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“Totally.”*
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*How much I loved hearing Max (a.k.a. Mad Max) tell his story and how much I think you’ll love it too.”†


 


† James Howe, author of The Misfits
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I’m Max, a good kid1 . . . but when my parents take me to a family camp,2 I get this idea: Since nobody there knows me, I can be a completely different person. So I become Mad Max, a wild, reckless guy who hangs with kids who never would have looked at the old Max. One of them is an incredibly beautiful girl who thinks I’m awesome.3 Except I’m not really Mad Max at all . . . or maybe part of me is. Anyway,4 things happen.5


 


1 But not so good that it’s going to make you sick to read about me.
 

2 Not that I have a choice. I mean, I’m twelve rights?


3 Yes. Me. AWESOME. I couldn’t belive it either.


4 I say that a lot.


5 No Room to tell you here. Read the book!









ARTHUR SALM is a former book review editor and columnist for the San Diego Union-Tribune. He lives in San Diego, California, with his wife, daughter, dog, and two cats.
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1 This is a footnote. Anyway* has 138 of them. In most books, footnotes are incredibly boring—they usually just tell you where you can find more boring stuff to read. The footnotes in this book are different. You need to read them.
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HIGH CAMP; SARA SLUGS 
AN EXTRATERRESTRIAL; 
TIME TRIALS


All right, I’m going to tell you this story, and you tell me if you think it’s funny. I don’t, or at least I didn’t at first. But then, I’m the one who sat on the plate of spaghetti.2


Anyway, I’m Max. A good kid. Except for the time I decided I didn’t want to be a good kid anymore. That’s still going on, kind of.
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    2 I just have bad luck with spaghetti. One time I made some to surprise my parents, and it was the most horrible stuff I’ve ever tasted in my life. They tried to be polite and eat a little of it, but as they chewed they got these really weird looks on their faces and finally they just spit it into their napkins. My mother said, “Max, what did you do to it? All you have to do is put it in boiling water.” I said, “You mean the water has to boil first?” My father took out his phone and said, “Pizza or Vietnamese?” I said, “Pizza.” They both said, “Vietnamese.” I said, “Okay, but with egg noodles,” and they got those same weird looks on their faces and said together, “No noodles!” So it was a Vietnamese with brown rice night. Not all my stories have happy endings.


Here’s how it started. A few months ago, just before I finished seventh grade, my parents got it into their heads that after school was out for the summer, we had to go to this weeklong family camp in the mountains, just the three of us.3 They showed me a booklet with pictures of a swimming pool, a gigantic dining hall with a monster fireplace and picnic tables loaded with food, a lake with kayaking and fishing (although my parents made sure not to say the word “fishing” 4), volleyball courts—about everything you could think of.


“It says there are lots of youth activities,” my mom said. The camp really didn’t sound too bad, except for the cabin I’d have to share with my parents, and the almost all-day drive to get there.5 My dad likes to get on the freeway and just go, but my mom is always wanting us to go off on little side trips to see stuff. She says it’ll only take a few minutes.
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    3 My brother Ben’s nineteen and in college now, so he gets out of stuff like that.


4 I’ve been fishing exactly one time in my life, when this YMCA day camp took us deep-sea fishing. We had to get there so early, the sky was still black. I didn’t even know how to bait a hook. A counselor said he’d show me everything, but the boat wasn’t even out of the harbor before I started to get seasick, and I basically barfed for the whole four hours. In the middle of it all, I was sitting on a bench with my head between my knees, trying to figure out if moaning helped or made me feel worse. I was also trying to decide whether I was ready to throw up again. A kid sat down next to me and put his head between his knees too, and I thought, At least I’m not the only one. But what he was doing was getting his sack lunch from under the bench. He unwrapped a baloney sandwich and took a big bite. Then he looked over at me. He was chewing with his mouth open. “You look like you’re gonna barf again,” he said, and he was right.


