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CHAPTER 1
Sam the Window Man
“Don't forget about the ladder,” said Benny Alden, “You didn't forget it, did you, Violet?”

Violet, who was ten, smiled at her six-year-old brother. “No, I didn't, Benny,” she said. She looked down at her drawing of a man on a bike. There was a ladder lashed to the top of the bike, and there were pails hanging over the handlebars. “How could I forget Sam's ladder?”

“You're doing a great job, Violet,” said twelve-year-old Jessie. “That looks just like Sam Snow, with his silver hair and his droopy mustache.”

“And that's exactly the way Sam's bike looks, too,” Henry pointed out. “Violet even remembered Sam's old rags tied to the ladder.” At fourteen, Henry was the oldest of the Aldens.

“You really are a wonderful artist, Violet,” Jessie said with pride.

Violet smiled gratefully at her older sister. “I think I
am
getting better,” she said in her soft voice. “But I still have a lot to learn.” Violet enjoyed drawing. And she was good at it, too.

It was a sunny afternoon, and the four Aldensâ€”Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Bennyâ€”were sitting under a shady tree on the back lawn. They were making a special get-well card for their friend Sam the Window Man. Violet was drawing a picture to go on the front. The other Aldens were making up a poem to go inside. The Aldens' dog, Watch, was dozing in the sun nearby.


Benny took a close look at Violet's picture. “Purple?” His eyebrows suddenly shot up. “Does Sam use
purple
rags for washing windows?” he asked.

Violet laughed a little. “Probably not.” Purple was Violet's favorite color, and she almost always wore something purple or violet. “But I wanted to make everything very colorful,” she explained.

“That was a good idea,” said Jessie. “Bright colors are very cheery.”

Benny looked over at their boxcar, with its coat of bright red paint. “Our old home always makes
me
feel cheery.”

Jessie brushed her hand across Benny's hair. “It always makes me feel cheery, too,” she said.

After their parents had died, the Aldens had found an old abandoned boxcar in the woods. The boxcar was their home for a while until their grandfather found them. That's when James Alden brought his grandchildren to live with him in his big white house in Greenfield. And the boxcar had come along, too. Now it had a special place in the backyard. The Aldens often used their old home as a clubhouse.

“I'm almost done.” Violet was adding a rainbow to her picture. “It should only take me another minute or two to finish.”

“I wish we could say the same thing,” said Jessie, sighing. “Making up poems isn't easy. The important thing is to let Sam know that the whole town misses him.”

“
And
that we want him to get better soon,” added Benny.

For a moment, no one said a word. They were all too busy thinking. Jessie finally spoke up. “Maybe we could start out like this:
With ladder and bucket, you ride through the townâ€”
”

After a pause, Benny put in,
“Washing our windowsâ€”
”

“
Upstairs and down
!” finished Henry.

Violet clapped her hands. “That sounds great!”

“Do you really think so?” Benny asked, and Violet nodded.

“I'll jot it down in my notebook,” Jessie said. “Then we won't forget how it goes.”

“Good thinking,” said Henry. They could always count on Jessie to be organized.

Benny was grinning from ear to ear. “I told you we could do it! Making up poems is easy once you get the hang of it.”

Sure enough, it didn't take the children long to finish. After Jessie copied their poem onto the get-well card, she read it out loud.

With ladder and bucket,

You ride through the town,

Washing our windows,

Upstairs and down.

You make everything sparkle,

Wherever you go,

So get well very soon,

We miss you, Sam Snow!


The children each signed their names to the card.

“I hope Sam does get better soon,” said Benny.

Jessie nodded. “We all hope so, Benny. It won't be the same without Sam the Window Man riding all over town.”

“That's for sure,” said Henry. “Grandfather says Sam's been washing windows in Greenfield for almost forty years.”

Benny looked over at Henry. “Did Sam get hurt falling off a ladder?”

Henry shook his head. “He got hurt falling off his bike. A dog ran out into the street right in front of him,” he explained. “When Sam swerved away, he ran into a tree.”

Benny frowned. “Sam will get better, won't he?”

“Don't worry, Benny.” Henry put his arm around his younger brother. “Sam hurt his hip when he fell. He's supposed to take it easy for a few weeks. But the doctor says he'll be fine.”

“Oh, I hope so!” said Benny. Then he added, “I can't wait to give Sam our get-well card.”

“We'll walk over there a bit later,” Jessie told him. “Just as soon as Mrs. McGregor's cookies are out of the oven.” Mrs. McGregor was the Aldens' housekeeper and a wonderful cook.

Benny sniffed the air. “I can smell chocolate chips.”

“Oh, Benny!” Violet teased. “I think you could smell food a mile away.”

“
Ten
miles away,” said Benny.

They all laughed. The youngest Alden was always hungry.

They laughed even harder when Benny added, “Maybe I should sample one of those cookies for Mrs. McGregor.” He jumped to his feet. “Just to be sure they turned out okay.”

