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For my son Jonathan,
who agrees with Jason Birchall
about the “big bad beans.”
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ONE
Jason Birchall pushed through his dresser drawer. He shoved his baseball cards and comic books aside.
His hand bumped the old cardboard box in the corner. His money box! It was a top-secret place where he kept his life savings.
“Jason!” his mother called. “Your after-school snack is ready.”
“Super yuck,” Jason muttered.
He was tired of his mother’s healthy diet. He was even starting to have carrot and celery nightmares. Last night, three giant carrots chased him to school!
Jason emptied his jeans pockets. He placed seven dollar bills in a row on his dresser. Then he counted again.
Doing yard work for Stacy Henry’s mom was super cool. Only ten more dollars to go. Soon, Eric Hagel’s mountain bike would belong to him.
Ya-hoo! Jason could hardly wait.
He folded the seven dollar bills. Then he stuffed them into his money box.
Hiding the box was a smart thing to do. He pushed it way back, into the corner of the drawer.
Suddenly, he spied a pack of bubble gum. His mouth began to water. He could almost taste the sweet, gooey gum.
How long had it been since he’d chewed bubble gum?
Weeks ago his mother had read a silly health-food book. “Time for some big changes,” she’d said.
Maybe the diet was OK for her and Dad, but Jason wanted sweets. He wadded up four pieces of bubble gum and smashed them into his mouth.
“Jason, dear,” Mother called again.
Phooey!
The bubble gum had to go. But Jason didn’t want to swallow it. That would be real dumb. He would save the sugary wad for later.
Quickly, he stuck the gum on the wrapper. And—wham!—he closed the drawer.
Safe!
“I’m coming.” He hurried to his bedroom door.
Mother was standing in the hallway, holding a tray of sliced carrots and celery sticks.
“Double yuck,” Jason said. He stared at the orange and green vegetables. He wrinkled up his face at them.
“Aren’t you hungry?” Mother said, inching the tray closer.
“Not for this stuff,” he said.
“Have you been snitching sweets?” Mother asked.
Jason shook his head no. He had stuck to the diet. Anyway, gum didn’t count.
His mother smiled. “This snack will do you good.”
Jason shrugged. He took a handful of the orange and green health sticks.
When his mother left, he pulled the junk drawer open again. There he found his wad of bubble gum. He sniffed the strawberry flavor.
Yum-m-m! His favorite!
Jason looked at the carrots and celery sticks in his hand. “Better stay out of my dreams tonight,” he warned.
Then he took his first bite. He gobbled the raw vegetables down—to get it over with. He couldn’t wait to get the horrible taste out of his mouth.
He reached for the wad of bubble gum and stuffed his face. Jason tiptoed to the bedroom door and peeked out. All clear! Mother was nowhere in sight.
Fast as a super-spider, he tiptoed down the hall to the front door. Time to visit Eric Hagel next door. Time to check out the flashy mountain bike.
Soon it’ll be mine! thought Jason.
TWO
Jason ran next door to Eric’s house. He nearly stumbled over Stacy Henry. She was sitting near the driveway, staring at some black ants.
“Hey, Stacy,” he said. “What’re you doing?”
“Nothing much.” She looked up. “What’re you doing?”
“I have to talk to Eric,” he told her.
“He’s busy cleaning out the garage.” She pointed toward the house. “In there.”
Jason hurried up the driveway and leaned against the side of the garage door. “Looks like you’re working too hard,” he teased.
Eric stopped sweeping. “What’s up?”
Jason wandered in and looked around. “How clean does your garage have to be?”
“Clean enough to earn my allowance,” Eric replied.
“Looks good to me,” Jason said.
Eric laughed. “Tell my mom that.”
Jason spotted the mountain bike. It was parked in the corner of the garage. “When are you getting your new bike?” he asked.
“Next week, if you come up with the money for my old one,” Eric explained.
Jason danced around. “I only need ten more bucks,” he said.
“That’s a lot,” Eric said. “Where are you gonna get it?”
Jason shrugged. “Beats me, but I will!”
He turned and watched Stacy. She was letting ants crawl over her fingers on the sunny cement. “Hey, Stacy,” he called. “Does your mom need any more help in her garden?”
“Don’t think so,” Stacy replied.
“Maybe Abby Hunter can give you some ideas,” Eric said. “The president of the Cul-de-sac Kids oughta be able to think of something, right?”
Jason laughed. “Me, work with a girl?”
“You helped my mom,” Stacy spoke up. “She’s a girl.”