    5 Car trips are more fun with Alice, but she wouldn’t be coming either.


    “Besides,” she says, “we’re on vacation. What’s the hurry?” They can get pretty mad at each other, especially if we’ve been in the car for a long time. I’m always on my dad’s side, because the stuff my mom wants to see is never interesting,6 and half the time we can’t find it, anyway. And the half the time we do find it, we get lost trying to find our way back to the freeway.


I could tell they’d pretty much made up their minds about the summer camp. And once I found out that we’d be back before Sara Chen’s party, I said sure.


I should tell you that even though it’s fall now and I’ve started eighth grade, I’m still only twelve, because my birthday’s not till November. That means I’m about the youngest one in my class. As you probably know, that sucks.7 My parents’ friends and my aunts and uncles use the word “tween” a lot. I think they just like saying it, usually right before they tell me how much I’ve grown. As if that was news to me. As if I didn’t measure myself8 against the bathroom door every four or five days.
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6 I don’t mean it’s hardly ever interesting. I mean it’s never interesting.


7 My parents were always telling me not to say “sucks,” so I finally stopped saying it around them. That’s something I learned from Alice: If you’re going to break a rule, do it when nobody’s around.


    8 Five feet, inch, as of thirty seconds ago.


    “How do you like being a tween?” they ask, and I tell them I don’t know. Then they ask how school is and I say fine, and they ask what grade I’m in and I say eighth, and they say, “Wow! Max is an eighth grader!” And I mean, they all say these same things, word for word.9


Anyway, I’d blown it bad when Sara, who’s been a friend of mine since forever, walked up to me right before history class, just a couple of weeks before school was out for the summer, and asked if I wanted to come to her party at the end of July. I said, “So, you’re going to be thirteen, huh?”—even though nobody in the known civilized universe has a girl-boy birthday party after around second grade.


Sara wrinkled her nose and tilted her head and stared at me, like she knew I was an alien but couldn’t figure out which planet I was from. Then she laughed and slugged me in the arm. I acted like it didn’t hurt, which it did because Sara is a pitcher in a girls’ fast-pitch softball league.


“No, idjit,” she said, still laughing. “It’s just a party.”


“Oh,” I said.


Of course, “Oh” wasn’t very cool either, but I was concentrating on getting away from her so that I could rub my arm.10 So I wasn’t being exactly brilliant. But you have to give me a break, because an awful lot of information had been downloaded into my brain in the last few seconds: 1) the party invitation; 2) pain from my left arm; 3) embarrassment at my stupid answer; and 4) noticing Sara’s long, very shiny, very black hair, which before I’d always just kind of looked at but now I was liking a lot, and suddenly feeling very uncomfortable about her standing so close.
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9 There’s an official book called 178 Stupid Things to Say to Kids that the government hands out to everyone who manages to live to age twenty-one.


    10 There was definitely going to be a bruise, which would require a better explanation than “A girl hit me.” I eventually came up with two: a) “McNaught pushed me into a locker,” which would work because Wiley McNaught hates me, and everybody knows it; and b) just shrugging and saying “I don’t know” real casually, as if getting bruises was no big deal to a guy like me.


    You’ve probably picked up on part of my problem already. I start out trying to tell somebody something, like I’m going to tell you about how I sat on the plate of spaghetti,11 but I get sidetracked because one thought leads me to another and then another. This drives my mom and dad crazy. They’ll pester me to tell them something about my day at school, for example. Then, when I do, I end up talking about stuff that, I admit, doesn’t have much to do with what I started out talking about. I can see them getting impatient. My mom gets this really fakey smile.12 My dad will start glancing down at the newspaper he’s holding. Finally one of them will say, “Max, can you just get to the point?”
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11 It wasn’t my fault. You’ll see.


    12 I just realized that her fakey smile looks exactly like the fakey smile I have in all my school pictures.
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Anyway,13 it was going to be a long drive to the camp. As I was helping my dad put our stuff in the car,14 I started wondering about the kids who’d be there—how I’d get along with them, if any of them would turn out to be good friends, things like that.


Then I got this idea. Nobody at the camp will know me, or know anything about me. Why do I have to act like I always act? Why do I have to be me? Max, the good boy. Max, the guy nobody pays much attention to. I mean, why can’t I go up there and make myself into a completely different person?


