”


  “My father is a doctor, but I am studying toward a law degree,” Joe said.


  “And what about you young ladies?” Riley asked, glancing at Mandie and Celia as he drove the cart.


  “I may go into music,” Celia replied.


  “Music? When did you decide that?” Mandie asked in surprise.


  “I didn’t decide. I’m only thinking about it,” Celia replied. “Since we’ve been taking music at our school, I’ve become interested. Maybe opera.”


  Mandie really did gasp at that. She finally found her voice to say, “Opera? Oh, Celia, that would be a great career, but what about Robert?” Then she realized she shouldn’t have said that before other people.


  Celia’s face turned red as she said, “Oh, Robert, he’s just a schoolmate.”


  “Well, anyhow, right now I don’t know what I want to do,” Mandie said, feeling awful for mentioning Robert.


  Joe looked at Mandie and frowned. She wouldn’t meet his eyes.


  Morning Star had the food ready, and they sat down for the noon meal.


  “Uncle Ned,” Joe began from down the table. “If it is convenient for you, I suppose we’d better be going back to Mandie’s house tomorrow so we can go on to New York with her grandmother.”


  Uncle Ned nodded and said, “Leave sunup.”


  The old man had been a dear friend of Mandie’s father. Although  he was not really blood related, he had promised Jim Shaw when he died that he would look after Mandie. And Mandie was thinking now how much she loved him. He always seemed to drop everything else to look after her.


  “Thank you, Uncle Ned, for bringing us out here to your house and for taking us back to my house,” Mandie told him with a big smile.


  Uncle Ned only smiled back at her.


  As soon as the noon meal was finished, Mandie, Joe, and Celia went back to the schoolhouse with Riley to finish their job of printing lessons for the Cherokee children.


  True to Riley’s estimate, they finished a couple of hours later. They carefully inspected what they had done and gave the papers to Riley.


  “Let’s have a cup of coffee before we return to Uncle Ned’s,” Riley suggested, rising from the table. “I’ll put these in my room, where no one will be able to get them ahead of time.” He took the papers and started toward the door to his room.


  Mandie happened to glance at him and saw one of the papers flutter to the floor as he went. She jumped up, retrieved it, and followed him to the doorway. “Here, you dropped one,” she said, glancing beyond him into the room. Suddenly she exclaimed loudly, “Oh no!”


  Joe and Celia came hurrying to see what was wrong. Riley had gone on into the room, but Mandie had paused at the doorway.


  “Look!” Mandie cried, so excited she could barely speak. “The quilt!”


  Her friends looked, and there on Riley’s chair was the missing quilt.


  Riley turned back to look at them. “What is it? What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “You have my quilt!” Mandie exclaimed, walking into the room and to the chair. She ran her hand over the half-folded quilt.


  “Your quilt?” Riley asked. “That’s the quilt Tsa’ni left on my back doorstep. Does it belong to you?”


  Mandie could tell Riley was completely confused about the quilt. She tried to explain how they had found it in her attic at home and Uncle Ned had taken it off to Uncle Wirt to read the message.


   “And Uncle Ned brought it back to me and wouldn’t tell me what the message is on the quilt,” Mandie said, out of breath with excitement. “That’s why we came to visit here. I thought maybe I could get one of my Cherokee kinpeople to translate the message on the quilt for me.”


  “The quilt has a message?” Riley asked, quickly shaking out the folds of the quilt. Then he also became excited. “It certainly does.”


  “Do you know anyone who would tell us what it says?” Mandie asked.


  Riley looked at her and said, “You don’t need anyone to do that. Remember, I have been here long enough to have learned to read the Cherokee language myself—but not to speak it.” He turned back to the quilt.


  “What does it say, Riley?” Joe asked.


  “Do tell us,” Celia added.


  Mandie held her breath, waiting for Riley to speak. When he turned back to her, he asked, “Who made this quilt? Where did it come from?”


  “My grandmother, Talitha Pindar Shaw, made it. She died in 1863. If you can read it, what does it say?” Mandie asked impatiently.


  Riley cleared his throat and said, “I hate to tell you. However, you do have a right to know, if she was your grandmother. She was full-blooded Cherokee, and your grandfather was a white man, right?”


  “Yes, what does it say?” Mandie asked again.


  “There is the date on here, 1838, which was during the Cherokee removal,” Riley said.


