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For readers whose pets understand.




Thank you to all my family, Brenda Bowen, Karen Riskin, and Richard Tchen





Angel Talk


The Little Angel of Persistence stood in front of the mirror and fixed his eyes on his own face. He wouldn’t allow his gaze to drift down to his feet. He tried again: shuffle, ball, change. Those were the tap-dance steps he was trying to master. And his tap-dancing videotape said it was best not to look at your feet as you practiced the steps.


Tap dancing was fun, but it was hard. Dancing had become the rage among the little angels, ever since that new archangel had shown them all how to do jive. Jive was fun, too. And it wasn’t as hard as tap. At least, the Little Angel of Persistence didn’t find it as hard.


But there was something that made tap better than jive in the little angel’s opinion. Something that made tap simply wonderful. It was the intricate rhythms, the way a short pattern of beats could be added onto another pattern and another pattern, and then the whole thing could be repeated, and then slightly changed, and it could all just keep going in one big, glorious dance. Wow. When the little angel even thought about tap, he got happy. That was all there was to it.


The little angel tried again: shuffle, ball, change. He was slow and clunky at it.


He went over to the VCR and took out his lesson videotape and put in his favorite videotape of famous tap dancers. There was Fred Astaire, lightly tapping across the stage as Ginger Rogers smiled at him. There was Gene Kelly, giving perfect rhythms in the rain—even holding an umbrella as he tapped faster and faster. They both made tap dancing look so easy. And then there was the whole cast of that Broadway show that the little angel had seen in New York City, STOMP, just pounding away, having a grand old time.


Ah, well. The Little Angel of Persistence looked at his feet. They didn’t look bad. But no one had ever called him graceful. That’s because he wasn’t graceful. And he wasn’t fast, either.


He sat on the floor and unlaced his tap shoes.


“Little angel, there you are.” The Archangel of Persistence came rushing in. “Are you busy?”


The little angel put his shoes back in the box he kept them in. “Not anymore.”


“Were those tap shoes you had on?” The archangel peeked into the box. “I thought so. I love tap dancing.”


“Are you good at it?” asked the little angel.


“Oh, I don’t do it. I just meant I like to watch it.”


“That’s how I feel about it, too,” said the Little Angel of Persistence.


The archangel put her finger to her lips. “But aren’t these your tap shoes?”


“Yes. But I’m not going to use them anymore. It takes too long to learn, and I’ve got so many other really important things to do.”


“What important things?” asked the Archangel of Persistence.


“For starters, the task that you have for me.” The little angel gave a saucy smile and snapped his fingers. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”


“Well, yes,” said the archangel. “But this task is a little complicated. It could take a while. So if you want to stay and work on your tap dancing, I could ask another little angel to help out.”


“Does the child need to learn persistence?”


“Yes.”


“Then I want the task.” The little angel stroked his wings in satisfaction. He loved all the tasks the archangel had given him so far. He knew he’d love this one, too. Nothing was better than helping a child. “Hey,” he said, looking at his wings as if for the first time. “I’m almost fully feathered. If I succeed at this task, I’ll earn enough feathers to finish off my wings.”


The archangel smiled. “It will be a delight to hear the bell that announces your wings.”





Playing Ball


“Time for gym.” Mr. Moscatelli opened the classroom door. “Stanley, why don’t you get at the head of the line and lead everyone there while I fix up some last-minute things for the fraction test, okay?”


Stanley was too surprised to answer—he had never been at the head of the line. No one ever asked Stanley to lead anything. But Mr. Moscatelli obviously didn’t expect an answer, anyway. He was already erasing the blackboard.


Gym. Ugh. Gym wasn’t great, especially on Mondays, when everyone seemed to play harder and faster than ever.


Stanley put his book and papers and pencil away. Then he went to the classroom door and stood there, while the rest of the kids lined up behind him.


He led the way down the stairs to the gymnasium.


“Welcome,” called Miss Lin, with a big smile. Miss Lin put a lot of effort into being cheerful, you could tell. She thought sports were the best thing in the world and she wanted all the kids to love them. She almost succeeded. Stanley had an undeniable urge to smile back at her even though he didn’t want to be there. “It’s volleyball day,” Miss Lin said. “Volleyball!”


It took several minutes to divide up into teams and get the first set of players out on the court. Thankfully, Stanley got to stand on the sidelines at the start. Miss Lin swung her right arm up toward her left as though she was serving an imaginary ball. Her ponytail bounced. She recited the rules of the game and shouted out pointers.
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