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It wasn’t as if Maximilian Funk didn’t know that things were going to go badly. After all, there’s no good that can come out of being a new kid in school, especially when you’ve just moved halfway across the country, especially especially in the middle of the year. Nothing says Give me a wedgie and hang me from the flagpole like waltzing into a new middle school in February at a time when there are no other new kids to hide behind.

He knew things were going to go badly. If he knew just how badly they were actually going to go, though, he would have faked some illness that would keep him out of school for the rest of the year. Like Ebola.

So Max slowly got ready for his first day at Willard Middle School, spending more time than anybody ever had trying to decide whether it would be better to wear a sweater and T-shirt or a sweater and button-down shirt. He just wanted to get it right. Max had spent his middle school life thus far working hard to be the sort of kid no one ever noticed, except perhaps to say “Oh, I didn’t see you there.” Because there were only two ways to get noticed in middle school, and Max was never going to be the kid who got noticed in a Good Way, like if he were a basketball stud or did something amazing like winning an ice cream–eating contest or solving one of Mrs. Bjork’s extra credit word problems. So that left the Bad Way. Better not to be noticed at all.

When he got downstairs, his mom presented him with a Minnesota Twins cap, flashing him a huge I-know-I-ruined-your-life-but-I-bought-you-this-fabulous-hat-so-it’s-all-better-now smile. “Now you’ll look like a native,” she proclaimed.

Max frowned. He did not wear baseball caps. Baseball caps only served to emphasize his ears. Which were already doing a fine job of emphasizing themselves.

“Mom,” he said, not trying to keep the exasperation from his voice, “baseball hats are for jocks. I can’t stride in there pretending I’m a jock.” Middle school kids could smell posers like a T. rex could smell a lame triceratops. It was a biological fact.

“You are a jock!”

“I play tennis, Mom.”

“That’s a sport!”

“Trust me. It’s not the same thing.”

“Come on, honey. Don’t be nervous. Everyone’s going to love you.”

“It’s February, Mom. Nobody cares.”

“Of course they care!” she said. “You have so much to offer them!”

Max tried to keep from rolling his eyes. Every mother thought her kid was extraordinary. By definition, at least 75 percent of them had to be kidding themselves.

“Anyway,” she added, putting the cap on his head, “this town’s nuts about baseball. Just tell everyone at school you’re from Beau Fletcher’s hometown. They’ll think you’re a celebrity!”

Max sighed. Beau Fletcher was the veteran All-Star third baseman for the Minnesota Twins, a two-time MVP, future Hall of Famer, and the greatest thing to come out of New Hartford, NY, ever. People in New Hartford said Beau Fletcher’s name with this dazed reverence, like he’d invented soup or something. It didn’t matter whether he was a nice guy or anything. All that mattered was that he hit a jillion home runs. After Beau donated some money to help rebuild Roosevelt High’s athletic fields, there was a movement to rename the school after him. After all, what had Franklin Delano Roosevelt done for them lately? In New Hartford, Beau Fletcher mattered so much that the universe needed to make people who didn’t matter at all just to keep everything in balance.

People like Max.

And then it was time to go. Max’s dread followed him to the car. It huddled its overgrown body into the backseat and kicked Max’s seat the whole way to school. It lurked behind him as he went up the steps to the school and through the doors and down the hallway following the signs to the main office. And then, right before Max went in, it wrapped him up in an icy, immobilizing embrace—and then disappeared suddenly, leaving him all alone.

And that’s when everything changed.

Because in the main office stood a woman, and next to her was a girl. And she was the most beautiful girl Max had ever seen. The girl had long, thick, wavy hair like a mermaid might have. And it was a rich, dark red, the kind of color that should only exist in a Crayola box or maybe a very special kind of slushie. And her eyes, her eyes were green like emeralds. Or Kryptonite.

Max’s ears flushed.

“This is your official new student buddy,” the woman, who had apparently been talking for some time, said. “Molly Kinsman. She’s in sixth grade too.”

