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For Jeff Burch, wonderful friend, extraordinary teacher


—F. O. D.


For Rosebuds and rutabagas


—A. J. B.
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Welcome to Your Vegetable


Sam Graham was not a vegetable man.


“Two cups a day, Sam,” his mom liked to say. “That’s all it takes to be healthy.”


“That’s two cups of important vitamins and minerals, Sam the Man,” his dad always added.


“It’s two cups of stuff that probably still has dirt on it even though Mom washed it,” his sister, Annabelle, usually pointed out.


“I’ll eat extra grapes,” Sam told his mom whenever she tried to make him eat steamed broccoli or spinach salad. “And three bananas a day.”


“Fruit is good,” his mom would say. “But you need vegetables, too.”


Vegetables, in Sam’s opinion, were overrated. They were either too crunchy or too slimy. Most of them looked weird. Especially broccoli. Sam thought broccoli looked unnatural, like it was trying to be a tree but had forgotten to read the instruction manual.


He didn’t even want to think about asparagus. You could have nightmares about asparagus.


So when his second-grade teacher, Mr. Pell, announced they were going to start a new science unit first thing Monday morning, and that that unit would be all about vegetables, Sam was glad he had an appointment to get his teeth cleaned.


That was another thing about broccoli—it got stuck in your teeth, and you wouldn’t even know it until you looked in the mirror. Sam bet his dentist, Dr. Jenny, hated broccoli as much as he did.


“Actually, Sam, broccoli is a good source of calcium, and calcium is good for your teeth and bones,” Dr. Jenny told him that Monday morning. She was poking at his gums with a dental pick. “If you floss after you eat, you don’t have to worry about broccoli in your teeth, now do you?”


Sam guessed not. “But what if I forget to floss?” he asked. “Because sometimes I do, and then there’s all that broccoli stuck in there. It’s gross.”


Dr. Jenny raised her eyebrow. “Do you floss every day?”


“Most of the time,” Sam said.


“Almost all of the time?” Dr. Jenny asked.


“Almost most of some of the time,” Sam said.


Sam left Dr. Jenny’s office with four trial-sized packs of dental floss and a booklet called Flossing: How to Be Your Teeth’s Best Friend!


Sam didn’t know his teeth even had friends.


“The point is, you need to floss,” his mom said as she signed him in at the front office when they got to school. “Your plaque score was a five!”


“But no cavities!” Sam said. He smiled as big as he could, so his mom could see all his perfect teeth.


Walking down the hall to his classroom, Sam felt happy that he had missed science, even if his plaque score was five. He would rather have plaque than learn about vegetables any day.


“Good morning, Sam!” Mr. Pell greeted him when Sam walked into Room 11. “I hope you’re ready to learn about the wonderful world of vegetables. For the next two weeks, you and a very special vegetable are going to get to know each other. You’re going to study your vegetable, write about your vegetable, and teach us a thing or two about your vegetable.”


“What do you mean, my vegetable?” Sam asked.


The other kids started to giggle. That’s when Sam noticed that everyone had a vegetable on his or her desk.


Gavin had a carrot.


Will had a head of cabbage.


Rashid had a tiny pumpkin.


Emily had a green bean.


Marja had an eggplant.


There was something on Sam’s desk too, only he didn’t know what it was.


It was the size of a softball.


It was round, but not perfectly round.


One half was purple, and the other half was a dirty yellow.


There was a weird brown thing sticking out of the top like a little tree stump.


“What is that?” Sam asked.


“It’s a rutabaga!” Will yelled. Everybody started laughing, and Gavin laughed so hard he fell out of his seat.


Mr. Pell came over to Sam’s desk. “Sam,” he said, “I’d like to introduce you to your vegetable. I think the two of you are about to become very good friends.”
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Sam Graham the Rutabaga Man


Sam was now sorry he’d had his teeth cleaned.


In first period, while Dr. Jenny was poking at Sam’s gums, everyone else was choosing a vegetable. They had all pulled numbers from a paper bag, and the person who picked 1 (Emily) got to choose first, and the person who picked 2 (Hutch) got to choose second, and so on.


Because Sam hadn’t been there, he got last pick, which is how he got stuck with a rutabaga for the next two weeks. And now for homework he had to write a one-page letter from his rutabaga’s point of view.


Sam was pretty sure vegetables didn’t have a point of view.


But even if some vegetables did have a point of view, like maybe carrots or peas, he was positive that rutabagas didn’t. A carrot might say, My favorite color is orange, and that would make sense. It scares me when I roll under the table, a pea might tell you, and you’d understand.


But a rutabaga? What would a rutabaga have to say about anything?


“It probably has a lot of opinions about dirt,” Sam’s neighbor Mr. Stockfish said after school that day. Mr. Stockfish and Sam were feeding chickens in the coop behind Mrs. Kerner’s house. Sam had two after-school jobs: walking Mr. Stockfish and taking care of chickens. He was responsible for eight chickens in all, including his own chicken, Helga, who laid blue eggs, and Mr. Stockfish’s chicken, Leroy, who laid regular white eggs.


Sam poured two cups of grain into the chickens’ feeder. “Why would a rutabaga have an opinion on dirt?” he asked.


“Because it’s a root vegetable,” Mr. Stockfish said. “It does all its growing underground.”


“So, it lives in the dark until somebody eats it? That’s its whole life?”


“What’s so bad about that?” Mr. Stockfish asked. He was sitting in a lawn chair. He called himself the chicken supervisor, which meant Sam did the work while Mr. Stockfish watched.
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“It’s boring! And you’re surrounded by dirt all the time!”


“What are they teaching at that school of yours?” Mr. Stockfish asked. “Dirt is one of the most interesting things in the world. Did you know there are more than ten thousand different kinds of bacteria in one teaspoon of soil?”


“That makes dirt sound very unhealthy,” Sam said.


Mr. Stockfish snorted and shook his head.


“There’s a lot you don’t know about bacteria, Sam,” he said. “Bacteria makes the world go ’round.”


“Well, I wish bacteria was a vegetable, then,” Sam said. “It sounds like it would be a much better project than a rutabaga.”


After Sam gave the chickens their water, he plopped in the lawn chair next to Mr. Stockfish. He wondered if chickens ate rutabagas. Maybe that’s what his rutabaga’s letter could be about. Dear Mom, Today I got eaten by eight chickens. Now I’m dead. Bye.


Sam liked that idea. If his rutabaga got eaten by chickens, then Mr. Pell would have to give him another vegetable. Maybe he’d get a banana pepper next time. Sam could think of lots of things a banana pepper might write a letter about. Dear Mom, Today I took a ride in a pizza box to a boy named Sam’s house. . . .
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