
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: cover]



The Garden Thief

Created by Gertrude Chandler Warner

Illustrated by Tim Jessel

ALBERT WHITMAN & Company, Chicago



Contents

Chapter 1. Mr. Yee Has a Problem

Chapter 2. Cool as a Cucumber

Chapter 3. Why a Fence?

Chapter 4. Rabbits Everywhere

Chapter 5. Bags of Lettuce and Kale

Chapter 6. The Lumpy Shapes

Chapter 7. Move the Gardens?

Chapter 8. The Vandal

Chapter 9. Thinking It Through

Chapter 10. The Thief

About the Author



CHAPTER 1

Mr. Yee Has a Problem

“It’s raining,” said Benny as he looked out the window. “And somebody is walking funny.” Benny was six years old, the youngest of the four Alden children.

Violet, his ten-year-old sister, put down her violin and came to the window. “It’s not raining hard,” she said. “This is just a drizzle.” She looked down the long driveway, at the person walking toward their house. “That man is tilting toward the right as he walks.”

Jessie, who had been reading a book, put it down and came to the window. She was twelve years old and sometimes took charge of her younger brother and sister. Jessie looked out the window. “That’s Mr. Albert Yee,” she said. “Grandfather’s friend. And I agree, he is walking funny.”

The Alden children lived with their grandfather, James Alden. After their parents died, the children had run away from home and lived in a boxcar in the woods. They thought that their grandfather, whom they had never met, was a very mean person. They didn’t want to live with him. But their grandfather found them and they saw he was a good person. Now Benny, Violet, Jessie, and Henry lived with him in a big house in Greenfield, Connecticut.

“Why are you all staring out the window?” asked Henry. At fourteen, he was the oldest. Henry loved tools and he loved to fix things. In fact, he had just come up from the basement, where he had a small workshop. “Hey,” he said, “that’s Mr. Yee. And he has a broken arm.”

“Yes,” said Jessie. “Now I can see the cast.”

“Poor Mr. Yee,” said Violet. “It must hurt. See how he’s holding his arm?”

Benny ran to the door to let Mr. Yee in. He reached it at the same time as Mrs. McGregor did. She was the Aldens’ housekeeper and a great cook.

Mrs. McGregor opened the door. “Why, hello, Mr. Yee,” she said. “Come right in.”

“What happened to your arm?” Benny asked.

“Hello, Benny,” said Mr. Yee. “I fell and broke it.”

The other children came to the door and said hello to Mr. Yee. Mrs. McGregor asked him if he would like some hot tea. He said yes, and soon everybody found themselves sitting at the table in Mrs. McGregor’s kitchen.

The cast on Mr. Yee’s right arm went all the way from his wrist to the middle of his upper arm. Violet noticed that Mr. Yee couldn’t seem to sit comfortably at the table. And he had to hold his teacup in his left hand.

“How did you break your arm?” Jessie asked him.

“Stupid accident,” Mr. Yee said angrily. “Stupid. I don’t want to talk about it now.”

The Aldens looked at each other. They felt bad for Mr. Yee.

“Now don’t you worry,” Mrs. McGregor told him. “Your arm will heal and you’ll be fine.”

Mr. Yee looked at her. “How do you know my arm will heal?” he asked.

“Well,” said Mrs. McGregor, “because you’re healthy and you eat healthful foods. Think of all the vegetables you grow and eat. You’re a wonderful gardener,” she said.

Mr. Yee shook his head back and forth. “I cannot tend to my garden this year,” he said. “I thought I could, but I can’t. Not with my arm in a cast. That’s why I’m here. I want to ask James for help.”

“Grandfather isn’t here,” said Henry. “He’s visiting his sister, our Aunt Jane, until Friday.”

Mr. Yee sighed. “Then it’s no use,” he said. “I can’t tend the garden without help.”

“We can help,” said Violet softly. “We love to help.”

“Yes,” said Jessie. She passed a plate of Mrs. McGregor’s freshly baked cookies to Mr. Yee. “We’re very good at helping. We’ll help you tend your garden.”

Mr. Yee sat up a little straighten “Really?” he asked, looking at each of the children.

“We are quick learners,” said Henry.

“And I love vegetables,” said Benny. In fact, Benny loved food of all kind.

Mr. Yee sipped his tea and seemed to be thinking. Finally he spoke.

“Each year, prizes are given for the best vegetables grown in the community gardens. I have won blue ribbons three years in a row. Once for my tomatoes, once for my cucumbers, and once for my carrots.” He looked at the children. “Maybe, with your help, my garden will produce good vegetables. That is the important thing.” He sipped more tea. “And maybe, just maybe, I will win another blue ribbon this year.”

“What’s a community garden?” Benny asked.

Henry, who had learned it in school, explained that a community garden was a large plot of land on which many different people had gardens.

Mr. Yee nodded. “That is correct,” he said. “Instead of each of us having a little garden in our backyards, we all go to the same place to grow our gardens.”

“That sounds wonderful,” said Violet.

“It is,” said Mr. Yee. “Although. …”

“Although what?” asked Jessie.

“This year isn’t like before,” said Mr. Yee. “There have been problems this year.”

“What problems?” asked Benny.

“Somebody has been driving an ATV through the gardens, running over plants,” said Mr. Yee. He looked at Benny. “An ATV is an All Terrain Vehicle,” he said.

Benny nodded. “I know that. An ATV can have three wheels or four wheels. Vroooommmmm!”

Mr. Yee smiled at Benny. “No four-wheeled ATV is guilty,” he said. “Whoever is running over plants drives a three-wheeled ATV.”

“That’s mean to ride over plants,” said Henry, “Do you know who’s doing it?”

Mr. Yee shook his head. “And that’s not all. Somebody has been stealing vegetables from the gardens. Last week they took all of my young broccoli plants.”

“A vandal and a thief,” Jessie said.

“Or a vandal who’s also a thief,” said Henry.

“That’s not good,” Jessie said as she looked at her brothers and sister. They nodded their heads.

“We will help you with your garden, Mr. Yee,” said Jessie. “And we’ll also find out who’s been harming the gardens.”

Mr. Yee looked at the children. “Well,” he said, “James always says that the four of you can solve mysteries.”

“Oh, they sure can,” said Mrs. McGregor as she collected the cups and plates.

Violet looked out the window. “The drizzle has stopped,” she said. “Maybe we can go with you to the community garden now,” she said to Mr. Yee.

Mrs. McGregor spoke up. “But how did you get here?” she asked Mr. Yee. “You can’t drive, not with your arm in that big cast. And you can’t ride your bike, either.”

“I walked,” said Mr. Yee with a frown. “I miss my bike.”

“Well,” said Mrs. McGregor, taking off her apron, “I’ll drive all of you to the gardens, then I’ll come back for you later.”

Mr. Yee stood. “Thank you so much,” he said.

*  *  *

“Wow!” said Benny as Mrs. McGregor turned into the lane marked Greenfield Community Gardens. “Look at all the plants!”

“The gardens are right across the road from the Kirk Farm,” said Jessie. “My class took a tour of the working farm last year.”

Mr. Yee started to get out of the car. Violet got out of the back seat and opened the front car door to help him.

“I loved riding my bike here each day,” he said. “Now I must walk, until my arm heals.”

After Mrs. McGregor drove off, Mr. Yee told the children he would give them a brief tour of the community gardens before he showed them how to help.

“The gardens are divided into five sections,” he told them. “Sections A through E. Each section has five garden plots.”

Jessie noticed five tall posts, each marking one of the five sections.

“We’ll save Section A for last,” explained Mr. Yee as he walked toward Section E. The Aldens followed him.

At Section E, Mr. Yee showed the children five different plots, numbered one through five.

“Everything is so neat,” said Henry. “Every section is marked, and every plot is marked.”

Jessie agreed. She looked around. “And there are no fences.”

Mr. Yee scratched the fingers of his right hand, where they emerged from the cast. “There is one fence,” he said. “You’ll see it soon.”

As Mr. Yee led the children around Sections E, D, C, and B, he said hello to people who were working in their gardens. When he stopped to talk to the people, he introduced each of the children. “Thanks to these kind children,” he said, “I can grow vegetables this year.”

When they rounded the corner of Section B, the children stopped. In front of them was a very large, very long section marked A.

“This is huge,” said Henry. “It’s twice as big as any of the other sections.”

“Yes,” said Mr. Yee, “and each plot is much larger than the plots in Sections B through E.”

“Why?” asked Benny.

“Because some people want smaller plots and others want bigger plots.” said Mr. Yee. “Many of the gardeners who win prizes garden in Section A.”

As he talked, Mr. Yee led them forward.

“Look!” shouted Benny. “Rabbits!” He pointed toward one end of Section A, where two white rabbits with brown and black spots hopped into one of the gardens.

Violet noticed that one of the plots—the one right in the middle of Section A—had a chain link fence all around it.

Henry saw two kids standing in front of one of the plots. One was a girl of about twelve, the other was a boy of maybe seventeen.

Mr. Yee saw the boy and girl. “Trouble,” he muttered. “Trouble, trouble.” He turned to Jessie, who was walking next to him. “They are standing in front of my plot, Plot Number Two.”

“Who are they?” asked Jessie. She noticed that the girl was wearing a cast on her left leg and holding a large green trash bag. The strap-on cast was bright orange.

Before Mr. Yee could answer, the girl walked up to them. “I’m Lucasta Kirk,” she said. “I raise prize-winning rabbits. Orange is my favorite color.”

Lucasta frowned at Violet, who was wearing a purple shirt. Violet loved all shades of purple, including lavender and violet.

“Purple is my least favorite color,” said Lucasta.