“Hi, Max,” Molly said, smiling a smile that would need no orthodontia. “I’m going to show you your classes and stuff, okay?”

Max opened his mouth but couldn’t come up with a response. This was the sort of girl who would never pay attention to him unless she was assigned to. Her eyes were so green. Who did they remind him of?

“Ready?”

“Catwoman!” he thought. Except he said it out loud. His mouth hung open.

The girl blinked. “What?”

“I mean, yes,” Max said. “I’m ready. Thanks. Thank you. Ready, Freddie!”

He closed his mouth. Molly gave him a curious look, then led him around the school. She chatted as she showed him his locker, the gym, the library, the cafeteria. And Max just followed, nodding and grunting like an ape desperately trying to hide the fact that it’d just been body-switched with a sixth-grade boy. But, he reflected, at least nodding and grunting was better than babbling. If he started talking, who knows what ridiculous thing would come out of his mouth next?

Molly dropped him off at his homeroom. “So, come find me in the cafeteria at lunch, okay?” she said brightly. “You can sit with us.”

And then she turned and left, her invitation hanging in the air.

Max stared. Did she really want to hang out with him? Or was this just part of her job description?

Max sat through his first three periods wishing he were a different sort of person, the kind who might impress a girl like Molly, the kind who had anything interesting about him at all. If Molly thought he was cool, then surely the other kids would too. And then they wouldn’t string him up on the flagpole by his underwear. There was a lot at stake.

Plus, then he’d get to hang out with her.

At lunchtime, he surveyed the cafeteria, and his eyes instantly found Molly’s red head as if drawn there. His stomach flipped. Don’t blow it, he told himself as he walked over. This is your chance. Ready, Freddie.

Molly was sitting at a table with a blond girl and a tall, dark-haired boy. Max gulped. The boy looked like the wedgie-giving sort.

“Hi!” Molly said, smiling up at him. “Max, this is Jenny, and this is Logan. Guys, this is Max. He just moved here.”

Max sat down and attempted to look interesting.

“Oh, do you like the Twins?” Jenny asked, nodding to his hat.

“Oh, well, you know,” Max said, “my mom gave this to me….” He cast a look at Molly. Should he play it like someone who loved baseball or someone who didn’t really care that much? Was Jenny looking at his ears?

“Dude,” said Logan, leaning in suddenly. “What position do you play?”

“Uh,” Max looked around. Molly and Jenny were staring at him expectantly. “What do you mean?”

“What do I mean?” He nodded to Max’s hat. “Baseball. Practice starts today!”

Of course. Logan was clearly a crazed jock who naturally assumed everyone around him was always thinking about baseball just because he was. Max looked at the girls but couldn’t read them.

“Baseball?” he said. “It’s February! There’s snow on the ground!” There. That was a good, noncommittal answer.

“So?” Logan asked, looking at him as if he’d said fish sticks were best when made out of people.

“The all-city sixth-grade tournament is coming up,” explained Jenny. “We lost it last year. We’re starting early.”

Logan straightened. “We didn’t lose anything. Last year’s sixth graders did. But we’re going to get it back this year. We have the best pitcher in the city.”

“That’s you, I assume?” Max said, half to himself. He knew this boy’s type.

There was that look again. “Naw, dude. I’m shortstop. What about you?” He looked Max up and down in a way that reminded him of the way his mom picked out tomatoes in the grocery store. “We really could use a left fielder.”

“Well, um, I don’t really play baseball.”

No one seemed to know what to say to that. Everyone suddenly looked down at their trays.

“I mean, I like baseball and everything,” Max said quickly. “But I’m not very good at it. You know.” He looked at Molly and laughed in what he hoped was a charmingly self-deprecating manner. “Everyone says I throw like a girl!”

The two girls turned their heads toward him slowly. Logan let out a long whistle.

Max grimaced. He’d just made himself sound like a total loser. “I mean,” he said quickly, “I play tennis.”

Logan blinked. “What?”