“That’s different,” Jason muttered. He eyed Eric’s bike and moved toward it.
Just ten more bucks, he thought. He touched the shiny frame. The golden flecks shone through the royal blue. It was easy to imagine himself speeding down Blossom Hill Lane. His old bike was trash. “I have to have this bike,” he whispered. “Have to!”
“It’s yours when you cough up the money,” Eric reminded him.
Jason was startled. Eric had heard him.
“Well, I’ll see you later,” Jason said.
He crossed the street to Abby’s house. Her father was outside shooting baskets. Mr. Hunter tossed the ball to Jason.
“Is Abby home?” Jason asked.
“She’s shopping with her mother,” Mr. Hunter said.
Jason turned and shot. He made a basket first try.
Across the street, Eric hopped on his old bike. He flew past Abby’s house and down the street.
Jason watched him go. “Where’s he headed?” he whispered.
He aimed the ball and shot. It bounced off the rim.
Just then Mr. Hunter’s pager beeped. With a smile, he waved to Jason and rushed inside.
Jason stood holding the basketball. He didn’t like the idea of waiting around for Abby. Why couldn’t he think of a way to earn the extra money?
At supper, Jason poked at the salad on his plate. He played with his lettuce and sprouts. He glared at the garbanzo beans. “Why must we eat these big, bad beans?” he whined.
“They’re good for you,” his mother said. “That’s why.”
“But they stick in my throat,” he argued.
His father spoke up. “You might try chewing them, son.”
Jason tried, but it was no use. The beans tasted horrible. And they were too big to swallow whole, like a pill.
He waited till his parents weren’t looking. Then he sneaked some beans to Muffle. His new puppy would eat them. She loved people food. Any kind!
Just then the doorbell rang.
Jason leaped from the table.
There stood Eric at the front door. “I’ve gotta tell you something,” Eric said. Then he flipped the kickstand down on the blue mountain bike.
“What’s up?” Jason asked.
Eric scratched his head. He was acting strange. “Someone else wants to buy my bike. He’ll give me five more bucks than you.”
Jason felt his neck grow warm. “Is that where you zoomed off today? To sell your bike to someone else?”
Eric’s wide eyes blinked three times. “Yeah, guess so,” he said.
“But . . . we had a deal,” Jason urged. His breath was coming fast. “You can’t change your mind now!”
Eric stared at Jason. “Well, can you match it?”
“You want more money?” Jason asked.
“Here’s the deal.” Eric rubbed his fingers together. “Whoever’s first with the bucks.”
Jason stared at the bike. What a super-cool bike. “I’m already ten dollars short,” he muttered.
“Too bad, then.” Eric turned to go.
The lump in his throat made Jason cough. “There’s just no way,” he said.
THREE
Jason marched over to Abby’s the next day.
He told her his plan to buy Eric’s mountain bike. And he told her about Eric’s deal—the rotten one.
Abby shook her head. “Sounds like you need some quick money. I know just the thing—a recycling project.”
“A what?” Jason asked.
“You know, a recycling project. Care for the earth and pick up some extra cash at the same time. I’ll call the Cul-de-sac Kids to help,” she said.
“Ya-hoo!” shouted Jason. “When do we start?”
Abby sat on the porch step. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. Meet me in front of my house at eight.”
“Gotcha.” Jason raced home to count the money in his box. One more time.
Saturday morning, Jason met Abby in front of her house.
Dee Dee Winters and Abby’s little sister, Carly, pulled wagons. Stacy Henry wore her mother’s garden gloves.
Dunkum Mifflin showed up with armloads of trash bags. Abby and Carly’s Korean brothers, Shawn and Jimmy, helped carry the bags.
Jason smiled. He felt good having so many friends. Cul-de-sac Kid friends!
Only Eric was missing.
But Jason didn’t care. He’d show Eric all about good deals. He’d have the money soon. Maybe even today!
“If you buy Eric’s mountain bike, I’ll race you,” Dee Dee teased.
“We sure will!” Carly piped up.
Jason pushed up his glasses. He had more important things on his mind than bike races. At least for now.
Dunkum whistled with his fingers. “We’ll stop at every house in the cul-de-sac. Then all the houses up the street from the school. Abby, Stacy, and I will gather newspapers. Carly and Dee Dee can pull the glass bottles in the wagons. Jason, you, Shawn, and Jimmy can collect aluminum cans.” Dunkum gave Jason a handful of heavy-duty trash bags. “We’ll split the money evenly,” he said.
“Super good,” Jason said.
