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27 
"...and our best wishes go with you, Susan Caraway." 
The PA announcement echoed through the school lobby, and we were off to 
Phoenix. The driver was Mr. McShane, Mica High's faculty representative to the 
state contest. Susan and I sat in the back. Susan's parents were driving their own 
car and would meet us in Phoenix. 
As we pulled out of the parking lot, she wagged a finger in my face. "Don't get a 
big head, mister. I was allowed to invite two friends along. You weren't the only 
one I asked." 
"So who was the other?" I said. 
"Dori." 
"Well, then," I said, "I think I'll go for the big head. Dori isn't another guy." 
She grinned. "No, she's not one of those." Suddenly she unbuckled her seat belt-
we each had a back window. "Mr. McShane," she announced, "I'm moving over 
so I can sit close to Leo. He's so cute, I can't help myself." 
In the rearview mirror, the teacher's eyes crinkled. "Whatever you like, Susan. It's 
your day." 
She slid over and fastened herself into the middle belt. She jabbed me. "Hear 
that? It's my day. I get whatever I want." 
"So," I said, "what happened when you asked Dori Dilson?" "She said no. She's 
mad at me." 
"I could tell." 
"Ever since I became Susan. She thinks I betrayed myself. She just doesn't 
understand how important it is to be popular." 
I wasn't sure what to say to that. I was feeling a little uneasy. Fortunately, 
wondering what to say wasn't much of a problem for me during that two-hour 
ride, because Susan chattered away like the old Stargirl the whole time. 
"But I know Dori," she said, "and I'll tell you one thing." 
"What's that?" 
"She'll be in the front of the mob cheering for me when we get back tomorrow." 
I later found out that after we left the school, the principal had spoken again on 
the PA. He announced our expected time of return on Saturday and suggested 
that everyone be on hand to meet us, win or lose. 
Losing, as it turned out, never occurred to the contestant herself. 
"Would you do a favor for me?" she said. 
I told her sure. 
"That big silver plate that goes to the winner? I'm such a klutz with dishes at 
home. Would you hold it for me when the crowd rushes us? I'm afraid I'll drop it." 
I stared at her. "What crowd? What rush?" 
"In the school parking lot. When we get back tomorrow. There's always a crowd 
waiting for the returning hero. Remember the film at school? My vision?" She 
cocked her head and peered into my eyes. She rapped my forehead with her 



knuckle. "Hello in there. Anybody home?" 
"Oh," I said. "That crowd." She nodded. "Exactly. Of course, we'll be safe as long 
as we're in the car. But once we get out, who knows what will happen. Crowds 
can get pretty wild. Right, Mr. McShane?" 
The teacher nodded. "So I hear." 
She spoke to me as if instructing a first-grader. "Leo, this has never happened in 
Mica before, having a winner of the Arizona state oratorical contest. One of their 
very own. When they hear about it, they're going to go bananas. And when they 
get a gander at me and that trophy-" She rolled her eyes and whistled. "I just 
hope they don't get out of hand." 
"The police will keep them in line," I said. "Maybe they'll call out the National 
Guard." 
She stared wide-eyed. "You think?" She didn't realize I was kidding. "Well," she 
said, "I'm really not afraid for myself. I won't mind a little jostling. Do you think 
they'll jostle, Mr. McShane?" 
In the mirror his eyes shifted to us. "Never can tell." 
"And if they want to carry me around on their shoulders, that's okay, too. But they 
better not"-she poked me with her finger-"better not mess with my trophy. That's 
why you"-another poke-"are going to hold it. Tight." 
I wished Mr. McShane would say something. "Susan," I said, "did you ever hear 
of counting your chickens?" 
"Before they hatch, you mean?" 
"Exactly." 
"I hear you're not supposed to." 
"Exactly." 
She nodded thoughtfully. "Never made much sense to me. I mean, if you know 
they're going to hatch, why not count them?" "Because you can't know," I said. 
"There're no guarantees. I hate to break this to you, but you're not the only 
person in the contest. Somebody else could win. You could lose. It's possible." 
She thought about that for a moment, then shook her head. "Nope. Not possible. 