“Tennis. You know.” He mimed a forehand for their benefit. Max actually had a very good forehand. But this is the sort of thing that’s hard to show in mime.

Logan scrunched up his face. “My mom plays tennis.”

Max did not know what to say. Many people’s mothers played tennis. It did not mean there was something fundamentally wrong with the sport itself.

“Anyway,” Logan said, “I gotta run to the library. See you later, Molly, Jenny. And”—he turned to Max—“you too, Venus!”

Max blinked. Oh. “More like Serena,” he muttered defiantly.

Logan looked at him, and then a smile spread across his face, and it was the most delighted evil smile Max had ever seen—sort of like how Lex Luthor might look if he unwrapped a present Christmas morning and found the keys to global thermonuclear destruction.

“Right!” Logan said, laughing. “See you, Serena.”

He left. Max looked at the two girls, who were distinctly not looking at him.

“Serena’s better,” Max explained.

And then silence, great and terrible, and Max felt himself fading into the wall, and along with it, all his prospects for a happy middle school life. Jenny shifted, then said she better go to the library too and got up and left, giving her friend a look that told Max that Molly was definitely hanging out with him because she was assigned to. He stuck his fork in his mac and cheese and attempted to jiggle it.

“So,” Molly said after a pause, “where’d you move here from?” Her voice sounded flat. Max didn’t understand. Was the tennis thing that dumb?

“Um, upstate New York. A little town called New Hartford. You’ve probably—”

Molly’s eyes grew large. “That’s where Beau Fletcher’s from!”

Oh. Right. “Yeah, I know.”

And then Molly looked up at him again. “Did you … know him?”

And there was that spark in her eyes again—Max might even go so far as to call it a glow. And it would be a terrible terrible thing to extinguish that glow again; why, Max didn’t think he could live with himself.

“Know him? I mean.” Max shifted. “Oh, well, I don’t like to—”

As he talked, he was aware that his sentence was a runaway train picking up speed—but it didn’t matter, for Jenny appeared again behind them just then to derail it.

“Hey, Molly,” she said, “do you want a ride to practice after school?”

“Practice?” Max said, still choo-chooing on. “For what?”

Molly’s eyes narrowed. “Um, baseball.”

There are times in a boy’s life when it is wise not to speak the words in his mind. But Molly’s hair was the color of a cherry slushie, and Max was not wise.

“You go to watch baseball practice?”

Jenny exhaled. And the glow in Molly’s eyes turned into something else entirely.

“I’m the pitcher,” Molly said, each word an ice cube slipped down the back of Max’s pants.

Jenny rolled her eyes. “The best one in the city,” she added, and then sighed epically and stalked away. Molly glared at Max for another two beats, and then tossed her hair and got up and turned to go. Max’s heart leaped out of his throat, followed by some words he didn’t even know were there.

“He’s my dad!” Max said.

Max froze. The words floated in the air. He blinked at Molly. Maybe she hadn’t heard.

“Who’s your dad?” she said, taking a step closer.

She’d heard.

Now, if you were sitting on the outside of this situation, you would recognize this as the point where things could have been saved. But if you were inside it, you would see nothing at all to do but open your mouth and say:

“Beau Fletcher. Beau Fletcher’s my dad.”

Molly stared. And Max, Max stared too. Max’s dad was not in any way, shape, or form Beau Fletcher. Max’s dad lived in Poughkeepsie and franchised tanning salons.

Molly tilted her head and considered Max for one moment. Two. Max did not move. Inside, he could feel his intestines begin to unravel.

“You expect me to believe that?” she asked. But her voice didn’t sound hostile. Just curious.

“I know,” said Max. “It’s really weird.”

“But”—Molly’s brow contorted—“Beau Fletcher’s not married. He never has been. He’s married to the game!”

Max nodded solemnly. “I know.”

Molly’s eyes widened, and then she too nodded, because she was a girl of the world. She sat down next to him. Max exhaled.

“So, why don’t you have the same last name?” she whispered, leaning in to him so close Max could touch her hair. She smelled like cupcakes.

