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• Chapter 1 •

The Beginning of a Strange Adventure

If someone were to tell you that the Bear Scouts would have an adventure that included desperate danger from crashing objects the size of cannonballs, the Beartown June Fete, atomic energy, and a magic crystal ball, you might say, “Hey, wait a minute.” Well, the answer to that is, “Hey, you wait a minute.” Because that’s just what happened. If you want to know the who, what, when, and why of how it happened, just keep reading.

It all started on a Saturday morning in June.

“What do you suppose she wants to see us about?” said Sister.

“Dunno,” said Brother.

“No idea,” said Fred.

Lizzy didn’t answer. She was too busy talking to a tiny cabbage butterfly that had lit on her finger. That’s the way it was with Lizzy. She often talked to butterflies and other like creatures. What’s more, they seemed to listen.

The troop was on Scout Leader Jane’s doorstep, waiting for her to answer the bell.

“Maybe you’d better ring again,” suggested Fred.

Brother was about to, when the door flew open and there stood Jane. She looked like someone who had wonderful news and could hardly wait to tell it. “Good morning, scouts. This way, please.”
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The scouts followed Jane into the kitchen, where the table was set with five places. There was a glass of milk at each place and a big plate of raisin sugar cookies at the center. Raisin sugar cookies were Jane’s specialty.

“Looks like a celebration,” said Brother.

“Exactly,” said Jane. “Sit, please.”

“What are we celebrating?” asked Sister.

The scouts took their places, and the cookies were passed around. That first bite into one of Jane’s raisin sugar cookies was something special. They were crunchy on the outside, soft on the inside, covered all over with fat raisins, and still warm from the oven. The second, third, and fourth bites weren’t bad, either.

“Have you ever heard of the Supertroop Merit Badge Award?” asked Jane.

“I think so,” said Brother. “But I’m not sure what it is.”

“Well,” said Jane. “It’s just the biggest, most important honor a Bear Scout troop can receive. And guess what? I’ve put you up for it.”

“Put us up for it?” said Fred. The scouts looked puzzled.

Jane picked up a folder that was beside her plate. It was filled with papers. “The Supertroop Merit Badge,” she said, “isn’t like the regular merit badges you’ve earned: the rock-climbing badge, the environmental badge, and others. It’s a special badge awarded to . . . but let me read what it says in the Official Bear Scout Handbook.”

Jane got up and left the kitchen. The scouts were still looking puzzled when she returned. She opened the handbook and started to read.

“‘The Supertroop Merit Badge Award is the highest honor in the annals of scoutdom. It is awarded to one Bear Scout troop each year by the Bear Scout High Council for achieving the following:

1. Living up to the highest standard of the Bear Scout Oath.

2. Earning five or more Bear Scout merit badges.

3. Serving the community above and beyond the call of Bear Scout duty.’

“There’s lots more,” continued Jane. “But it all boils down to this: I’ve put your troop’s record together in this folder. Today I’m sending it along to the Bear Scout High Council in Big Bear City.”

“Wow!” said Brother.

“How about that!” said Sister.

“Golly!” said Fred.

“Totally awesome!” said Lizzy.

“Hundreds of troops are submitted for the Supertroop Merit Badge Award each year,” said Jane. “It’s a very high honor indeed. Here’s what it looks like.” Jane held the guidebook open to a picture of the award.
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The scouts were impressed. The award looked almost like one of those fancy belts boxers receive when they become champions. It made all those other badges look like something you’d get in a cereal box. The scouts thought how great it would look on display in their secret chicken coop clubhouse at the far edge of Farmer Ben’s farm. It might even impress the chickens who sometimes wandered in by mistake.

“When will the high council make its decision?” asked Brother.

“By the end of the month,” said Jane.

“What do you think they’ll decide?” asked Sister.

“How should I know?” said Scout Leader Jane with a hearty laugh. “I don’t have a crystal ball.”
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• Chapter 2 •

“Let’s Tell Gramps”

There was no question about it. Getting put up for the Supertroop Merit Badge Award was a high honor. The Bear Scouts were filled with pride as they left Scout Leader Jane’s.

“I know what,” said Sister. “Let’s tell Gramps.”

“Good idea,” said Brother.

Though Jane was their Scout Leader— and a very good one she was—it was Gramps who was their friend and advisor. Not only was Gramps always there when he was needed, he was always in the same place—on Saturday mornings, at least. Saturday was Gramps’s morning for sitting on his regular bench in the town square.

