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t was that laughter again.  A brisk October breeze 
swept dry leaves and the sound of that laughter down the 
covered sidewalk as Maxey Dove and the other sixth-graders 
scurried to their classes.  Classrooms opened onto outdoor 
walkways at Quitman Elementary.  Maxey shivered—more from 
dread than from cold—as she scanned the throng in the direction 
of the laughter.  Attending a small school in a small town, she 
knew every sixth-grader and most of the younger children, too.  
She knew that laughter.  It was the kind that ridicules, and it had 
often been aimed at her.  Seconds later she spied Bubba and 
Rusty, shuffling down the sidewalk.   

Bubba was a tall round boy with glasses.  Rusty was a 
short stocky one with red hair and freckles.  They pushed and 
shoved anyone in their way.  Maxey plastered her slender body 
to the wall, imagining herself so thin she was invisible.  

Just then, she heard a distinct sound in the cacophony: 
someone humming off-key.  It was her once-upon-a-time best 
friend, Angel McGregor.  Angel was striding her way in a neon  
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blue wind suit that shimmered against her long, blazing red 
curls.  On her feet were spotless white sneakers.   

Maxey observed the powdery red dirt of the playground 
coloring the edges of the sidewalk opposite the building.  Its 
stain drew menacingly close to Angel's white sneakers.  The 
bullies were speeding toward Angel like an eighteen-wheeler.  
Maxey knew she must do something.   

She peeled herself from the brick wall, her waist-length 
thin brown hair clinging like cobwebs to the masonry.  She 
jerked her head sideways, pulling her hair back to herself.  She 
dropped her books on the sidewalk.   

To be brave, swift, and strong, she knew she must reach 
beyond herself.  She needed to be more than a little girl to face 
her enemies.  She would be Shadow, the black wolf.  With all 
her imagination, she made the transformation.  She could feel the 
change inside herself.  She faced the bullies and bared her teeth.   

No, Maxey told herself, they don't see Shadow—only a 
little girl .  It was so confusing these days to know when to 
pretend and when to play it safe.  Be careful not to let it show.  
Let them be surprised that you didn't cringe or back off in fear.    

"Hey, Weirdo, whatcha grinnin' at?" Rusty asked, 
sneering. 

Bubba clasped Maxey's shoulder with his meaty palm 
and shoved her backwards right into Angel.   

Angel stumbled and fell, rolling off the sidewalk into the 
red dirt.  Her face was nearly as red as her hair, making her blue 
eyes appear bluer still.  They were icy blue—ice daggers that 
hurt Maxey just to look at them.   

Maxey groaned.  She thought, It happened again.  
Nothing is ever like I imagine.  I felt strong and brave, like 
Shadow, but I wasn't.  I was just…me.   

She never knew how to act.  If she was herself, she felt 
ridiculous.  If she was different, everyone else thought she was 
ridiculous.  They called her a weirdo—and worse.  I'm not 
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weird—am I?  
Angel stood and brushed herself off.  "Maxey Dove, get 

out of my way.  I don't want to be late to drama class."  She ran 
down the sidewalk, disappearing into the room four doors away. 

Maxey stooped to pick up her trapper-keeper notebook 
and paperback novel from the sidewalk.  Yeah, it's the first day 
of drama class, she thought.  I don't want to be late either.  

Maxey had taken music and art the first and second six 
weeks.  She had enjoyed both, but drama would be best.  In 
drama class, you were expected to pretend.  Since Maxey was 
good at pretending, she thought she could get the others to like 
her by doing well in a play.  Ever since school began that year, 
she had imagined getting the leading role.  She told herself: If I 
do, Daddy will come all the way from wherever-he-is to see 
me—if he's not filming a movie.  

Skipping along past three classrooms, she stopped before 
reaching the fourth, stood still, and closed her eyes.  In her mind, 
she could see a stage—curtains drawn back with lights all 
around, the audience like a pool of inky water with faces floating 
here and there on the surface.  Her father sat in the front row, his 
face bathed in light.  She had trouble remembering what he 
looked like.  Everyone was applauding—even Angel and her 
other classmates.  Maxey's father was clapping loudest of all.   