“Oh,” said Max. “Well, you know, my mom raised me. He wasn’t really around till I was a little older.”

She gasped. “Does the school know?”

“Oh, you know.” Max could not decide whether to nod or shake his head, so he jerked his head in a direction that could best be called diagonal.

“Wow,” breathed Molly.

“So,” Max said, blinking spasmodically. “Don’t tell anyone, okay? It’s really important.” He cleared his throat. “It would be weird, you know?”

“Right,” said Molly. “You don’t want people to like you just because you’re Beau Fletcher’s son!”

“Right,” said Max. Just you, he thought.

Molly stared at him as if expecting him to say more, and when he didn’t, she just nodded as if she understood. His intestines curled back in place. Molly would never betray him. And her Catwoman eyes were fixed on him as if he himself had invented soup. Maybe the gods of middle school were finally smiling at him.

It was a little lie, that’s all.

 

That night, Max went straight up to his room. He had work to do. He was no longer a boy-ape body-switch victim. He was a liar now, and that changed everything. Liars had information. They stuck as closely to the facts as possible. Liars kept in control of their words. And they did not ever ever ever babble.

This was going to be a challenge.

So he spent the evening reading up on Beau Fletcher. Nobody could talk about him without gushing over his stats: one jillion home runs, and a bazillion hits, and some crazy-high OPS, whatever the heck that was. It was like Beau was so amazing they had to make up a statistic for it. Most of the biographical stuff Max knew, of course—in New Hartford they taught Beau Fletcher history sometime between the alphabet and scissors. But buried in interviews were some interesting bits of information, things that brought out the picture of Beau Fletcher the man, the sort of thing you might know if he were your dad. Like he was scared of spiders. And he ate a pastrami sandwich before every game. And he was allergic to strawberries. And his favorite movie was Wall-E. In Minnesota, he was a spokesperson for milk, and even had his own ice cream flavor, which might be the coolest thing that could happen to a person ever. He could probably get it for free whenever he wanted, too, because they can’t possibly charge you for your own ice cream flavor.

In short, Beau Fletcher was the sort of guy who, if you were going to have a famous guy for a dad, would be a great dad to have. Max was pleased.

 

He strode into school the next morning armed with everything there was to know about the life and times of Beau Fletcher, in case Molly decided to quiz him on the finer points of his dad’s food allergies. But it wasn’t Molly who accosted him as he walked to first period. The hand that grabbed his arm was Jenny’s, her blond ponytail bobbing determinedly behind her.

“Molly told me,” she whispered, voice electric.

Max froze. “She did?” He turned slowly to look at her.

“I can’t believe it!” Jenny said.

“You can’t?”

Her blue eyes were sparkling. “No, I mean. It’s amazing! But you know”—she tilted her head—“you look like him a little. Especially in the ears.”

“Oh,” said Max. “Look, Jenny …”

“I know, I know. I can’t tell anyone. You don’t want kids to like you just because you’re Beau Fletcher’s son, right?”

“You promise?”

“Swear!” Jenny said, holding her hands up.

She disappeared into the stream of students then, and Max tried to slow down his heart. Jenny believed him. And, more importantly, Molly believed him. That’s what mattered.

He finally saw Molly at third-period English. She was waiting outside the classroom. For him.

“Hey,” he said, because that is the sort of thing sons of baseball players say.

“Hi,” Molly said. She looked around and then whispered, “I got a present for your dad.”

“What?” His ribs abruptly cinched together.

“Yeah!” She reached into her bag and pulled out a little Wall-E pin. “I thought it could be, like, a good-luck charm, you know?”

“His favorite movie! How did you know?”

“I know everything about him! He’s my favorite player of all time. Maybe he could wear it in the dugout someday so I could see? You could ask him that, right?”

“Right,” Max said. “Sure!”

“Amazing,” Molly said. “Oh, hey”—a look of regret crossed her face—“did Jenny talk to you?”

“Um.” Max shifted. “Yes.”