So..." She threw up her arms and smiled hugely. "Why wait to feel great? 
Celebrate now, that's my motto." She nuzzled into me. "What's yours, big boy?" 
"Don't count your chickens," I said. 
She shuddered mockingly. "Ouuu. You're such a poop, Leo. What's your motto, 
Mr. McShane?" 
"Drive carefully," he said, "you may have a winner in the car." 
That set her off howling. 
"Mr. McShane," I said, "you're not helping." 
"Sorry," he lied. 
I just looked at her. "You're going to be in a state contest," I said. "Aren't you just 
a little bit nervous?" 
The smile vanished. "Yes, I am. I'm a lot nervous. I just hope things don't get out 
of hand when we get back to the school. I've never been adored by mobs of 
people before. I'm not sure how I'm going to react. I hope I don't get a big head. 
Do you think I'm the big-head type, Mr. McShane?" 
I raised my hand. "Can I answer that?" 



"I think your head is just fine," said the teacher. 
She jabbed me with her elbow. "Hear that, Mr. Know-it-all?" She gave me her 
smug face, which promptly disappeared as she thrust up her arms and yelped, 
"They're going to love me!" 
Mr. McShane wagged his head and chuckled. Silently I gave up. 
She pointed out the window. "Look, even the desert is celebrating." It seemed to 
be true. The normally dull cacti and scrub were splashed with April colors, as if a 
great painter had passed over the landscape with a brush, dabbing yellow here, 
red there. 
Susan strained against her seat belt. "Mr. McShane, can we stop here, just for a 
minute? Please?" When the teacher hesitated, she added, "You said it's my day. 
I get whatever I want." 
The car coasted to a stop along the gravelly roadside. In a moment, she was out 
the door and bounding across the desert. She skipped and whirled and 
cartwheeled among the prickly natives. She bowed to a yucca, waltzed with a 
saguaro. She plucked a red blossom from a barrel cactus and fixed it in her hair. 
She practiced her smile and her nod and her wave-one-hand, two-hand-to the 
adoring mob at her hero's welcome. She snapped a needle from a cactus and 
with the slapstick pantomime of a circus clown pretended to pick her teeth with it. 
Mr. McShane and I were leaning on the car, laughing, when suddenly she 
stopped, cocked her head, and stared off in another direction. She stayed like 
that, stone still, for a good two minutes, then abruptly turned and came back to 
the car. 
Her face was thoughtful. "Mr. McShane," she said as the teacher drove off, "do 
you know any extinct birds?" 
"Passenger pigeon," he said. "That's probably the best known. They say there 
used to be so many of them they would darken the sky when they flew over. And 
the moa." 
"Moa?" 
"Huge bird." 
"Like a condor?" I said. 
He chuckled. "A condor wouldn't come up to its knee. Make an ostrich look small. 
Twelve, thirteen feet tall. Maybe the biggest bird ever. Couldn't fly. Lived in New 
Zealand. Died out hundreds of years ago. Killed off by people." 
"Half their size," said Susan. Mr. McShane nodded. "Mm. I wrote a report about 
moas in grade school. I thought they were the neatest thing." 
Susan's eyes were glistening. "Did moas have a voice?" 
The teacher thought about it. "I don't know. I don't know if anybody knows." 
Susan looked out the window at the passing desert. "I heard a mockingbird back 
there. And it made me think of something Archie said." 
"Mr. Brubaker?" said Mr. McShane. 
"Yes. He said he believes mockingbirds may do more than imitate other birds. I 
mean, other living birds. He thinks they may also imitate the sounds of birds that 
are no longer around. He thinks the sounds of extinct birds are passed down the 
years from mockingbird to mockingbird." 
"Interesting thought," said Mr. McShane. 



"He says when a mockingbird sings, for all we know it's pitching fossils into the 
air. He says who knows what songs of ancient creatures we may be hearing out 
there." 
The words of Archie Brubaker settled over the silence in the car. As if reading my 
thoughts, Mr. McShane turned off the air conditioner and powered down the 
windows. Hair blew in a faint, smoky scent of mesquite. 
After a while I felt the touch of Susan's hand. Her fingers wove through mine. 