As Maxey imagined all of this, she bowed.  She bowed 
again and again.   

When she looked up, she saw Mrs. Cannon standing in 
the doorway of the classroom, studying her.  Mrs. Cannon was 
the new teacher of sixth grade drama. 

Mrs. Cannon smiled down at her and held the door open 
for her.  Mrs. Cannon was tall, large, and dark with thick black 
hair braided in coils piled high on her head.  She reminded 
Maxey of a picture in her Bible story book of the Queen of 
Sheba, an African lady of great wealth and stature who once 
visited King Solomon, the wisest man who ever lived.     
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"Miss Dove?"   
Maxey stammered, "I..I'm s..sorry for being l..late."  
Mrs. Cannon said, "Have a seat.  We're glad you're here."     
Maxey was fascinated by Mrs. Cannon.  Her teeth were 

enormous white rectangles like piano keys.  Like a grand piano.  
Her voice was deep and warm.  Like a cello.  Maxey had learned 
about grand pianos and cellos in music class. 

While finding a place to sit, Maxey looked for Angel.   
Rose Ravenwood had already grabbed the seat next to her.  So 
Maxey sat in the desk directly behind Angel.  The back of 
Angel's red curls billowed like a fire, like the picture of Moses' 
burning bush Maxey recalled seeing at church the day before.  

Maxey tried to convey a message telepathically to Angel: 
You're MY friend.  Angel was laughing at something Rose 
whispered in her ear.  How can you read my mind if you won't 
pay attention? Maxey concentrated. 

Maxey listened with her mind but got no response.  Like 
seeing the handwriting on the wall, a Bible story Maxey learned 
in church, she realized her friendship with Angel was doomed if 
something didn't change.  But what?  

Mrs. Cannon finished taking roll and began to talk about 
the power of imagination.  She told how people had been acting 
out stories since long before they could write them down.  She 
described the history of theater with sweeping gestures that 
seemed to extend beyond the panorama of the classroom, 
flinging Maxey's thoughts clear beyond the universe itself—into 
the realm of fantasy. 

Maxey sat up straight in her chair.  Her ears gobbled 
every syllable as if they had been starved for this revelation.  
Nobody spoke like Mrs. Cannon.  Could it be…possible…that 
Mrs. Cannon believes in the man in the moon?  Maxey leaned 
forward.  She didn't want to miss a word.   

Mrs. Cannon announced, "We'll be working on two plays 
during these next six weeks.  You can try out for parts in the 
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Thanksgiving play next week.  We'll begin work on the winter 
play right after the Thanksgiving holidays." 
 Maxey took a deep breath to keep from shouting.  I'll 
have the leading role in two plays! she promised herself. 
 "This week," Mrs. Cannon continued, "we'll get 
acquainted with lines from famous plays.  As I hand you a 
selection, say the words to yourself.  Hear their rhythm in your 
head.  Think of what they mean, how they make you feel." 

Mrs. Cannon handed each child a paper.   
Maxey stared at hers.  The ink-stained paper was a sea of 

pale purple, and bluish-purple letters swam in it like exotic fish.  
"These are mimeographed copies," Mrs. Cannon 

explained to the class, "not photocopies.  As I call your name, 
read your selection to the class." 

Maxey's head jerked up like a fish being yanked out of 
water.  Her eyes were huge and staring, her mouth open.  She 
gasped as though unable to breathe.  Not me, thought Maxey.  
But then, why give me this paper?  Maxey wiped her clammy 
hands on her jeans.  Her mouth was so dry it felt full of cotton. 

None of the teachers in the small northeast Texas town of 
Quitman had ever made Maxey read out loud.  But Mrs. Cannon 
was new to the community, having taught in Houston the year 
before.  Maxey couldn't be certain Mrs. Cannon wouldn't call on 
her to read aloud.  All she could do was hope that didn't happen.   

Trembling, she tried to concentrate on the paper.  She 
mouthed the title: "From Hamlet."  Without warning, she 
imagined a giant ham omelet and a giant hand cutting a piece of 
it with a giant fork.  Nervously, she giggled.   