She tilted her head. “I’m sorry I told her. It just came up, you know? She’s my best friend. I don’t want to lie to her!” Her nose wrinkled up at the very thought.

“No, of course not!” Max said, wrinkling up his nose even more. “Just, um, don’t tell anyone else, okay?”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about me,” she said.

Max smiled. Of course she wouldn’t tell. And if Molly told Jenny, Jenny was trustworthy too. And anyway, Molly wanted to hang out with him now. And that was worth anything.

 

Something changed in Max that day. For the first time in his life he was someone who was Someone, the sort of kid people noticed. In a Good Way. After all, if a girl like Molly believed he was the sort of kid who might have a baseball player for a dad, well, maybe that’s who he was.

It would be something to have a major-league baseball player for a dad. And not just any major-league baseball player. Beau Fletcher, one of the best alive. It would have been the best thing ever. When Max was little, TC Bear would’ve come to all his birthday parties, and all the kids would think the Twins’ mascot was his best friend. Beau would have taken Max to the ballpark all the time. Max would run around on the field, take grounders from the other players, drink Gatorade in the clubhouse, and tell all the kids in school about it the next day. Sometimes Max would bring his friends, too—but only sometimes. And his dad would go to his tennis matches whenever he could and cheer louder than all the other dads combined. And everyone would point and say, “That’s Beau Fletcher! Cheering for his son! Tennis is a real sport!” But they’d still play baseball sometimes. Beau would pick Max up from school sometimes, and they’d stay afterward on the fields in the back of the school and have a catch as dusk slowly fell—father and son, night after night, just like it was supposed to be.

As Max walked through the hallways that day, he could feel himself standing taller, walking assuredly like Logan and all the other kids who mattered. And the funny thing was, it worked. By the end of the day he could feel the crackle in the air as the kids around him noticed him, sense them make way as he walked past, hear the staccato whispers and see the fingers pointing—

Uh-oh.

“Hey!” A boy from his English class grabbed him on the shoulder. “Do you think your dad could come to school sometime to autograph? I have baseballs like you wouldn’t believe!”

“Um—” said Max.

“Man!” A girl with a unicorn on her shirt sidled alongside Max. “Your dad is, like, my favorite player of all time. I named all my gerbils after him. Do you think I could meet him sometime? I won’t be weird!”

“Uh—” said Max.

“Serena!” Logan was standing in front of him, grinning. “You were kidding when you said you couldn’t play, right? You gotta come to practice. Hey, think your dad might come? Give us some tips?”

And that’s what it was like as Max made his way through the throngs of adoring Beau Fletcher fans to his locker. He grabbed his jacket, then looked inside his locker as if it might be a very nice place to stay for a while.

“Hey!” Molly appeared behind him, looking very happy.

He stared at her, pale and shaking. “Everybody knows!” he whispered.

Molly let out an exasperated sigh. “Oh, Jenny! Gosh, she always does this! You can’t tell that girl anything!”

Max blinked at Molly. Everything inside him was blank, a pocket of nothingness floating in endless space.

“Don’t worry about it. Listen.” She leaned her head toward him, voice thick with excitement. “I want to meet him.”

“You do?”

“Please?” She put her small, pale hand on his arm. Max almost gasped. “He could help me with my changeup! We could just meet. You can do that, right?”

Max’s stomach was a pit of boiling tar, and all his innards were slowly descending into it. “Molly, he wants it to be a secret—”

“I know, but it’s just me. Tell him I’m the only female baseball pitcher in the sixth-grade tournament. Won’t he think that’s cool? Anyway, he must want to meet your friends. Doesn’t he?”

“Molly, um, he’s so busy, and—”

She looked at him, her eyes not exactly losing their glow but shifting a bit. “You mean you can’t set up a dinner with your own dad?” She blinked. “Why not?”

Max froze.

“Molly!” The word exploded out of his mouth. One breath. Two. Oh, god. “I lied,” he said finally.

She drew up. “What? What do you mean?”

