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1

DEAR MAX

IT’S THE FIRST DAY of sixth grade and I’m writing a letter to my future self. Ms. Little, my sixth-grade English teacher, says she does this every year. You write what you hope to accomplish at the beginning of the year, and on the last day of school, she mails the letters.

That way we can see how much we’ve grown.

Honestly, I hope I won’t have grown at all. I’m almost six feet tall, and it’s the worst. People always think I’m in high school, or that I shouldn’t be hanging out with the “little kids.” One time, this old lady at the grocery store even thought I was someone else’s dad.

Across the room, Joey’s hunched over his tablet, not looking at me. This is the first time I’ve seen him since the hospital. Since the night Will got hurt.

Joey won’t talk to me or answer any of my texts, and I have no idea why. He’s sitting with Cam Montgomery and Elijah Watts, acting like me and Will never existed. Like we didn’t spend the whole summer planning how we were going to start middle school together. Max, Joey, and Will. The Three Broskateers.

Cam laughs. He’s got something—a folded piece of paper that Joey marks and passes on. Seat by seat, the paper makes its way to Samantha Bovella, who’s sitting next to me. She glances at whatever’s written on the paper and closes it without writing anything. She tries to hand it back to the kid on her other side. When that kid won’t take it, Samantha slips the paper under the edge of my binder. It sits there like a bomb waiting to go off.

The smart move would be throwing it away without looking, but I can’t do that.

I pick up the paper. Unfold it. My throat tightens.

Do you think the big kid flunked? Yes or No.

The Yes column is covered in tallies. More tallies than there are even kids in this class. There’s one lonely mark under No, but one against a hundred is nothing.

I hunch a little lower in my seat and try to act like I don’t care, even though I feel like I’m wearing a clown suit. I don’t know most of these kids. We went to different elementary schools. They don’t know anything about me, either, other than what they see.

I’m tall. Taller than all the other kids in sixth grade. Some of the teachers, too.

When I walked into the classroom, I sat down as fast as I could, but the other kids still stared. Now they’re making fun of me, saying I must have failed a grade, and Joey’s not doing a thing to stop it. He’s just staring at his tablet like we were never friends at all.

I know what’s coming the rest of the day, too.

Questions like:

How old are you?

How’s the weather up there?

Are you on the basketball team?

Ms. Little calls for attention and repeats the directions for the letter, which reminds me I’m supposed to be writing mine. She has all these words written on the board: hero, sibling, dreamer, dancer. We’re supposed to use key words to describe ourselves and connect them to what we want to accomplish by the end of the year, but that’s not as easy as it sounds. There are words I could use to describe myself: ADHD, gamer, tall, skinny, white. But what about all the stuff you can’t describe with just one word, like how I can understand most things, but I don’t always get the best grades? Or how I have this magical ability to mess up everything I touch? Last year, I got the Bermuda Triangle Award for “most homework gone missing.” My teacher was just trying to be funny, but it sucked. Dad says middle school will be better. Mom says I’m fine the way I am. The problem is, I don’t know if I like who I am.

“Can I help you?” Samantha Bovella says, making me jump.

“What?”

“You’re staring at me.”

My face goes hot. “No, I wasn’t.”

“Yes, you were.”

“I didn’t mean to,” I say, and she turns away in disgust.

My ADHD is called inattentive type, which means I zone out a lot. It’s not that I can’t pay attention. It’s that my brain pays attention to everything, all the time. Like the hands spinning on Ms. Little’s cat-face clock, and the lights buzzing overhead, and the sickly sweet smell of breakfast from this morning’s meal service. Plus, the papers fluttering under the air vent, and Joey laughing with Cam and Elijah, and the cool metal of my fidget ring as I spin it on my finger. It’s like having a hundred TVs on all at once. My therapist says this is a superpower, not a deficit, but sometimes it’s exhausting. When I get overloaded with too many channels, my brain shuts everything out, which looks a lot like daydreaming to other people.

Or staring at Samantha Bovella’s face.

I twirl my pencil and look at my paper. I know what my new teacher wants. She wants me to write about having fun and winning at sports and getting good grades. All the usual things you’d want to accomplish by the end of a school year. That’s what my parents want for me, too. But what I want has nothing to do with school. I want to go back in time. I want to change everything that happened last weekend. I want Will to be okay, and Joey to be nice to me again.

I want my friends back.

When Ms. Little gives us a two-minute warning to wrap up our letters, my paper is covered in doodles instead of words. I rush to write something before time is up.


Dear Max,


I hope you figured it out. I hope you found a way.
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2

FRENEMIES

I WASN’T ALWAYS THIS tall. Up until last year, I was just a little big for my age. Then the growth spurt hit. By the end of fifth grade, I was head and shoulders above everyone else. I grew four more inches over the summer, which makes me five-ten now. Grown-up size, and I’m only eleven. Everyone expects me to act like a grown-up, too.

Too bad I’m not one.

If I was, maybe people wouldn’t be so disappointed in me all the time.

In eighth period, instead of going to my advisory session, I go to see Ms. Chen, the school social worker. Her papers are in neat stacks. Her bangs are a straight line. She clicks her pen open. “It’s nice to meet you, Max. I wanted to check in with you regarding Will Schwartz’s hospitalization. I’m here to support you however you may need, okay?”

While she’s talking, I’m repeating what she’s saying in my head, and also thinking about what I have to say, as well as the birds tweeting outside her open window.