Violet’s feelings were hurt by Lucasta’s remark. She thought that Lucasta did not have good manners.

Henry introduced himself and his sisters and brother.

The other boy said he was Alex Kirk, Lucasta’s brother.

“Do you have a plot in the community gardens?” Jessie asked Alex and Lucasta.

“I have plot number five,” said Alex. “And Lucasta has plot number four.”

Jessie looked at the size of each plot. “That’s a lot of land to garden,” she said.

[image: ]

“We know how to do it,” said Alex. “We grew up on a farm. That’s our farm across the street.” He pointed to a large white barn and a white farmhouse surrounded by fields.

“I’m not gardening this year,” Lucasta said. “I’m spending all my time raising my rabbits, so that they win top prize.

Also,” she added, “Mr. Yee ran over me with his bicycle and broke my leg and it’s too hard for me to garden with a broken leg.”

“That is not true!” shouted Mr. Yee. “I did not run over you with my bicycle! Your rabbits ran right in front of me as I was riding, and when I tried to not run over your rabbits, I flew over my handlebars and broke my arm.”

“Your bike hit me and broke my leg!” said Lucasta.

“My bike hit you after I was no longer on it, after I flew over the handlebars and broke my arm because of your rabbits!”

“Please,” said Alex, “let’s not argue about this again. Lucasta is fine, and I hope that you will be, too, Mr. Yee. You’re a very good gardener and I hope you’re able to grow wonderful vegetables again this year. Let’s forget all about the accident.”

“I will never forget,” said Lucasta. “If my rabbits don’t win first prize at the fair this summer, I will hold Mr. Yee responsible.” She turned and limped away.



CHAPTER 2

Cool as a Cucumber

Alex Kirk said he had to take care of his garden and left.

Mr. Yee took several deep breaths, then said, “Come, let’s walk through my garden plot.”

The Aldens followed him, careful to not step on any plants. That was a bit hard to do because the plants were sprawled out everywhere.

And so were weeds. Jessie knew that the tall grass-like stalks didn’t belong in the middle of the plants. Mr. Yee needs our help to weed his garden, she thought. He can’t do it with one arm in a cast.

Mr. Yee stopped in the middle of a long path. He pointed to the far end of two rows of carrots. “Notice how the carrots at the far end of each row are bigger than the ones in the middle of the rows,” he said. “And the ones where we’re standing are the smallest of the carrots.”

The Aldens looked and nodded. “You must have planted some carrots earlier than others,” said Henry.

“That is right,” said Mr. Yee. “I was able to plant seeds, but I can’t weed or thin.” He frowned. “My rows are not very straight,” he said. “That’s because of my broken arm.”

Benny looked at the rows of carrots. “But I’ll bet the carrots taste good, even though the rows aren’t straight.”

Mr. Yee looked at Benny. “You have already grasped what is important, Benny—that the vegetables taste good.”

“But you would also like to win prizes if you can,” said Violet.

“You have also grasped what is important, Violet,” said Mr. Yee. He rubbed his hands together—which was not easy to do because his right arm stuck out at an angle because of the cast.

“So,” he said. “Here we have rows of lettuce, radishes, and carrots. They need to be thinned, and they need to be weeded.”

“What’s thinned mean?” asked Violet.

Mr. Yee squatted so that he was closer to the plants. “If we let all of these carrots grow in one spot, none of them will grow large. But if we pull out some of the carrots, the ones we leave in the ground will grow large.” Mr. Yee carefully pulled out a few green tops.

“There’s a baby carrot at the end of each one!” said Benny.

“And they’re purple!” exclaimed Violet. “I love purple carrots!”

“I have a bucket of clean water over there,” said Mr. Yee, pointing. “Could you bring it to me?” he asked Henry.

Henry brought the bucket of water and Mr. Yee rinsed the tiny carrots in water. Then he tore off the green tops and gave two tiny carrots to each of the children.

“Yum!” said Benny. “They’re so sweet.”

“And so crisp,” said Jessie.

“And so purple!” Violet laughed. “Jessie and I can thin the carrots if you show us how,” she said to Mr. Yee. “And also the radishes and lettuce.”

Mr. Yee smiled. “That will be wonderful.” He showed them how to thin the lettuce and radishes. And he gave them a basket to put the thinnings in. “You can take the thinnings home to Mrs. McGregor,” he said.

After he was satisfied that Violet and Jessie were doing a good job, Mr. Yee led Henry and Benny to a different part of the garden.

“What are those?” asked Benny, pointing to large leaves that sprawled across the ground.

A sad look passed over Mr. Yee’s face. “Those are my beans and my peas,” he explained. “They are climbing plants, but I haven’t been able to put up poles or trellises for them to climb on.”

“I can do that,” Henry offered. “Tomorrow I’ll bring my toolbox.”

Mr. Yee looked happy. “Thank you,” he said. “You can use the lumber I have here in the garden, past the strawberries.”

“Strawberries?” said Benny. “Where are they?”

“Look down, Benny.” Mr. Yee chuckled as he pointed at Benny’s feet, where long rows of short plants grew.

“I see leaves,” said Benny as he looked down, “but I don’t see strawberries.”

With difficulty Mr. Lee squatted and gently ran his hand underneath the strawberry plant leaves, lifting them upward.

“Strawberries!” said Benny.

“And they look delicious,” said Henry as he studied the bright red fruits.

Mr. Yee plucked a ripe strawberry and handed it to Benny. He plucked another and handed it to Henry.

“This is the best-tasting strawberry I’ve ever had,” said Henry. “Do you win prizes for your strawberries, too, Mr. Yee?”

Mr. Yee struggled to his feet and laughed. “Not yet. But maybe if Benny helps me, we can win this year.”

“Really?” asked Benny, who wanted more strawberries. “What should I do?”

“Well,” said Mr. Yee, “I have two long rows of strawberries.” He pointed to the row they were standing at and the one next to it.

Henry whistled. “Each row is at least twenty-five feet long,” he said.

“Thirty feet,” corrected Mr. Yee proudly.

“Can you eat that many strawberries all by yourself?” asked Benny as he looked at the two long rows. Benny thought that even he couldn’t eat that many berries, no matter how much he loved them.

“No,” Mr. Yee answered. “I freeze some and I make strawberry jam from some. But mostly I eat them myself and give them to friends. Lots of friends.”

Mr. Yee then explained to Benny that strawberry plants had to be watered before the ground became totally dry. He showed both Benny and Henry where the water spigots were, one spigot outside each section, and he showed them where he kept his buckets and watering cans.

Henry looked at the water spigot, which was on a pipe that came up from the ground. “Do all community gardens have a water supply?” he asked.

“No,” said Mr. Yee. “Many depend on the rainfall, and sometimes on water that people bring in trucks. But Mr. Kirk had an irrigation system in this field, and after he loaned the field to the town of Greenfield, the town paid to install the upright pipes and spigots.”

“It’s wonderful of Mr. Kirk to loan his land for a community garden,” Henry said.

Mr. Yee agreed.

“Now let me show you my tomato plants,” he said. “Last year I won a blue ribbon for my tomatoes.”

Henry and Benny followed Mr. Yee back into the garden, past the peas and beans, past the strawberry plants, and around a corner.

As they rounded the corner, Mr. Yee cried out, “No! No! What has happened? Somebody has broken my tomato stakes!”

Indeed, Mr. Yee had a long row of tomato plants, each tied to a strong wooden stake that had been pounded into the ground. But Henry could see that somebody had come along and whacked each stake near the bottom, cracking it. Now the weight of the tomato plants was pulling the stakes outward. Soon the stakes would crack and topple over. And so would the tomato plants.
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“Who would do such a terrible thing?” asked Henry.

“The vandal!” shouted Mr. Yee. “The vandal who is trying to destroy the community gardens!” He paced back and forth and ran his hand over his gray hair. “What am I going to do?” he cried. “What am I going to do? My tomato plants are ruined!”

Suddenly a man stood up in the next garden. Henry hadn’t seen him before. He must have been kneeling down, weeding, thought Henry.

The man rushed over to Mr. Yee.

“Albert, what’s wrong?” asked the man.

Mr. Yee just shook his head sadly and pointed at his tomato plants.

“Oh, no,” said the man. “This is terrible.” He looked at the plants, then looked at Mr. Yee. “It’s the vandal again,” he said. “The same person who’s been riding his ATV through the gardens.”

“Yes,” said Mr. Yee.

“Hi,” said the man to Henry and Benny. “I’m Roger Walski. You can call me Roger. That’s my garden plot.” He pointed to plot number one, right next to Mr. Yee’s plot number two.

“I’m Henry Alden,” said Henry. “And this is my brother Benny. Our sisters Jessie and Violet are here, too, over by the carrots and lettuce.”

Roger Walski nodded. “I’m sorry this happened to your plants, Albert. But I’ve been telling you, this isn’t a good site for the community gardens. We should move further down the road, to new land.”

Mr. Yee shook his head back and forth. “No, Roger, I disagree. We Chinese believe in luck, and this is just bad luck. It will go away. This is a wonderful spot to garden.”

“You’ll have to give up on your tomatoes,” said Mr. Walski. “With your broken arm, you won’t be able to replace these stakes.”

“I’ll replace the stakes,” said Henry. “Mr. Yee will show me how to take out the broken ones without hurting the plants.”

Mr. Yee looked at Henry gratefully. “Thank you, Henry. We can do that tomorrow.”

Roger Walski frowned. “Well,” he said, “I’m glad you can save your tomatoes. But you won’t win first prize for them this year, not with this setback.”

“I suppose you think you will win a blue ribbon with your cucumbers,” snapped Mr. Yee, who did not like the thought of losing.

“Yes, I will,” said Mr. Walski with a smile.