"Mr. McShane," she cooed, "we're holding hands in the back seat." 
"Uh-oh," he said, "hormonal teenagers." 
"Don't you think he's cute, Mr. McShane?" 
"I never really thought about it," said the teacher. "Well, look," she said. She 
grabbed my face in her hand and pulled it forward. The teacher's eyes 
considered me briefly in the rearview mirror. 
"You're right. He's adorable." 
Susan released my blushing face. "Told you. Don't you just love him?" 
"I wouldn't go that far." 
A minute later: "Mr. McSha-ane..." Now I felt something in my ear. "I'm putting my 
finger in his ear..." 
This sort of silliness went on until we rounded a mesa and saw the brown mist on 
the horizon that announced our approach to the city of Phoenix. 
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Her parents met us in the lobby of the hotel where Susan, Mr. McShane, and I 
each had a room for the night. After we checked in, the five of us ate a buffet 
lunch in the hotel restaurant. Then we watched Susan board a bus that would 
take her and eighteen other contestants to Phoenix West High School. There 
were thirty-eight contestants; nineteen had already given their speeches that 
morning. 
By the end of the afternoon, ten finalists would be chosen. The finals would take 
place that evening. 
To be honest, none of us was surprised that Susan made the cut. She was 
incredibly good. The surprise was this: her speech was new. It was not the one 
she had given at Mica High. It was not the one she had been practicing for weeks 
in front of me and Peter Sinkowitz and assorted saguaros. It was not the one I 
had heard just the day before. 
But it was wonderful. 
There were some elements of the old speech in it, and much that was as new as 
that morning. Like a butterfly, her words fluttered from image to image. She 
swung from the distant past (Barney, Archie's Paleocene rodent skull) to the 
present (Cinnamon) to the distant future (the death of the sun). From the most 
ordinary here (the old man nodding off on the bench at Tudor Village) to the most 
extraordinary there (a newly discovered galaxy ninety percent to the end of the 
universe). She touched on silver lunch trucks and designer labels and enchanted 
places, and when she said her best friend gave her pet rat a ride on his shoulder, 
tears came to my eyes. It was a jumble, it was a mishmash, and somehow she 
pulled it all together, somehow she threaded every different thing through the 
voice of a solitary mockingbird singing in the desert. She called her speech "I 



Might Have Heard a Moa." 
The auditorium was half full, mostly with small groups of students and parents 
from the competing schools. After a contestant finished, his or her supporters 
whistled and whooped, as if doing so would influence the judges. The rest was 
polite applause. 
When Susan finished, the four of us managed a modest cheer, but that was 
about it. No whistles, no whoops. I think we were made of more timid stuff than 
the speechmaker herself. 
Back at the hotel Mr. McShane and I mobbed her, if two can be a mob. Her 
parents were more reserved. They were full of smiles and "well dones," but they 
seemed no more surprised at her success than Susan did. 
When the adults went off to the gift shop, I had her to myself. I said, "Where did 
that come from?" 
She grinned. "Did you like it?" 
"Sure, but it's not what I've been hearing for the last month. What were you 
doing, practicing a secret speech on the side?" 
The grin got wider. "Nope. That was the first time I heard it, too." 
I stared at her. Slowly her words sank in. "Let me get this straight. You're saying 
you just made it up this morning?" 
"I'm saying I didn't even make it up. It was just there. All I did was open my mouth 
and let it out." She held both hands out to me and snapped her fingers. "Presto!" 
I gaped at her. "What are you going to say tonight?" 
She threw out her arms: "Who knows?" The five of us ate an early dinner in the 
hotel restaurant. Afterward, we waited in the lobby while Susan changed clothes. 
She stepped off the elevator wearing a peach-colored pantsuit. She slinked 
across the lobby, modeling for us. She sat on her mother's lap and said, "My 
personal seamstress made it for me." We applauded lightly and sent her off on 
the bus. 
