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The Sunday Mrs. Miranda Noone appeared at church, a day that was to prove momentous because of what it sparked, Jonathan Capewell missed all the early signals that should have alerted a detective in training.

That was how he thought of himself: a detective like Wizard Will, the Boy Ferret of New York, or Fergus Fearnaught, the New York Boy, heroes of the fast-paced dime novels he read whenever he could.

Even though Jonathan had never set foot in any city, he could almost see the mean streets where sly criminals lurked. In his mind’s eye he would close in on them like those young detectives. It didn’t matter that he lived on a farm in northern Maine. He had only to spy an arrowhead in a freshly plowed field to imagine it a vital clue to a crime that he alone could solve.

No one but Jonathan’s best friend, Warren, who supplied the detective stories, knew that every arrowhead Jonathan added to his collection served as a training trophy—just so long as Jonathan had discovered it himself.

But that spring Sunday he blundered along like a rabbit heading unaware for the snare that is set for it. To begin with, he was the last in his family to notice that Mrs. Noone and Grandpa seemed to be old friends. He did see that his sister, Rose, couldn’t keep her eyes off Mrs. Noone’s fashionable, lavender-scented traveling dress. He even heard Mama mistakenly call her Mrs. Moon, only to be corrected by Grandpa: “No, Sara, this is Mrs. Noone of Masham.” When Mama tried to cover her confusion by remarking on the great distance Mrs. Noone had traveled, and all by herself, too, Jonathan still failed to detect the edge of disapproval in Mama’s tone.

Grandpa said he would attend to Mrs. Noone’s horse. It would have a good rest and feed in the village before she had to return to Masham. His family would make room in the wagon for her and for the photographic supplies she had brought him.

Jonathan just assumed that everyone was proud to receive such an elegant visitor. But appearances are distracting, if not downright deceiving. Even though detectives are supposed to have eagle eyes so that no detail escapes their notice, Jonathan didn’t have an inkling about Mama’s alarm until they were home in the parlor and she went all blotchy red. Jonathan found this bewildering. All he could tell was that Grandpa expected Mrs. Noone to stay to Sunday dinner.

Mama whispered to Grandpa that she needed some warning if she was to serve guests at her Sunday table. Grandpa replied that Miranda didn’t need things gussied up for her. Then Mama fled to the kitchen, leaving the rest of the family tongue-tied and Mrs. Noone seated on the edge of the good chair, her hands folded and a stiff smile scoring her face.

When Mama called for Rose, Mrs. Noone asked if she could help, too. “I don’t mean to put you out,” she said. “Maybe I could—”

But Mama cut her short. “Thank you, no.”

Mrs. Noone stood up, walked to Grandpa, placed one pale hand on his dark sleeve, and said, “Perhaps we should try this visit another time, when you can give your daughter-in-law some advance warning.”

Looking embarrassed, Grandpa declared, “You’re welcome here anytime. Isn’t that right?” he demanded of Mama. “Sara, aren’t my guests welcome in my house?”

Mama stepped out of the kitchen, her floured hands held out in front of her. “Yes, of course,” she replied. “Your house,” she repeated.

Mrs. Noone then said, “Thank you so much. This has been a pleasant visit, and I’ve stayed long enough.” She moved toward the front hall, turned, and said, “I enjoyed meeting you all and seeing where Rodney lives when he’s not in Masham.”

“Did you hear that?” Mama asked after Grandpa had hitched up Teddy and driven away with Mrs. Noone. “She enjoyed seeing the house. I’ll bet she did.”

“Sara,” Dad responded, “that was just manners.”

Mama started to retort, then pressed her lips together before returning to the kitchen.

Later, as Sunday dinner drew to a close without Grandpa, Dad suggested setting a plate on the stove to keep warm.

Mama turned her indignation on Dad. “I don’t need to beinstructed. Haven’t I taken care of your father all these years?”

“Very well, Sara,” Dad replied. “But don’t forget that he’s on the road a good many months and seeing to himself.”

“Or being seen to,” she retorted. Then she sighed. “Later,” she said to him. “We’ll speak of this later.”