"Maxine," Mrs. Cannon said sharply. 
Maxey lowered her head. 
Mrs. Cannon stood in front of the row where Maxey sat 

in the third desk, cowering behind Angel.  Mrs. Cannon towered 
over them.  Mrs. Cannon's penetrating gaze drew Maxey's gray-
green eyes into an unwilling embrace.  Mrs. Cannon's dark 
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eyes…so round…warm brown…like my stuffed koala's…like 
chocolate.  Her eyes held Maxey's until Maxey almost smiled.  

Mrs. Cannon said softly, "Maxine, you can read first." 
Maxey could feel the stares of the other children like 

flaming darts, making her face hot.  She tried to lick her lips, but 
her tongue was like a wild horse and her lips were as prickly as a 
cactus.   

"T..t..to be," she squeaked, "or n..n..not t..to be.  Th..that 
is th..the question.  Wheth..th..ther 't..t..tis n..n..nobler in th..the 
mind t..t..to s..s..s..suffer…." 

Mrs. Cannon interrupted.  She said pleasantly, "That's all 
right for now, Maxine.  You stick with it and you'll be rendering 
Shakespeare eloquently." 

A boy in the back of the class asked, "Doesn't render 
mean rip apart?" 

Several of the other kids snickered.   
Another boy asked, "Who's Shakespeare?" 
Angel declared, "Mrs. Cannon means Maxey can ruin the 

works of the most famous writer in the English language." 
Maxey slid down in her seat until her head pressed 

against the back of her desk chair.  She tried imagining her old 
pink sweatshirt was a kitten's tongue, lapping her up from this 
awful place and setting her down to play in a saucer of warm 
milk.  In her mind, Maxey stuck out her tongue at Angel.  She 
stared at Angel's hair, knowing her own face was as red.  Why 
does Angel hate me? she wondered, blinking back tears that 
threatened to scald her already burning cheeks. 

Mrs. Cannon was saying, "…not the same meaning as the 
word 'rend.'  Rendering means performing and eloquently means 
persuasively.  Angel is correct as to the identity of Shakespeare,  
but she entirely missed my meaning.  I'm sure Maxine can learn 
to read Shakespeare as the Bard himself intended." 

"Not in this life," said a girl across the room. 
Angel giggled. 
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Maxey glared at her.  
Mrs. Cannon clapped her hands twice, and in a voice that 

commanded more attention than the lunch bell, she said, "That's 
enough."  Her frown silenced the class.   

Then, in her cello-like voice, she asked, "Who would like 
to read next?" 

Maxey refused to listen to her classmates read.  I wish 
their tongues would turn black and fall off.  Especially Angel's.  

Trying to ignore Mrs. Cannon, Maxey looked around the 
room.  Colorful posters hung on the walls: a circus, a black horse 
pawing at the air, a castle with pennants.  Book covers hung 
between the posters.  Maxey liked the one with the white wolf on 
it.  Piles of books leaned on shelves along the wall in the back of 
the room near a table and chairs.  Maxey wanted to sit back 
there, away from everybody else, and lose herself in a storybook.       

The drama class had started out all wrong.  Angel had 
nearly ruined it for her.  Maxey itched to get even but ached to 
be friends again.  She wished she could pretend to be a talking 
rabbit with a small pink nose and soft gray whiskers.  She'd hop 
right up to Angel and tell her she wanted them to be friends 
again.  Angel liked rabbits.  She wanted Angel to like her again.   

No, Maxey told herself, Angel won't like it if you pretend 
to be a rabbit.  She doesn't like playing make-believe anymore. 
Maxey decided to talk it over with Angel even if she had to do it 
without pretending, even if she had to do it just being herself. 

Mrs. Cannon was saying, "…time to go home now.  Read 
your selection to an adult who will sign a note saying you did so.  
Bring the selections and signed notes to class on Wednesday.”   

As Maxey stuffed the purple paper in her trapper-keeper 
notebook, she thought, I'm not reading this to Mama.  She'd die 
if she knew I was in a drama class.   

The bell rang and everyone raced through the door.   
Outside, Maxey shouted, "Angel, wait!" 
Angel put her hands on her hips and let Maxey catch up.   
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Maxey said, "L..let's be friends again.  Just s..say you're 
s..sorry for being mean, and I..I'll forgive you." 

