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For Mamma, with all my love




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





Angel Talk


Little angel?” The Archangel of Understanding stood beneath the tree and peered up through the leaves. “I can see your feet. I know you’re there.”


“Don’t look up,” the Little Angel of Understanding whispered loudly. “You’ll give me away.”


“Oh.” The archangel squatted and pretended to be examining the base of the tree.


“Is he still near?” whispered the little angel.


The Archangel of Understanding glanced around. “I don’t see anyone. Who are you hiding from?”


The little angel climbed down. “The Little Angel of Learning. I don’t like him.”


“Why not? He seems nice to me.”


“Ha. You don’t know half the things he says. He just came back from visiting the Galápagos Islands and he called the plants there ‘succulents.’ ”
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The Archangel of Understanding looked puzzled. “What’s wrong with that?”


“I’ve always liked plants.”


“So?”


“So he can’t call them ‘succulents,’ ” said the little angel. “That’s mean.”


The archangel laughed. “A succulent is a certain type of plant that holds liquid. Cactuses are succulents.”


The little angel smirked. “Why didn’t he just say that?”


“Did you tell him you didn’t know the word?”


“I didn’t have to. No one knows words like that. And I hate it when someone uses a word I don’t know.”


“Little angel, you’re not being very understanding. And I need you to be the most understanding you can be now.”


The Little Angel of Understanding’s eyes slowly widened. He smiled just as wide. “You have a task for me, don’t you?”


“A hard one.”


“Good. I’ve earned almost all my feathers. This task will finish it off, and I’ll finally hear the bell that announces my wings.”


“Well, don’t congratulate yourself too fast.” The Archangel of Understanding walked ahead. “Maggie is just about to discover her problem. It won’t be easy to fix.”


The little angel caught up quickly. “I’m ready to work my best.”





Space


Maggie picked up the green porcelain turtle and rubbed it with the soft cloth. When it was perfectly free of dust, she set it down and did the same to the blue glass turtle. There were twenty-two turtles in her collection, and she was cleaning all of them this morning, like she did every Saturday morning.


There, the blue one was finished. And that was the last one.


Maggie went to the window and opened it wide. Autumn weather was just starting. Last night had been the first night that she’d had to close her window in months. Since May, in fact. And, oh, the sugar maple in the DeLucas’ side yard had turned overnight. The leaves were bright red now.


The sun glistened off the morning dew on the grass. It was going to be a perfect day. Maggie would call her friend Shelagh, and they could go exploring down by the creek. It would be fun to try to find frogs and turtles—real turtles—before they went into hibernation.


“Hi.” Matthew stood in the doorway on one foot. The other foot was poised in the air, ready to step down into her room. Maggie had worked hard at training Matthew to ask permission before he came bounding in, so it was gratifying to see him standing there like that now. “Can I?”


“Okay. What do you want?”


Matthew jumped into the room. “A water ice.”


Maggie laughed. “A water ice? On a cool morning?”


“This is the last Saturday they’re serving them till next spring. Mom said I can go to the Co-Op and get one if you or Marcus will walk with me, and Marcus has already said no.”


Maggie considered Matthew’s fat little face, which was already smeared with dirt. He’d probably been awake for hours, running around outside like a maniac, and here she was, still in her nightgown. Poor Matthew had way too much energy for his own good. “All right.”


“Yay!”


“After I get dressed and have breakfast.”


“You’re the nicest sister in the world.” Matthew kissed Maggie and ran out of the room. “I’ll make you breakfast. Just wait,” he called over his shoulder.


What awful thing would Matthew make Maggie for breakfast? But she didn’t have to eat it if she didn’t want to. She did a cartwheel on her rug. Then she got her new sneakers out of the closet.


“Maggie?” Mom came into the room and sat on Maggie’s bed. Mom never had liked Maggie’s rules about knocking. In fact, Mom never seemed to obey anybody else’s rules. “I need your help today.”
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