Abby grinned. “Let’s go to Eric’s house first,” she suggested.
“Hoo-ray!” the kids agreed.
“This is a fun way to earn money,” Dee Dee said.
Carly hurried to catch up with Dee Dee.
Shawn and Jimmy Hunter chattered in Korean.
Abby, Stacy and Dunkum told jokes.
Jason jigged and jived.
By lunchtime, the kids had gathered a mountain of recyclable items. Enough to fill Abby’s father’s van.
Jason, Abby, and Dunkum rode along to the recycling center.
On the way back, Jason counted his share of the money. Fifteen dollars and forty-eight cents worth of work.
Yes! He ran across the street to Eric’s.
No one was home.
Phooey, he thought.
Eager to buy the bike, Jason darted home. He went to his room and counted all his money. For the last time.
Jason wanted to dance. There was plenty of money to buy Eric’s bike!
At lunch, he ate fish and salad without fussing. But he nearly choked on the garbanzo beans. He excused himself every few minutes to see if Eric was home yet.
His mom went to the kitchen for more herbal tea.
His dad reached for the TV remote and turned on The Weather Channel.
Quickly, Jason offered his last garbanzo bean to Muffle. The puppy chomped it right down.
Ya-hoo!
Jason didn’t bother to excuse himself from the table. He hurried off to his room.
There he rooted through his junk drawer. Gotta have some strawberry bubble gum, he thought. Gotta, gotta!
Just then he heard Eric’s grandpa drive up.
“Yes!” He grabbed his money and slammed the drawer. The bubble gum would just have to wait. Again.
Eric’s grandpa was pulling into the garage when Jason arrived. Jason waited for Eric and his grandpa to get out of the car.
“I’ve got the money,” Jason shouted, waving it in Eric’s face. “Even the extra five bucks!”
Eric made a smirky face. “Too late,” he said. “The bike’s not for sale.”
Jason stared at Eric in the dimly lit garage. He was too stunned to speak.
Eric dug his hand into his pocket. He waved a bunch of dollar bills. “Sorry, someone beat you to it,” he said.
“No way!” Jason shouted. “That’s not fair!”
“A deal’s a deal,” Eric said. Then he turned and trudged into the house.
Jason wanted to holler and carry on.
But it was no use.
FOUR
Jason slipped in through the back door. He tiptoed down the hall to his room. The floor squeaked on the way.
“Jason, is that you?” his mother called from the living room.
Rats! She’d want him to eat another healthy snack.
What he wanted was to chew up three packs of bubble gum. He wished he had two hundred packs of gum. The healthy diet bugged him.
“Jason?” came his mother’s voice again.
He looked at the clock. “Time for the carrot and celery brigade,” he whispered.
Sure enough. Here came his mother with a full tray.
Jason picked out two skinny celery sticks and three short carrot sticks. He waited till his mother left the room. Then he lifted his mattress and stuffed the orange and green sticks underneath.
“That’s where veggie sticks belong,” he muttered.
Then he headed for his junk drawer. He could almost taste his yummy strawberry bubble gum!
The next morning, Jason watched Abby Hunter’s family climb into their van. Every Sunday they attended church. Always together.
Stacy Henry, Abby’s best friend, was going along. So was Dunkum Mifflin, the best hoop shooter around. And little Dee Dee Winters. Seven Cul-de-sac Kids, counting the Hunter kids.
They could almost have a club meeting, thought Jason with a sigh.
Abby often asked Jason to go with them. Dunkum did, too.
But Jason gave her plenty of excuses. For one thing, he wasn’t used to going to church. For another, his dress-up clothes were too small.
“None of that matters,” Abby always said.
But Jason refused to go.
After the van left, he wandered outside. He sat on the front step and stared at Eric’s house. The lousy double-crosser better stay inside all day, he thought.
Hey! Now, Eric—there was a kid for Sunday school and church!
The Hunters’ van arrived back around noon.
Jason was still sitting on the step. Bored silly.
Abby ran across the street. “Hi, Jason.”
“What’s up?” he asked.
“Plenty,” she said, out of breath. “Can you hide something for me?”
Jason pushed up his glasses. “Maybe.”
Abby opened her purse. She pulled out a sandwich bag full of dollar bills.
“Wow,” said Jason. “That’s a bunch of money.”
“Shh! It’s for Mother’s Day,” Abby whispered. “And it’s top secret.”
“Really?”
She handed the plastic money bag to him. “I can’t seem to hide this anymore. I think someone’s found my hiding place.”
“Like who?”
