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The game has such a hold on golfers because they compete not only against an opponent, but also against the course, against par, and—most surely—against themselves.

—Arnold Palmer

Waka waka.

—Pac-Man
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Hole #1

Par 2

A gentle downhill slope leads to a solitary stone hazard blocking the cup, which is located just behind the rock and out of view. Your average golfer will settle for two, but with the proper angle and appropriate force, you can make it in one.

And everyone knows one is better.
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It’s a beautiful, sunny day here in Williams Bay, Wisconsin, where twenty-four talented young golfers are getting ready to tackle this monster of a course.

That’s right, Bill. This one is a killer. Each hole more challenging than the last. Expect to see some serious bogeys on the cards today. We’ve got sand. We’ve got water. But this ain’t no day at the beach.

You said it, Jim. And here we have the underdog: twelve-year-old Malcolm Greeley in the dark blue polo. What do you make of him?

Well, his ears are a little big, Bill. They’re just not in proportion to his face. Sort of like a Mr. Potato Head. And those shorts his mother picked out for him are hideous. He looks like he just waded waist deep through Mustard Creek. A little yellow goes a long way out here on the green, Mrs. Greeley.

No, Jim. I mean what do you think of the kid’s chances? Do you think he has what it takes to bring home the Morris-Hirschfield Trophy this afternoon?

“Malcolm.”

Well, it’s a challenging field, Bill. A lot of talented golfers out here today. But the odds-on favorite has to be returning champion Jamie Tran, who has dominated just about every mini golf competition he’s played in this year.

“Malcolm.”

No question, Tran has the skills, Jim. I suspect he’s going to annihilate the likes of Malcolm Greeley. Really rub his face in the—

“Malcolm!”

Mom snaps her fingers. Her freckled face is only inches from mine. I can smell her perfume, the stuff Dad puts in her stocking at Christmas every year. It’s flowery but also sort of sweet smelling. Like rose petals and vanilla frosting.

“You okay?”

I lick chapped lips and give her two nods. Normally two’s enough to convince her, but not today. I could nod until my head snapped off and she would still know better. Given everything that’s going on, how could either of us be okay?

“You’re up,” she says, touching me softly on the shoulder. “Don’t be nervous. Just relax. Visualize.” My mother takes a series of deep, cleansing breaths—in through the nose, out through the mouth. She probably learned that in yoga class. I don’t understand the point of paying someone to teach you how to stand like a tree, but she likes going. It relaxes her, she says. I’m pretty sure I don’t relax her. She places her hand over her heart as if she’s about to recite the Pledge. “You’re going to do great.”

I know she thinks so. But not everybody’s definition of great is the same.

I scan the crowd—the hundred or so people who have turned out for the tournament, most of them parents or grandparents. A few hold up poster-board signs with colorful bubble names and drawings of golf clubs. Many more hold Starbucks cups. Most of the siblings who have been dragged along already have their faces in their phones. I’ve seen some of them before. Heard these same parents telling their respective kids to take their time, to relax their elbows, to focus. They’ve probably never tried to relax their elbows. It’s harder than it sounds.

Mom scans the crowd too. She looks disappointed. Or maybe I just want her to look disappointed. The announcer comes on over the PA system. His voice muffled and mechanical, nothing like the voices in my head.

“Up next on hole one, Malcolm Greeley, age twelve, from Falls Point, Illinois.”

“That’s you,” Mom says. I know it’s me, even if I’m not always crazy about the fact. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Jamie Tran talking to his coach by the Coke machine that’s really a Pepsi machine. Jamie’s coach whispers something and both he and Jamie look my way. I look down at my feet and wonder what I’ve done to get their attention. Not that it matters. I can only assume today will end the same way as last time. There’s no way I can win. And at this point I’m not even sure if it matters.

He’s not coming.

That’s what the voice inside my head says.

He’s not coming.

Which sucks. Because this was maybe my last chance to fix things. To make him happy. To convince them both that this is all worth it, the three of us together. It’s foolish, I know—it’s just miniature golf—but I figured it was worth a shot.