“I love cucumbers,” said Benny.

Mr. Walski looked at Henry and Benny. “Come with me,” he said, “and I’ll teach you something about cucumbers.”

“First we have to help Mr. Yee,” said Henry.

“No, no,” said Mr. Yee. “Let us go see Roger’s cucumbers.”

The four of them walked down a path between rows of plants that Henry didn’t recognize. They stepped across a string marker that separated Mr. Yee’s garden plot from Roger’s, and Roger led them down a path to a row of trellises shaped like teepees.

Henry liked the way that three poles were pushed into the ground at an angle, tilted toward each other, and tied at the top. “Did you build these?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Roger.

“They’re very well built,” said Henry. “And they seem to work so well.”

“They do work well,” said Roger. “The cucumber vines climb up the poles and hang from them. That means they don’t spread on the ground, and that means I have more ground space to grow other vegetables.”

Benny leaned over backward and tried to look up into the teepee-shaped structure.

Roger Walski laughed. “Here,” he said, pushing aside some leaves and revealing a cucumber.

“Wow!” said Benny. “Are they ready to eat yet?”

“Some will be ready to eat tomorrow,” said Roger. “And others will be ready in two weeks. And I’ll have more cucumbers that will be ready for the Greenfield Fair.”

Mr. Yee smashed a clump of dirt with the toe of his shoe. “You were going to tell Henry and Benny something about cucumbers,” he reminded Roger. “I hope it wasn’t just bragging that you will win a blue ribbon.”

Roger looked at the children. “Here’s what I wanted to teach you: the inside of a cucumber is always cooler than the temperature around it. That’s why people say ‘cool as a cucumber’—because the cucumber is cool on the inside.”

“What does that mean?” asked Benny.

“To be cool as a cucumber is to be calm,” said Henry. “It means you don’t get angry or flustered.”

“That’s right,” said Roger. “And I am cool. As cool as a cucumber.”

“What do you mean?” asked Henry.

Roger stood straight. “It means that despite the vandalism and despite the fact that somebody might be stealing vegetables, I remain calm.”

Mr. Yee shook his head at this. “It is easy to remain calm,” he said, “when it is not your garden that has been harmed.”

“I remain calm,” Roger repeated, “because I’m the one who knows what must be done.”

Everybody looked at Roger Walski.

“What must be done?” asked Henry.

“We community gardeners must move to a new location,” said Roger.

Just as Roger was speaking, a young woman rode up on a racing bike, dismounted, and walked toward the middle plot—the plot that had a fence all around it.

“That’s Taylor Harris,” said Roger. He scowled. “She claims her vegetables will win first prize. But she doesn’t want any of us to see them. That’s why she built a fence all around her garden. Not a very friendly thing to do.”



CHAPTER 3

Why a Fence?

Jessie and Violet, who were still thinning and weeding plants, saw a young woman ride her bike almost right up to them.

“Hi,” she said as she locked her bike to the chain link fence that surrounded plot number three. “I’m Taylor Harris.”

Jessie stood up and introduced herself and Violet. They shook hands with Taylor Harris, who was dressed in purple and yellow cycling gear. Violet thought the colors looked really good against Taylor’s black skin.
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“Are you helping Mr. Yee?” Taylor asked as she took a pair of dumbbells from her bike pack. Taylor began to do arm exercises with the dumbbells.

“Yes, we’re helping Mr. Yee. This is our first day. Are you training for a contest?” Jessie asked.

“No, no,” said Taylor. “I just like to keep fit.”

Jessie and Violet watched as Taylor put the dumbbells back into her cycle pack. She pulled out something else that looked heavy.

“Oops,” said Taylor, looking down at the ground. “Where did it go?”

“What did you lose?” asked Violet, who thought she saw something fall.

“A one-pound piece of metal, like a slug. It goes inside a slot in this leg weight, so I can make them lighter or heavier.” She held out a leg weight so that Jessie and Violet could see it.

“It has five little pockets sewn in,” said Violet.

Taylor nodded, still looking around. “I can fit one-or two-pound weights into each slot.”

Jessie spied the dark weight on the ground. It was hard to see because it blended in with the color of the dirt. Jessie bent and picked it up. “Here it is,” she said, handing it to Taylor.

“Thank you,” said Taylor. She looked at Jessie and Violet, then she looked down at the thinning and weeding they had done. “Hmmmm,” she said, “you girls are doing a very good job.”

“Thanks,” said Jessie and Violet together.

“Mr. Yee would like to win more blue ribbons,” said Taylor, “but he won’t. This year, it’s my turn to win, and I’ll do whatever I need to do to win those blue ribbons.”

Jessie thought Taylor Harris looked very determined as she said this.

“In fact,” continued Taylor, “I’d better do my leg exercises later. Time for me to garden.”

“What vegetables do you grow?” asked Violet.

“Oh, you name it, I grow it,” said Taylor. “But kale is my favorite. I love its color, its crinkly leaves, and its taste. I eat it raw or cooked, hot or cold.”

“Which vegetables do you hope to win blue ribbons for?” Jessie asked. “Just kale?”

“All of them,” said Taylor. “I’ve never won a blue ribbon before and I’m tired of not winning. This year I’m growing the best vegetables ever!”

Jessie and Violet watched as Taylor took a key out of her racing shorts and put it into the heavy lock on the garden gate.

“I built this fence and gate last month, all by myself,” she told them, “to protect my vegetables.”

“From rabbits?” asked Violet, who remembered that there had been rabbits hopping around the gardens earlier. They were probably Lucasta’s rabbits, but Violet wasn’t sure.

Taylor frowned. “No,” she replied. “I want to protect my vegetables from two-legged thieves.”

“Oh,” said Violet, “Mr. Yee told us somebody was stealing vegetables. What a mean thing to do, to steal the food somebody else has grown.”

Taylor pressed her lips tight and nodded. She seemed angry just thinking about it. “This is the first year we’ve had a thief,” she said. “Last year and the year before, everything was fine. But this year—this year somebody has been stealing vegetables almost every day! That’s why I built my fence.”

“Somebody is stealing vegetables every single day?” asked Jessie.

Taylor Harris nodded. “Just about every day.”

“From every plot in the community gardens?” Jessie asked.

Taylor stopped to think. “Mostly Section A,” she said, “though some people in B and C have had vegetables stolen, too.”

“That’s strange,” said Violet.

“Maybe,” said Taylor.

“Our brothers are also helping Mr. Yee,” Jessie told Taylor. “And the four of us are going to find out who is vandalizing the gardens and who’s stealing vegetables.”

Taylor looked at Violet and Jessie. “Well,” she said at last, “good luck.” Then she stepped into her garden and closed the gate behind herself.

Jessie and Violet stretched and brushed off their knees. “Mrs. McGregor will be picking us up soon,” said Jessie. “We can give her the thinnings for salad.”

“I like Taylor,” said Violet. “She looks good in purple and yellow.”

Just as Jessie stooped down to pick up the basket of thinned lettuce, radishes, and carrots, they heard Taylor Harris shouting loudly.

“My lettuce is gone!” she shouted. “And my kale! My lettuce and kale are gone!”

Jessie and Violet opened the gate to Taylor’s garden and rushed in. And Henry, Benny, Mr. Yee, and another man came running in after them.



CHAPTER 4

Rabbits Everywhere

“Lucasta’s rabbits did this!” shouted Taylor. “I know they did! Her rabbits ate all my lettuce and kale!”

Henry looked down at the ground, where the lettuce and kale had been. He saw small holes where the plants had been. “I don’t think it was rabbits,” said Henry.

“Who are you?” Taylor demanded.

Henry explained who he and Benny were, and then Roger Walski told Jessie and Violet who he was. After everybody seemed to know who everybody else was, Taylor said, “It was those rabbits, I know it was. I won’t stand for this!”

Henry shook his head. “If rabbits ate your plants, there would be some leaves left. We would see teeth marks on the leaves, where the rabbits nibbled them. But there’s nothing left of your lettuce or kale.” Henry pointed to the holes in the ground. “Not even the roots are left. Your plants were pulled out of the ground.”

“Henry is right,” said Mr. Yee to Taylor.

“I don’t care what Henry says,” shouted Taylor. “There are rabbits everywhere, dozens of rabbits! Big gray ones! White ones with spots all over! I just know the rabbits did it.”

Roger spoke up. “Whoever did this, it just goes to show that this is a bad spot for a community garden. There’s good land that’s empty a mile up the road. We can all get together and have the village of Greenfield sign a lease for that land. We can garden in a better place next year. No vandals,” he said, “no thieves.”

Taylor Harris was so angry that she wasn’t really listening to Roger. “I’m going to march right up that hill,” she said, pointing toward the Kirk farm across the dirt road, “and into that barn. That’s where the rabbits are. They just hippity-hop down here and eat whatever they like.”

Taylor stomped out of her garden and up the hill. Everybody else followed her.

“But Taylor,” said Jessie, trying to keep up with the angry young woman, “how could the rabbits get into your garden? They couldn’t open the gate.”

“They probably dug under the fence,” said Taylor as she strode uphill.

“But you didn’t look to see if that was true,” said Jessie. “And besides, like Henry said, the rabbits wouldn’t pull your plants out by the roots.”

“I don’t trust Lucasta,” said Taylor. “She probably dropped the rabbits over my fence and let them eat everything.”

“But how would the rabbits get out?” asked Henry.

“Don’t argue with me,” Taylor said. “The rabbits are responsible.”

By this time Taylor, the Aldens, Mr. Yee and Roger had all crossed the dirt road and were walking toward an old white barn whose wide doors were open.

Taylor was about to walk through the open doors when Alex Kirk stepped out right in front of her.

