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Mrs. Meade and the Schoolboy Prank

Mrs. Meade had not intended to go to Denver that day, nor indeed anywhere but the Sour Springs post office. She had just left that establishment and was walking home, her attention on an opened letter in her hand, when she heard the rattle of a buggy passing her in the opposite direction and at the same time a familiar voice calling her name. Mrs. Meade looked up to see Maxine Wellman waving a hand to her from a buggy that was just coming to a stop in front of the livery stable. She changed course and crossed the street to greet her friends, as Kent Wellman got out and handed his wife down from the buggy.

Mrs. Meade saw that they were dressed for traveling, and remarked upon this as soon as they had exchanged greetings. “You are going away? This must be a rather sudden scheme.”

“I’m afraid it is,” said Maxine Wellman. “We’re going to Denver. We had a troubling letter yesterday from the headmaster at Allen’s school, and we’ve no choice but to go and see about it ourselves at once.”

“Allen is not ill, I hope?” said Mrs. Meade, with quick concern.

“No,” said Mrs. Wellman, looking at her husband, a faint shadow on her face in which Mrs. Meade could discern worry, though of a less urgent kind. “It’s rather more perplexing than that. It seems he’s been accused of stealing some money from one of the other boys.”

“How absurd!” said Mrs. Meade promptly.

“Just that,” said Kent Wellman, “if you know Allen. But we can’t just fire back a telegram to that effect when we’ve had a letter expressing all kinds of polite regret and hinting it’ll be necessary to expel him if we don’t take him out of school ourselves. So we’ve got to go up and look into this thing.”

Mrs. Wellman, who had been studying her friend as if struck by an idea, stepped forward and laid an impulsive hand on Mrs. Meade’s arm. “Mrs. Meade, why don’t you come with us? You’re terribly good at sorting out things like this. Now don’t say you’re not, because I’ve seen you do it. The headmaster’s letter didn’t say more than it said, but Kent and I agreed there must be some sort of mystery about it, since the money evidently hasn’t been found. You could be a great help.”

“Go with you!” repeated Mrs. Meade. “Why, I hardly know what help I might give—and at any rate, the expense—”

“You don’t think we’re likely to balk at the price of a train ticket when we’re trying to have our only son cleared of stealing, do you? If you can come, Mrs. Meade—just watch and listen, and see if anything strikes you, you could be invaluable.”

“If you could come—” said Kent Wellman, and at something in the father’s look Mrs. Meade made up her mind at once.

“I have no particular engagements for this afternoon,” she said, folding up her mail and tucking it into her reticule, “so if you really believe I can be of service, I will be glad to come.”

Having put up the horse and buggy at the livery, they walked the short blocks to the depot, and in the waiting-room Mrs. Meade wrote a short note to her landlady telling Mrs. Henney not to expect her till late in the evening, and entrusted it to a small boy playing outside in the street to deliver.

“He’s been doing so well at school up till now,” said Maxine Wellman abruptly, as they waited on the platform while Kent Wellman got the tickets. “Not liking it, of course, but getting decently good grades, and living for his vacations. As we’ve all been doing,” she added with a slightly foolish smile. “From his letters he seemed to have made a friend or two, and resigned himself to serving his sentence. And now this.”

They were in good time for the Colorado Springs express, and five minutes later were seated in a second-class carriage on their way to Denver. They talked a little, but not too much, of their errand, as little conclusion could be drawn from the scanty information they possessed; and the remainder of the trip passed in silence or in sporadic conversation on less important matters.
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