As the scouts headed for the town square, they pictured Gramps sitting on his bench reading his paper in the shade of Old Shag, the great historic tree (and backscratcher) that he and the scouts had saved from the chainsaw and the schemes of Mayor Honeypot and his crooked friend Ralph Ripoff. And speaking of the Devil, wasn’t that Ralph cutting across the square and heading up Main Street? And hadn’t Chief Bruno warned Ralph to keep his crooked tricks and schemes out of town?
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The scouts tried to keep an eye on Ralph when possible. But he didn’t seem to be up to any mischief at the moment. Besides, they were on a mission to tell Gramps about the Supertroop Merit Badge Award.

But when they reached the town square, Gramps wasn’t there. The scouts wondered why.

“Do you think there’s something wrong?” said Sister.

“I doubt it,” said Brother. “Something just came up, that’s all.”

“I mean there’s no law that says he’s got to be here every Saturday morning,” said Fred.

Despite what they were saying, the scouts couldn’t help being a little worried.

“Hey,” said Lizzy. “Let’s zip over to Gramps and Gran’s and check up on him just to be sure.”

The scouts headed up Main Street at a good pace. The route to Gramps and Gran’s was up Main Street and over Ridge Road. It wasn’t long before they saw Ralph, dead ahead. He was walking along, tipping his hat to ladies, stopping to pass the time of day with this or that group of his fellow bears. Ralph didn’t seem to be doing anything suspicious, but the scouts decided to investigate anyway.

They edged closer, and when Ralph stopped to exchange the time of day with a group of bears standing in front of Biff Bruin’s Pharmacy, the scouts slipped into the alleyway and watched. It quickly became clear that Ralph wasn’t exchanging the time of day. What was being exchanged was money. As the money changed hands, Ralph wrote things down in a little black book.

“Well, I’ll be!” whispered Brother. “He’s making book!”

“Making book?” whispered Sister.
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“Taking bets,” said Brother.

“I don’t understand,” said Lizzy.

“You will. Just watch. YO, RALPH!” he shouted.

The effect was something to see. Money and bears flew in all directions. Except for Ralph, who was on his knees picking up money.

“What are you doing, Ralph?” said Brother. “Taking orders for goldbricks?”

“Gracious, no,” said Ralph. “I haven’t engaged in the dishonest practice of selling goldbricks for years. Haven’t you heard?” He continued getting up and brushing off the knees of his snazzy green suit. “I’m a legitimate businessbear now. In fact, I expect folks to start calling me ‘Honest Ralph Ripoff’ any minute.”

“But, Ralph! You’re taking bets,” said Brother. “Do you call that legitimate?”

“Oh,” said Ralph. “It may be a shade illegal. But it’s honest. I’m just providing a service to those who wish to predict the future: the score of a baseball game, the results of an election, the price of honey. I keep careful records.” He held up the black book. “I pay off promptly on all bets. I keep a small profit to hold body and soul together and to buy crackers and cuttlebones for my friend Squawk. As I said, friends, I’m a legitimate businessbear.”

Squawk was Ralph’s pet parrot. They lived together on a broken-down old houseboat that was moored in a smelly backwater of Great Roaring River.

“Suppose Chief Bruno catches you,” said Sister.

“That might be a problem,” said Ralph. “Except that I happen to know that the chief and Officer Marguerite often have a friendly game of cards at the station on slow nights. And what about the bingo game they run at the town hall every Tuesday? Well, I have some wagers to pay off. So, if you’ll excuse me. Ta-ta.”

That’s the way it was with Ralph. He was as smooth as silk and twice as strong in the tug-of-war between right and wrong.

But the scouts had reached Ridge Road. It was time to cut over and check up on Gramps.
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• Chapter 3 •

The Great Gran: Knows All, Sees All

The scouts’ plan was to cut across the empty lot next to the hospital. That would be the quickest way to Gramps and Gran’s. But they couldn’t, because there was a fence around the lot and it wasn’t empty anymore. Crews of workbears were setting things up for the June Fete.

The June Fete was a big Beartown event. It was put on every year to raise money for the hospital. It usually had a flower show, an antique sale, a food court, an art exhibition—all sorts of spring things. But the spring thing that caught Brother’s attention was a small booth that was being put up. It had a sign on it. The sign said “The Great Gran: Knows All, Sees All.”
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“Hey,” said Brother, stopping in his tracks. “We can kill two birds with one stone! Remember when Scout Leader Jane said—”

“I wish you wouldn’t say that,” said Lizzy.

“Say what?” said Brother.

“That thing about killing two birds with one stone,” said Lizzy.

“But, Lizzy,” said Brother. “It’s just an expression.”

“It may be just an expression,” said Lizzy. “But it’s brutal and ugly, and I wish you wouldn’t say it.”

Brother sighed. Scout Lizzy was so into nature’s creatures that she wouldn’t even swat a mosquito. But that’s what made the “one for all and all for one!” Bear Scouts such a great team. Each
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