“Have you come to see my father?” he asked.

“No,” said Taylor.

Lucasta came up right behind Alex. “Have you come to see my rabbits?” she asked.

Benny looked past Alex and Lucasta and into the barn. “Look at all the rabbits!” he said.

“Prize-winning rabbits,” said Lucasta.

“Sneaky, lettuce-eating rabbits,” said Taylor. “Rabbits who got into my garden and ate all my lettuce and kale!”

“When?” asked Alex.

Taylor looked puzzled. “Well, I don’t know when, exactly. Some time between last night and this morning.”

“Lucasta’s rabbits have been in their cages all that time. They haven’t been out.”

“Not true,” said Mr. Yee, shaking his head. “There were two rabbits out this morning. We saw them when we saw you.”

Alex and Lucasta looked at each other and didn’t say anything.

“The rabbits were white and they had big brown spots and big black spots,” said Benny. “Like a pinto pony.”

“That’s just two rabbits,” said Alex. “They were the only ones out, weren’t they, Lucasta?”

“Yes,” said Lucasta. “Only Petra and Petrino were out. None of the other rabbits were out.”

“Your leg!” exclaimed Mr. Yee suddenly, pointing at Lucasta’s left leg. “You are not wearing your cast. Has your leg healed already?”

“No,” said Lucasta angrily. “I was just giving it a rest from the cast. I wasn’t walking around much.”

Violet watched as Lucasta limped over to a nearby bench and grabbed her bright orange walking cast and strapped it onto her left leg.

“There!” Lucasta said to Mr. Yee. “Are you satisfied?”

Mr. Yee just scowled without saying anything.

“I wish you wouldn’t wear that cast,” Alex told his sister. “Your leg is healed, you don’t need that cast.”

“Young bones heal quicker than old bones,” muttered Mr. Yee.

“I need the cast,” said Lucasta.

“I don’t care about your cast!” shouted Taylor. “And I don’t care what you say about your rabbits being locked up! Somehow or other, your rabbits are responsible for eating my lettuce and kale. I expected to win blue ribbons for my lettuce and especially for my kale, and now I have to start all over again.”

“My rabbits didn’t eat your lettuce and kale,” Lucasta told Taylor. “Their cages are locked from the outside, so they can’t escape.”

“So,” said Mr. Yee, “did you let your rabbits out on purpose, so they ran in front of my bike and made me fall and break my arm?”

“That was an accident,” said Lucasta. “I forgot to lock the cages.”

“Well, maybe this time was an accident, too,” said Taylor. “I would like to see the cages.”

“I have nothing to hide,” said Lucasta. “Everybody can look.”

The small crowd followed Lucasta as she led the way to the back of the barn.

Henry noticed many rabbit hutches, as many as thirty. Each one had a beautiful rabbit inside. Off in one corner, he noticed an ATV. It had three wheels.

Benny went right up to one of the lower hutches and put his face against the wire. The rabbit that was inside the cage pressed its nose against the wire.

Benny laughed. “That tickles!” he said, rubbing his nose.

Lucasta twisted the wooden handle that locked the rabbit hutch from the outside.

She opened the door and gently lifted the spotted rabbit into her arms and stroked it.

The rabbit looked at Benny. The rabbit’s nose twitched.

“It has a pink nose,” said Benny. “And the rabbit in the next cage has a black nose.”

“There are many different kinds of rabbits,” Lucasta explained, “but I raise only Rex and American rabbits. This is a Rex.”
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She returned the Rex rabbit to its hutch, closed the lock, and moved to the next cage, which had a gray rabbit inside. Again she opened the hutch and removed the rabbit. “This is an American blue,” she said, stroking the rabbit. “Its fur is so gray and black that the rabbit looks blue.”

“Your rabbits are beautiful,” said Violet, who admired the rabbits’ glossy fur and cute noses and long ears.

“All of my rabbits are prize-winning rabbits,” said Lucasta. “I give them the best food and the best care.”

“Do you feed them a special food to keep them so healthy?” asked Jessie.

“I feed them special rabbit food that we buy at the farmers store,” Lucasta answered. “And I feed them the best and freshest vegetables like cucumbers, broccoli, lettuce, chard, carrots, beans, and peas.”

“Wow,” said Benny. “Rabbits like a lot of different foods.”

Jessie noticed an apron hanging from the end of the cages. The apron had many pockets, and a carrot was sticking out of one of the pockets. There was a large green trash bag next to the apron.

“Is that where you keep the vegetables?” she asked, pointing to the apron.

Lucasta frowned.

“No,” said Alex as he pulled the apron and trash bag from the wall and rolled them up. He put them on top of the rabbit cages. “That’s just an old cobbler’s apron.”

Alex handed the carrot that had been in the apron to Lucasta and she fed it to the rabbit she was holding.

“I used to feed my rabbits all the vegetables I grew,” she said, “but when Mr. Yee broke my leg, I couldn’t garden this year.”

“I did not break your leg!” shouted Mr. Yee. “Your rabbits ran in front of my bicycle and made me break my arm!”

“I can grow all the vegetables Lucasta needs,” said Alex.

“I deserve all of my blue ribbons,” said Lucasta.

Taylor Harris sighed. “I deserve blue ribbons, too. I’m going back to my garden, and I better never see one of your rabbits inside it,” she said.

Taylor left.

“This is too bad,” said Roger Walski.

Henry looked at him in surprise. The entire time they had been in the barn, Roger hadn’t said anything.

“It just goes to show that we should move the community gardens some place else. Away from vandals, away from thieves, and even away from these prize-winning rabbits.”

Roger followed Taylor out the wide barn doors. “My cucumbers need my attention,” he said as he left.

“We are leaving, also,” said Mr. Yee. “I don’t like rabbits.”

The Aldens followed him out the door.

As the five of them walked back to Mr. Yee’s plot, they talked.

“I like the rabbits,” said Benny.

“Me, too,” said Violet. “And they didn’t eat Taylor’s lettuce and kale, because rabbits can’t open garden gates.”

“And rabbits don’t pull plants out of the ground,” said Henry. “Instead, they nibble the leaves.”

The Aldens looked at one another. Something strange was definitely happening at the community garden.



CHAPTER 5

Bags of Lettuce and Kale

Early the next morning Mrs. McGregor handed each of the children a thermal lunch bag.

“There are scrambled egg sandwiches for each of you,” she said. “Plus a can of juice and an orange.”

Just then Mr. Yee knocked on the back door.

“Is everybody ready?” he asked.

“We’re ready,” said Henry, stifling a yawn.

“Here is a lunch bag for you, Mr. Yee,” said Mrs. McGregor. “Scrambled egg sandwiches.”

“Thank you,” said Mr. Yee. “You are most generous. I will be sure to repay you with excellent vegetables.”

Mrs. McGregor drove them all to the community gardens. Henry and Jessie talked to Mr. Yee, but Violet and Benny closed their eyes and fell asleep. When Mrs. McGregor stopped the car at the community gardens, Violet and Benny woke up.

“Are we there?” Benny asked.

“Yes,” said Mr. Yee. “We will eat our breakfasts first, then we will tend to the garden.”

Mrs. McGregor drove away and the children walked the short distance to the community gardens. They waved to other gardeners in Sections D and E, and also Sections B and C.

When they reached Section A, they saw Taylor’s bike chained to her garden fence. Taylor was standing beside the bike. The gate to her garden was open. Henry thought that Taylor looked confused.

“Is anything wrong?” Henry asked as they walked up to her.

“I don’t know,” answered Taylor. “Can I show you something?”

Henry said yes, and Taylor led everybody into her garden. They followed her down a few rows. Taylor stopped and pointed to two large burlap bags sitting on the ground, right next to the spot where the lettuce and kale had been growing.

“Those were here when I arrived a few minutes ago,” said Taylor.

Benny yawned. “What’s inside them?” he asked.

“Open them,” she said, “and you’ll see.”

Jessie opened one of the sacks. “Lettuce!” she said. “Lots of lettuce!”

Violet opened the other sack. “Kale,” she said. “The whole sack is full of kale.”

“What does this mean?” asked Mr. Yee.

“That’s what I’d like to know,” said Taylor.

She looked at the Aldens. “What do you think?” she asked.
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Henry spoke first. “I think somebody is trying to make amends,” he said.

“I agree,” said Jessie. “Somebody is trying to say they’re sorry they stole your lettuce and kale yesterday.”

“Yes,” said Taylor, “I think somebody feels bad about what happened and is giving me this lettuce and kale.” She frowned. “It doesn’t make sense, though.”

“I know what you mean,” said Henry. “If somebody stole your lettuce and kale, why would he or she bother giving you more lettuce and kale?”

“But if Lucasta’s rabbits ate my lettuce and kale, that makes sense,” said Taylor. “Rabbits can’t return what they ate, but Lucasta could.”

Violet was starting to wake up. Thinking about a mystery always made her feel more alert. “Maybe it’s not the same person,” she said. “Maybe one person stole the lettuce and kale, but another person is giving you lettuce and kale.”

“Hmmm,” said Taylor.

“You will have to eat this lettuce and kale very soon,” Mr. Yee observed. “Vegetables taste best right after they’re picked.”

“I can’t eat all of this by myself,” said Taylor. “Please take as much as you want for yourselves, and I’ll donate the rest to the food center.”

“We can sprinkle the burlap bags with water,” said Mr. Yee, “and put them in the shade, so they stay cool.”

Taylor nodded. “I’ll do that before I start to weed,” she said. “Be sure to take some of these with you when you go home.”

“Will you eat some of the lettuce and kale yourself?” Violet asked.

Taylor shook her head.

“Why not?” asked Benny. “I’ll bet they taste good.”