This was it. This was his chance to come clean, to end this. And then he’d just be normal Max again, the kind of kid guys like Logan step on in the cafeteria, that girls like Molly never even think twice about. And this look she was giving him now—a little confused, a little hesitant, a little hurt, all because of something he’d done—no one would ever look at him this way again. He could write a poem about this look, if only he knew how to write a poem.

“I mean,” he said, “I let you think something that wasn’t true. Beau … my dad … he doesn’t know about me. That’s why we don’t have the same last name.”

Molly gaped. “Wow,” she finally breathed.

“I know,” he said, shaking his head with as much sincerity as he could muster. His lungs felt like they were about to crack into bits and puncture various vital organs. “They dated one summer. My mom was a lifeguard at the pool in college, you see. I guess they’d broken up by the time she found out she was pregnant. And by then he’d been drafted into the minors, and … my mom never told him. She raised me on her own.” His breath slowed a little. This was good. This sounded plausible. Max was pretty sure he’d seen something like it on CBS once.

“I’m sorry I lied to you,” he said, making his face as sincere as possible.

“It’s okay,” she said. “What matters is that you’re telling the truth now.”

Max could do nothing but nod.

“Does anyone know?” she whispered.

“No,” he said. “Mom told everyone my dad was some guy in Poughkeepsie. I believed it most of my life.”

“I can’t believe it!” Molly bit her lip. “Don’t you think he’d want … to know? I mean, if I had a son—”

Max just shrugged, as if this was the stuff of grown-ups and he could only wonder at it.

“I bet,” Molly said, her face so close her hair brushed against his arm, “if Beau Fletcher met you, he’d just know. He’d look in your eyes and see something. He’d know.”

There was something buzzing in Max’s ears now, and Molly sounded very faint. “Yeah. Maybe,” he said. That would be something, wouldn’t it? To look into your long-lost dad’s eyes and see recognition there.

“Oh, Max,” Molly said. She stared up at him. “Your story is incredible.” And with that, she slipped into his arms and gave him a squeeze, as quick and magical as a fairy blink. And then she was gone. But Max, he did not move, not for a long time.

 

Max went home and planned on spending the weekend in quiet contemplation. There was a chance that it was over—that Molly, out of the goodness of her heart, would tell everyone to stop talking about it so Max would not have to feel bad about the dad he never knew. It was the sort of thing she would do. Eventually, it would all die down—and if not, he’d just stay under his bed until college.

He was allowed to entertain this delusion for about twelve hours.

The next morning, he awoke to his mother knocking on his door. “Max,” she called. “Wake up. You have a visitor!”

A few minutes later, Max was downstairs to find Molly sitting in his living room, wearing a baseball cap and looking impatient.

“Come on,” she said. “You’re going to be late for practice!”

Max shook his head. “Molly, I told you, I don’t—”

Her eyes got big. She seemed to be trying to tell him something, and Max wished desperately he spoke girl. “Yes,” she said, voice full of portent. “You do.”

He nodded. Like he could ever say no to Molly.

Max’s mom smiled. “Honey, are you playing baseball?”

“That’s right!” Molly said. “He tried to get out of it, but we thought he might have natural gifts.”

Max stopped. Had Molly hit those last words a little too hard? His mom seemed to be looking at her a little strangely, but just then turned and gave Max a smile. A few minutes later he was wearing sweats and sitting in the backseat of the Kinsman family’s SUV, Molly next to him.

“Molly, what—”

“Shhhh,” she whispered, pointing to her father, who was driving. “We’re not going to practice. Look!”

She held out a flyer. Max looked at it. And everything inside of him turned to goo. There were a lot of words, but only three stood out to him:

 

MEET BEAU FLETCHER

Max gagged.

“Can you believe it?” Molly whispered. “It’s a charity thing. My dad got tickets as an early birthday present. You get to get his autograph and everything!” She produced a baseball from her bag and held it out like an apple.

“Uh-huh,” Max said, very very very faintly.

“So, I think you should just tell him! Walk up to him and tell him who you are!” She looked at him expectantly. “You can do that, right?”