I realize she’s waiting for me to answer, so I say, “Okay.”

“I understand you and Will are very close. How are you feeling?”

“I’m good. I mean, it sucks, but I’m fine, I guess.…”

Meanwhile, my palms are sweating. Will’s accident wasn’t my fault, but I still feel like it was. Every time I think about it, my stomach twists.

“How are you sleeping?” Ms. Chen asks.

“Pretty good.”

“Any trouble focusing in class?”

I bark out a laugh, and her brow furrows.

“I have ADHD,” I say.

“Oh, yes. That’s right. I have your 504 form right here. Are you experiencing any additional difficulties?”

I shake my head and she marks something down, then clicks her pen shut. I’m exhausted from paying attention all day. My brain feels like Jell-O.

She offers me a mint while I fight back a yawn.

“Want to play UNO?” she asks.

A wave of energy lifts me up. I love games.
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There’s this arcade on the way home from school called Yestercades. It’s filled with old games that my parents played when they were kids. PAC-MAN, Joust, and Q*bert, but also Skee-Ball and air hockey, plus sodas and snacks. Lots of kids go there after school. Joey does. Will did.

And so did I, until now.

Five days ago, Will and Joey were my best friends.

Now Will’s in the hospital and Joey’s treating me like I’m dirt.

When I get to the arcade, I slow down, my eyes catching on a group of kids inside. Joey’s light blond hair glows in the neon lights. My heart sinks. I’ve played video games at Yestercades my entire life, but now I can’t even go in to check the high scores. Not while Joey’s in there, taking up all the space with his new friends. I’ve known Joey since we were three years old, but he’s always been the kind of friend who can turn on you when things aren’t going his way. I guess that makes us frenemies.

I can’t play right now, anyway. After what happened to Will, Mom will freak out if I don’t get home on time. Here in Oakwood, New Jersey, we walk to and from school every day, unless your parents drive you. Mom offered to drive me today, but I passed. I don’t need her crying her eyes out in front of everyone at school right now.

I take a step back and notice a bunch of handwritten signs taped to the arcade’s windows.

WE LOVE YOU, WILL!

WE’RE THINKING OF YOU!

GET BETTER SOON!

The words hit me like slaps.

Will’s mom’s voice echoes in my ears.

What happened to him? What did you do?

This gross, slimy feeling gathers in the pit of my stomach. I’m not the one in the hospital, so I should be okay, but I’m not. None of this is okay.

Joey’s head swivels my way.

I scram before he sees me standing there, watching through the window like a loser.
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When I get home, it’s way later than it should be, and there’s this huge van parked in front of our house. It’s super long, like someone took a normal van and stretched it. The supervan is grass green with tan stripes and a framed picture of a cat hanging from the rearview mirror.

“Whose van is that?” I ask as I rush through the back door into the kitchen, where my sister Shelley is stationed at our little round breakfast table, surrounded by textbooks.

“Launch pad,” she says, without lifting her eyes from her laptop.

I groan and hurry back to the door to drop my bag on the launch pad we set up for school, to help me keep up with my stuff on the way in and out.

“Is that you, Max?” Mom calls. “We’re in here.”

I grab a banana and peel it as I half jog to the living room, where I find Mom sitting with my uncle, who I haven’t seen in years. “Sorry I’m late—”

“Holy smokes!” my uncle shouts. “What have you been feeding this kid, Em? The last time I saw him, he was half this size. How tall are you now, buddy?”

“Five-ten.”

“Wow! That’s something else.” He sits there grinning.

Mom smooths her perfectly neat hair. “Max, you remember your uncle Calvin?”

I do, but not the way she means. My memories take a while to dig up and sometimes they go missing. Mom remembers everything she’s ever said or done. Her brain is like a computer, not a bunch of TV channels playing all at once.

“Please, it’s Cal.” He lifts his hand for a high five. His face is sunburned. Greasy hair peeks out from under his knit cap. His flowered shirt hangs open over a stained white tank top, and instead of shoes, he’s wearing cheap yellow flip-flops.

I give him the five and he grins.

“How was your first day of school?” Mom asks.

I take a deep breath. I’m so tired. “It was good.”

“You met the social worker?”

“Yep. She’s nice.”

Mom smiles. “Do you like your teachers so far?”

“Yeah, they’re okay.”

“That’s great, honey. Do you want to go see Will this afternoon?”

Cold slime pours through me.

Mom’s still talking. “Gina says they don’t need any food for tonight, thanks to the meal train, but I was thinking we could bring them some—”

“I don’t want to go to the hospital!” I blurt out. This happens with ADHD. Sometimes I say things before I think, and sometimes I say them too loud.

“That’s fine,” Mom says. “Are you all right, honey?”

I force a smile. “I’m good. Just tired.”

I’m tired of feeling sick every time someone says Will’s name, and I’m tired of feeling guilty for not visiting him in the hospital—because Will’s not just in the hospital, he’s in a medically induced coma, and we won’t know for sure if he’s okay until they wake him up. All I know is that I let him down and I feel terrible about it.

Uncle Cal takes my silence as his cue. “Tell you what, buddy. How about we crack open a couple of brewskies and shoot the breeze, man to man.”

Mom is so shocked her mouth falls open. “Go on, Max,” she says, waving me away.

“What?” Cal is all wide-eyed innocence. “I was kidding.”

Mom glares at him like she’s about to commit a murder.

I guess Mom has frenemies, too.
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