My dad slammed the trunk closed just as my mom walked out the front door and said, “Okay, let’s go!” That meant it was time for my dad and me to go back into the house and sit down on the couch. My mom walked back in and said, “What’s wrong?” Then she said, “Well, I may as well hit the bathroom before we go.” And off she went.
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13 I end up having to say “Anyway” a lot.


14 He already knew exactly how it would all fit in the trunk. He says he lies in bed the night before a trip and works it out in his head like a giant puzzle. The one time I tried it, I found out that a lot of things aren’t the size I thought they were.


“Six minutes,” my dad said.


“Eleven,” I said.


He looked at his watch and said, “Go!”


We waited. She came out of the bathroom. He looked at his watch again, and said, “We’re up to five.”


“What?” my mom said. “Oh, sunglasses.” Off she went again. Some clattering in the den, then footsteps, then some clattering in the kitchen. “Ready!” she called out. “No, wait—”


“Seven,” my dad whispered.


My mom walked to the front door again. “Are we going or not? Come on!”


“Still seven minutes,” my dad said. “I’m off by one, you’re off by four. I win.”


We almost made it to the car, but my mom turned around. “Did you lock the back door?”


“Yup,” my dad said.


“Sure?”


“Yeah, yeah. Let’s go!” He could see his victory slipping away.


“I’ll just check. That way I won’t worry about it.” And back into the house she went.


I elbowed my father. “Time?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “I think my watch has stopped.”


“I think I won, is what I think,” I said.


We stood there leaning against the car.


“I don’t think it’s my watch,” he said. “I think time has stopped.”




[image: images]


FOOTNOTES


Have you been reading the footnotes like I asked? Everybody who hasn’t been reading the footnotes should go back and read them all right now. The rest of us will wait.
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STRIKEOUT KING; 
WHY OVERNIGHTS 
ARE WEIRD; NEW MAX


Is everybody back? Can we go on now? Good. If you pay attention to the first part of a car trip, you think you’ll never get anywhere. We were going to drive about 400 miles, and after a mile I said to myself, “We have to do this another 399 times,” and it almost made me insane. Then I remembered my idea about becoming a different person, and for the next I-don’t-know-how-many miles, I didn’t think about how long it was taking. I didn’t even notice anything around me. I just stared out the window without seeing anything, and concentrated on who I wanted to be. On how I wanted to be.


I’d already been a different person, once, when I was a star pitcher. That’s the best accident that ever happened to me.


The thing is, I’m just an okay baseball player. About average, I guess. But last summer—I mean summer of last year, not the summer that just ended—I completely messed up in Little League tryouts,15 and even though I was eleven, I had to play in the minors again, which is almost all nine- and ten-year-olds. When my friend Evan heard what happened, he said that it sucked.16


But I was having the best time of my life.


As I said, I’m an okay player. I know how to catch a ball, I can hit, well, a little, and I’ve got a pretty good arm. And now I was an eleven-year-old playing against nine- and ten-year-olds. When our coach saw me throw, he said, “Son, how would you like to be a pitcher?”17


There was no way those younger kids could hit my fastball. They’d swing and miss, and swing and miss, and swing and miss. Or they’d stand there with the bat on their shoulders, terrified, praying I wouldn’t hit them. Sometimes I’d pretend that some girls from school, maybe Sara and her friend Allie, were watching, but do you know when the last time was that a girl came to a Little League game? Seven hundred years ago. Do you know when the last time was that a girl came to a minor league game? Eight hundred years ago.
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    15 What happened was, they had fielding drills first, and a ground ball hit a rock or something and took a really bad hop and glanced off the top of my glove and smashed into my nose. I didn’t cry or anything, but it bled like crazy, and by the time it stopped and I got cleaned up, they were through with fielding and I’d missed my turn for the batting part. I had to grab the first bat I saw and run up to the plate without even taking any practice swings. I swung and missed three straight pitches, and tryouts were over. “The exact same thing happened to A-Rod when he was a kid,” my dad said when I told him about it.