“They probably do.” Taylor laughed. “But these aren’t the same kind of lettuce and kale that I grow,” she said.

She reached into one bag and pulled out a head of lettuce. “This is a light green butter lettuce,” she said, holding it out for the children to see. “It’s very tasty, but I was growing a red-tipped leaf lettuce. I like the taste of it better, and I like the dark green color.”

Taylor put the lettuce back into one burlap bag and reached into the other bag. She pulled out some kale leaves. “This is a plain green kale,” she said, showing the leaves to the children. “I grow a very dark curly kale.”

Mr. Yee nodded his head. “These are good vegetables,” he said, “but not as tasty as the kind you grow. If it was the thief who returned these vegetables, I wonder why he didn’t return the same kind he took?”

Henry scratched his head. “If the thief returned the exact same kind of vegetables he or she stole, then why steal them in the first place?”

“Do you think this lettuce and kale came from the community gardens?” Jessie asked.

Taylor shrugged her shoulders. “Who knows,” she said. “Lots of people here grow butter lettuce and plain kale. Alex grows butter lettuce and plain kale. So does Roger. Lucasta used to grow dark green lettuce and dark curly kale, just like Mr. Yee and I do. But Alex and Lucasta don’t enter their vegetables in contests.”

“Are you talking about me and my sister?” asked Alex Kirk.

Everybody turned around at the sound of Alex’s voice. They saw him at the side of Taylor’s garden. He was standing in Lucasta’s empty plot, looking at them.

“Yes,” said Taylor. “I was saying that you and Lucasta don’t enter your vegetables in contests to win blue ribbons.”

“That’s right,” said Alex. “Vegetables are meant to feed people, not to win blue ribbons.”

“They can do both things,” said Mr. Yee. “They can win blue ribbons, and then they can be eaten.”

Alex ignored what Mr. Yee said. “I’m looking for Roger Walski,” he said, “but he’s not here yet. When you see him, can you give him a message?” he asked.

“Sure,” said Henry. “If Mr. Walski is here today, we’ll give him a message.”

“Good,” said Alex. “Please tell him my father still says no.”

What did that mean? Jessie wondered.

*  *  *

The Aldens and Mr. Yee sat on the grass outside the plots and ate their breakfasts. Mr. Yee stopped in his garden first and picked some fresh snow peas and a few strawberries. They ate the snow peas with their scrambled egg sandwiches and the strawberries after.

“This is a delicious breakfast,” said Violet.

“It sure is,” said Henry.

“It’s the best breakfast I’ve ever had!” shouted Benny.

The others laughed. “Oh, Benny, you’ll say the same thing tomorrow,” kidded Jessie.

Benny nodded. “I will if tomorrow is the best breakfast I ever had. And it will be,” he added, “if I have some of Mr. Yee’s snowpod peas and strawberries!”

“Ah, Benny,” said Mr. Yee, “I think you are going to be a good gardener—as long as you don’t eat up everything you see!”

They all laughed at that. Then they gathered up their sandwich wrappings and napkins and went to work in the garden.

Henry spent the whole morning building trellises for the peas and beans. He enjoyed the work, and knew that the peas and beans would grow better once they had the trellises for support.

Mr. Yee sat on the ground with Jessie and Violet and showed them how to transplant young broccoli plants.

“My broccoli plants were stolen last week,” he told them. “It is too late to grow broccoli that will win a blue ribbon, but I can still grow some to eat.”

“Why is it too late?” asked Violet.

“Because broccoli grows best in cooler weather,” he said.

After Mr. Yee was satisfied that Violet and Jessie were doing a good job, and that Henry didn’t need his help, he went to check on Benny, who was watering the strawberry plants.

“Ah,” said Mr. Yee, “you are doing a very good job, Benny.”

“Good,” said Benny. “I want the strawberries to be delicious.”

Just then they heard the roar of a motor.

Roger Walski zoomed up on a three-wheeled ATV that had a box strapped to the back. He turned off the motor and dismounted.

“Today’s the day,” he told Benny. “Ready to taste a garden-fresh cucumber?”

“Yes,” said Benny. “I love cucumbers.” He turned to Mr. Yee. “May I go taste Mr. Walski’s fresh cucumbers?” he asked.

“Of course,” said Mr. Yee, “and I will come with you.”

Benny and Mr. Yee followed Roger through the maze of garden paths.

But when they reached the place where Roger’s cucumbers grew on trellises—the hanging vines were empty!

“My cucumbers!” Roger screamed. “They’re all gone! I’ve been robbed!”

Before Mr. Yee or Benny could say anything, Roger hopped onto his three-wheeled vehicle and roared away, still shouting.

“Poor Roger,” said Mr. Yee. “Another victim of this terrible, terrible garden thief.”

“Poor Mr. Walski,” said Benny. “He’s very upset. He isn’t as cool as a cucumber.”



CHAPTER 6

The Lumpy Shapes

The following morning the children had breakfast at their usual time, in their usual place: at home.

Mrs. McGregor had made granola and served it with milk and fresh strawberries that Benny had brought home from Mr. Yee’s garden.

“These are delicious strawberries,” said Mrs. McGregor.

“Mr. Yee has two long rows of them,” said Benny, “and it’s my job to water them. He let me pick these yesterday.”

“I’m so glad you’re helping Mr. Yee,” said Mrs. McGregor. “When your grandfather comes home this afternoon, he’ll be very pleased that you’re helping his old friend.”

“What are we going to do today, Jessie?” Violet asked her sister.

“We’re going to harvest carrots and radishes,” Jessie answered. “Mr. Yee says we can bring some home to Mrs. McGregor.”

Mrs. McGregor was making toast for everybody. She looked confused. “How can you harvest full-grown carrots if they were baby carrots just two days ago?” she asked.

“Because Mr. Yee has spread his plantings two weeks apart,” Jessie explained. “He plants a section of carrots every two weeks, and a section of radishes, and lettuce, and kale.”

“I see,” said Mrs. McGregor. “That way, not all of the vegetables are ready at the same time.”

“There’s something ready all season long,” said Henry. “Except for plants like tomatoes, which Mr. Yee put in all at the same time.”

“Are you going to work on the broken towers today?” Jessie asked her brother.

“Yes,” said Henry

“Who would do something mean like break tomato towers?” asked Violet. “Why would they do that?”

“The vandal must have a reason,” said Henry.

“What about the thief?” asked Jessie. “I don’t think the thief and the vandal are the same person.”

Her brothers and sister agreed with her.

The Aldens were still speculating about who might be the vandal and who might be the thief when Mr. Yee arrived. It was time to leave.

As before, Mrs. McGregor drove them all to the community gardens and dropped them off at the end, by Sections D and E. And as before, the children and Mr. Yee walked toward Section A, greeting all the gardeners they passed.

This morning, they did not see Taylor Harris standing at her garden gate, looking perplexed. This morning, they saw two lumpy shapes on the ground, in front of Section A, Plot 1. One shape was long and low. The other shape was round and high.

“What in the world is that?” asked Mr. Yee, scratching underneath the cast of his broken arm. “It’s in front of Roger’s plot.”

“Look!” Benny pointed at something that sat between the two shapes. “It’s a Rex rabbit!”

As the Aldens and Mr. Yee got closer, they saw that the long low shape was a sleeping bag, with somebody inside it. The high round shape was a burlap bag. The Rex rabbit was sitting and scratching an ear with a hind leg.

Just then, Lucasta Kirk came around the far corner of Plot 1. She hobbled along slowly, dragging her broken leg, which was covered from toe to knee with a green trash bag.

“Why are you limping?” Mr. Yee asked her. “You are young, you should be healed by now.”

“I need my cast,” said Lucasta, picking up her rabbit.

“Did you let your rabbit out of its cage?” Benny asked her.

Lucasta frowned. “It hopped out when I went to put lettuce inside.”

The shape in the sleeping bag groaned. It moved. Then it sat up.

Everybody could see that it was Roger Walski inside the sleeping bag.

“What’s going on here?” he asked, rubbing his eyes.

“What are you doing on the ground?” asked Mr. Yee.

“I’m guarding my plot,” Roger answered. “So that nothing else is stolen.”

“Is that your breakfast in the big bag?” asked Benny, pointing to the bag.

“Bag?” asked Roger, looking around. “What bag?” Then he saw the big burlap bag sitting on the ground. “What’s that? That wasn’t there when I went to sleep,” he said.

“That means somebody put the bag there after you fell asleep,” said Henry.

“And that means you are not much of a guard,” said Mr. Yee. “Not if somebody can sneak up in the middle of the night and deposit a big bag next to your head.”

Roger scowled. “Never you mind,” he said to Mr. Yee. He crawled out of his sleeping bag. As Roger crawled out of the bag, a clipboard and pen fell out of the bag. Henry stooped to pick them up, but Roger shouted at him. “No! Leave that alone!” Roger quickly grabbled the clipboard and pen and shoved them far into the sleeping bag.

Henry wondered why Roger didn’t want him to see the clipboard. I wonder what’s on it, thought Henry.

And then Henry noticed a small tool kit alongside the sleeping bag. When Roger saw Henry looking at the tool kit, he shoved it into the sleeping bag, also.

Roger stood and stretched. Then he leaned down and cautiously opened the lumpy burlap bag. “Cucumbers!” he said in surprise. “The bag is full of cucumbers!” Roger removed a cucumber from the bag, inspected it, and bit into it. Everybody heard the loud, juicy crunch as he did so.

“Good,” Roger declared, “but they wouldn’t win a blue ribbon.”

Violet saw Lucasta’s rabbit sniff at the cucumber. The rabbit tried to jump out of Lucasta’s arms, but she held it close and didn’t allow it to escape.