“Molly, I—I don’t know.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Max, come on. He’s a world-famous baseball player! He must have a kazillion dollars. He should be taking care of you and your mom! I mean, if he’s your dad … ”

“Molly,” he said, though his throat was closing in, “I-I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

Max opened his mouth and closed it like a goldfish.

“Yes, you can, Max. I know you don’t like to make trouble. But if not for you, then for your mom! Anyway, don’t you think he’d want to know about you? His son? Isn’t that fair to him? Give him a chance to do the right thing.”

Mouth opened. Mouth closed. And again.

“And if you don’t want to tell him,” she said, “I will … unless you can give me a good reason not to.”

Silence settled in the car then, thick like eternity.

“No,” said Max, voice like a strangled squirrel’s. Molly raised her eyebrows. Open. Close. Open. Close. “I’ll do it,” he said finally.

There was no way out of this, that was clear. She would hate him if she knew the truth. He would be a laughingstock. He would spend the rest of the year hanging by his underwear from the flagpole. Max had made his bed, now he’d have to strangle himself with the sheets. He turned and looked out of the window.

At best, Fletcher would just think Max was crazy. He would sign his baseball, wonder at this boy’s obvious brain damage. And move on.

And at worst, at worst, well—

Max closed his eyes for the rest of the car ride.

Molly’s father dropped them off at a hotel, and they walked in slowly. Molly was practically buzzing. Max felt like toxic sludge. His intestines kept looping in on themselves. She led him through the lobby into a big ballroom and to their place in line.

“You want to do this, right?” she asked as they got in line.

Max nodded weakly. The line might have taken six minutes or six days, Max wasn’t sure. Whatever it was, it wasn’t long enough, and soon Max and Molly were next in line to see the white-toothed, curly-haired, iron-jawed, big-eared pride of New Hartford, New York. Max had seen Beau Fletcher so many times on TV and on billboards and in the eyes of kids around him who thought maybe they could be great someday, too. And he’d always seemed like he only existed in two dimensions. But here Beau Fletcher was, a person. A very very large person, but a person nonetheless.

“You go first,” he said to Molly.

Molly nodded. “Second thoughts?” she whispered.

“No,” he said. “No. Definitely not.” After all, he told himself, she had a point. If Beau Fletcher had in fact been his dad, telling him would be the right thing to do. Definitely.

And then the usher urged her forward. And as soon as she was in front of Beau, her eyes lit up and a shy smile appeared on her face. “Hi,” Molly breathed to Beau. “You’re, like, my hero.”

And judging by the expression on her face, Max knew it was true. He was lucky his dad wasn’t some utility infielder.

Fletcher gave her a smile. “I’m flattered. You are …?”

“Molly,” she said, handing him a baseball. “To Molly.”

It must be something, Max thought, seeing the excitement flash in Molly’s eyes, to make people feel like this. Like they mattered.

“Any message?” Fletcher asked.

“Um, Strike ’em out?”

“You play softball, huh?”

Molly straightened. “No. Baseball.”

“Baseball!” Fletcher laughed, and flashed Molly a smile full of charm. “Do you throw like a girl?”

Molly blinked and took the baseball back. She stood there for a moment, staring at Fletcher. Something passed over her face. Then she turned to Max. “Batter up,” she said, her expression inert.

And that was it. There was no waiting anymore. Max stepped forward.

“Hello.” Beau Fletcher looked up at him with an automatic smile. He really was a large large man. He could probably crush Max with one arm. But he wouldn’t. Beau was a good guy, Max could see that now. Just because he was the greatest baseball player in the world didn’t automatically make him a jerk. “Um,” Fletcher said, and Max realized he was staring dumbly again. “Do you want me to sign something?”

Max thrust the baseball in his general direction. Beau Fletcher poised his pen, and in two blinks, the ball was signed in thick black ink. Molly poked Max in the ribs. “Do it,” she hissed.