16 If Evan ever said “sucked” in front of his parents, he’d be grounded till he was forty-six.


17 In the entire history of baseball no one has ever answered “no” to that question.


I’d never been a star before, in anything. Now everybody on the team wanted to hang out with me. Usually before our game there was another game or two, so I’d say, “Let’s go to 7-Eleven,” and everybody would say, “Yeah! Let’s go!” We’d walk over and get Izzes and SoBes,18 then come back and watch the other games. And I was the big guy—I was the one everybody was trying to impress. They all wanted me to like them.
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    18 That was just last year, when it was still a big deal for me to go into a store and buy stuff. There’s a café a few blocks from our house, where my parents go to drink coffee and read. I like to go with just my dad, because he always ends up letting me have an ice-cream smoothie or a giant chocolate-chip cookie. He’ll say, “Now, don’t go begging me for something ridiculously sweet, because the answer is going to be no.” But when we get there, I know that he can’t wait to sit down and start reading, and that he really doesn’t want one of our I-Want-This,-Well,-You-Can’t-Have-It arguments. So I get the smoothie or the cookie. One Sunday morning I asked if he wanted to walk to the café, and he said, “Not today. But why don’t you call a friend to meet you there?” and he handed me a five-dollar bill. Evan got there the same time I did. The woman behind the counter had tattoos all the way up her left arm, but none on her right. She smiled and treated us just like any other customers. We split a hot chocolate and a chocolate-chip muffin, and I gave her the five-dollar bill and then dropped the change into the tip jar. Evan and I sat at an outdoor table. That morning at the café was when I stopped feeling like I was a little kid.


Hey, I knew it wasn’t fair. For a while I didn’t let myself think about it. I’d be riding home in the car after pitching another great game, and I’d remember that the other kids were all nine and ten, while I was eleven. But I’d just push the thought away.19


That kind of worked, but even if I wasn’t actually thinking about it, it started bothering me. Like having a guilty conscience, I guess, even though I hadn’t done anything wrong. So one day I rode my bike all the way to the Little League field and just sat there, right behind the backstop, balancing myself by holding on to the chain-link fence with my pitching hand. I stared out at the empty field, and here’s what I came up with:


It’s true that I’m bigger and faster and stronger than just about everybody else in the league, but wait a minute. What about the guys my age who are bigger and faster and stronger than me? That’s not fair either. But then, as my dad is always reminding me, Life Isn’t Fair. And this time, Life Isn’t Being Fair to a whole bunch of nine- and ten-year-olds.


I didn’t mean to screw up in the tryouts so that I could be a star. It just happened. So I decided I could deal with the unfairness. Go ahead—ask me if I feel bad about it.20
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    19 Sometimes I do the same thing with homework. Then, when I’m getting ready for school in the morning, I remember that I was supposed to read Chapter 22, or do problems 9–17. I always wonder, Who is that guy who keeps doing this to me?


20 No.


But I could never make myself tell Evan about my superstardom in the minors. Well, I almost did, once. A few days after Sara invited us to her party, I was over at Evan’s house. We weren’t playing video games or looking for music online or doing Facebook, or doing anything, because he was on Electronic Restriction. I didn’t even ask him what for. His parents are so strict, it’s ridiculous. He gets no warnings or anything. He’ll be giving his little sister a hard time about something, nothing serious, then bang!—Electronic Restriction, just like that.21 His room always has to be perfectly neat. Even his closet. It looks like something the aliens on whatever planet Sara finally decided I was from would have in one of their museums, on display behind an alien rope. SLEEPING AREA OF TYPICAL EARTH BOY, the sign would say.22


    [image: images]


    21 That’s incredibly unfair because he’s nice to her most of the time. Once I went over when the two of them were playing Parcheesi, and instead of taking off with me, he sat there and finished the game. I noticed that he kept passing up chances to catch one of her camels and send it all the way back. Instead he’d pretend he didn’t see it, and move one of his other elephants. I know he was pretending because he’s never missed a chance to send back one of my llamas.
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