Angel shook her head, her red curls bouncing.  "I'm not 
the one who should be sorry.  You always act so strange, Maxey.  
Who wants to be friends with a weirdo?"  Angel ran off. 

Maxey hung her head.  What's the use?  If I pretend to be 
something else or if I'm just myself, nobody likes me anyway. 
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 axey kicked at the dry pine needles and crisp 
fallen leaves—oak, sassafras, dogwood, and black gum—all the 
way home to the Wilson Apartments.  The acrid smell of 
someone's burn pile scratched her nostrils.  The harsh reality of 
her lost friendship with Angel scratched her mind.  She snorted. 

Maxey and Angel had enjoyed playing make-believe 
over the summer.  When school began, though, Angel avoided 
her.  I just don't get it.  As Maxey mulled this over in her mind, 
she spotted Rory playing in the yard between their apartments 
and waved at him.  Rory ignored her as he always seemed to do 
since he turned thirteen.  I don't get that either.  I'm not so much 
younger than Rory.  I'll be eleven in a couple of months.  

Rory was kicking and jabbing the air. 
Maxey asked, "Who are you fighting th..this t..time? 
Rory scowled, "Nobody." 
"Th..that's n..not much fun." 
"I'm practicing karate.  My friend, Brandon, takes lessons 

in Mineola.  He's been showing me some moves.  REAL karate." 
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"T..teach me." 
Rory sneered.  "No way!  You'd just be making up stuff." 
"What's wrong with th..that?"  
Rory scowled at Maxey again and replied, "It's all you 

ever do, Maxey.  Get real."  He turned around and punched the 
air, ignoring her. 

She kicked dirt at him.  The wind twirled it around his 
feet.  Recalling Wizard of Oz, a video her mother had rented 
from Movie Gallery, she imagined a tornado was carrying Rory 
north—past Winnsboro, far away from Texas to someplace like 
Kansas.  I wouldn't click my heels to bring you home, Rory.   

She climbed the steps of the front porch to her apartment 
and went inside.   

Her mother sat in the armchair across the room, watching 
TV.  Her feet were propped on the stool Maxey had used years 
ago to reach the bathroom sink.   

Maxey said, "Hi, Mama," as she stumbled through her 
bedroom door to the right.  She dropped her books on her bed 
and then walked through the living room into the kitchen.   

She sniffed.  No nice smells wafted from the oven.  
Nothing on top of the stove or in the sink looked like supper 
waiting to happen.   

Maybe Mama's back was hurting her again.  She worked 
an early shift at the Village Manor Nursing Home, leaving 
before Maxey went to school and getting home just before 
Maxey did.  Mama liked her job, helping the older people.  
Sometimes, though, when she had to lift somebody in or out of 
bed, she strained her back and didn't feel like doing much when 
she got home.  That must be it, Maxey told herself. 

"Can I..I get a s..snack?" Maxey called to her mother. 
No answer. 
Since no answer wasn't the same as a "no" answer, 

Maxey got two miniature banana-flavored moon pies from the 
cabinet and milk from the refrigerator.  She sat at the kitchen 
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table, munching the first one.   
Umm.  Moon pies are yummy. She licked her lips and 

kicked the table leg.  Lick-kick-lick-kick.   
Why doesn't Mama yell at me to stop?  Maxey guessed 

there must be something especially interesting on television.   
Oprah maybe. 
After gulping the last drop of milk in her glass, Maxey 

poured some more.  SPLAT!  It sloshed out, forming a puddle of 
milk on the floor that looked to Maxey like a….  Like what?  
Like an ice rink.  Maxey dropped the last crumbs from her first 
moon pie onto the pool of milk and pretended they were skaters 
in yellow jackets and tights, twirling and spinning on an ice-
covered pond.   

Suddenly the volume on the TV blared.  Commercials.  
Mama always mutes the commercials, Maxey recalled.  Or she 
gets a snack.  I'd better get this milk up off the floor!  She sopped 
up the mess with fistfuls of paper towels while peering into the 
living room.  Mama seemed mesmerized.  Oprah was on.   