  “Yes, that’s when she met my grandfather. They were married later,” Mandie explained. “The quilt was made before she met him. I know that much about it.”


  “All right, then, here’s the message,” Riley finally agreed to tell her. He bent closer to examine the quilt.


  Mandie stared at the quilt, which had a black background with various symbols and birds scattered over it. How could anything like that be translated into English?


  “It is a message to the effect that all white people should be killed in this land of the Cherokee people because white people are stealing their land,” Riley said. “It has many hate symbols on it.” He straightened up to look at Mandie.


  Mandie felt pains go through her heart. Her grandmother had hated white people. She was Mandie’s father’s mother, and she hated white people. Mandie suddenly felt like throwing up.


  Riley reached for the percolator on the stove, poured a cup of coffee, and held it out to Mandie. “Sit down. Drink this,” he said.


  Mandie sank into the nearest chair and took the cup. With shaking hands, she managed to sip the coffee.


  No one said a word for a few minutes. Then Joe spoke, “Mandie, remember, this quilt was made before your grandmother met your grandfather.”


  “But she hated white people. How could she marry a white man?” Mandie argued.


  “I understand now what all the secrecy about the quilt was,” Celia said. “No one wanted you to know the message for fear it would hurt you.”


  “You say you found this quilt in your attic at home,” Riley said. “Do you live in the same house where your grandmother lived when she was married to your grandfather?”


  “Yes,” Mandie said, trying to control her sobs.


  Joe explained, “Mandie’s great-grandfather built the house, and he had lots of Cherokee friends. When the removal started, he built a special tunnel in his house to hide his Cherokee friends from the white soldiers who were forcing them to move out of the country there.”


  “And it was then that Mandie’s grandmother and grandfather met,” Celia added.


  “And she probably married my grandfather to keep the white soldiers from forcing her to leave the country there,” Mandie said. “And all the time she hated him and all his white kinpeople.”


  “Isn’t Uncle Wirt her brother? I’m sure he and his wife love you,” Celia smiled.


  Mandie suddenly jumped up. “Uncle Wirt,” she said. “Would you please take me by Uncle Wirt’s on the way back to Uncle Ned’s?” she asked Riley. “He’s the one who tried to keep this a secret from me. I want to talk to him now.”


  “All right, I’ll take you by Uncle Wirt’s, but let’s don’t go rushing  off,” Riley said. Looking at Joe and Celia, he added, “I think we should all sit down and have another cup of coffee, and I do believe I have some cookies left.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Joe agreed.


  “Yes,” Celia added.


  There was still enough coffee in the percolator for the three of them, and they sat at a small table in Riley’s room and drank the coffee and finished the cookies. By then Mandie had calmed down.


  “I believe I have a bag large enough to put that quilt in,” Riley said, getting up to go look in a cabinet. He took a large feed bag from a shelf inside. “This ought to be large enough.”


  He carefully rolled up the quilt and stuffed it into the bag while the others watched.


  “I’m ready,” Mandie said, standing up.


  “Mandie, I’m going to say something to you that Uncle Ned always says,” Joe said as he followed her out of the schoolhouse. “Think before you act. Think how much all your Cherokee kinpeople love you. That’s why they didn’t want you hurt by the message on the quilt. Think about that before you confront Uncle Wirt.”


  Mandie knew Joe was right, but she wouldn’t admit it. “I’ll see what he has to say,” she said.


  And she did wonder exactly what she would say to Uncle Wirt and what he would have to say to her. She knew he was known for his loud voice and his stubborn ways. But she wanted to know the whole story about her grandmother and was determined to get it.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  HOME AT LAST


   As Riley drove them to Uncle Wirt’s house, Mandie held on to Snowball and finally remembered the strange quilt in her valise in Sallie’s room.


  “I suppose Tsa’ni was the one who switched the quilts,” Mandie said. Looking at Riley, she explained, “My valise with this quilt in it disappeared from Sallie’s room when I first came, and then yesterday my valise was back but with a strange quilt in it. So that must be the quilt Aunt Saphronia gave Tsa’ni to give you. I don’t know how Tsa’ni managed to take my valise with the quilt in it.”


  “A lot of things he does can’t be explained,” Riley said. “But if you will give me the other quilt when we get back to Uncle Ned’s, I’ll take it home with me.”