Rabbits must like cucumbers, thought Violet.

Mr. Yee and Benny both took cucumbers out of the bag and bit into them.

“This is good,” said Benny.

“But not good enough for a blue ribbon,” said Roger.

“How can you tell?” asked Jessie.

Roger held out the half-eaten cucumber and pointed to its green skin. “The skin is too thick,” he said. “A thinner skin is better because it’s less bitter.”

“That is correct,” said Mr. Yee as he finished eating his cucumber. “This is a good tasting cucumber, but not quite good enough for first prize in a contest.”

“Well,” said Roger as he took several cucumbers out of the bag, “I’m going to take some of these home to eat. Everybody else is welcome to take some, too.”

“Thank you,” said Jessie. “We’ll take some home to Mrs. McGregor.”

“And I will take some, also,” said Mr. Yee as he reached into the bag.

“What about you, Lucasta?” asked Roger. “Do you want the rest of these cucumbers for your rabbits?”

Lucasta stroked her Rex rabbit and shook her head. “No,” she replied.

Roger Walski looked surprised. “No?” he asked. “Why not?”

“My rabbits are prize-winning rabbits,” said Lucasta. “They deserve only prize-winning vegetables. They need to eat the very best in order to have the shiniest fur and brightest eyes.”

Mr. Yee nodded his head slowly. “That is why you raised beautiful vegetables in your garden but did not enter them in the fair—you fed them to your rabbits instead.”

“My rabbits are going to win first prize again this year,” said Lucasta. “They win every year. That’s important.”

Lucasta turned and hobbled away, heading toward the barn across the road.

“I don’t understand why her leg seems to be hurting,” said Mr. Yee, looking puzzled. “Yesterday she had her cast off. Her leg should be healed by now.”

Just then Henry remembered that he never got a chance to give Roger yesterday’s message from Alex Kirk.

“Roger,” said Henry, “Alex asked me to give you a message. He said, ‘My father still says no.’”

“Is that so?” said Roger with a scowl. He bent down and rummaged in his sleeping bag. Finally he pulled out the clipboard and pen and held them to his chest. “We’ll see about that,” he said.

The children and Mr. Yee watched as Roger Walski walked away from them. They watched him walk up to Section B and talk to a gardener.
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CHAPTER 7

Move the Gardens?

After Roger departed, the children and Mr. Yee went to work.

Now that Jessie and Violet had done all the thinning, Mr. Yee showed them how to use a hoe to kill weeds.

“Oh,” said Jessie, “this is so much easier than being on the ground and weeding.”

“Yes,” said Mr. Yee, “but don’t hoe for too long, or you will get blisters on your hands. Start out for fifteen minutes today, then you can switch to something else, like carrying water buckets.”

“I like to carry water buckets,” said Benny, who was squatting down one row away. He was checking each strawberry plant to make certain it wasn’t too dry, and to see which berries were ripe for picking.

As his sisters and brother helped Mr. Yee do the things that needed to be done in the garden, Henry started to repair the tomato stakes that the vandal had smashed.

Hmmm, thought Henry. The stakes were damaged, but they weren’t damaged that badly.

Henry thought for a while, then decided he could pound two thin but strong stakes into the ground alongside the big stake. After he did that, he attached the big stake to the thin stakes, using a strong wire. Then he went to find Mr. Yee.

“What do you think?” Henry asked Mr. Yee.

Mr. Yee clapped his hands in excitement. “Excellent!” he said. “This is a wonderful way to solve the problem, because it leaves the old tomato stakes in place.”

Mr. Yee reached out and touched one of the green tomatoes hanging from the first plant that Henry had worked to prop up. “You have done an excellent job, Henry, because you have thought of a way to keep the old stake in place. That means the tomato plant is not disturbed at all. And that means it is a happy plant and will produce wonderful tomatoes!”

“I’m glad you think this is a good idea,” Henry replied. “I’ll work on repairing the rest of the tomato stakes now.”

“Good,” said Mr. Yee. “You and Jessie and Violet and Benny are wonderful helpers.”

Henry looked out across the garden, down toward the other sections. He could see Roger walking around with his clipboard, talking to gardeners.

“Ahh, yes,” said Mr. Yee, following Henry’s gaze. “You are curious about what Roger is up to.”

“Yes,” said Henry. “I am.”

“And so am I,” said Mr. Yee. “When you finish the tomato stakes, why don’t all five of us take a break and walk to the other sections.”
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Henry smiled. “That’s a very good idea. We can talk to the other gardeners.”

And so, after Henry finished with the tomato stakes and Jessie and Violet finished hoeing and watering, and Benny finished checking and picking the strawberries, the children and Mr. Yee felt they had accomplished a lot.

They put the garden tools away, into the community tool shed, and they washed their faces and hands at the water spigot. Then they walked toward Sections B, C, D, and E, and talked to the other gardeners.

Right away, in Section B, they learned that Roger Walski had been trying to get others to sign a petition. The petition asked the Greenfield Town Hall to relocate the community gardens to another area next year—because the gardens here were being vandalized.

“But we don’t want to move to another area,” said a gardener in Section C. “We like it here, where Mr. Kirk has built beautiful storage sheds and put in water spigots.”

“That’s right,” said another gardener. “We like it here. We just want somebody to find out who’s knocking down our tomato towers and breaking our trellises.”

“And riding a three-wheeler over our lettuce and kale and chard!” said a third gardener angrily.

“We’re going to help find who’s doing this,” Henry said to the gardeners.

Jessie and Violet and Benny nodded. Mr. Yee nodded, also.

Then the gardeners went back to their gardens, and the Aldens and Mr. Yee saw Mrs. McGregor coming to pick them up.

*  *  *

That afternoon Grandfather was back home from visiting his sister, Aunt Jane. And when he heard what his grandchildren had been doing, he called his old friend Mr. Yee and invited him to dinner.

Everyone was very happy as they sat down to another one of Mrs. McGregor’s wonderful meals. This one was full of garden-fresh vegetables that the children had brought home with them.

Mrs. McGregor brought a cucumber salad to the table. “My goodness,” she said, “I’ve never seen so many cucumbers in my life! Who picked all these cucumbers at once, and why?”

Benny told her how that morning they had found two lumpy sacks at one of the gardens. One sack held Roger Walski, the other held many, many cucumbers.

“Roger Walski?” asked Grandfather. “I know him. He owns and runs the big construction company that built the new Greenfield Town Hall.”

“It is a beautiful town hall,” said Mr. Yee as he gently scratched the place where his cast met his hand.

Henry spoke. “I wonder what Mr. Kirk was saying no to, in his message to Roger.”

“I don’t know,” answered Mr. Yee, carefully accepting more cucumber salad, using his left hand to spoon it onto his plate.

“Several years ago, Roger wanted to buy the Kirk farm,” said Grandfather. “But I haven’t heard anything about that in maybe three years.”

“Maybe Roger wants to buy the farm again but Mr. Kirk still won’t sell,” said Jessie.

“Mr. Kirk would never sell his farm as long as he can use it to grow crops,” said Mr. Yee. “He loves to farm.”

“Would he sell the part that the community garden is on?” asked Henry.

Mr. Yee shook his head. “Not as long as somebody wanted to garden on it. Mr. Kirk loves to see people grow food and eat it.”

“Alex is like his father,” said Benny. “Alex likes to grow food for people to eat.”

Mrs. McGregor brought more food to the table: barley and mushrooms, sautéed chard, and carrots sautéed with ginger and orange juice.

“Look,” said Violet as the carrots were being served. “Aren’t the purple carrots beautiful?” she asked. “I love how they’re purple on the outside and orange on the inside.” She turned to Mr. Yee. “Why did you decide to grow purple carrots instead of the regular orange ones?” she asked.

“I grow orange carrots, too, Violet,” said Mr. Yee. “But I like the purple ones better. I think they taste better, and purple vegetables are very healthful.”

“Getting back to Roger Walski,” said Grandfather, “I heard he wants Greenfield to build a new health center, with a pool, several running tracks, and a weight room.”

“Taylor would like that,” said Jessie. “She loves to exercise.” Jessie told Grandfather who Taylor was.

“Roger is petitioning the other gardeners,” Henry said. “He wants them to agree to move the community gardens.”

“But the other gardeners don’t want to move,” added Jessie.

“I don’t want the gardens to be moved,” said Benny. “I like them right where they are. And I like the rabbits, too,” he added.

“Well,” said Mr. Yee with a laugh, “you and I agree and disagree, Benny. I like the gardens where they are, but I don’t like the rabbits.”

Grandfather laughed, too. “Albert, I know you. What you really mean is that you don’t like the rabbits on the loose, where they can trip people.”

“Perhaps that is so,” said Mr. Yee.

By the time dinner was finished, everybody was full. But not too full—they had each saved room for fresh strawberries.

After the berries were all gone, Grandfather and Mr. Yee went to sit on the porch and talk. The children stayed behind to clear the table for Mrs. McGregor.

“This was a very interesting dinner conversation,” said Jessie as she collected the used bowls.

“Yes,” said Henry as he stacked plates. “We learned something very useful.”

“Was it about Mr. Walski?” asked Benny.

“Yes,” said Henry. “We need to talk to Roger Walski tomorrow morning.”



CHAPTER 8

The Vandal

The next morning it was Grandfather, not Mrs. McGregor, who dropped Mr. Yee and Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Benny off at the community gardens. Grandfather then drove away and the five gardeners walked past Sections E, D, C, and B, saying hello to all the other gardeners.

And once again, as the children and Mr. Yee left these sections behind and walked toward Section A, they saw trouble.