The general public was invited to the evening show, and the auditorium was 
packed. People stood in back. Down front, a high school orchestra played 
rousing music by John Philip Sousa. The ten contestants sat onstage. Seven 
were boys. All of the contestants appeared to be grim and nervous, stiff as 
manikins, except for Susan, who was bending the ear of the boy sitting next to 
her. He nodded occasionally but kept his eyes and spine at attention and 
obviously wished that she would shut up. Susan's parents chuckled knowingly at 
her behavior, while I tried to disguise a stab of jealousy. 
One by one the contestants took the long walk to center stage to give their 
speeches. The applause was equally hearty for all. A grade school girl in a frilly 
white dress handed each contestant a bouquet of roses, yellow for the girls, red 
for the boys. While the girls cradled their roses, the boys looked at them as if 
they were hand grenades. 
Susan was next to last to speak. When her name was called, she bounced up 
from her chair and practically ran to the microphone. She did a sprightly 
pirouette, a curtsy, waved her hand in a window-washer motion, and said, "Hi." 
Accustomed to seeing stiff, mortified contestants, the audience responded with 
uncertain titters. They didn't know what to make of this unconventional teenager 



any more than we had on the first day of school. Several bold souls said "Hi" and 
waved back. 
She did not begin, at least not in the usual sense. There was no ringing 
preamble. She merely stood there comfortably chatting away as if we were all on 
rocking chairs on her front porch. Murmur drifted toward the ceiling; people were 
waiting for her to get started. The murmur subsided as it occurred to them that 
this was it and they were missing it. The quiet that then fell over the auditorium 
was absolute. I was more tuned in to the audience than to the speaker, and if for 
the last five minutes of her talk anyone was breathing, I could not detect it. When 
she finished with barely a whisper-"Can you hear it?"-and leaned with her cupped 
hand to her ear, fifteen hundred people seemed to inch forward, straining to hear. 
There were ten seconds of purest stillness. Then she turned abruptly and went 
back to her chair. Still there was no reaction. What's going on? I wondered. She 
sat forward in her chair, her hands folded primly in her lap. And then it came, 
suddenly, explosively, as if everyone had awakened at once. We were all on our 
feet, clapping and shouting and whistling. I found myself sobbing. The cheering 
was as wild as that of the crowd at a championship basketball game. 
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She won. As she had said she would. 
The silver plate they gave her twinkled like a starburst in a galaxy of flashing 
cameras. Two TV crews washed her in lights and interviewed her backstage. 
Strangers mobbed her, citizens of Phoenix gushing, telling her they had been 
coming to the contest for years and had never heard anything like it. 
Schoolchildren thrust programs in her face for autographs. Every parent wanted 
her for a daughter, every teacher for a student. 
She was so happy, she was so proud. She yelped and cried when she saw us. 
She hugged each of us in turn, and I thought she would squeeze the breath out 
of me. 
Back at the hotel everyone already seemed to know: the doorman, the desk 
manager, the people in the lobby and elevator. Suddenly she had this magical, 
wonderful power; whoever laid eyes on her smiled. And the English language 
dwindled to a single word, repeated over and over: "Congratulations!" 
We walked-we floated-around the block to burn off our excess energy. Back at 
the hotel we were invited into the nightclub, even though Susan and I were 
underage. We drank ginger ales and ordered jalape&#241;o poppers and we all 
danced to a country and western band while Susan's face beamed on the late 
news from the TV above the bar. The dance floor was the only place where she 
did not carry her silver plate. 
First thing next morning there she was, sliding under the door of my hotel room: 
her picture on the front page of the Arizona Republic. I sat on the edge of the bed 
and stared at it, pride welling in me. I read the story. It called her speech 
"mesmerizing, hypnotic, mysteriously touching." I pictured folded morning papers 
tossed from cars, landing in driveways all over Mica. 
We all met for the breakfast buffet. People stared and nodded and smiled and 
silently lip-said "Congratulations" across the restaurant. We headed for home in a 
two-car caravan. 



For a while, Susan was her usual chatty self. She put the silver plate on the front 
seat beside Mr. McShane. She told him it would ride next to him for ten whole 
minutes, and he could touch it all he wanted. This was his reward, she said, for 
telling her about moas. As soon as the ten minutes was up, she took back the 
plate. 