“I’m not sure,” Abby replied.
Jason clutched her bag of bills. “Your bucks are safe with me!”
“Double dabble good!” She turned to cross the street. “Thanks, Jason.”
“How long should I hide the you-know-what?” Jason called to her.
“I’ll need it next Saturday. Dad and I are going shopping for Mother’s Day,” Abby said. “But don’t tell anyone. OK?”
Jason nodded. “It’s a double-done deal.”
Abby smiled. “Thanks again.” She turned to go but stopped in the middle of the street. “How’s the bike deal coming?” she asked.
Suddenly, Jason felt sick. “Oh, that,” he said.
Abby frowned hard. “What’s wrong?”
Jason sat stone still. Should he tell on Eric?
“C’mon, Jason. Did you buy the bike or not?” she asked.
“Eric double-crossed me,” he blurted.
Abby’s eyes nearly popped out. “You’re kidding . . . how?”
“He sold the bike out from under my nose,” Jason said.
He felt horrible as soon as he said it.
Worse than ever!
FIVE
Jason wished Abby would stop staring at him. He could see she wasn’t leaving. Not until he explained.
“Eric sold his bike to someone else,” he repeated. “That’s all there is to it.”
Abby sighed. “This is double dabble rotten.”
“It’s not your fault,” he said.
Abby sat beside him on the step. “I can’t believe this.”
“He’s a double-crosser, that’s what,” Jason said.
Abby nodded her head. “No kidding.”
Dunkum came up the street just then. He was dribbling his basketball. “Wanna play?” he asked Jason.
“Not today,” Jason replied.
Dunkum stopped bouncing the ball. He looked first at Jason, then at Abby. “Who died?” he asked.
Abby’s face drooped. “Nobody,” she said.
“Could’ve fooled me,” Dunkum said. He twirled the basketball on his finger. “Come on, Jason, let’s shoot some hoops.”
“Don’t feel like it,” Jason replied. Dunkum raised his eyebrows. “Why not?”
Abby stood up. “I better get going,” she said.
“See ya,” Jason called.
Dunkum and Jason headed for the far end of the street. It was the dead end of the cul-de-sac. A grassy place with a large oak tree, near Mr. Tressler’s house.
Dunkum leaned against the old tree. He tossed his basketball to the ground. “What’s going on?” he asked.
“Don’t ask,” Jason said.
Dunkum frowned and let the subject drop. He pulled a black book from his back pocket. “Check this out,” he said.
Jason sat on the ground, eyeing the tiny book. “What is it?”
“It’s a New Testament. I got it the first time I went to Abby’s church.” He paused for a second. “I’ve learned lots of verses from it.”
“What’s so great about that?” Jason asked.
Dunkum grinned. “If I say all the verses by next Sunday, I’ll win another ribbon. Then I’ll have twenty-five. Maybe I’ll even win the grand prize!”
Jason didn’t give a hoot about church prizes. He was thinking about the bike that got away.
“Here,” Dunkum said. He handed the pocket Bible to Jason. “Follow along and see if I’ve got my verses right. OK?”
“Whatever,” Jason complained. “If you have to.”
So Dunkum began.
Halfway through the first verse, Jason stopped him. “Wrong. You’re mixed up,” he said.
Dunkum started over. But he missed more words.
“You were real close.” Jason closed the book. “I oughta go home now. Mom’s leafy lunch is calling.”
Dunkum nodded. “Thanks. Can you help me again?” he asked.
“Maybe,” Jason said, getting up. He wiped his hands on his jeans.
They hurried down Blossom Hill Lane. Jason pushed his hand deep into his pants pocket. Yes! Abby’s money was safe there.
“Wanna come to church next Sunday?” asked Dunkum. “It’s Mother’s Day. Bring your mom and get a rose.”
Jason scratched his head. “She’d like that.”
They walked past Eric’s house. Jason looked the other way on purpose.
“See ya later,” Dunkum said. He darted across the street. The basketball danced under one leg. “Come over Wednesday after school,” he called. “I’ll have my verses ready by then.”
“I guess so,” said Jason. He didn’t see what was so special about saying Bible verses from memory. Except maybe for the grand prize. Whatever that was.
After lunch, he went to his room and opened his junk drawer. Abby’s cash fit into his cardboard money box. He stacked up a pile of baseball cards between her money and his. Abby’s Mother’s Day money was on the left and his money was on the right.
Super good!
Now . . . he needed to find another used bike to buy. Everything would be hoo-ray good, if he could.