Taylor Harris and Alex Kirk were standing in front of Taylor’s fenced-in garden, shouting at each other. A big American blue rabbit hopped past Alex and into Mr. Yee’s garden.

“You’re the one!” shouted Taylor. “You’re the garden thief!”

“I am not!” shouted Alex. “You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

The children ran up to Taylor and Alex. Mr. Yee hurried into his garden, after the rabbit.

Just then Roger came out of his garden and walked up to Taylor and Alex.

“What’s wrong?” Henry and Roger asked the question at the same time.

“Alex Kirk has been vandalizing our gardens—that’s what’s wrong,” snapped Taylor.

Roger took a step backward. He looked confused.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alex replied angrily. “I would never vandalize anything, especially a garden!”

“Then explain your footprints,” said Taylor, pointing at the ground.

Everybody looked down at the grass they were standing on. It was dusted with a white powder. At first it was hard to notice that there was something on the grass, but after Taylor pointed downward, it became clear.

Jessie looked at the trail of whitish powder. It started at the outside of Alex’s garden, went past Taylor’s garden, past Mr. Yee’s garden, and stopped at the end of Roger’s garden.

And: there was one set of footprints in the powder. The footprints came from the direction of Lucasta’s empty garden and stopped about halfway to Mr. Yee’s garden. It was clear to Jessie that whoever had been walking there walked right into Mr. Yee’s garden.

“I came here late last night,” said Taylor, “and sprinkled some bonemeal fertilizer across the grass. I wanted to see who was walking around here breaking Mr. Yee’s tomato towers.” She folded her arms across her chest. “And now I’ve caught the vandal. Those footprints match Alex Kirk’s shoes,” she said, pointing down to Alex’s feet.

Everybody could see that the footprints leading up to where Alex was standing were the same as the footprints that walked down the row of gardens and turned into Mr. Yee’s plot.
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Taylor pointed to Alex’s hands. “He has a hammer in his hand, to smash tomato towers with.”

“I don’t smash tomato towers!” Alex shouted. “I was coming to fix something.”

Roger Walski rubbed his chin with a hand. He started to say something, then stopped.

Henry spoke up loudly, so that Taylor and Alex would stop shouting. “Alex isn’t the vandal!” said Henry.

Taylor stopped shouting at Alex and turned toward Henry. “What do you mean?” she asked.

Henry looked at Roger. “Don’t you have something to tell us?” he asked.

“What?” sputtered Roger. “Me?” He backed away another step. “No, I don’t have anything to say. Except … except that I don’t think Alex is a vandal.”

“I’m not,” said Alex.

“We think you do have something to tell us,” Jessie said, looking at Roger.

“What?” asked Roger.

“We know you’re trying to buy the land the community gardens are on,” said Jessie. “We think you want the town of Greenfield to build an exercise center on this land.”

“What?” said Taylor. “Build a gym on the community garden land?”

Mr. Yee came out of his garden and joined them. He was holding the big bluish-gray rabbit in his arms and feeding it leaves of lettuce.

“That is why you want people to sign your petition,” said Mr. Yee, nodding his head. “You want to buy this land and then sell it to the town.”

Alex spoke up. “That’s right,” he said. “Roger has been trying to buy this land from my father, but my father won’t sell.”

“What’s wrong with a gym?” demanded Roger. “Exercise is good. Greenfield could use a nice new exercise center. And this land is so close to the center of town.”

“But this land is our garden,” said Taylor. “It’s good, rich land, meant for growing food.”

“That’s right,” said Alex.

“Are you the vandal?” demanded Taylor. “Did you break Mr. Yee’s tomato posts? Did you run over everybody’s kale and lettuce plants?”

Roger didn’t say anything.

“You drive a three-wheel ATV,” said Henry. “And yesterday you had a tool kit with you, with a hammer and saw. You were going to use it to break down more trellises and towers.”

Roger looked sad. He stared at the ground. “I’m sorry,” he said at last. “It was wrong to damage people’s gardens. But I really want this land! I thought if gardeners left, Mr. Kirk would sell it to me.”

“It doesn’t matter how much you want this land” said Taylor, “it’s very wrong to do what you did.”

Roger looked ashamed. “I shouldn’t have done it,” he admitted. “I won’t do it again.”

“I think you should help the people whose gardens you vandalized,” said Violet softly.

Roger looked at Violet. He sighed. “You’re right,” he said. “I have to apologize to each person I hurt. And I have to fix what I broke.”

Roger turned to Mr. Yee. “Albert, I’m sorry I broke your tomato stakes. I’ll put in new ones for you tomorrow.”

Mr. Yee scowled. “That was very wrong of you, Roger. But I don’t need your help because Henry has already fixed the tomato stakes.” Mr. Yee stroked the rabbit and fed it more lettuce. “You go help the other people, Roger.”

“And you owe everybody for all the vegetables you stole,” said Taylor.

“But I didn’t steal any vegetables!” shouted Roger. “I’m not a thief!”

Taylor looked at Roger. “Then Alex must be the thief,” she said.

But when everybody turned to look at Alex, he was no longer there.



CHAPTER 9

Thinking It Through

The footprints in the lime showed that Alex had walked away, back toward the Kirk farm.

“Hmmpph,” said Taylor. “I’m going back to my garden, but I’ll talk to Mr. Kirk later. Alex can’t be allowed to steal our vegetables.”

“I have to apologize to a lot of people,” said Roger. “I’ll get started.”

The children and Mr. Yee watched Taylor unlock her garden gate, go into her garden, and lock the gate behind herself. Then they watched Roger walk to the far end of the community gardens, where he began to talk to a gardener.

Mr. Yee still held the big American blue rabbit.

“Is that your rabbit now?” Benny asked. He liked the way the rabbit’s ears moved back and forth and how its nose twitched.

“No, Benny,” said Mr. Yee. “It is probably Lucasta’s rabbit. And I don’t like rabbits.” He fed the rabbit another lettuce leaf as he said this.

Henry and Jessie and Violet all smiled at one another.

“Come,” said Mr. Yee. “We’ll go to work.”

Once they were inside the garden, Benny went straight to the strawberries and Henry went to the peas and beans.

Jessie and Violet went to the lettuce and carrots. Mr. Yee followed them.

“Oh, no!” cried Violet when they reached the rows of carrots. She pointed to the ground. “The garden thief has been here. He stole all the carrots!”

“What?!” shouted Mr. Yee. “My carrots! I always win a blue ribbon for my carrots!” He was very upset.

Jessie looked around. “Not all the carrots were stolen, Mr. Yee,” she said. “Only some.”

Mr. Yee and Violet looked where Jessie was pointing, and they saw that one long row of carrots had been stolen. But another long row was still growing, the feathery tops standing straight up.

“Ooohhh,” said Violet. “The row of purple carrots is still here. So you can still win prizes for your purple carrots, Mr. Yee.”

Mr. Yee handed the rabbit to Jessie. He stooped down and pulled out a carrot. It was long and straight, with a feathery green top.

Violet could smell the carrot the minute Mr. Yee pulled it out of the ground. “That smells so good,” she said.

Mr. Yee snapped the carrot in half. Then he fed part of the carrot to the rabbit that Jessie was holding.

“We must find out who is stealing our vegetables,” he told the girls. “It is a terrible thing to walk into your garden and find your vegetables missing. I think—” Mr. Yee stopped talking in the middle of his sentence. He pointed.

Jessie and Violet looked to where he was pointing. There, at the far end of the row that once held orange carrots, was a burlap bag. A lumpy burlap bag.

Without speaking, Mr. Yee and Jessie and Violet all walked toward the bag. Mr. Yee took the rabbit from Jessie and held it close. “You look,” he told her.

Jessie knelt down and opened the bag. Inside were carrots: dozens and dozens of orange carrots. She took one out and handed it to Mr. Yee. “Is this one of your carrots?” she asked.

Mr. Yee shook his head. “No,” he said. “I can tell by looking that those aren’t my carrots. The variety I planted grow long and slender. The variety in the bag grows short and chunky. I do not understand,” he said. “Somebody stole my carrots, and then that somebody gave me different carrots.”
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Benny and Henry came to see what was wrong, and Jessie told them about the carrots.

Henry picked up the bag of carrots and looked at the burlap bag itself, then at the carrots. “I think we have a lot of clues,” he said, “and we can talk about them at lunch, after we help Mr. Yee with his garden.”

“Good idea,” said Jessie. “I brought my notebook.”

And then the Aldens and Mr. Yee returned to garden work: weeding, thinning, tying up vines and climbing plants, and watering.

*  *  *

When it was time for lunch, Mr. Yee, still holding the rabbit, went off to see how Roger was doing with his apologies. The children found a shady spot under a big tree that grew nearby. They sat and opened the lunches that Mrs. McGregor had packed for them.

As they ate, they talked.

“I don’t think that Roger is the thief,” said Henry. “He thought that breaking things in people’s gardens would make them want to move. I don’t think he thought about stealing their vegetables.”

Jessie and Benny and Violet agreed.

“Roger was very upset when his cucumbers were stolen,” said Benny. “He was not cool.”

The others laughed.

“No, Benny, he wasn’t as cool as a cucumber,” said Jessie.

“When it comes to the garden thief,” said Henry, “some clues are more important than others.”

“When it comes to the thief, the burlap bags aren’t important,” said Violet as she munched on one of the cucumbers that Mrs. McGregor had packed.

“I agree,” said Jessie. “And when it comes to the thief, the footprints aren’t important, either.”

“Well,” said Benny impatiently, “what is important when it comes to the thief?”

“Green trash bags are important,” said Henry.

“Lucasta has a green trash bag,” offered Benny. “We saw Henry put it away.”

