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




For my boys, who know how to dance





Angel Talk


Watch closely now,” said the Archangel of Courage.


The Little Angel of Courage watched the girls in their tutus. She looked for anyone who was hesitating or hanging back. But all of them were paying attention to the ballet teacher and all of them tried every move the teacher demonstrated. “I don’t see anyone who needs courage,” said the little angel.


The Archangel of Courage smiled knowingly. “Look harder.”


A tall girl held her chin high. A short girl held her back straight. A blond girl was sweating, but smiling, too. A redhead had determination written all over her face. The Little Angel of Courage looked hard at each girl. No one looked timid. Instead, they looked cheerful in their blue leotards, like a row of cornflowers on a spring morning.
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The girls turned to the barre. They hurried in crisscrossing paths to their spots. The little angel could see that they had fixed spots at the barre: They were arranged according to height. As the third little girl in the line turned, she gave a quick wave.


A boy on the other side of the room jumped to his feet and waved back wildly. Then he sat down on the observation bench and stared, both legs swinging under him, his lips slightly parted.


The girls put one leg on the barre and both arms above their head in an arc.


The boy on the bench reached his arms above his head in an arc, too.


The girls stood with one hand on the barre now and kicked one leg, toe pointed to the side.


The boy stretched his legs out in front of him on the bench and pointed his toes.


The girls put both hands on the barre and arched backward.


The boy arched backward. Farther and farther. So far, he fell off the bench with a crash.


The class looked at him.


The boy hopped back onto the bench and sat on his hands, not moving. He looked at his knees.


“I understand,” said the Little Angel of Courage. “What’s his name?”


“Paul. He comes to ballet class every Tuesday afternoon and watches his sister dance. He imitates all her moves.” The Archangel of Courage touched the Little Angel of Courage on the cheek. “You need only five more feathers to fill out your wings and you’ll be an archangel. I’m sure this job is worth a lot of feathers. Do you think you can help Paul?”


The Little Angel of Courage looked at Paul. Earning her wings, one feather at a time, was hard—but that was the pace she liked. After all, there was something about the whole idea of flying around as an archangel that made her stomach flutter in a sick way. Once she was an archangel, she’d have to guide little angels, and she wasn’t sure at all that she knew how to do that yet.


But she was sure she could help this boy, and if she could help him, well, then, she should. Maybe she could do this job in only four feathers, so then she’d have a little more time before the bell rang announcing that she’d earned her wings—a little more time before she had to face becoming an archangel.





The Swan


Paul put his sneakers back on as he waited for his sister, Silvia, outside the dressing room. Older girls, in purple leotards, were already rushing out onto the wooden dance floor to warm up before the next lesson. Paul pressed against the wall to stay out of their way.


Silvia appeared beside him. “Let’s go.”


Paul followed her down the stairs of Camilla’s School of Dance and out to the sidewalk.


“You fell off the bench today,” said Silvia.


Paul already knew that. He walked a little faster.


“What were you doing?”


“Nothing.”


Silvia hung her tote from her shoulder so that her arms were free. She moved her arms in front of her as she walked.


“That’s part of ballet, isn’t it?” asked Paul. He swung his arms in a circle.


“Yup. These are called ‘positions.’ ” Silvia glided along. Her arms streamed behind her now. Her head tilted forward gracefully.


Paul couldn’t believe his eyes. “You’re a swan.”


“That’s a nice thing to say. There’s a famous ballet about a swan.”


Paul remembered. He’d watched that ballet on TV. He had imagined he was the Prince.


“It’s called Swan Lake. Someday I’m going to dance in that ballet.” Silvia skipped ahead, and now she was his sister again, not a swan at all.


Paul swung his arms in a circle. “Am I the Prince?”


“Huh?” Silvia stopped and looked at Paul as though he were nuts. “What are you talking about?”


Paul felt stupid. Of course Silvia didn’t think he was the Prince. Paul didn’t know how to do ballet. He only knew how to do ordinary things, like run. He ran in a circle around Silvia, swinging his arms wildly. “These are my fastest sneakers.”


“Who cares about speed? You don’t have to be fast to do ballet.” Silvia sniffed and did a little twirl. Her tote smacked against her knees.


Paul ran ahead of Silvia the rest of the way home.





Angel Talk


Silvia isn’t as graceful as she thinks,” said the Little Angel of Courage. “In my opinion, Paul looked as much like a prince as she looked like a swan.”
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