Quickly, Jason emptied his other pocket. Big, bad garbanzo beans were inside. He’d sneaked them off his plate at lunch.
Surely Mom could come up with something better than yucky bean salads. But if not, he’d have to hide them in his junk drawer. They’d be fine there until trash day.
Wednesday!
SIX
It was Monday.
Jason’s class lined up for art. They were making pop-up heart vases from construction paper. For Mother’s Day.
Eric put glue bottles on each table. When he passed Jason’s table, he bragged about his new mountain bike. “I’m getting it in two days,” he said.
Jason felt sick again. All the Cul-de-sac Kids had cool bikes. Even Dee Dee Winters.
Abby sat across from him at the table. She was helping the new girl follow the pattern, fold, and cut the pages.
Jason watched her do what she did best—help others. He wanted to thank her for helping him raise money for Eric’s bike. Eric’s dumb old mountain bike. The one he never bought!
The word was out by morning recess. Eric had double-crossed Jason. Everyone knew about it. Even the little kids!
Bossy Dee Dee warned Jason about eating chocolate bars with his leftover bike money. “You’ll spoil your mother’s plans for your health,” she teased.
“Mind your own business.” He turned away to find a soccer game.
“It’s not the only bike in the world,” Dee Dee said.
Maybe to her it wasn’t. But Dee Dee hadn’t felt the smooth, shiny frame, its golden flecks smiling through the blue. She hadn’t heard the whir of its jazzy tire spokes.
Br-ring! The bell rang.
Everyone raced to the school. Everyone except Jason. He dragged his feet.
After school on Wednesday, Jason went straight home.
He tossed pieces of lettuce and three wrinkled garbanzo beans from his lunch into the junk drawer. His money and Abby’s money was safely hidden in the corner.
Then he headed to Dunkum’s house. Time to help him practice Bible verses.
Dunkum stood tall beside his desk.
Jason sat on the bed, checking the words in the New Testament.
“Galations 6:2: ‘Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.’”
“You said it perfectly!” said Jason. “Now what?”
“Luke 3:11: ‘The man with two tunics should share with him who has none, and the one who has food should do the same.’”
“That’s correct.” Jason handed the New Testament back. “Wow, I didn’t know the Bible said stuff like that.”
“Me either,” said Dunkum. “Not till I found out at Abby’s church.” He headed for the garage.
Jason followed. “So are you gonna do it?”
“Do what?” Dunkum reached for his basketball.
“You know, share some real food with me. Like it says in the Bible,” Jason said.
“Oh, no, you don’t.” Dunkum shot two baskets. “I won’t be responsible for messing with your mom’s diet.”
“But it’s a real yucky diet. Garbanzo beans and lettuce—junk like that. Nobody knows how horrible it is.” Jason sat on an old bench in the corner. He watched Dunkum do his fancy footwork.
Zing! The ball went right in. Perfect shot.
“Your turn,” Dunkum said.
“Are you gonna win the grand prize at church on Sunday?” Jason asked.
“Hope so,” Dunkum answered. He whirled around and swished the ball through the hoop.
“What’s the prize?” Jason asked.
“Hot new Rollerblades,” Dunkum said, out of breath.
“Really?” He bounced the ball and took a shot. In!
“That’s what I’m trying for,” Dunkum said. “I’m tired of riding my bikes anyway. Playing ball is my thing. But blading . . . I could practice basketball on them.”
Jason stopped bouncing the ball. “Did you say bikes? You got more than one?”
“Sure. You remember my old road bike. Plus, my dad bought me a brandnew BMX. I hardly ever ride them anymore,” Dunkum said.
“How come?” Jason couldn’t believe his ears.
“Basketball is my life.” Dunkum fired one up. The ball swished right through. Nothing but net!
At that moment, Jason had a new idea. He took a deep breath. “Wanna sell one of your bikes?”
Dunkum stopped. He wiped his face on his sleeve. “Hey, good idea. The road bike needs some paint. That’s all.”
“Ya-hoo!” shouted Jason. “How much?”
“Whatever you got,” Dunkum said. He dribbled the ball behind his back.
“Don’t go away!” Jason hurried home to get the money. He could trust Dunkum any day. He was not a double-crosser.
SEVEN
Jason flew to his room.
The place was a mess. Pajamas and towels were crumpled in a heap in the corner. The bed was lumpy. His dresser drawers yawned open, and jeans played peekaboo over the top.
He kicked away pieces of gum wrapper with his foot.
Gum wrappers?
What were they doing out?
He scrambled to his knees and pushed the comic books aside. The junk drawer was junkier than ever!
