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To Eva, who always gives




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




Angel Talk


The Little Angel of Generosity smoothed the sheet of wrapping paper flat. Then he carefully rolled the yo-yo up into the paper. He didn’t have ribbon, but the white twine did just fine. He tied a firm knot and stayed squatting, with his arms crossed at his chest, viewing his handiwork. A pile of five presents for his four best friends, plus one extra—for himself. After all, he loved yo-yos, too.


“Are they for a party?” asked the Archangel of Generosity.


“Oh, I didn’t see you there.” The little angel jumped to his feet. “No, they’re just for fun.”


The archangel smiled and picked up the spool of twine. She played with the loose end. “Only five. Are these for little angels?”
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“Yes. Including me.” The little angel gave a small yank on the archangel’s sleeve. “Why are you here? Have you got a task for me?”


The Archangel of Generosity lined up the presents in a neat row. “Nothing for the archangels?”


“Archangels don’t need anything.”


The archangel put her hands on her hips. “Who says?”


The little angel laughed. “Come on. You can have anything you want, anytime you want it.”


“Can I have one of these presents?”


“No,” yelped the little angel. “I only have five.”


“Well, then, I can’t have anything I want after all, can I?”


The Little Angel of Generosity screwed up his mouth. “What’s your point?”


“Think about it.”


“You wouldn’t even like what’s in the wrapping paper,” said the little angel. “It’s for kids. Plus, it’s not a girl thing anyway.”


“How do you know?” asked the archangel. “Think about that, too. But in the meantime, you’re right: I do have a task for you.”


“Great.” The little angel grinned wide. “All I need is one more task, and a bell will ring because I’ll have enough feathers to earn my wings.”


The Archangel of Generosity rubbed the back of her neck in thought. “Why do you accept the tasks I ask you to do? Is it just for the pleasure of earning wings?”


The little angel gasped. “How can you ask that?”


“I just want you to think about why you do things.”


“Well, I know the answer to this one for sure,” said the little angel. “I do the tasks because I want to help children.”


“So you don’t care about your wings?”


“Yes, I care. I want my wings a lot. I can’t wait to hear the bell that will ring when I earn them. I’ll fly everywhere. But that’s just a nice extra. A wonderful extra. The real point is to help children.”


“Good,” said the archangel. “Let’s go help someone.”




Art


“I already know what I’m getting.” Setha clasped her hands behind her back and rocked from foot to foot.


“You look like a penguin,” said Dinah quietly.


Setha kept rocking, her hands still behind her back. “It’s so terrific. Mommy bought all these art materials. I’m getting a five-pound box of clay. I can make pinch pots and coil bowls and anything I want.”


Dinah kicked the toe of her sneaker into the dirt. “If you dig in the right spots, you can find clay. You don’t have to buy it.”


“Not like this clay. It’s self-hardening. I don’t even need a kiln.”


Dinah dug deeper with her sneaker. “The ground is hard here. I think there’s clay right beneath our feet.”


“Gray clay, yuck. The clay Mommy bought me is red-brown. It’s from Mexico and it’s so beautiful, Dinah, you wouldn’t believe it.” Setha swayed her head from side to side as though she were listening to private music inside her head. Her braid swung in a wide arc. “And Mommy even got me the acrylic paints I wanted. They go perfect on clay. I can decorate whatever I make.”


“Why buy colored clay if you’re only going to paint it other colors?”


“I won’t paint every inch. Just patterns. And acrylics are the best. They’re so bright, they look like plastic. The set has eight colors. Eight.”


Dinah looked from her best friend to the ground. Red-brown clay that hardened all by itself was something wonderful. “How much did it cost?”


“The set of acrylics?”


“No, the clay.”


“I don’t know. Mommy bought me water-color paints, too. And the right kind of paper for them. And these great brushes that hold a fine point when you get the tip wet. I don’t know how much any of it costs and I don’t care. It’s for my birthday.”


Dinah smiled. “You’re a good artist.”


“I’m not so good yet. But I’m going to be.” Setha caught her long braid, pulled it forward over her shoulder, and played with the tips of it. “You need new sneakers.”


Dinah looked down. The sole of her right shoe was separating from the top at the toe end. “Maybe I’ll ask my dad for sneakers for my birthday. But that’s not for a few months yet.”


“I know. So . . . ?” Setha’s voice rose in a question.


“So what?”


Setha laughed. “So what are you getting me for mine? Mine is next week.”


Dinah blinked. “I can’t tell you. You need at least one surprise.”


“I’ll get plenty of surprises. Daddy always surprises me. And so does Lil.”


Lil was Setha’s big sister. She was usually pretty nice to Setha. Dinah liked her. Lil was bound to get Setha something really nice.


Dinah had no idea what she’d get Setha—or where she’d find the money to get Setha anything she’d really like. “Well, I’ll surprise you, too.”




Angel Talk


Is Setha’s family rich?” asked the Little Angel of Generosity.


“Not rich, no. But they do okay.” The archangel smiled mischievously. “You’d probably say they can have anything they want. But I wouldn’t say that.”
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