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Mark Blevis: Welcome to Episode 112 of Just One More Book, a podcast about children’s books we love and why we love them, recorded in my favorite coffee shop. In this edition: Getting to Know Ruben Plotnick, written by Roz Rosenbluth and illustrated by Maurie Manning.
[opening]
Mark: I’m Mark.
Andrea Ross: I’m Andrea.

Mark: Today we’re talking about Getting to Know Ruben Plotnick, written by Roz Rosenbluth and illustrated by Maurie Manning. This book is… I think this is the first book I’ve seen with a male protagonist.
Andrea: Yeah, well, we don’t have very many. I don’t know why, if it’s us or if it’s the publishing industry, but we have hardly any books with boy protagonists.
Mark: In this style of story as well, it’s really unique to get…
Andrea: This is like a Patricia Polacco story. It’s a heartwarming story told from the perspective of the child that’s in it, although when Patricia Polacco does it, it’s set way back when she was a child, whereas this book, you can tell this happened yesterday. It’s a very modern story.
Mark: It’s very fresh.

Andrea: This is a really refreshing story. I was shocked because this book is a very recent addition to our book collection, and the publisher, Flashlight Press, sent us a bunch of their books. We just read this book for the first time last night, and everybody was just so inspired and excited about this book.
Mark: It was one of those instant jumps, and everybody really had a ton of fun with it. So then the story is that there’s this boy who is talking – Nate – not Nate. David is the main character.
Andrea: He’s a sweet boy. I mean, it’s obvious that he’s a really sweet and caring boy.
Mark: And his grandmother lives at home with them.
Andrea: She must have Alzheimer’s, or dementia, or something… I don’t know.
Mark: She’s getting old, and there are certain things about her that are really endearing, and one of the things about her that they have to deal with is the fact that she’ll do crazy things and forget things. They’ll be playing checkers, and she’ll yell at her dead husband. Something like that.
So David is telling the story about this kid in his class, Ruben Plotnick, who is “The Plotnick,” and he’s this really popular, cool class clown. He’s everything rolled into one. He’s the class clown, but he’s also amazingly smart and popular.
Andrea: And it’s funny because when we opened the book and started reading it, it just makes me feel sad to think about – because even on the cover you can see that all the children totally adore this zany Ruben. And I just thought: Oh, no, where is this book going to go? When on the very first page I just couldn’t handle that he’s zany and he’s super-duper smart and he does these really eccentric things like balances a book on his head when he reads or puts peanut-butter mustaches on his lip.
Mark: And he’s sitting so smugly while the kids are watching him.
Andrea: He doesn’t actually look smug, but he’s looking super-relaxed and super-happy with himself, and all the classmates are just adoring him. I think that possibly this is just meant to set the tone, to really quickly give you the idea. Because this is exactly what happens to adults and to children. There’s one person, everyone adores them, and it doesn’t come across as they show in this picture, but you definitely feel it. You sense that it’s bigger than life anyway. So the picture misled me, and I thought: Oh, no, what’s this story going to be about? But he is super-popular. Everyone wants to be his friend.
The story happens when Ruben, The Plotnick, suddenly, one day, for the first time honors David with a visit to his house.
Mark: He essentially invites himself to do homework together over at David’s house.

Andrea: And he’s so popular, and you know that feeling. I can totally remember that feeling of –you know, there’s these popular people and suddenly you get picked and you do feel like that. It’s just sad that you…
Mark: You feel like a hero and say, “Oh, I’m popular now.”
Andrea: You just feel so honored and something, right? But it’s sad that people have to feel that way. But adults feel that way and kids feel that way, and so it’s good that it’s in this book, and I don’t think it’s in a ton of books…
Mark: No.

Andrea: … that whole idea. So, then, of course the whole story is that David then worries: OK, this super-popular guy is coming to my house, and I love my grandmother, and I think my grandmother’s beautiful, and I appreciate her eccentricities…

Mark: Exactly.
Andrea: … but oh, my God, I’m going to be a laughingstock if she makes a fool of herself when The Plotnick is over here.
Mark: I sure hope she’s sleeping …

Andrea: Yeah, he’s hoping she’s sleeping. And you can tell he’s a sweet boy, you know? You really can tell he’s a sweet boy. He just knows he’s going to die of embarrassment.
Mark: Oh, yeah, he’s going to die a thousand deaths when The Plotnick shows up. And The Plotnick shows up, and …
Andrea: It says: “Naturally.” It says, “Naturally, Grandma wasn’t asleep.”