Searching, he found his bike money in the back of the drawer. The baseball cards divided his money on the right from Abby’s on the . . .
“Wha-at’s this?” he wailed.
Abby’s money was all ripped up! Bits of garbanzo beans were mixed in with shredded dollar bills.
“What happened?” Jason cried. “Who did this?”
A trail of the scrappy mess led to the bathroom. He found his puppy whining in the corner of the shower.
“Bad, bad Muffie!” He wanted to shake her. No, that was too kind. He wanted to hang Muffle up by her doggie ears.
“How could you do this?” he shouted.
Muffle yipped and backed into the shower stall.
Jason slammed the bathroom door and looked in the mirror. He yelled at his own face. “Can’t you do anything right?”
He slapped himself on the forehead. “It was those big, bad beans!” Jason exclaimed. “I should’ve known . . . I should’ve . . .”
His mother knocked on the door. “Jason, are you all right?”
“I’m doomed. Abby’s money is all gone! Muffle ate it!” he said over and over.
“I can’t understand you,” his mother said.
“Everything’s wrong,” he muttered. “Abby counted on me and now . . .”
He picked Muffle out of the shower. Her breath smelled like beans. “You little sneak,” he hollered in the pooch’s face. “I oughta call the dog pound this minute!”
Poor little Muffle shook in his arms. He carried her to the back door and put her out. Then he slammed the kitchen door and headed for his room.
The junk drawer was sagging open. Half a garbanzo bean and some lettuce were scattered in the front—the reason for Muffle’s mischief.
But deep inside, Jason knew it was his own fault.
He groaned. Those good-for-nothing beans! If only I’d cleaned my plate.
Just then the doorbell rang.
“Jason,” called his mother. “Your friend Abby’s here to see you.”
His heart sank. Abby had come for her Mother’s Day money early. He was almost positive!
Jason breathed fast and hard. How much money had she given him? How many dollar bills?
On the floor behind the door he spied the sandwich baggie. The amount was written on a round pink sticker.
Twenty-two dollars!
Jason gasped. What could he do?
Quickly, he counted his own money. It was all there.
He thought about Dunkum’s terrific road bike down the street. Just waiting to be his!
But he had no choice. Jason stuffed his own money into the sandwich bag. He would give it all to Abby Hunter. She’d never know what happened to her half-eaten money. Or worse—that he couldn’t be counted on.
He shuffled down the hall. No bike for a kid with a health-food freak for a dog!
“I’m coming, Abby,” he called.
Jason tried to swallow the lump in his throat. It was very hard.
EIGHT
Br-ring! The phone rang right after Abby left.
Jason ran to get it. “Hello,” he said.
“Where are you?” Dunkum asked. “I thought you were coming back to buy my road bike.”
“I was, but . . .” Jason stopped. “Mom is real sick and she needs me here.” It was a lie.
“Sorry about that,” Dunkum said. “Tomorrow after school, then?”
“Uh . . . no. I can’t come then, either.” Jason quickly made up another story.“Abby and I are working on a science project.”
“What project?” Dunkum asked.
“I . . . I . . . uh, have to go,” Jason said.
He stared at the phone and felt lousy. He’d lied to Dunkum. Two times!
The next day, Jason avoided Dunkum at morning recess.
But Dunkum cornered him in the afternoon. “You’re acting weird,” Dunkum said. “How come?”
Jason’s face felt hot. His hands were sweaty. “I guess I don’t tell lies very well,” he confessed.
“You lied to me?” Dunkum looked puzzled. “About what?”
Jason stumbled over his words. “I lied . . . about. . . about why I didn’t buy your bike.”
“You did?”
He didn’t want to tell Dunkum about Muffie eating Abby’s money. He didn’t want Abby to find out. She would think he couldn’t be counted on. That would be horrible!
“It’s a long story,” Jason said. “You’d never believe it anyway.”
“That’s OK,” said Dunkum. “You don’t have to buy my bike if you don’t want to. I just thought . . .”
“But I do wanna buy it. More than anything,” Jason said.
“So . . . what’s the problem?” Dunkum asked.
Jason thought about it. Should he spill the beans?
“I’ll tell you if you keep it quiet,” he said at last.
Dunkum nodded. “I won’t tell. Scout’s honor.”
“No fooling?” Jason begged for a promise.
“No fooling,” Dunkum said.
Jason told the truth this time. Every bit of it.
Dunkum stared at him. “You’re kidding. You used your own money so Abby wouldn’t know hers got eaten by Muffle?”