As we drew nearer to town, the chatter subsided and finally stopped. We rode 
the last miles in silence. She took my hand. The nearer we came the harder she 
squeezed. When we hit the outskirts of town, she turned to me and said, "Do I 
look okay?" 
I told her she looked great. 
She didn't seem to believe me. She held up the silver plate and studied her 
reflection. 
She turned to me again and looked at me for some time before she spoke. "I've 
been thinking. This is how I'm going to do it. I'm going to hold on to the plate 
myself-okay?" 
I nodded. 
"...until...until they lift me onto their shoulders. Then I give it to you. Understand?" 
I nodded. 
"So stay next to me. Every second. Crowds can separate you, you know. They 
do that. Okay?" 
I nodded. "Okay." 
Her hand was hot and sweating. We drove past a man in his driveway. He was 
dipping a large, broomlike brush into a pail and painting the asphalt with black 
sealer. He was bent intently to his work in the noonday sun, and somehow I 
knew at that moment what would happen, I could see it. I wanted to shout to Mr. 
McShane, "No, don't turn! Don't go there!" 
But he did turn. He turned, and there was the school in front of us, and never in 
my life have I seen a place so empty. No banners, no people, no cars. 
"Probably around back," Mr. McShane said. His voice was hoarse. "Parking lot." 
We swung around back to the parking lot and-yes-there was a car, and another 
car. And people, three of them, shading their eyes in the sun, watching us. Two 
of them were teachers. The other was a student, Dori Dilson. She stood apart 
from the teachers, alone in the black shimmering sea of asphalt. As we 
approached, she held up a sign, a huge cardboard sign bigger than a basketball 
backboard. She set the sign on edge and propped it up, erasing herself. The red 
painted letters said: 
WAY TO GO, 
SUSAN 
WE'RE PROUD OF 
YOU 
The car stopped in front of it. All that was left to see of Dori Dilson were two sets 
of fingers holding the sides of the sign. We were close enough now to see that 
the sign was trembling, and I knew that behind it Dori was crying. There was no 
confetti, no kazoos. Nothing cheered, not even a mockingbird. 
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As we idled, stunned and silent in front of Dori Dilson's sign, Susan's parents 



came and retrieved her from Mr. McShane's car. As in all things, they did not 
appear especially surprised or emotional over what was happening. Susan 
seemed in a trance. She sat beside me, staring vacantly at the sign through the 
windshield. Her hand was no longer holding mine. I groped for words but could 
not find them. When her parents came, she allowed herself to be led away. As 
she got out of the car, the silver plate slid from her lap and rang like a dying bell 
against the asphalt. Her father picked it up. I thought he would take it, but instead 
he leaned into the back seat where I sat and with a strange smile gave it to me. 
I did not see her for the rest of the weekend. By Monday she was Stargirl again. 
Floor-length skirt. Ribbons in her hair. Just like that. 
She went from table to table at lunchtime, passing out happy-face cookies. She 
even gave one to Hillari Kimble. Hillari took off her shoe and used it like a 
hammer to smash the cookie on her table. Stargirl strolled among us strumming 
her ukulele, asking for requests. Cinnamon perched on her shoulder. He was 
strapped onto a tiny toy ukulele. She made her voice squeaky and kept her lips 
from moving and it was as if Cinnamon were serenading with her. Dori Dilson, 
bless her, stood and applauded. She was the only one. I was too stunned to join 
her. And too cowardly. And angry. And not wanting to show approval for her 
return to Stargirl. Most of the students did not even look, did not even seem to 
listen. At the bell, as we left the lunchroom, I looked back. The tables were 
littered with cookies. 
Walking with her after school that day, I said, "I guess you're giving up, huh?" 
She looked at me. "Giving up? On what?" 
"On being popular. On being..." How could I say it? 
She smiled. "Normal?" 
I shrugged. 
"Yes," she said firmly. 
"Yes?" 
"I'm answering your question. The answer is yes. I'm giving up on trying to be 
popular and normal." Her face and body language did not seem to match her 
words. She looked cheery, perky. So did Cinnamon, perched on her shoulder. 
"Don't you think maybe you should back off a little?" I said. "Don't come on so 
strong?" 