  When they got to Uncle Wirt’s house, Aunt Saphronia told Mandie that Wirt was at Ned’s house.


  “I wanted to see him about something. We’re going home tomorrow,” Mandie told the woman as she stood by the cart talking. Celia held Snowball.


  Aunt Saphronia reached to hug Mandie. Mandie stiffened at first, also angry with Aunt Saphronia, but then she thought better of it and decided quickly that Wirt was the boss and Saphronia was not to blame. She hugged her back.


   “Come back soon,” the old woman told her. “Love.”


  “Love,” Mandie replied as she got back in the cart and Riley drove on down the road.


  When they arrived at Uncle Ned’s house, Mandie walked ahead of the others as they went in the back door. She was carrying the Cherokee quilt. Celia held on to Snowball and finally put him down. He ran to the woodbox. Sallie was studying the books at one end of the long table. Uncle Ned and Uncle Wirt were drinking coffee at the other end. Morning Star was stirring pots on the cookstove.


  “I am glad to see you back,” Sallie greeted them as she closed her books.


  No one spoke. Mandie walked directly to Uncle Wirt, pulled the quilt out of the feed bag and shook it out. “This says that the woman who married my grandfather hated white people and that they should all be killed,” she yelled at the old man.


  Uncle Wirt and Uncle Ned both jumped to their feet. Mandie’s friends stayed by the doorway. Sallie and Morning Star said something hurriedly in Cherokee as they backed away from Mandie.


  “Yes, that what say!” Uncle Wirt yelled back at Mandie.


  “Where you get quilt?” Uncle Ned demanded in a loud voice, something unusual for him.


  “Why did y’all keep this a secret from me? This woman married my grandfather, and I have a right to know what she was like,” Mandie screamed back.


  Joe crept through the crowd and came to Mandie’s side. He grasped her hand and yanked as he whispered, “Think before acting.”


  Mandie took a deep breath and said in a calmer voice, “I want to know why y’all have been keeping secrets from me. Tell me. Now.” She looked from Uncle Ned to Uncle Wirt and watched them closely as they glanced at each other.


  “Not want to hurt,” Uncle Ned finally spoke.


  “Message not truth. Message a lie,” Uncle Wirt told her.


  “What do you mean, the message is a lie?” Mandie demanded. Joe still held one of her hands.


  “Talitha love your grandfather, and he white man,” Uncle Wirt said sadly.


  “Then why did she put a message on here that all white people  in Cherokee country should be killed?” Mandie asked, shaking the quilt at him.


  “Quilt made before Talitha meet your grandfather,” Uncle Ned tried to explain. “Your grandfather make secret tunnel to save his Cherokee friends. Talitha stayed in tunnel to be safe. Where you get quilt?”


  “Tsa’ni gave this quilt to Riley O’Neal and said Aunt Saphronia sent it,” Mandie explained. “And where did Tsa’ni get the quilt? I brought it with me when I came here. It was in a valise in Sallie’s room, and it disappeared, valise and all. Then the valise came back with another quilt in it. I want to know what’s going on.”


  “I tell you truth, Papoose,” Uncle Ned said. “How this happen. I took quilt in your valise because I take quilt back to John Shaw’s house and tell you to put away and you do not. I put in my room and it go away. Now I see Tsa’ni must find it and take it.”


  “Uncle Ned! You took the quilt?” Mandie was crying by this time. “How could you do that?”


  Joe moved closer and put an arm around Mandie. He whispered to Celia by her side, “Please go upstairs and get the other quilt.”


  “All right,” Celia replied and hurried from the room.


  “Yes, I take quilt,” Uncle Ned said firmly. “Quilt not belong to Papoose. Quilt belong to John Shaw. I will take to John Shaw, was his mother’s.”


  Mandie was shocked with the remark, that she did not own the quilt, that it was her uncle’s property. “But I found the quilt in the attic,” Mandie argued.


  “John Shaw know quilt in attic. He know message on quilt,” Uncle Ned replied. “He know his mother made another quilt when she met his father, and it has love sewn into it.”


  “Uncle John knew about this quilt? And he has another one his mother made? He never told me,” Mandie argued.


  Uncle Ned stepped forward and reached out to take the quilt. Mandie jumped away from him and squeezed the quilt in her arms.


  “No, no, it’s mine!” she declared.