Carefully, Maxey unwrapped her other mini-moon-pie 
and studied it.  It was yellow just like a banana.  But round like a 
full moon.  With her pointing finger, Maxey poked two holes in 
the moon pie for eyes.  Then she poked another hole underneath 
the eyes for a nose.  She got a fork from the silverware drawer 
and made lots of tiny holes across the bottom for a smile.  
Viewing her artwork triumphantly, she said to herself, YES!  It 
looks just like the man in the moon.   

Maxey contemplated the face she had made.  She 
thought,  Except for me…and maybe Mrs. Cannon…nobody 
believes in him anymore. 

Maxey couldn't bring herself to eat the little moon pie 
with a face.  Instead, she wrapped it in a piece of paper towel and 
took it to her room to hide it from her mother.  She stood on the 
corner of her toy box and leaned into the closet where she tried 
to put it on the top shelf.  It slipped from her fingers.  She  
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slipped off the corner of the toy box.  BUMP.  Quick!—before 
Mama comes!  Maxey scooped the moon pie off the floor, 
checked to see if it's face still looked okay, which it did, and then 
tucked it into a corner of the toy box.  Mama's bound to come 
running in here any second to see what's the matter.  

Instead, Mama just sat in the living room in front of the 
TV without a word.  Maxey thought, Mama's back never hurt 
her THIS much.  What's going on?  She decided to ask her 
mother what was for supper and tell her she'd need help with her 
math homework. 

As Maxey approached her, the light of the TV revealed 
Mama's face and eyelashes were wet.  Uh-oh.  Mama's been 
crying.  She really MUST be hurt.   

In Mama's lap was a letter—many pages, all stapled in 
the corner—curled up in two folds like a roly-poly bug on its 
back.  The flat middle part rested on her blue jeans like a water 
lily floating on a pond, reminding Maxey of the picture of a 
famous painting by Claude Monet she had seen in art class.  The 
letter had fancy writing at the top: Rainwater, Nichols, 
something-or-other, and Luck.  It made Maxey think of the tale 
about finding a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.   

She wondered if her Mama had tried to find it and the 
leprechaun had written: "Sorry you didn't win this time.  Please 
try again."  Maxey was sad, too, whenever she peeled the white 
paper off the inside of a bottle cap and read "Try Again" instead 
of "Free Fries" or "You're a Winner!"  She didn't cry about it, 
though.  Maybe Mama was going to win millions.  She reached 
for the letter to read how much money Mama had tried to win.   

Her mother snatched the letter from her and chunked it 
across the room.  Its pages rattled as it flew toward the 
television.  Maxey remembered the white goose she had startled 
the time she visited the Caldwell Zoo in Tyler.  That goose flew 
right out of the water!  Now Maxey believed she knew how the 
goose had felt.  Mama is startling me. 
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Mama snapped, "I wait and wait.  What does it get me?" 
Maxey couldn't think of anything to say. 
"That!" Mama shouted, pointing at the letter, lying 

beneath the television. "When your father left for Broadway or 
wherever he was going to make it as an actor, I always believed 
he'd come back.  If not for me, at least for you." 

Maxey was shocked.  Her mother never talked about her 
father.  She used to talk about him all the time when Maxey was 
little…not in school yet…when he would go away for 
awhile…come back…go away.  Maxey was four when he left 
the last time.  Whenever Maxey would ask about him, it would 
upset her mother so much Maxey would try to take back the 
words.  She began to stutter.  It was six years later, and now her 
mother was talking about him again.  And she was upset. 

Her mother said, "Your daddy's never coming back.  He's 
gone for good." 

Maxey bit her lip.  Mama wasn't feeling well.  Maybe 
there had been some misunderstanding.  Maxey was convinced 
her daddy wanted to come home.  She knew it took all his time 
to be an actor.  Mama had told her so…a long time ago.  That's 
it!  Mama is worried Daddy will be too busy to think about us 
anymore.  

"S..so, D..daddy is a famous actor n..now?"  
Mama laughed—like the bullies laughed when they 

picked on Maxey.  "He's living in Springfield, Missouri.  They 
don't make movies there.  If he's in the theatre business, he's 
probably selling popcorn.  You see, Maxey, I've told you over 
and over daydreams and fantasies will get you nowhere.  He 
wants a divorce.  A divorce.  Don’t you see, Maxey?  It’s no 
good to hope for something that’ll never happen."   

