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Dedication

To Hattie, whose love language is gifts
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Monday morning, Ms. Chang’s first-period Language Arts class

“HATS!”

“Look, there are hats on the desks!”

“Hat Day, Hat Day . . .”

“Everyone sit down quick so she’ll tell us what they’re for!”

[image: ]
“Yes, you’re drawing from the hats today. This week’s table setters,

please get things started. You know the drill: Hand the hat around,

pull out a slip of paper, then read your slip aloud to the group.”

“Mine says ‘Family.’”

“I got ‘Friend.’”

“I got ‘Family’ too.”

“Hey, look! Mine has a question mark!”

“Okay, next step. Make a list

of folks who fit your category: Family, Friend, or—”

“But what does the question mark mean?”

“Sandra, you interrupted.

OBVIOUSLY she’s about to tell us what it means.”

“Oh. Um, sorry. I just really really want to know.”

“Thank you. The question mark means someone who isn’t

a family member or a friend, but is still part of your life.

Maybe in a big way, or in a smaller, quieter way.”

“Like teachers?”

“Yes, teachers. But for this particular exercise,

you’re not allowed to list my name. Not that I’m assuming

any of you would, but I just want to make that clear.

Now, what other folks fit this category?”

“Babysitter.”

“Neighbor.”

“The people at the EZ Mart.”

“Preacher.”

“Yeah, rabbi.”

“Basketball coach. And assistant coach.”

“Dance teacher.”

“Taco truck folks.”

“That’s the idea. Those are all excellent examples.

Brainstorm a list of names. Then choose one name from your list.

And now the crucial part: what we’ll actually be discussing.”

“This is it! Can we get a drumroll please, people?!”

“BRRRRRRR—”

“BASH!”

“If you could give that person just one gift, what would it be?

Something really special—chosen by you just for them.”

“What?! I’m supposed to give, like, the EZ Mart dude a present?”
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“Yeah—if we’re giving just ONE gift, it should be for family!”

“Question Mark people are way harder than Family or Friend!”

“Perhaps. But to balance things out, there’s an added requirement

for those of you giving to a family member or friend:

Your gift to them has to be something they’ve never asked for.”

“If they’ve never asked for it, how do we know what they’d want?”

“Yeah, what are we supposed to be—mind readers? Psychics?!”

“Think about it this way. Did you ever get a gift

that you hadn’t asked for but was exactly what you wanted?”

“Huh. Maybe.”

“Oh! Oh! Can I share please???”

“Go ahead, Jay.”

“You know that snake skeleton I brought to class a while back?

My grandpa, he knows how hard I worked to put it together,

and he made a display case for it, to protect it.

I never asked him for it, never even thought of it,

but now it’s on my bookcase, exactly what I needed.

Keeps the dust off, and I’ll never lose a single bone.”

“A perfect example, Jay. Now, about the gifts themselves.

Two requirements. First, the gift has to be something real.

And second, the gift cannot be straight-up cash or money.”

“Aw, come on! I wanna give someone a million bucks!

Wouldn’t it be awesome to be able to do that?”

“Honest truth? I’d rather have the million for my own self.”

“Ms. Chang, what do you mean by it ‘has to be something real’?”

“How about a gift card?”

“Ty, gift card’s the same as money.”
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“One at a time, please. Carly, by ‘real’ what I’m saying is

the gift can’t be fantastical. No unicorns, magic wands,

genie-in-a-bottle with three wishes—”

“Drat, that means no zombies.”

“You’d give out zombies, James?!”

“I’d take a whole bunch! Zombie army!”

“And I agree that a gift card is the same as money.

No gift cards. Think, research as necessary, think some more.

You may work on your lists from now until the lunch bell.

Please come in Friday morning ready to discuss these points:

WHO you chose, and WHY you chose them as your recipient.

WHAT you would give them, and WHY you would choose that item.”
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If I only get to give one gift, I wouldn’t give it

to any of these folks! Why couldn’t I have picked Family?