  Uncle Ned was shocked with her behavior. He said, “I promise Jim Shaw I watch over Papoose, but Papoose not want me.” He sat down at the table and bowed his head.


   Mandie felt her blue eyes flood with tears, and she started to reach out to the old man. But then she quickly changed her mind. He was in the plan to keep her from knowing anything about the quilt. Breaking loose from Joe’s grasp on her arm, Mandie rushed out the back door and ran into the yard to a fallen log, where she sat down and collapsed.


  “Mandie,” Joe said, catching up with her and sitting on the log. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk so we can talk.” He reached for her hand, and she didn’t pull away. Instead she clutched the quilt with the other hand as she got to her feet.


  Joe, holding tightly to her hand, led the way slowly down to the road. They walked and walked, silently, for a long time.


  All the time, Mandie was trying to sort things out in her head. She knew she had hurt Uncle Ned, and she knew she had done a great wrong. But how was she ever going to straighten things out? Would he ever forgive her?


  Finally Joe spoke. “Here comes Dimar,” he said, motioning toward the approaching cart.


  “Dimar,” Mandie repeated as the cart met them and stopped in the road.


  “Where are you going?” Dimar asked, jumping down from the cart.


  “No place really, just walking,” Joe replied, glancing at Mandie.


  “I was coming to Uncle Ned’s house to ask if you would like to go hunting tomorrow,” Dimar said.


  “Thank you, Dimar, but we are leaving early tomorrow morning,” Joe told him.


  “I am sorry to see you go,” Dimar answered. “Will you come back again this summer?”


  “I don’t know,” Joe said, glancing at Mandie.


  “We are going to New York when we get back to my house, but I don’t know what we will do the rest of our vacation,” Mandie told him. The quilt was heavy in her arms as she tried to roll it up.


  “If you are ready to go back, I would be glad for you to ride in my cart with that quilt,” Dimar offered.


  Mandie quickly made a decision. She couldn’t run away forever. “Yes, Dimar, thank you, we will go back,” Mandie replied.


   Joe looked at her but didn’t say anything as he helped her into Dimar’s cart.


  As they rode back to Uncle Ned’s house, Mandie did a lot of thinking while Joe and Dimar discussed hunting. She silently asked God to forgive her and to show her the way to straighten matters out. But when Dimar turned the cart into Uncle Ned’s yard, Mandie still didn’t know what to do.


  “Come on, let’s go inside,” Joe said, helping Mandie out of the cart with the quilt. “Dimar, you are coming in, too, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, for a few minutes,” Dimar agreed.


  The three walked through the back door. Mandie saw that everyone was still there but no one seemed to be talking. She hesitated for a moment and then ran to the huge open fireplace. She took a deep breath and tossed the quilt into the flames. There was a loud explosion as it caught fire.


  Mandie turned to go to Uncle Ned, but he had come to her. The old man held her tightly and smoothed her hair while she cried.


  “I’m sorry, Uncle Ned, please forgive me,” she begged.


  “Problem gone, up in fire,” the old man said. “Love, Papoose.”


  “I love you so much, Uncle Ned,” Mandie whispered to him. She turned to look at the fire. The quilt was burning rapidly, burning away all the hard feelings associated with it.


  “Sit. Coffee,” Morning Star called from across the room.


  Mandie laughed and said, “Morning Star thinks coffee is a cure for everything.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and turned to face her friends. At that moment everyone clapped.


  “Mystery solved,” Joe said.


  “Problems solved,” Celia added.


  As Mandie walked over to the table, she realized Aunt Saphronia was sitting by Uncle Wirt. The old woman had not been there when she ran out of the house.


  “I bring love,” Aunt Saphronia told her as she rose from the table and held up a brightly colored quilt.


  “Oh, what a beautiful quilt,” Mandie said, going to look at it.


  “This message of love,” Aunt Saphronia explained, pointing to the birds and flowers on the quilt. “Talitha make this for her white husband. It says love.” She held the quilt out for Mandie to take.


   Mandie hesitated for a moment. “But that is not mine,” she said.


  “Mine. I give you,” Aunt Saphronia tried to explain.


  “Yours? But I don’t understand,” Mandie said, still not touching the quilt.


  “I help Talitha make when marry. When Talitha go to other world, John Shaw give me,” the old woman said. “Please take.”


  “Uncle John gave you this quilt?” Mandie repeated.


  “Because I help make,” Aunt Saphronia replied. “Now I give you.”