Suddenly Mama sounded like she had the hiccups, but 
she didn't.  She was crying.  Maxey had never seen her mother 
cry like that.  She didn't know what to do.  She patted her mother  
on the shoulder, and Mama put her arm around Maxey's waist.  



4�
��
��
��4��
�
�

18 
 

Copyright 2000 by  K. A. Young 
 

Maxey just stood there awhile, thinking about the letter.   
Divorce?  Some of Maxey's friends had told her about 

their parents' divorces.  It meant one parent didn't live with you 
anymore.  Daddy doesn't live with us anyway.  Maxey's friends 
visited their moms or dads who didn't live with them.  Maybe I'll 
get to visit daddy now that he and Mama are getting a divorce.   

Maxey believed if her daddy really lived in Springfield, 
he must fly to LA or New York, places she'd seen on TV, and 
work as an actor there.  As she stood beside her mother, she let 
her imagination take her far away…to New York City.  

In her mind, Maxey and her father visited a restaurant 
where a man in a uniform opened the door.  They sat at a table 
shaped like a horseshoe where they watched everyone eating 
dinner and everyone watched them.  Her daddy asked her what 
she wanted for dinner.  Maxey tried to imagine the menu. 

"Maxey," Mama said sternly, "get your head out of the 
clouds and tell me what you want for supper." 

Maxey shrugged. 
"I don't feel like cooking.  How about a peanut butter and 

jelly sandwich?" 
Maxey nodded. 
Mama flicked a crumb off Maxey's chin.  "Eating moon 

pies again?"  
"I..I only ate one." 
Mama brushed her eyes with her hands and went into the 

kitchen.  
Maxey tried to tell herself that her father wanted the 

divorce so she could visit him.  She told herself, I'll tell him I 
have the leading role in a play.  He'll be so proud of me.  He'll 
say I can star in a movie with him.  He'll call me his little 
princess and put his hand on my head and smile…just like…he 
used to.  

Something wet and salty slithered over Maxey's lips.  
Stunned, she realized she was crying. 
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Suddenly her mother yelled, "Maxine!" 
Uh-oh.  When Maxey's mother called her "Maxine," it 

could only mean she was in trouble.  Maxey wiped her eyes and 
answered, "Yes, ma'am, I..I'm coming." 

Mama shook the box of moon pies at her.  She said, "You 
told me you ate only one moon pie, but there are two missing." 

Maxey hung her head.  How could I know she counted 
the moon pies? 

"Tell me what you did with the other one." 
When the kids at school caught her drawing the man in 

the moon, they thought she was doodling "smiley faces."  She 
didn't correct them. 

"I..I..I made a face," she said. 
Mama glared at her.  "What kind of face?" she asked. 
Maxey panicked.  Mama hated lying worse than make-

believe.  "It was th..the man in th..the moon," Maxey admitted. 
Mama threw the box of moon pies on the table and 

screamed, "Man in the moon!  For heaven's sake, Maxey!  When 
are you ever going to quit all this make-believe nonsense and 
behave like a normal human being?  Show me where it is." 

Maxey ran to her room with Mama close behind her.  
Maxey snatched the moon pie from the toy box and shoved it 
into her mother's hand.  Mama squeezed the little moon pie in 
her hand.  The eyes stuck together, and the mouth puckered in a 
kiss.  Mama kept squishing it until the marshmallow filling 
oozed between her fingers and yellow crumbs fell to the floor.   

The letter was making Mama do strange things.  Maxey 
began to worry about the future—like Sunday night.  She tugged 
at Mama's arm and asked, "Is Hallelujah N..Night s..still on?"   
 Mama stared at the gooey lump in her hand and then at 
Maxey.  Slowly, she smiled.  It was a tiny smile but Maxey liked 
it.  Mama put her arm around Maxey's shoulders and hugged her 
tight.  Maxey's face was squished against Mama's waist.  
Squished like the moon pie's.  But that was okay.  



 

 

 


