
Max and Claire

Max had never wanted to be an artist. In fact, he hated art. His mother, Emily, however, loved art.
She painted constantly, the house always smelling vaguely of paint. Canvases covered the house, and you
could guarantee that you would get a painting if there was ever an occasion that required a gift. Emily
wanted Max to follow in her footsteps, especially after a specific occasion when he turned five years old.

Max had gotten a set of crayons for his 5th birthday from his parents. It was a big set, having 96
crayons in total. Max was ecstatic, because he had been jealous of all of the kids who had the sets of
crayons like this one. He decided he should test them out later on in the day, after the party was over. He
sat for a minute, before deciding to draw his cat. It was laying down next to him, so it was the perfect
thing to draw. He drew the cat in pencil first before using his crayon to color the cat. When he was
finished, he excitedly showed his masterpiece to his mother.

She was impressed. Although it wasn’t the best art she had ever seen, he was only five, after all, it
was impressive for someone his age. “Wow, Max! This is great. Maybe you’ll be an artist like me
someday,” she said, already walking over to the fridge to put it up. He was happy to get his mother’s
approval.

Over the next few years, though, Max’s opinion of art changed drastically. Emily put pressure on
him to keep making art. She wanted him to do what she was never able to do: become a successful artist.
Although she made plenty of money doing art for children’s books, it had never been what she dreamed
of. She had pushed herself to get to her goal of becoming the next Picasso, or Van Gogh, but it came at the
cost of overworking herself. So, she thought she could help Max to become the great artist she had
wanted to be. Her plan, ironically, did the opposite.

Seven years have passed since he had gotten that box of crayons. Max was fourteen now, and was
the summer before freshman year. Emily was still pushing him to do art, but he had a different passion he
had wanted to pursue: music. When he wasn’t at school or doing art, he was playing the piano, much to
the chagrin of Emily.

“Max, you really have to stop playing that piano. It’s not going to get you anywhere. You’re
destined to do great things with your art if you just work hard enough. I’d be able to help you get a job,
too. You’ll be set for life if you just let me help you,” she said to him as he sat at his piano. He just sighed
and ignored her. She crossed her arms as she continued talking, “If you really want to do something
besides art, at least go meet our new neighbors. They have a kid your age. She seems sweet,” she said,
walking away.

He walked over to the new girl’s house. She was holding a case for a musical instrument. She
looked behind her, and saw him. She walked over to him. “ Hey. I guess you’re my new neighbor, huh?
I’m Claire,” she said, putting her hand out for him to shake.

He shook it as he said, “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Max.” After they finished shaking hands, she
looked at him intensely. He started to feel anxious as she stared at him. She ended up just walking away
from him. He just stood there, not knowing what to do.



Eventually, she came back out of her house. “Need to ask me something?” she asked. He shook
his head no. “I see,” she continued, “If you’re just going to stand there, you may as well come and help
me unpack. I’ll give you twenty bucks for helping me if you do.”

He agreed, and so on they went unpacking all of Claire’s items. It wasn’t much, just three large
cardboard boxes packed with stuff, but she needed help nonetheless. They had finished unpacking about
an hour later. She gave him his twenty dollars, and they both went on with their lives. Until the start of
school came, that is.

The bell had rang, signaling all of the kids in the school to head to their next class. Max glanced
down at his schedule. It had said that his next class, his fifth period class, was Freshman English with Mr.
Montgomery. He walked into the class and saw that Claire was in it. He was happy he knew someone in
the class, so he sat next to her. She sighed as he placed his bag down. The bell rang again, signalling that
class was supposed to start. Mr. Montgomery sat up from his desk and wrote, “What famous book was
written in 1960?” on the whiteboard. Claire didn’t pay attention to the board, and instead was writing
something. Max didn’t pay any attention to it, and instead wrote down the answer to the question Mr.
Montgomery had put on the board. She folded up the paper, before handing it to Max.