Jason pulled out his pocket linings. “See? I’m broke,” he said. “Busted.”
“Let me get this straight,” Dunkum said. “You gave Abby the money you made from our recycling project? The bucks that were gonna buy you some cool wheels?”
“It wasn’t easy, but that’s the truth. The real story,” Jason said.
“Wow! That is some act of charity,” Dunkum said.
“Huh?” Jason pushed up his glasses.
“Charity. You know . . . kindness. When you give because you care.” Dunkum pushed his hair back.
Jason laughed. “Sounds like a Mother’s Day card.”
“Hey, no kidding. We talked about that in Sunday school last week,” Dunkum said.
“Really? You talk about stuff like that?” Jason asked.
“Sure. Have you ever heard this before: ‘It is better to give than to receive’?” Dunkum was grinning.
Jason snapped his fingers. “Some wise old saying, right?”
Dunkum nodded. “Better than wise. It’s in the Bible.”
“Mixed in with those verses about sharing food?” Jason asked.
Dunkum laughed out loud.
“Gotcha,” teased Jason.
Dunkum’s smile faded. “See you at church this Sunday?” he asked.
“If I come, will you say your verses? About sharing and feeding kids on dumb diets?” added Jason. “I wouldn’t wanna miss that.”
“You bet!” Dunkum seemed pleased. “Bring your mother and get a rose.”
The school bell rang.
Jason and Dunkum hurried inside.
Jason felt super great. He wondered how he could pass a feeling like this on to Eric, the double-crosser. The new mountain-bike owner, the rotten . . .
No, he wouldn’t even think that. He’d keep his thoughts to himself.
Miss Hershey stood up. She gave the math assignment. “Class, please turn to page 118,” she said. “Begin by solving problem number one. And be sure to show your work.”
Jason could hardly believe his eyes. The math problem was about four boys in a marathon bike race.
A mountain-bike race!
NINE
What a sunny Mother’s Day!
Jason and his mom attended Abby’s church. The pastor gave them each a small New Testament. Just like Dunkum’s.
Jason crossed his fingers when Dunkum said his verses. After Dunkum was finished, Jason said, “You did it! Go, Dunkum!”
Abby clapped her hands. “Dunkum’s double dabble good!”
Jason thought Abby was pretty cool, too. For a girl, of course.
“Now for the grand prize,” Abby whispered. She took her place beside Dunkum and three others.
Dunkum was up against four girls!
Jason listened to each verse. And he decided something right then. The Bible verses were much better than just wise old sayings. He looked down at his New Testament. Carefully, he held it with both hands.
Soon the first round was finished.
Whew, that was close! thought Jason. He really hoped Dunkum would win.
Next, it was Abby’s turn. She was super at saying her verses. She oughta be, he thought. Abby had been doing this all her life.
Things were much different for Dunkum. He was new at this.
At last, the final round came.
The girls wrinkled their noses or twisted their hair before reciting each verse.
One girl forgot the chapter and verse but said the book of the Bible. She was out.
Her mistake was catching. The other girls forgot a word, too.
Dunkum looked very relaxed. Was he thinking about basketball or the grand prize? Or both?
Squeezing his New Testament, Jason rooted for Dunkum. He felt like cheering or dancing. But he sat quietly, hard as it was.
“Dunkum Mifflin,” the teacher said. “Please say Luke 3:11.”
Dunkum paused. He glanced at the ceiling.
Jason watched and waited. C’mon, you can do it, he thought.
Even Jason remembered this verse. It was a real good one! About sharing junk food with a kid on a health diet.
The teacher looked at her stopwatch. “Five seconds to go.”
Jason’s heart leaped up.
The air was tense. The suspense was too much.
Just as the teacher started to raise her hand, Dunkum began, “ ‘The man with two tunics should share them with him who has none, and the one who has food should do the same.’ Luke 3:11,” he said.
Jason sighed.
Abby was next. It looked like she was holding her breath. Jason couldn’t tell for sure.
The teacher said another verse. Abby had to tell where it was found. The backward approach.
Very tricky, thought Jason.
There was a long silence.
Abby turned to Dunkum. “I don’t think I know that one,” she admitted.
“You have five seconds,” the teacher said again.
Abby looked up. She looked down. She shook her folded hands.
“Time’s up” came the teacher’s voice.
Dunkum was the grand-prize winner! Everyone clapped for both Dunkum and Abby.
Abby was the second-place winner. Her eyes danced as she shook Dunkum’s hand.