“That’s right,” said Jessie. She paused in the middle of eating her sandwich. “The cobbler’s apron is equally important.”

“We saw a cobbler’s apron hanging in the barn,” said Violet. “But Alex put it away as soon as we saw it.”

“We saw the apron not long after we saw Taylor’s leg weights,” said Jessie thoughtfully. “Her leg weights have pockets, and so does a cobbler’s apron.”

“Are there any more cucumbers?” asked Benny.

Jessie gave him one of hers. “Blue ribbons are also important,” she said.

“Blue ribbons are important to Taylor,” said Henry. “She’s never won one.”

“And to Lucasta,” said Benny. “She wants every one of her rabbits to win a blue ribbon.”

“So,” said Jessie, counting on her fingers, “we have three important clues about the thefts: the green trash bags; the cobbler’s apron; the blue ribbons; and—” She looked at her sister.

“The purple carrots,” said Violet.

“But nobody stole the purple carrots,” Benny argued. “How can they be a clue?”

“Because,” said Henry, “sometimes what isn’t stolen is as important a clue as what is stolen.”

The children got up and brushed the grass and twigs off their shorts.

“I wish the burlap bags were a clue,” said Benny. “I really like the burlap bags!”

Jessie tousled Benny’s hair. “Oh, the burlap bags are an important clue, Benny. They just aren’t a clue to the thief.”

“That’s right,” said Henry. “Where have we seen burlap bags recently?”

“In the Kirk barn,” Benny answered eagerly. “They were hanging on the walls near the rabbit hutches.”

“Taylor was with us,” said Jessie. “She saw them, too.”

“The burlap bags are important,” said Henry, “but what’s inside them is even more important.”

Jessie spoke. “It’s time for another trip to the Kirk barn,” she said.



CHAPTER 10

The Thief

Just as the children finished lunch and their discussion, Mr. Yee arrived back at his garden, still holding the rabbit.

Taylor came out of her garden and locked the gate. “I’m going to the Kirk barn,” she said, “to tell Alex he has to stop stealing our vegetables.”

“We’re going there, too,” said Jessie, “to tell the thief to stop stealing.”

Taylor looked at Jessie. “Hmmm,” said Taylor. “I notice that you didn’t say exactly what I said.”

Jessie smiled. “I’m glad that you noticed,” she said.

“Hmmm,” said Taylor as they walked. “Hmmmm.”

When the group arrived at the Kirk barn, they saw Alex and Lucasta inside. Alex was putting vegetable seeds into peat pots. Lucasta was feeding her rabbits.

Before anybody else could speak, Lucasta came running up to Mr. Yee.

“What are you doing with Braxton?” she demanded. “Braxton is my rabbit. Give him back!”

“He cannot be your rabbit,” answered Mr. Yee. “You said your rabbits never escaped their pens. This rabbit was in my garden, eating my vegetables.”

Lucasta frowned. “Which vegetables?” she asked.

“Lettuce,” said Mr. Yee. “Braxton likes lettuce.”

“And carrots,” said Violet. “He ate a carrot.”

“A purple carrot?” asked Lucasta. “Braxton ate a purple carrot?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Yee. “Purple carrots are very nutritious.”

“Purple is my least favorite color,” said Lucasta. She looked at her rabbit. “If Braxton ate a purple carrot, I don’t want to enter him in a contest.” She looked at Mr. Yee. “You seem to like Braxton.”
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“Yes, I do,” admitted Mr. Yee.

“Well, then, you can have Braxton if you want to,” said Lucasta. “I don’t want a rabbit who eats purple carrots.”

Lucasta turned away and went back to the other rabbits.

Mr. Yee and Taylor and Henry, Jessie, Violet and Benny just stood there. They couldn’t believe what they had just heard.

“That is not nice,” muttered Taylor, “giving away her rabbit like that.”

Benny looked at Mr. Yee and Braxton. “I think that Braxton will be very happy with Mr. Yee,” said Benny.

Taylor looked down at Benny. “You’re very wise for one so young,” she said.

“Thank you,” said Benny.

Alex had stopped planting seeds into peat pots. He had listened to the conversation, and he had frowned when Lucasta gave away her rabbit. Now he spoke. “If you came about the rabbit, you can go now.”

“No,” said Henry, “we came to name the garden thief and put an end to the stealing.”

“Look at this,” said Lucasta loudly, taking a Rex rabbit out of its cage and bringing it to the group. “Isn’t she lovely? Look at her gleaming fur and her bright eyes. She’s going to win grand prize.” Lucasta stroked her rabbit. “And my other rabbits will win blue ribbons and red ribbons and yellow ribbons. I’m going to win a lot of ribbons this year.”

“Be quiet, Lucasta,” said Alex.

“No,” said Lucasta. “I deserve to win the prizes because I raise the best-looking rabbits.”

“You are a thief,” said Jessie. “You’ve been stealing everyone’s best vegetables to feed your rabbits.”

“She’s the thief?” asked Taylor, quite surprised.

“I should have known,” said Mr. Yee.

“It’s Mr. Yee’s fault,” said Lucasta, pointing at him. “He made me break my leg and so I couldn’t garden this year. But I need the very best vegetables for my rabbits to win.” She glared at the group. “You should be happy that your vegetables will help my rabbits win.”

“Our vegetables belong to us,” said Taylor angrily. “They aren’t for you to take.”

“Taylor is right,” said Mr. Yee. “It is wrong to take what belongs to somebody else, something they have worked hard to grow.”

Taylor turned to the Aldens. “I thought it was Alex,” she said. “How did you figure it out?”

“We noticed that sometimes Lucasta wore a cast on her leg, and sometimes she didn’t,” explained Jessie. “And sometimes she walked fast and sometimes she walked very slow—especially when she had the green trash bag wrapped around her cast.”

“Green trash bag?” asked Taylor.

“Yes,” said Jessie. “See that apron on the wall?” She pointed toward the rabbit hutches. “It has a lot of pockets in it.”

“I see,” said Taylor, “but I still don’t get it.”

“Lucasta tied the bag around her cast. She stuffed the stolen vegetables into the pockets, then covered everything up with the green trash bag.”

Violet looked at Taylor. “You helped us figure this out.”

“I did?” said Taylor, confused.

“Yes. The day you showed us how lead weights slipped into the small pockets of your leg weights,” said Violet. “Later that day we saw the apron with the many pockets. And later still we figured out what Lucasta was doing.”

“And that’s not all,” said Violet. “The color purple helped us. It’s my favorite color,” she added softly.

“Ahh,” said Mr. Yee. “I am beginning to see what happened. The garden thief took all my orange carrots. But the thief didn’t take the purple carrots.”

“That’s right,” said Violet. “The thief hates purple.”

“Stupid purple carrots,” said Lucasta. “I would never feed them to my rabbits.”

“I will feed them to my rabbit,” said Mr. Yee, petting Braxton.

Henry spoke up. “There was one more clue,” he said, “something that puzzled us at first. Somebody was giving vegetables back to the people whose vegetables had been stolen.”

He turned to Alex. “That was you,” he said. “You were giving people vegetables from your own garden. You gave Taylor kale. You gave Roger cucumbers. You gave Mr. Yee carrots. You were trying to replace everything that had been stolen.”

Alex nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “I figured out what Lucasta was doing.” He frowned at his sister. “I told her she had to stop, that it’s wrong to steal. But she wouldn’t listen.” He looked at everybody in the group. “I’m sorry you didn’t like my vegetables,” he said.

Everybody shook their heads. “Oh, we did like your vegetables,” said Taylor. “The kale was delicious! I gave some to many different people, and they all loved it.”

“The cucumbers you gave Roger are delicious,” said Benny. “We had them for dinner and we had them for lunch.”

Alex looked happier than he had. “That’s good,” he said. “I’m glad you liked the food I gave you. That’s what food is for: to eat.”

“It is time for us to leave,” said Mr. Yee. He looked at Lucasta. “Do not steal any more vegetables from our gardens,” he told her. “If vegetables are missing, we will know it was you.”

“If vegetables are missing, we’ll go straight to your mother and father and tell them what you’re doing,” said Taylor.

Lucasta pouted. “Okay, okay. I won’t take any more of your vegetables. I was getting tired of dragging them around anyway,” she said. “But if my rabbits don’t win grand prize, it’s all your fault!” She turned and marched away, back to her rabbit hutches.

*  *  *

“Some people will never admit they have done wrong,” said Mr. Yee as he and the Aldens and Taylor walked back to their garden plots.

“That’s true,” said Taylor, “and that’s sad. But now,” she said, rubbing her hands together, “let’s get back to gardening! The county fair is just two weeks away.”

Taylor unlocked the gate to her garden and went inside, waving a goodbye to the children and Mr. Yee.

The children walked into Mr. Yee’s garden with him.

“Thank you so much for how you have helped me,” he told them. “I could not have continued my garden without your help.”

“We like helping you,” said Henry.

“And we’re learning a lot,” added Jessie.

“And the vegetables are delicious!” said Benny.

Mr. Yee laughed. “Well,” he said, “my cast comes off tomorrow. Would you like to keep helping me even though my arm will no longer be in a cast?”

All four Aldens eagerly agreed to help.

“Can we come with you to the county fair?” asked Henry. “We’d like to see all the vegetables we’re helping you grow.”

“Of course,” replied Mr. Yee. “We can all go together.” He looked around his garden. “I might win a prize for my purple carrots,” he said.

He looked at Violet and Jessie. “If my purple carrots win a blue ribbon, I’ll give it to you. You’re the ones who thinned and weeded and watered the carrots.”

“I want a blue ribbon, too,” Benny announced. “I want to win it for your delicious strawberries—if I don’t eat them all up in two weeks!”
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