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CHAPTER 1

An Unpleasant Surprise

“I have to admit,” Grandfather confessed as he drove along, “I’ve been thinking about it all week.”

“We know you have,” Jessie told him, watching the green farmland roll by her window. “We’re almost as excited as you are.”

“This is the best honey in the world,” he said for about the hundredth time, looking at Benny and Violet in the little mirror. Henry was belted into the seat next to him. “The very best.” Grandfather actually licked his lips. “Oh, I can’t wait.”

Visiting the small roadside stand at the front of Sherman Farm had become a yearly tradition for James Alden. He had noticed it coming home one evening and decided to check it out. It was only a few miles from his house.

Grandfather, who had always loved honey, decided to buy a jar of their homemade brand. He put it on toast that night and enjoyed it so much that he came back the next day and bought another jar. He made a promise never to miss the first harvest in early summer, when the season’s honey was fresh.

He pulled alongside the stand and parked the car. All four doors opened, and James Alden and his four grandchildren filed out.

“Boy, it sure is hot today,” Henry remarked. “Really hot.” At fourteen, Henry was the oldest of the Alden children. He was a handsome dark-haired boy who kept a careful watch on his younger brother and sisters.

“It sure is,” Jessie agreed. “When we get home, maybe we should mix a big pitcher of lemonade. It’ll be good for all of you on a day like this.” Jessie, at twelve, was the second oldest child. She was always thinking about everyone else.

“Lemonade, yum!” Benny exclaimed as they made their way toward the front of the white-painted stand. Six-year-old Benny was the youngest Alden, but he had the biggest appetite in the family. Benny loved good food — and in Benny’s eyes, good food meant any food. “Lemonade and honey! What a day!”

Violet, the second youngest Alden at ten, reached the front of the stand before everyone else. She was a pretty girl with long dark hair and a calm, pleasant face. Her name suited her perfectly, for violet was her favorite color. But she was attracted to all things colorful. She loved to paint and draw and had a keen eye for beauty.

“Lemonade sounds like a great idea, Jessie,” she said with a smile. “I think I’d like — oh, no!”

She stopped suddenly, and the rest of the Alden crew hurried up behind her. Then they saw what she saw, and their mouths dropped open.

The stand was shut tight, and at the front someone had thumbtacked a hastily made sign:

NO HONEY THIS YEAR SORRY

“No honey …?” Jessie said. “Oh, no.”

All the children turned to their grandfather, who was staring at the sign.

“I can’t believe it. No honey?”

Violet came up alongside him and patted him on the back. “Sorry, Grandfather.”

“We can get some at the store,” Henry suggested weakly.

“Supermarket honey?” Grandfather asked. “No, Henry, that wouldn’t be the same.”

“Maybe we can make some for you!” Benny suggested.

“Not unless we turn into bees we can’t,” Henry said.

“Bees? Bees make the honey?”
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“Yes,” Henry told him. “I’ll explain it later.”

“Okay.”

Grandfather let out a long, weary sigh. “Oh, well, that’s the way it goes, I guess. Everyone ready to go back home?”

“Sure,” Jessie said sadly, wishing there was something they could do.

The Aldens started toward the car. Then Grandfather turned back to look at the sign one more time. “I wonder why there isn’t any honey this year,” he said quietly. “I wonder what happened.”

Much to everyone’s surprise, he got an answer. “I’ll tell you what happened!” a stranger’s voice replied. “My bees stopped doing their job!”

From around the other side of the stand, a man in overalls appeared. His white hair was a mess, and his face was red and shiny with perspiration.

He snapped his fingers. “Just like that,” he told the Aldens, “nothing! They up and quit on me!”

Grandfather smiled and put his hand out. “I’m James Alden. I take it you’re Clay Sherman.”

The man shook Grandfather’s hand while using the other to pat his forehead with a folded handkerchief. “That’s right. I am the unfortunate owner of this farm.” He pointed in the direction of his fields. “And of those lazy bees.”

“That’s too bad,” Grandfather said. “You must be very disappointed.”

“You bet I am,” Mr. Sherman replied.

“Our grandfather is disappointed, too,” Benny piped up. “He loves your honey. He gets some fresh every year!”

“Oh, is that so?”

Grandfather nodded. “I do come here at least once a year around this time, yes.”

“You like it that much?” Mr. Sherman asked.

“You have no idea,” Jessie told him. “It’s the only thing he’s talked about all week.”

The other children laughed. “He’s honey happy!” Benny said with a grin.

James Alden smiled at his grandchildren’s good-natured teasing. “I have to admit, Mr. Sherman, I’ve never had honey as good as yours. I think it would be safe to say it’s my favorite honey in the world.”

Mr. Sherman nodded and smiled. “Well, what can I say to that? I certainly can’t disappoint one of my most loyal customers, now, can I?”

“What do you mean?” Henry asked.

Mr. Sherman turned away, motioning for the Aldens to follow. “Come on inside the house. I’ve got something I think you’ll like.”

“Is it honey for Grandfather?” Benny asked excitedly.

Mr. Sherman looked back at the boy with a gleam in his eye.

“Maybe.”

The Alden children lived happily with their grandfather in his home in Greenfield, Connecticut. But they hadn’t always enjoyed such a happy life. Their parents died when they were younger, and they soon found themselves with nowhere to go. So they journeyed into some nearby woods, where they eventually came upon an abandoned boxcar. They made it their new home. It was very old, but they cleaned it and brightened it up with flowers. But they couldn’t live there forever.

One day their grandfather came looking for them. But they didn’t know him then, and they thought he didn’t like them. So they hid, hoping he would eventually give up looking for them and leave.

But their grandfather was very determined, and once the children realized what a kind person he was, they happily agreed to live in Greenfield with him, along with their beloved dog, Watch. Grandfather even set up the boxcar in his backyard so they could play in it anytime they wished. It was a reminder of the hard life they once had, and the happy one they had now.

The kitchen in the Shermans’ farmhouse was very similar to the Aldens’ kitchen — large and airy, with lots of sunlight. Mr. Sherman invited the Aldens to sit around a wooden table in the center of the room. His wife, Dottie, joined them, too. She was a tall, silver-haired woman with bright eyes and a lively smile. The children liked her immediately. Jessie and Violet were particularly drawn to her. They would soon discover she did as much to help run the farm as her husband did.

“So, what exactly happened with the bees?” Jessie asked, using a straw to swirl a glass of lemonade Dottie had poured for her. The ice cubes jingled musically against the glass.

Clay Sherman threw his hands up in frustration. “I have absolutely no idea! Dottie and I have been doing this for going on thirty years now, and we’ve never seen anything like it!”

Grandfather took a bite from a piece of honey-coated toast. His gift from the Shermans for being such a faithful customer was, as Benny had guessed, a jar of last year’s honey. It tasted just as good as ever.

“Do the bees seem to be acting any differently?” Grandfather asked.

Dottie shook her head. “No, not really.”

“Everything had been going just fine,” Clay said. “We did the same things we do every year. The wildflowers in the back field were growing normally; the weather has been okay. Sometimes bad weather can throw the bees off a bit, especially if there’s a lot of rain. But there wasn’t too much this year. In fact, I told Dottie that this looked to be one of the best honey seasons we’ve ever had.”

Dottie nodded, remembering this.

“And then …?” Henry asked.

“Then …” Clay put his hands up again.
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