“Mrs. McGregor's cookies always turn out okay,” Henry reminded him. “In fact, they always turn out great.”

But Benny wasn't listening. He was already racing full speed across the lawn, with Watch close behind.

Violet began to gather up her colored pencils. “I hope our card makes Sam smile,” she said.

“I'm sure it will,” Henry told her. “And if it doesn't do the trick, Mrs. McGregor's cookies will.”

“That's true,” agreed Jessie. She helped Violet slip her colored pencils into a pencil case. “I hope so, anyway,” she added. “Sam hasn't been very cheery lately.”

“I know,” said Henry. “He says he's turning into an old grouch.”

Jessie laughed. She knew Sam Snow could never be an old grouch. He had a smile and a kind word for everyone. He always said he didn't have customersâ€”he had friends. “Sam enjoys working,” she said. “It must be hard for him to take it easy.”

Violet nodded. “He really loves his job. He even washes windows for free sometimes. Especially for older people on tight budgets.”

Henry, Jessie, and Violet were still talking about Sam when Benny came racing back across the lawn. He slid to a stop, staring wide-eyed at his brother and sisters.

“That was fast, Benny,” observed Henry. “Did Mrs. McGregor's cookies pass the test?” he added with a twinkle in his eye.

Benny blinked. “Oops! I forgot all about the cookies.”

The other Aldens looked at one another in surprise. It wasn't like Benny to forget about food.

Jessie looked worried. “What is it, Benny?” She often acted like a mother to her younger brother and sister.

Benny's big eyes grew even rounder. “Mrs. McGregor just told me something,” he said. “Something very strange!”

“What was it?” Henry wanted to know.

Benny knelt down on the grass. “Mrs. McGregor told me Sam got an invitation in the mail today!”

Violet looked puzzled. “What's strange about that, Benny?”

Benny leaned closer. “It was an invitation to a mystery!”

Henry gave a low whistle. “I've never heard of being
invited
to a mystery.”

“It
is
odd,” Violet said.

“Sam's hoping we'll help him,” Benny went on. “He knows we like mysteries.”

Henry spoke for them all. “Of course we'll help!”

“Did Mrs. McGregor say anything else?” Jessie wanted to know.

Benny shook his head. “She was talking to Sam on the phone when I went inside. She only stopped long enough to tell me about the invitation.”

Jessie wondered out loud, “Who in the world would send out an invitation to a mystery?”

“I'm sure Sam will tell us all about it when we see him today,” answered Henry.

“Let's go over there right now!” Benny suggested. The youngest Alden never liked to be kept in suspense. “What are we waiting for?”

“Mrs. McGregor,” Henry reminded him. “She's going with us, remember?”

“Then let's go see if Mrs. McGregor's ready toâ€””

Before Benny could finish the thought, Jessie was on her feet and sprinting across the lawn, Violet at her heels.

Henry raced after them, saying, “Come on, Benny!”

The children found Mrs. McGregor in the kitchen.

“Something sure smells good in here!” said Henry.

Mrs. McGregor smiled over at them. “The cookies are still warm from the oven,” she said as she tied a red ribbon around a bag of cookies. “Just the way Sam likes them.”

“Just the way
I
like them, too,” put in Benny.

Mrs. McGregor took a quick glance at the clock. “Are you almost ready to walk over?”

Jessie laughed. “That's just what we were going to ask you.”

Before they left, Benny showed Mrs. McGregor their get-well card. “We made it ourselves,” he told her proudly.

Mrs. McGregor caught her breath when she saw Violet's drawing. “What a fine picture of Sam, Violet.” She opened the card and read the poem. “Goodness, I had no idea the Aldens were such wonderful poets!”

“Oh, we are!” said Benny. “We're poets and we didn't even know it.”

They all laughed at Benny's funny rhyme.

They said good-bye to Watch. Then Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Benny filed out the door behind Mrs. McGregor.

Sam's little yellow house was just a short walk from the Aldens'. As they got closer, the children noticed a car parked in Sam's driveway.

Violet hesitated. “It looks like Sam already has company,” she said. “Maybe we should come back another time.”

Benny looked disappointed. “But we're almost at Sam's house,” he pointed out. “And we brought a cardâ€”and cookies!”

“That's true,” said Mrs. McGregor. “We really should stop in for a moment.”

Just then, something caught Jessie's eye. Across the street, a heavyset man was standing on the curb, his eyes fixed on the little yellow house. The man had silver hairâ€”just like Sam's. When he noticed Jessie watching him, he ducked behind the trees.

“Did you see that?” Jessie whispered to Henry.

“See what?”

“Somebody was standing over there,” she told him in a low voice. “When he saw us, he disappeared.”

“He was probably a friend of Sam's,” guessed Henry. “Maybe he decided to come back later, when Sam doesn't have so much company.”

“Maybe so,” said Jessie. But she didn't sound very sure. The man had disappeared too quicklyâ€”almost as though he'd been caught doing something he shouldn't. Jessie couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't quite right.
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