He unfolded the paper and read it. “Weird neighbor kid, I really don’t care if you sit by me, but
we’re going to have to have some rules. Rule number one: Don’t talk to me. Rule number two: Don’t act
like we know each other. Rule number three: Don’t embarrass me, especially if it’s lunchtime. These three
rules will benefit both of us. Thank you for cooperating.” As he read the paper, he felt more and more
depressed. He didn’t do anything to make her mad, did he?

After he was finished reading, Mr. Montgomery, “Claire, would you please answer the question I
wrote on the whiteboard?” Claire, flustered, didn’t say anything, and instead tried to think.

Max could tell she didn’t know the answer, so he quietly whispered the answer to her, which was
“To Kill a Mockingbird.” She answered with the response Max had given her.

Mr. Montgomery smiled and said, “That’s correct! Good job, Claire. Now, let me introduce
myself. I’m Mr. Montgomery. I’ve been teaching at this school for about fifteen years now. I hope you all
will end up enjoying my class, and learn some new things about English.”

It was a couple months later when Max saw Claire running out of her house, sobbing. She didn’t
go far, just to the park at the end of the road. He felt bad for her, so he walked up to her at the park. “Are
you okay?” he asked. She scoffed at him. “Obviously not. I just had the biggest fight of my life with my
parents,” she said. He didn’t ask any more about it, and just sat with her. “Do you want me to sit with
you?” He asked. She nodded. They didn’t say anything else after that.



He walked back to his house, where his mother was waiting for him. “There you are!” she
exclaimed, “You have to go to the art college tomorrow for the scholarship competition there. You need to
practice.”

He sat down, doodling something random, when he got a phone call from Claire. “Hey,” she said,
“Thanks for being there for me yesterday. Maybe we can walk to the beach tonight? I’ve been wanting to
collect some seashells.” Max’s eyes lit up with what she had said. “Of course!” he said excitedly.

Later that day, they both walked to the beach. They found a place to sit, and they listened to the
waves for a while. “What do you like to do, Max?” she asked. He thought for a second, before replying, “I
like to play piano, and I draw too.”

Her eyes light up, “You play music? I play music too. Violin!” They ended up talking to each
other the entire night, and fell asleep on the beach.

The sun had risen, waking both of them up.  Max sat there for a moment, before remembering he
had an art competition to go to. By then, Claire had woken up. He said goodbye to her, before running to
his house. Emily didn’t seem to be the happiest with him, but she was happy her son had come back.

Two hours later, they were at the art college. He walked into the room, where a bowl of fruit was.
“Your prompt,” the art teacher said, “Is to make something creative out of this bowl of fruit.” Max,
however, was still tired from the night before, and did not hear that he had to make something creative out
of the fruit. He ended up just painting the fruit. Because of this, he ended up not winning the competition.

His mother was livid. “I can’t believe you wasted this opportunity,” she said, frustrated, “You
could have gone to college for free! I’m so disappointed in you.”  He felt awful. He didn’t not pay
attention to the teacher on purpose. He ended up walking into his house dejectedly, feeling disappointed
in himself. Claire noticed this, and wrote another letter to him. He noticed it the next day.

“Weird neighbor kid,” it read, “I’m glad you didn’t listen to me when I wrote you a note the first
time. You seemed sad yesterday, and I usually wouldn’t care, but you’re my friend, and friends have to lift
up each other's spirits. Here’s three things I can think of that may make you feel better. Number one: I’ve
heard you play piano, and I thought it was amazing! You should play for me sometime, or maybe we can
do it together. Number two: Again, thanks for checking up on me. That was a really bad day for me, and
I’m really happy someone was there for me. Number three: Thanks for being my friend. I appreciate you,
Max.”

He read the letter and cried. Claire was the first person who had cared about him enough to do
something that nice for him. For the first time in his life, he felt appreciated for just being himself. He
ended up walking over to her house to talk to her. He couldn’t think of anything better to do with her than
to go sit on the beach.


