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For my Elena




Thank you to all my family, Brenda Bowen, Noëlle Paffett-Lugassy, and Richard Tchen





Angel Talk


I have the perfect task for you, little angel,” said the Archangel of Independence. “Are you ready to come?”


The Little Angel of Independence looked down at the archangel from his perch in the tree house. He had been expecting to be given another task soon. He loved helping children. And he was looking forward to hearing the bell that would ring when he earned his wings. That couldn’t be very far off—he almost had all his feathers already. Still, he didn’t like the way the archangel asked that question. His chest tightened. “In the past I’ve done all my tasks with a little angel partner. Can’t I have a partner this time?”


“You won’t need one. The problem is obvious.”
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“To you,” said the little angel. “But it might not be so obvious to me.”


The Archangel of Independence smiled. “This is a task for you—not for any other little angel. But I’ll be by your side as long as you need me.”


The little angel waved good-bye to his friends and climbed down the ladder. He took the archangel’s hand.


Off they went to a schoolroom. The little angel stayed very close to the archangel as he looked around. Both of them were invisible to the children. Still, they held back in a corner, out of the way.


The children sat at their desks coloring the fronts of large manila envelopes. Sweat beads formed across their brows, despite the open windows. One boy stopped for a moment and gazed out at the empty playground. A girl scratched her ankle, then got absorbed in readjusting the straps on her new sandals. Other than that, the class was busy.


“They look pretty normal to me,” said the Little Angel of Independence. “No one’s nagging the teacher for extra directions or copying a friend’s artwork or anything else that shows a weak spirit. How can I tell who’s lacking independence?”


The Archangel of Independence stood beside him, attentive and quiet, as though he hadn’t heard a word the little angel said.


The little angel yanked on the archangel’s hand, which he still held tight. “Whom should I help?”


“Try to figure it out,” said the Archangel of Independence.


The teacher rapped his desk with his knuckles. “Okay, everyone. Now take the loose papers from your desks and slide them into your envelopes. I’m going to pass back your last few quizzes for you to put in, too.” He got up and walked down the aisles handing back sheets of paper. “Be sure to show them to your parents.”


The children obediently lifted their desk lids and stuffed their envelopes. One boy checked to see what his neighbor was doing.


The Little Angel of Independence moved closer to the boy, pulling the archangel with him. “Is it he?”


The boy’s hand darted into his neighbor’s desk and emerged with a small plastic bag. “These are my water balloons. I knew you stole them,” he hissed.


The other little boy twisted his mouth to one side. “I was going to give them back. I just forgot.”


“Yeah, sure.”


“I was. Today, in fact. Since it’s the last day of school. I was going to do it today.”


The little angel turned away. Stealing was a problem, all right. But that’s not the problem he had been chosen to deal with. He looked around the room one more time.


The teacher walked the aisles, holding the trash can. “Put your math books on the back table and your reading books on the shelf by the windows. Then dump anything you want to get rid of into this can.”


Two girls got up and hooked arms as they carried their math books to the back table. They looked pretty dependent on each other.


The Little Angel of Independence pulled the archangel with him as he followed the girls.


But then one of them skipped back to her desk, and the other one stayed to neaten up the book stacks as the other children dropped off their math books.


“It’s not one of them.” The Little Angel of Independence sighed. “Who is it?”


The Archangel of Independence remained silent.


A buzzer went off.


“That’s it, kids. The school year is over.” The teacher half-sat on the edge of his desk and smiled. “Have a great summer.”


Happy conversation broke out all over the room as the children gathered their things and went out the door.


The angels followed them outside.


One little girl with ribbons in her braids had stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to fiddle with her backpack.


“Hey, Elena,” called another girl as she passed by, “want to go to the ice-cream store? My mom gave me and my big sister money to celebrate the last day of school.”
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