Except the voice in my head is right. He’s not coming.

And I still can’t help but feel like it’s somehow my fault.

I’ve heard voices ever since I can remember. But I didn’t hear that voice until one night a little over three years ago.

The night I almost died.

Dad says it’s an exaggeration. He says I would have had to sustain some sort of physical trauma. A car accident. A heart attack. A mauling by a mountain lion. You need to pass out, or at least be bleeding from your ears and eyeballs, as my salty old Granny Allison would say. Then you can say you’ve almost died. Dad says you can’t almost die of freaking out, which was what I was doing.

I know he’s right. I know I just panicked. But at the time, I felt like I’d lost everything.

It was buy-one-admission-get-one-free day at the fair. Also the day of the big horse race, although that part didn’t interest me; those horses always look like they want to trample me, snorting and pawing the ground, just like some of the bigger kids at school. Going to the county fair was a Greeley family tradition. Every year for as long as I can remember. I mostly went for the ice cream, though that year I had another prize in mind.

I needed a goldfish.

At school, Susan Stottlemeyer was always bragging about the goldfish she’d won at the same fair two years ago, playing that game where you have to toss the Ping-Pong ball into the bowl with the colored rim. Her fish’s name was Willy McGilly, and she’d managed to keep it alive for two years already. She said that proved she would make an excellent mother someday. Susan wasn’t exactly a friend—I didn’t have a lot of those—but she had awesome scented markers that she shared and orange hair that reminded me of a campfire.

“Fish are marvelous,” she informed everyone at our table. “They listen to everything you have to say and never talk back, and they always give you something to watch when you’ve used up your screen time.” I was always maxing out my screen time, so I figured I could use a fish. Besides, it might be nice to have someone else to talk to besides myself.

After two weeks, I’d almost convinced Mom and Dad through a delicate mixture of nagging and begging. I figured if I were to win one at the fair, they’d have no choice but to let me keep it. Dad weighed in, saying the last thing we needed in the house was another mouth to feed, until I informed him that a goldfish’s mouth is about the size of a freckle and promised I’d buy the food with my allowance.

Dad frowned. Mom said, “We’ll see.” They left it at that.

For the ten days leading up to the fair, I practiced the carnival game in the kitchen, using a Ping-Pong ball and whatever containers I could find—mixing bowls, flower vases, empty orange juice cartons—the ball click-clacking across the linoleum. Mom watched silently, smiling whether I made it or not. I knew better than to practice when Dad was around; I didn’t need that much advice.

By the time Saturday arrived, I could sink my shot from ten feet away more than half the time, which meant, with three balls per try, I was destined to make at least one shot in the bowl. I would be the Steph Curry of the Allen County Fair goldfish game. I overheard the kids on the bus talking about Steph Curry a lot, so I figured he must be good.

We gave the grumpy lady at the entrance our coupons, and she asked us if we were coming to see the pigs. “Not unless they are slow-roasted and smothered in barbecue sauce,” Dad said. The lady smiled politely, but her eyebrow twitched. I notice these kinds of things. We grabbed a program with a picture of a dancing cow on the front and entered the fairgrounds, and I was instantly reminded of what I didn’t like about the fair. It had nothing to do with the pigs—roasted or otherwise.

It was the people.

There were always way too many of them. You couldn’t help but bump shoulders as you walked, and there were places where everyone was pushed together, noses to necks, sweaty and musky, jostling to get a look at something—the fattest sow, or the longest cucumber, or the most accurate butter sculpture of Abraham Lincoln. Bodies against bodies. And because I was too busy navigating around those bodies, I always ended up stepping in something brown and gooey that caused my shoes to stick to the pavement so that every step made a little ticky-tack sound. Disgusting.

But it was still worth it to see my parents having a good time.

We worked our way slowly along the road, dodging the golf carts and the little kids dueling with balloon swords. We bunched up against the fence to see the baby goats. Mom grew up in the country, three doors down from a farm, and she used to spend her afternoons helping her neighbors. She missed those days, so she insisted on petting every four-legged creature she saw. “Aren’t they just adorable, Malcolm?”