  “Oh, Aunt Saphronia, I love you,” Mandie exclaimed as she hugged the little old lady, quilt and all. Then straightening up, she accepted the quilt.


  “Sit. Coffee,” Morning Star kept insisting.


  When everyone sat down at the long table, Riley was across from Mandie. “Celia gave me the quilt you had in your valise, and Uncle Wirt went to get Aunt Saphronia to be sure it was the quilt she had given Tsa’ni for me. And guess what? It was.”


  “I’m glad you’ve finally got yourself a new quilt,” Mandie said, smiling across the table.


  “And I’m glad you got yourself a new quilt with a beautiful message,” Riley replied.


  Mandie looked at the quilt she had draped across the back of her chair. She thought it was the most beautiful quilt she had ever seen.


  
    

  


  That night Mandie slept soundly and didn’t even dream.


  The next morning she was up before daylight. She was anxious to get home now that the quilt mystery had been solved. She could hardly wait to go on to New York from there and tell Uncle John Shaw what had happened.


  Uncle Ned drove the wagon faster than usual, and they didn’t take time for any rest stops.


  “We hurry,” Uncle Ned explained as they went over the mountain. “I go back home today, not spend night.”


  Mandie, holding Snowball, said, “We’re in a hurry anyhow. We’d like to go on to New York tomorrow if Grandmother is agreeable.”


   “I don’t believe she is in any hurry to go to New York, or I should say, to Lindall Guyer’s house in New York,” Joe said.


  “There is something rather unusual about that, isn’t there?” Celia said.


  “I don’t understand why she is going to the man’s house if she doesn’t really like him,” Mandie pondered.


  “Miz Taft know Mr. Guyer long time ago,” Uncle Ned told them.


  “A long time ago? How long ago, Uncle Ned?” Mandie asked.


  “Many years ago when Mr. Taft living, Mr. Guyer come visit their house,” Uncle Ned explained.


  “In other words, Mr. Guyer knew Grandfather Taft, too,” Mandie said. “That is very interesting.”


  “Mandie, I can see you are getting involved in another mystery,” Joe said with a big grin.


  “Someday I’ll figure all this out,” Mandie said, sighing.


  When Uncle Ned pulled his wagon up in the Shaws’ driveway a while later, Mandie was surprised to see Dr. Woodard’s buggy there.


  “Joe, I wonder if your mother and father have come to go with us to visit my Cherokee kinpeople, not knowing we’ve already been there,” Mandie said as everyone stepped down from the wagon.


  Mandie held on to her white cat, and Celia carried the quilt for her. Uncle Ned and Joe carried their bags.


  They met up with Dr. Woodard in the front hallway.


  “We figured y’all would return today,” Dr. Woodard told them.


  “Are you going to New York with us?” Mandie asked, setting Snowball down.


  “Yes, we thought we’d go up for a few days,” Dr. Woodard replied. “I’d like to talk to Dr. Plumbley and see what’s new in the medical field.”


  “I’m glad,” Joe said with a smile for his father.


  As Mandie took the quilt from Celia, Dr. Woodard stepped over to look at it. “That’s a beautiful quilt you’ve got there. Any chance it might be for sale?” he asked Mandie.


  “No, sir, all the gold in the world couldn’t buy this quilt,” Mandie replied with a big grin. “You see, my Grandmother Shaw made it.” Then, turning to Celia, she winked at her friend and added, “Now,  Dr. Woodard, Celia and I are learning to make something called the Album Block. We’d be glad to make one for you.”


  Dr. Woodard smiled back and said, “If you ever get it down, let me take a look at it.”


  Mrs. Taft came into the hallway at that moment. She came to embrace Mandie. “I’m so glad you came home today. We can go on to New York tomorrow.”


  “You sound like you’re in a hurry to go,” Mandie said with a big grin.


  Mrs. Taft frowned and said, “Might as well go on and get it over with so we can do other things.”


  “Other things?” Mandie questioned.


  “Perhaps we will visit the Pattons in Charleston,” Mrs. Taft replied. “And Senator Morton is coming through here after we return from New York.” She walked on down the hallway and went into the back parlor.


  Mandie and Celia looked at each other and burst out laughing.


  “I knew Grandmother was going to have some plans of her own,” Mandie said with a laugh. “This may be a very interesting summer.”
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