“Um, Mr. Fletcher,” gasped Max. Beau glanced up at him. “… I, um … I’m your son.”

Behind him, Molly exhaled. Beau Fletcher sat slowly back in his chair.

“Excuse me?”

“I’m your son. Um. You don’t know about me, but—my mom—um …”

Fletcher drew back and eyed Max for a moment. His eyes narrowed. “Look, kid,” he said, leaning in, “I’m pretty sure that’s not true.” He articulated each word carefully.

Max tried to speak the truth with his eyes. I know. I know. But play along, okay? Please? Beau Fletcher was a good man, the kind of man who inspired people, who made them feel like they mattered. This sort of thing happened with kids and professional baseball players all the time. They had a connection. The baseball player looked the kid in the eye and saw the wish in his heart—hit a home run for me, come visit me in the hospital, pretend to be my dad….

Beau Fletcher did look Max in the eye. And he leaned in. And Max leaned in, too, because he could do nothing else.

Beau said something to Max in a low voice, and it took Max a minute to process the words, because Beau was not playing along. Beau said something baseball players are never, ever supposed to say to kids.

Max stared. Tears burned his eyes. And then Molly pushed next to him. “What did you just say to him?” she spat.

“Are you in on this, too?” Fletcher said.

“I used to look up to you,” Molly said. “You were my hero.”

Fletcher stood up a little. “I don’t know who put you kids up to this.” Behind them, people began to murmur. And Max, Max could not move at all.

“What’s wrong with you?” Molly continued. “You’re on commercials for milk! And you’re nothing but a jerk!” She pounded on the table.

“Hey”—Fletcher looked around—“keep it down.”

Yeah, Max thought. Keep it—

“This is your son!” she proclaimed.

Silence, all around. And stares, from every direction. The usher stood dumbly, as if none of his usher training had prepared him for this.

Molly straightened and looked around. “That’s right,” she said to the crowd loudly. “This is his son, Maximilian Funk from New Hartford, NY. His mom raised him all by herself. And Beau Fletcher won’t even acknowledge him.”

And then two security guards appeared next to them and grabbed both their arms. And then they were being hauled out of the room. Max caught one last glance at Beau Fletcher, who was watching them go.

Then they were outside of the hotel; the security guards yelled at them for a while. Molly’s big green eyes looked so confused, and Max wanted to help her, protect her; but he could not because this was all his fault.

And then they were alone, and silence settled around them like dust. And tears rolled down Max’s cheeks. And he turned to Molly and began to speak.

“Molly, Molly, look. I’m sorry. I can’t take it anymore. I lied. I lied about the whole thing. I just wanted to impress you. I wanted you to like me. It got out of hand. I’m so sorry. You’re so tough and brave and amazing and—”

He couldn’t go on. Molly was staring at him coolly. Her Catwoman eyes looked suddenly as if they might be capable of terrible things.

“I’m so sorry,” he said again.

And then one corner of Molly’s mouth drew up. “Oh, Max,” she said, her voice suddenly feline. “I knew you were lying the whole time.”

“Wha—?”

“It’s the stupidest story I’ve ever heard.”

“Then what …?”

“Because you expected me to believe it. I wanted to see how far you’d go. How stupid you thought I really was. Turns out pretty stupid. Why, because I’m a girl? Or because I’m good at baseball? Or both?”

“No, I—”

She tossed her red hair, and it looked like fire. “You’re just like everyone else. All you care about is being cool. Nobody cares what a person’s really like.”

“No, no, that’s not—”

“And besides”—Molly took a step closer. She stared him down. Max could not move—“now you’ll never ever say you throw like a girl again.” Her eyes narrowed. She leaned in and hissed, “You wish you threw like a girl.”

Max stared. His mouth hung open. Molly seemed six feet tall all of a sudden, and her eyes took your secrets from you. And Max felt what it was like to step into the batter’s box and see her staring at you, to look into those eyes as she probed you for your weaknesses. And he knew without a doubt that he, like every sixth grader in the city who would face her that season, had just struck out.
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