What a good sport! thought Jason. He shot her a thumbs-up.
“Thanks, Jason,” Abby said as she sat down.
Dunkum took a seat beside him. “Abby’s a winner at losing,” Dunkum whispered. “Get it?”
“She sure is. Now what?” Jason asked.
“The grand prize!” said Dunkum.
Jason stood up and did a quicky jig. He just had to!
TEN
After church, Jason opened the car door for Dunkum. He helped load Dunkum’s grand prize into the van.
On the ride home, they checked out the slick new Rollerblades.
Abby and her little sister, Carly, leaned over the seat for a closer look. Her brothers, Shawn and Jimmy, looked, too.
“Wow! Your Rollerblades are double dabble terrific!” said Abby.
“How many verses total?” Abby’s father asked Dunkum.
Dunkum grinned. “Twenty-five,” he said.
“Amazing,” said Jason’s mom. She was holding two Mother’s Day roses.
Jason’s stomach was beginning to growl. He excused the rumble. “Sorry . . . I’m just hungry,” he said.
His mother’s face beamed. “There’s a surprise in the oven.”
“Real food, I hope?” asked Jason.
“How does meatloaf sound for a change?” said his mother.
“Ya-hoo!”
Dunkum stuffed his fancy Rollerblades back in the box. “I’ve been thinking, Jason. What if I just give you my road bike?”
Jason couldn’t believe his ears. “You’d do that?” he said.
“Sure . . . why not?” Dunkum pushed the lid down. “I’ve got what I want right here.” He tapped on the box. “And in here.” He patted his chest.
“You’ve gotta be kidding,” Jason said.
“The verses aren’t just in my head anymore. They’re in my heart, too,” Dunkum explained.
Jason held his New Testament real tight. He was beginning to understand what Dunkum meant.
Dunkum tapped his fingers on the grand-prize box. “Luke 3:11—my way—says: If you have two bikes, which I do, share with Jason, who doesn’t have even one.”
Abby was laughing. “Dunkum would make a good preacher,” she said.
Blossom Hill Lane came into view. The van turned the corner to the cul-de-sac.
Jason jittered, eager to get out. “This was some cool Mother’s Day,” he said.
His mother smiled. “Thank you for inviting us,” she told Abby’s parents.
“You’re welcome anytime.” Abby had a sparkle in her eye.
“How about next Sunday?” asked Jason.
“Hoo-ray!” cheered Dunkum, climbing out of the van. “Hey, come over after dinner and pick up your new bike.”
Jason’s mother smiled. “Better check with your parents first,” she said.
“I will,” Dunkum said and hurried home.
Jason crossed the street with his mother. “Happy Mother’s Day, Mom,” he said.
“Thanks, Jason.” She smelled the roses, then handed him one. “Is there a reason why we got two roses?” she asked. There was a twinkle in her eye.
Jason held the front door open. He smelled the oven dinner waiting inside. “No big, bad beans today?” he asked.
His mother smiled. “It’s time for another change.”
“Yes!” Jason shouted and headed for Eric’s house.
Next door, the house was noisy. Eric’s grandpa was mowing the lawn.
Eric was in the garage, shining the spokes on his new bike.
Jason felt uneasy. He held out a long-stemmed rose. “Hi, Eric,” he said.
“What’s the rose for?” Eric asked.
“Give it to your mom for Mother’s Day,” Jason said.
“Hey, thanks.” Eric looked surprised. Really surprised. “Where’d it come from?”
“Abby’s church gave roses to all the mothers,” he said.
“That’s cool,” Eric said.
Jason was dying to ask Eric something. Finally he did. “How do you like your new bike?”
Eric shrugged his shoulders. “It’s OK, but I miss my old one.”
“You do?”
“I wish I’d kept it. Or sold it to you,” Eric said. “It’s already a piece of junk. You would have taken better care of it.”
Jason didn’t know what to say. Before today he might’ve felt secretly glad. Glad that Eric messed up by selling his bike to someone else.
Not today. Things were different.
“Well, I gotta go,” Jason said.
“What’s your hurry?” Eric asked, getting up.
“Got a lunch date with my mother,” Jason told him.
“For Mother’s Day?” asked Eric. He held the rose stem carefully between two thorns.
“Yep. She makes a mean meatloaf,” he said.
“Sounds like total yuck,” Eric muttered.
Jason didn’t mind. Meatloaf sure did beat out garbanzo beans any day.
And bikes? Dunkum owned two of them. And thanks to Luke 3:11, one would be his.
Ya-hoo!
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