Even though she was talking to Dad, Jonathan caught the sweep of her glance. It was directed at him.

His brothers and sister applied themselves to the food on their plates. No one said another word until Mama asked Rose to fetch the pie.

Jonathan couldn’t tell whether Mama had focused on him just because he was the youngest or for some other reason beyond his grasp. Maybe his brothers and sister understood why his parents were so stirred up over Grandpa’s “friend.” All Jonathan needed to do was ask them. It ought to be as simple as that.
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Jonathan paused at the open door to the sewing room. It scarcely had space enough for Rose’s bed as well as for the table where Mama laid out cloth. Still, Jonathan envied Rose this private space. She sat now with her back against the wall, a schoolbook on her knees.

“Grandpa’s not home,” he said.

Rose shrugged. “It’s not yet dark.”

“Will he be cross with Mama?”

Rose shrugged again.

Jonathan went out to the barn, where Simon was feeding the calves.

“Isn’t this your job?” Simon asked him.

“It’s early,” Jonathan replied. “It’s not yet dark,” he thought to add.

Simon cast a look at Jonathan. Then he said, “Maybe you’re not cut out for farming. Maybe you’ll have to learn a trade instead. How would you like that?”

A trade? Did being a detective and catching robbers count as a trade? Jonathan doubted that Wizard Will or Fergus Fearnaught regarded their calling that way. He couldn’t imagine any of his other dime novel heroes being in trade, not even Captain Coldgrip, the City Sleuth. “You mean,” asked Jonathan, “like being a shoemaker or a shopkeeper?”

Simon straightened and fixed him with an odd look. “Or a camera man.”

A photographer like Grandpa! Traveling through the countryside and staying in towns and visiting fairs and working with glass and smelly bottles of fluid that stained your fingers and your clothes. Jonathan didn’t think he would like sleeping in a wagon full of all that equipment. Grandpa always made him keep his hands at his sides whenever he went near those trays and cases full of glass plates.

“I was going to feed the calves,” he said. “I didn’t forget to. I’ll be a farmer.”

Simon said, “Maybe. Maybe not.”

What did he mean by that? “It’s something about Mrs. Noone, isn’t it?” Jonathan guessed. But why should it have anything to do with him?

Simon handed him two buckets and nodded him off in the direction of the well.

“If you and Albert know, why can’t I?” Jonathan demanded.

“You’re too young,” Simon told him. “Anyway, you’ll learn soon enough if—” He broke off.

“If what?” Jonathan pleaded. He felt all prickly, the way he did when something or someone seemed to be following him in the dark woods.

“If you’re to go with Grandpa,” Simon said. “But don’t ask me for the whys and wherefores. If Mama wants you to know, she’ll tell you.”

Jonathan trudged out to the well. There he rinsed out the buckets, using the clean one kept only for bringing up water. He gazed all around. Leave this farm? His throat tightened. He knew no other place, except through schoolbooks and Grandpa’s pictures. And the dime novels.

He had never been to even a small city or ridden on a train, and the only fair he knew was the one in Bridgetown, the nearest thing to a home fair. It was one thing to dream of outsmarting criminals on city streets, but quite another to be shunted from home. Thinking of traveling afar without brothers or sister, without parents, sent his thoughts reeling away from his head like so many weeds tossed from a scythe.

He carried the buckets back to the barn and then hesitated, hoping that Simon would reveal something more. When no words came, Jonathan spoke up. “Dad will need me for the haying.”

Simon said, “We did without you when you were too little.”

If Simon knew why Mrs. Noone had made Mama so cross, he wasn’t saying. As far as Jonathan could tell, Grandpa’s “friend” had been extremely polite. More than that, thoughtful. She had gone out of her way to bring Grandpa a crate full of equipment sent all the way from New York. It had been shipped to her home in Masham since it couldn’t be mailed to the farm. Was that what troubled Mama?

Or did it have something to do with Mrs. Noone’s fine dress and scent?

Just thinking about her made Jonathan’s nose wrinkle at the remembered sweetness.