Mark: And so they end up having milk and cookies and The Plotnick asks for some chocolate milk and they don’t have. So he gives him a chocolate cookie and milk, and he makes chocolate milk with the cookie IN the milk, and he’s so impressed with himself.
Andrea: And he plops himself into the sink because that’s just the kind of thing he does.
Mark: So he’s sitting with his bum in the sink and his legs dangling off the edge of the counter…
Andrea: And David’s trying to get the grandmother … to shoo her off to her room. “Isn’t it time for you to go to bed?”
So then, of course, horror of horrors… the grandmother – this is one of the things she does. She says, “Nate, let’s dance. Let’s waltz.”
Mark: Nate is her dead husband.

Andrea: Her dead husband. This is something that she typically does. And so, sure enough, she turns to The Plotnick and invites him to waltz. And David tries to intervene.
Mark: He’s mortified.

Andrea: Yeah, he’s mortified. And you could just… but I just love it, I just love it. This is the absolute best in the whole book.
Mark: That he’s going to be embarrassed the next day?
Andrea: No, he’s totally embarrassed, but I just love it that Ruben… I just have to read it. “Ruben, The Plotnick, put down his glass, wiped his hands on his jeans, lifted himself out of the sink and stepped between us. ‘She wants to dance with me, not you.’” Ohhh!
Mark: Even before that, David steps in to dance, to waltz with his grandmother, and he thinks to himself: Oh, tomorrow, I’m going to be a laughingstock. The Plotnick’s going to tell everybody about this situation. But then The Plotnick just takes over and he wants to dance.
Andrea: In all seriousness, he just has this wonderful time dancing. He’s enjoying dancing with the grandmother. It’s beautiful.
Mark: Beautiful pictures. Beautiful illustrations of the dance, and then the bow.
Andrea: And he bows at the end. It’s so beautiful. This is such a beautiful story. And then, sure enough, he goes back to school the next day and he doesn’t make fun of them.
Mark: He’s just himself, hanging upside down the way he always does.

Andrea: And then it goes on from there. The grandmother says, “I want the little boy in the sink,” and the family all thinks that this is just another one of the crazy things that she says.
Mark: I have to say, though, that one thing that really amazed us last night was when we got to the page where The Plotnick dances with the grandmother, you stopped and asked Lucy and Baila what was happening, and Lucy said… I can’t remember…
Andrea: “He likes people the way they are.” And I think – to me this says a lot about the book because there’s a huge message in this, in its heart. Flashlight Press – you can tell – read their books – they’re getting out really positive messages, and a diverse range of messages they’re getting out. But it’s a struggle to make a book that has a message that can be understood and will entertain them enough for them to enjoy getting the message. We were just laughing and kind of choked up reading this, and I turned to Lucy and she just summed it up in one tiny phrase. To me, the book really works. And it works on lots of levels, too, because the illustrations are really good and there’s lots of stuff going on in the background, like the little sister is always doing something funny.
I love the idea that when you see someone, you’re not seeing the whole picture. It’s called Getting to Know Ruben Plotnick. He’s so shocked, and you would think – you know, sometimes people are mean and cruel to be liked by someone else, right? And Ruben is so happy with who he is and he is so happy with who other people are, and David could not have guessed that that’s how Ruben would have reacted, and that’s a really nice lesson that you can’t guess. You can’t guess how people are going to react. And you can be funny and popular and wonderful and kind and generous at the same time.
This is off topic, but the whole thing about the new media and Julian and Chris Brogan and how everybody wants to be their friend and they’re so wonderful and everything, and yet they’re really nice.
Mark: They’re genuine.

Andrea: They’re setting the example. And this boy is so cool and everyone loves him and he could be obnoxious, but he’s setting such a good example just because he’s happy to be who he is and he’s happy for other people to be who they are. I think this is totally effective. Even though it’s just a story, I think it’s totally effective.