Sean

I got a good example, too. My mom knows how much I love

the Mets. I’m always asking for Mets stuff. I already have

a T-shirt and a hat and a poster and some trading cards,

but I want the sixteen-ounce stainless-steel water bottle

and the big plush blanket—it would look so cool on my bed—

and the official team hat because the hat I have

isn’t official, it’s just a knockoff from a street vendor,

but I still wear it all the time. Most especially I want

the official team jersey, but man, they’re SO expensive.

But my mom, she didn’t get me any of those things.

She got me something I never even bothered to dream of.

Box seats.

Mets–Cubs.

All the way down at field level.
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So close that we could stand right up against the railing

to see the guys coming in and out of the clubhouse!

(I almost got Alonso’s autograph. That’s another story.)

My mom must have been saving money for ages and ages,

and probably not buying hardly anything for herself,

so she could pay for those incredible tickets for me.

When I opened the envelope, I saw that she was watching me.

She smiled at first, and nodded, and then she laughed, and then

we both ended up sort of crying, but it was happy crying.

Only a person who knows you—really really knows you—

can guess what are the things that you don’t even dream about.

Now I gotta figure out how to do that for someone else.
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“Ms. Chang?”

“Yes, Allison?”

“When you say that the gift has to be real, does that mean

something real right now? Can it be, like, a diamond necklace?

I mean, that’s real, but I wouldn’t be able to buy one—”

“Allie, I get it. Real’s not the same as realistic.”

“Yeah, that’s what I mean. I might be able to buy one someday,

but not now. So is it okay to write it down on my list?”
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“Good question, and a thoughtful response as well, Johanna.

Your gift must be real, but it does not have to be realistic.

Something that exists, even if it’s not possible for you right now.

As usual, sharing with the class is not mandatory,

but if you decide not to share, please write down your thoughts,

and put your journal on my desk on Friday. For my eyes only.”

“So we’re not really giving a gift. We’re just pretending.”

“It’s not pretend. It’s theoretical.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Pretend is for fun. Theoretical is, like, serious.”
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Hmmm. All those things, I’ve heard her say she’d love to have someday. 

So I gotta think of something that she’s never mentioned before.

What Natalie said, that’s right: We do have to be mind readers.




Friday morning
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“Good morning, scholars. I’m looking forward to your discussion.

Journals on my desk if you’re not going to share aloud,

and let’s kick things off as usual, with the class motto. WE—”

“PROTECT

AFFECT

RESPECT one another!”

“Thank you. Ready?”

“Ready. It’s a Day Four, so Green Group gets to start. Who’s up?”

“Johanna likes going first.”

“Yeah, Johanna, you go.”






Johanna

Family

“I drew Family out of the hat. And then—remember

what Allie asked on Monday, about things that were real

but not realistic? That gave me a good idea.

I’d give my abuela a restaurant, to make baleadas.

Nothing fancy—a counter, a few tables . . . See what I mean?

I can’t give her that now, but maybe someday it could happen.

Everybody knows about tacos and burritos

and enchiladas, but a lot of people don’t know

about baleadas. They’re big, fluffy flour tortillas

stuffed with refried beans and cheese and, and sometimes other things

like scrambled eggs. Or avocados. They’re Honduran,

and they might sound like a taco, but they’re not the same at all.
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My abuela makes the best baleadas you ever ate.

If she had a little restaurant, people would go wild

for her baleadas—they’d line up around the block for them,

and baleadas would get just as famous as tacos,

and then when people ask me where I’m from and I say, ‘Honduras,’

not so many of them would say, ‘Honduras? Where’s that?’”
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“Johanna, thank you for a great start to our discussion.

I’d be first in line for a baleada—they sound delicious.

Okay, we’re rotating, so Orange Group goes next. Ron?”
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Ron

Friend

“I got Friend. I knew right away what my gift would be:

a baseball. For Sean. Signed by Pete Alonso. Because last year

when we went to a game, Alonso signed my program

but not Sean’s, and ever since then, I’ve felt bad about it.

It was so awkward—I loved getting his autograph,

but it was all kind of spoiled because Sean didn’t get one too.”

“I didn’t know that. You didn’t say much about it back then.”

“Well, I’m sayin’ it now.”

“Okay. Baseball signed by Alonso. Cool.

Make sure he uses a Sharpie, okay?”

“You got it.”
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