That night Jonathan lingered downstairs before going up to bed. Then, hoping to hear his family talking, he struggled to stay awake. But sleep crept up on him as it always did, even before his brothers joined him. In the morning they were already up and out to chores when his sister woke him.

He was mopping his plate with the last of his biscuit when Grandpa appeared in the kitchen. Mama heaped cornmeal mush and ham on a plate, ladled maple syrup over it, and set it in front of Grandpa with a thud.

Grandpa inclined his head. “Thank you, Sara,” he said before reaching for a biscuit.

Mama said, “Jonathan, you’ll be late for school.”

So once again he was barred from knowing what this was all about. Still, he might pry some information out of Rose.

He pelted down to the road, caught up with her, and asked, “Why is Mama so cross with Grandpa?”

Rose let out a sigh.

“Please, it’s not fair if everyone else knows, especially if I’m to go with him.”

Rose stopped. “How do you—What makes you think that?” she asked him.

So it was true! “I know some things,” he answered cagily. “But not the reasons.”

Rose considered this for a moment. Even though they were alone on the road, she lowered her voice. “Mama is afraid that Grandpa might marry Mrs. Noone.”

“Marry!” Jonathan exclaimed. “He’s too old.” Why would a pretty woman like Mrs. Noone marry a grandfather? “Besides, she’s a missus already.”

“She might be a widow,” Rose told him. “Anyhow, Mama’s worried about losing the farm. Mrs. Noone might marry Grandpa to get his property.”

Jonathan shook his head. Mrs. Noone didn’t look anything like a farmer’s wife, even though she had driven her own buggy a long way. “Why would she want the farm?” he asked. “Grandpa doesn’t even care about it.”

“That’s right. That’s what Mama says. He never did care. She says it was always run-down when Dad was growing up. Dad’s own grandparents mostly raised him after his mother died, even before his father went south to be a soldier in the war. After Grandpa was wounded and came home, he worked some, but he paid scant attention to farm matters. Mama says if it weren’t for Dad, there would be no living off it now. As for Mrs. Noone, Mama says some women just call themselves missus to look respectable, especially when they’re not.”

“Mrs. Noone isn’t respectable?” asked Jonathan.

Ahead on the road Ethel and Carrie Woodstock waited for them.

“Not one word of this in front of them,” Rose warned.

“Just tell what isn’t respectable,” he implored.

“I can’t,” Rose whispered. “Not now.” Then, in spite of her resolve, she added, “Mrs. Noone travels alone. She runs a business and has city ways.” Then Rose clammed up. A moment later she was chatting with Ethel and Carrie.

What did Rose mean by city ways? Jonathan wondered. How could he find out?
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The week settled into its usual routine. It was almost as if nothing had actually happened. Or would happen. Dad and the boys finished the plowing and were seeding. Rose and Jonathan had school first and then farm chores afterward. No one mentioned Mrs. Noone.

Grandpa readied his wagon and equipment for the summer’s photography circuit. He was his customary self, quiet and agreeable. And remote.

Jonathan did his best to overhear conversations carried on behind doors, but even when he heard his own name mentioned, he couldn’t make anything of it.

So he was taken by surprise on Saturday night when Mama called him into the kitchen at bath time. Most Saturdays he was the last one into the copper tub, when the water was almost cold. But this time he was ahead of his brothers. Steam rose, the water already soapy from Rose’s and Mama’s use.

“Scrub well,” Mama ordered as she fastened her nightdress and collected his discarded clothes. “Head and all.”

Slowly Jonathan folded himself into the hot water, drawing his knees almost to his chin. It felt so good he dreaded getting out. Filling the dipper, he squeezed his eyes shut and then sloshed soapy water over his head. Mama reappeared with a fresh nightshirt. She eyed him critically.

“Scrub,” she said again before leaving him.

He tried to sink lower. The water slopped up. Quick as anything he jumped out of the copper, reached for the rag mop, and wiped up the spill. Shivering, he grabbed the flannel, already wet from Rose, and hugged it around himself for a moment before slipping on his nightshirt. He would have hovered for a moment beside the woodstove, but Simon was telling him to shake a leg and Mama was calling down to him to take himself into the parlor.