She smiled at me. She reached out and brushed the tip of my nose with her 
fingertip. "Because we live in a world of them, right? You told me that once." 
We stared at each other. She kissed me on the cheek and walked away. She 
turned and said, "I know you're not going to ask me to the Ocotillo Ball. It's okay." 
She gave me her smile of infinite kindness and understanding, the smile I had 
seen her aim at so many other needy souls, and in that moment I hated her. 
That very night, as if he were playing a scripted role, Kevin called me and said, 
"So, who are you taking to the Ocotillo Ball?" 
I dodged. "Who are you taking?" 
"Don't know," he said. 
"I don't either." 
There was a pause on the other end of the line. "Not Stargirl?" 
"Not necessarily," I said. 



"You trying to tell me something?" 
"What would I want to tell you?" 
"I thought you were a two. I thought there was no question." 
"So why are you asking?" I said, and hung up. 
In bed that night, I became more and more uncomfortable as the moonlight crept 
up my sheet. I did something I had never done before. I pulled down the shade. 
In my dreams the old man on the mall bench raised a wobbling head and 
croaked, "How dare you forgive me." 
Next morning there was a new item on the plywood roadrunner, a sheet of white 
paper. At the top it said: Sign Up Here to Join 
New Musical Group, 
THE UKEE DOOKS 
No Experience Necessary 
There were two numbered columns for names, forty in all. By the end of the day 
all forty were filled in, with names such as Minnie Mouse and Darth Vader and 
The Swamp Thing. The principal's name was there, too. And Wayne Parr. And 
Dori Dilson. 
"Did you see?" said Kevin. "Somebody wrote in Parr's name." 
We were in the studio control room. It was May and our Hot Seats were over for 
the year, but on some days we still gravitated to the studio after school. 
"I saw," I said. 
He stepped up to a blank monitor, studied his reflection. "So, I didn't see your 
name on the list." 
"Nope." 
"You don't want to be a Ukee Dook?" 
"Guess not." 
We fiddled with the equipment for a while. Kevin walked out onto the stage. He 
flipped a switch. His mouth moved, but I couldn't hear. I held the soft pad of a 
headphone against my ear. His voice seemed to come from another world. 
"She's turning goofy again, isn't she? Worse than ever." 
I stared at him through the glass. I put down the headphone and walked out. 
I understood what he was doing. He had decided that it was now okay to say bad 
things about Stargirl. Permission to do so must have come from my behavior. 
Apparently the first to read me was Stargirl herself. I still felt the sting from her 
remark about the Ocotillo Ball. Was I that obvious? 
Classrooms, hallways, courtyard, lunchroom-everywhere I went I heard her 
disparaged, mocked, slurred. Her attempt to become popular, to be more like 
them, had been a total failure. If anything, they detested her more now. And they 
were more vocal about it around me. Or was I just listening better? 
She and Dori Dilson, the only Ukee Dooks, did a duet in the courtyard one day 
after school. Stargirl strummed the ukulele and they both sang "Blue Hawaii." 
Clearly, they had been practicing. They were very good. They were also very 
ignored. By the end of the song, they were the only two left in the courtyard. 
Next day they were there again. This time they wore sombreros. They sang 
Mexican songs. "Cielito Lindo." "Vaya Con Dios, My Darling." I stayed inside the 
school. I was afraid to walk on past them, as if they weren't there. I was equally 



afraid to stand and listen. I peeked from a window. Stargirl was doing her best 
imitation of a flamenco; the click of castanets came through the windowpane. 
Students walked past, most of them not even glancing her way. I saw Wayne 
Parr and Hillari Kimble go past, Hillari laughing out loud. And Kevin. And the 
basketball guys. I realized now that the shunning would never end. And I knew 
what I should do. I should go out there and stand in front of them and applaud. I 
should show Stargirl and the world that I wasn't like the rest of them, that I 
appreciated her, that I celebrated her and her insistence on being herself. But I 
stayed inside. I waited until the last of the students had left the courtyard, and 
Stargirl and Dori were performing for no one. To my surprise they went on and 
on. It was too painful to watch. I left school by another door.	
  


