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Reed wrapped both of his arms around the biggest pumpkin in the Friendship Garden.


“Um, Reed,” said Anna, as she picked a withered zucchini plant, “I know that some gardeners talk and sing to plants to help them grow, but I’ve never heard of anyone hugging a plant.”


Reed stretched the tips of his fingers just a bit farther until they touched. Then he let go of the pumpkin. “I wasn’t hugging it. I was measuring it.”


“Does measuring a pumpkin help it grow?” asked Kaya as she removed the Popsicle sticks that had labeled all of the garden’s plants. It was almost the end of October. Nothing much was growing anymore.


“Don’t you guys remember?” Reed pointed to the flyer hanging on the Shoots and Leaves Community Garden bulletin board. “The Windy City Pumpkin Fest is this Sunday, and I want to win the prize for biggest pumpkin.”


“You want to win?” Kaya asked him accusingly. “You mean we want to win!”


Reed’s cheeks turned pink. “I mean I want the Friendship Garden to win. Herbert just needs to grow a little bit bigger.”


“Herbert?” Kaya scratched her head. “Who names a pumpkin Herbert?”


Anna studied Herbert. He was the biggest and roundest pumpkin in the Friendship Garden’s pumpkin patch. As far as Anna was concerned, Herbert was pretty much P-E-R-F-E-C-T.


When Anna had first moved to Chicago from upstate New York, she didn’t think she’d ever get to have her own garden again. But then Anna met Kaya and Reed, and the three of them started a gardening club called the Friendship Garden. Mr. Hoffman, their third-grade teacher, was the grown-up in charge, and they grew all their vegetables at Shoots and Leaves, the community garden in their neighborhood.


In Chicago, many people didn’t have room for gardens in their backyards. In fact, a lot of people didn’t even have backyards, so sometimes empty lots were turned into growing spaces. There, different neighbors had their own plots of land to plant flowers and vegetables.


“What about Mr. Eggers’s pumpkins? That one in the corner of his plot looks pretty big.” Anna tilted her head toward the front of Shoots and Leaves. Mr. Eggers was an old man with silver curly hair and a bushy mustache. He was trimming back pumpkin vines, but just then he looked up and frowned at the kids in the Friendship Garden.
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“His pumpkin isn’t round like Herbert. It’s much narrower, but a lot taller,” Kaya whispered, “and it might be bigger too. It’s hard to tell.”


“Okay, everyone, time for a break!” Mr. Hoffman set up his three-legged gardening stool and beckoned for the kids to gather around.


Anna followed Kaya and Reed over to Mr. Hoffman. Next to him stood Simone, a fifth grader whose mom, Maria, was the president of Shoots and Leaves. That meant Maria was in charge of the whole garden.
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“You did great work today.” Mr. Hoffman pulled a brown clipboard from his backpack. “I think we are right on target for putting the garden to bed for the winter. Why don’t all the teams give me a report? Bailey? How about your group?”


“We were in charge of clearing out the broccoli,” Bailey said proudly, pointing to a small section at the front of the Friendship Garden. “They were really easy to pull up.”
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“But there was so much dirt!” said Mackenzie, wrinkling her nose. “Right, Bay?”


Bailey looked back and forth between Mr. Hoffman and Mackenzie. Finally she wrinkled her nose too. “Yeah, tons of dirt.”


“It kept spilling on our shoes,” said Mackenzie, pointing at the matching pairs of silver-and-white sneakers on her and Bailey’s feet. “We just got these.”


Kaya leaned over to Anna and muttered, her eyes sparkling. “What a surprise! Dirt in a garden.”


Anna covered her mouth to hide a little chuckle.


Mr. Hoffman looked over at the broccoli plants. Bailey and Mackenzie had barely pulled any of them. “It’s a good idea to wear an old pair of sneakers on gardening days,” he said. “Simone, how did your group do today?”


“We cleared out all the tomato plants,” Imani, Simone’s friend, answered for Simone. She pointed to the center of the garden where the tomato plants once stood. It was completely empty. Anna was impressed. There had been a ton of tomato plants before.


“Anna?” Mr. Hoffman asked. “How about your group?”


“We picked all the little baking pumpkins.” Anna pointed to a row of small round pumpkins lined up at the edge of the Friendship Garden. “And we’re almost done pulling up what’s left of the zucchini.”


Reed raised his hand, but blurted his question before Mr. Hoffman could call on him. “We’re not picking the jack-o’-lantern pumpkins yet, right? I need to let Herbert grow until Saturday so he can be as big as possible.”


“Friday is the last meeting of the Friendship Garden’s fall session,” Mr. Hoffman said. “We’ve got to get our old plants out of the ground and cover the garden with mulch to protect the soil throughout the winter. You can leave the big pumpkins for last, but you’ll have to pick them on Friday. It’s time to put the garden to bed.”


“I can’t believe garden club is over!” said Kaya.


“Just until the spring,” Anna reminded her. “Right, Mr. Hoffman?”


Instead of answering Anna’s question, Mr. Hoffman tugged at his bow tie. He always wore a bow tie to school. Today’s tie was orange with tiny black bats all over it. Behind her, Anna heard whispering.


“I hope my mom doesn’t make me come to garden club in the spring,” said Mackenzie. “This is so boring.”


“Yeah,” Bailey agreed, groaning. “So boring.”


“My mom only made me come because of your mom,” Mackenzie added. “Jamie said I should have told my mom no way like she did.”


Anna turned around and looked at Bailey and Mackenzie. Along with the girl named Jamie, Bailey and Mackenzie were part of a group that Anna had nicknamed the Outfit-Outfit, because outfit is another word for group, and the three girls seemed to care a lot about their clothes. What they didn’t seem to care about was gardening, or being nice to anyone at the Friendship Garden. Anna tried to avoid them whenever they came to meetings, just like Mr. Hoffman was trying to avoid her question.


“Mr. Hoffman?” Anna said quietly. “What will happen in the spring?”
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“Well, hopefully the Friendship Garden will continue,” Mr. Hoffman said. “It’s just that all the Shoots and Leaves garden members have to pay money to garden here. Maria didn’t make us do that this fall because we were taking over an abandoned plot that had already been paid for. But she can’t allow us to garden for free in the spring, and I don’t know if the school has enough money to pay the fee.”


Suddenly goose bumps dotted Anna’s arms. “What happens if we can’t pay?”


“Don’t worry!” announced Reed. “When I win biggest pumpkin, we’ll have plenty of money. First prize is one hundred dollars.”


Mr. Hoffman nodded. “I hope that happens, but if we continue gardening here, we’ll also need to buy our own tools. We can’t keep borrowing from the other garden members. Some of them have been complaining that we haven’t been taking care of their equipment. Rakes, hoes, and other tools have been left out instead of being put away in the shed. And sometimes they’ve been put away dirty. Having money won’t matter if the other garden members don’t want us here.”
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