There he waited, growing cold and anxious, certain now that something was afoot. When his parents and his grandfather came in, he knew at once that whatever they had decided was fixed, beyond appeal. He began to shiver.

“Bring the boy into the kitchen,” Dad said.

“They’re still bathing,” Mama said.

“What of it? It’s no secret. They all know.”

“All but Jonathan,” Grandpa remarked. “The oldest and the youngest, the last to know.”

“Now, Father,” Mama responded, “you said you didn’t object.”

Without replying, Grandpa stared at Jonathan, commanding him silently to return his gaze.

“Your grandfather wants to bring you along with him,” Mama said.

Grandpa said nothing.

Jonathan looked into Grandpa’s weathered face. It was composed; it revealed nothing. The eyes were a strikingblue, the shaggy eyebrows a dark contrast with the white, trimmed beard. As far back as Jonathan could remember, Grandpa had lived apart, even when he was among them. He had never shown more than a kind of genial affection for his youngest grandson. And now he wanted Jonathan?

“I was your age when your grandfather joined the Union army,” Dad told Jonathan. “My grandparents carried on here with me, as they had since Mother died. During those war years I began to be a help to them.” Dad paused. He seemed to be choosing his words with care. “And now you’re old enough to begin to help your grandfather. And to learn about taking pictures. You ought to pick up the skill quick enough, considering how well you do in school.”

“It’s an opportunity to improve yourself,” Mama said. “So when your grandfather becomes . . . less able to do everything, we can count on you to watch out for him.”

Still Grandpa didn’t speak. His look held Jonathan’s.

“So you must try hard,” Dad said.

“Be good,” Mama added.

“When?” asked Jonathan.

“In a few days,” Mama said. “I have to mend for the two of you before you go.”

“What about school?” Jonathan said.

“It’s almost let out,” Dad reminded him. “You’ll have a longer summer holiday, that’s all. You can catch up next fall.”

“Won’t I come home at all?” Jonathan asked, trying hard to keep his voice level.

“That’s up to your grandfather,” Mama told him.

Jonathan swallowed. “I’ve never been away from home.""It’s not as though you were going off on your own,” Dad told him.

“It’s a wrench, though,” Grandpa said. “As I recall, first time I went, I was scared of my own shadow, and I was a grown man.”

“But that was for the war. You were going into battle,” Dad said. “You had reason to be afraid.”

Grandpa shook his head. “It was bad like that before I ever heard a shot fired. Everything strange. Not knowing anyone.”

Jonathan clutched himself to quiet the shivering.

“Then it’s settled,” Mama said. “Now, Jonathan, get to bed and warm up.”

Jonathan had a feeling that she wanted to end this conversation before Grandpa said anything more to scare him off.
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Jonathan still couldn’t figure out why he was picked. To help Grandpa? How could he be helpful when Grandpa didn’t seem to need or want help? To stop Mrs. Noone from marrying Grandpa? What could Jonathan do about it? He didn’t know a thing about city ways, unless they were reflected in the Low Life on Mean Streets described in dime novels. Where did Mrs. Noone fit into that setting?

After school on Monday he raised this question with Warren, whose uncle kept them supplied with discarded dime novels that he brought home from the railroad.

Warren used to prefer cowboy stories until his favorite hero moved east and turned detective in Cool Colorado in New York, or the Cowboy’s Fight for a Million: A Romance of City and Wild West. “You’ve read more about city life than I have,” Warren said to Jonathan. “Don’t some stories mention Fancy Ladies?”

Jonathan nodded. “But what do they do, and why would Grandpa be friends with one? And how can I stop her?”

Warren was stumped. “Are you sure she comes from a city?”

Jonathan shook his head. Masham was a town, the biggest and busiest for many miles around. But no one called it a city. As far as he knew, Grandpa mostly traveled around taking pictures for weddings and family reunions and special events like baseball games and fairs so that he could afford to take all the other photographs for his own pleasure.
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