“Their eyes are creepy,” I said. The goats had hyphens for pupils, like cyborgs. They looked like they were planning to take over the world.

“He’s right. They do look kind of demonic,” Dad seconded, making little horns on top of his head.

“Well, I think they’re cute.” Mom stuck her hand between the slats of the fencing to pet the closest baby goat; it nipped at her fingers and she jerked back.

“Adorable,” Dad said.

We moved through the rest of the animal pens quickly after that. My mother kept her hands at her sides. I kept mine in my pockets. I almost always keep my hands in my pockets. Not because I’m afraid to touch stuff—though that’s true too—but because there’s always something in them to fiddle with. A gum wrapper. A paper clip. A chewed-on eraser. Usually, though, it was a lucky nickel given to me by my grandfather, Grandpa Ellis, before he passed away. A Denver-minted 1929 buffalo head worth about fifty bucks. It was supposed to be good luck; I brought it to help with the goldfish getting. Mr. Curry probably had a special pair of lucky socks or something that he wore for big games too.

“Smell that?” Dad inhaled deeply, which seemed like a dangerous thing to do considering we’d just exited the cow barn. I took a tentative whiff as we stepped beneath the flashing sign for the midway. Sure enough, the smell of manure was quickly overpowered by a bouquet of buttered popcorn and caramel apples. It was like sniffing all of Susan Stottlemeyer’s scented markers at once. “Smells like destiny.”

The midway was even more crowded than the rest of the fair. People were roped into lines, waiting to ride the Himalayan and the Whirligig. The dancing lights pushed back against the dusk, and rock oldies blared out of unseen speakers. I watched every step I took like a minesweeper, wary of the brown glop that was waiting to swallow my shoes, and kept my distance from the cardboard-box trash cans that were swamped with bees.

“Let’s ride until we puke,” Mom said.

Dad bought a strip of twenty tickets without even complaining about the price, and the three of us tackled a few of the tamer rides. Dad couldn’t do anything that went up and down or spun around real fast—they gave him a headache—so I picked rides all three of us liked. I didn’t bother to ask about the goldfish game yet, even though I could see it in the center of the midway next to the Bottle Toss. My parents always insisted on doing the games last on the off chance we’d actually win something; no sense lugging around a giant Pikachu all night.

A half hour later we stepped out of the Fun House, which was neither fun nor a house, and Dad rubbed his belly. “Think I’m going to go get a funnel cake. You could help me tackle a funnel cake, couldn’t you?” I nodded, hoping that splitting a funnel cake didn’t exclude me from getting ice cream later.

Mom frowned. “Do you know how much grease is in those things?”

I held my breath. Grease was one of the things my parents didn’t agree on. It ranked somewhere in the middle of a very long list, alongside which brand of toilet paper to buy and whether opera was beautiful or boring. The list was so long, I sometimes lost track of who stood where on what, but this one was obvious. Dad was pro grease.

“That’s what makes them taste so good,” he countered.

I watched my parents’ faces carefully, waiting to see if this would turn into something bigger. I knew all of their cues. The sudden crease of my mother’s mouth. The pinch of my father’s eyebrows. The way she cleared her throat before she said something that would make him mad, as if priming her vocal cords for battle. I’d catalogued all my father’s sighs. The exasperated sigh—huffy and pronounced. The dismissive sigh—which was really more of a snort, a nasal sound that meant “you’re wrong, but it’s just not worth telling you why you’re wrong because it’s just so obvious.” The defeated sigh—long and drawn out, usually punctuated by a head sag.

This time he delivered a combination, a little huff and a little snort. “Malcolm wants one, don’t you, bub?”

Bub was one of the things my dad sometimes called me. Bub and buddy and little man. It wasn’t just me. He called everybody by some nickname or another, neighbors, coworkers, friends. Except my mother. He called her Nicole. Not Nickie, or Nic, like everybody else. Not honey or sweetie or babe. And she called him Matt. Matt and Nicole.

Mom and Dad.

And me.

Mom rolled her eyes, conceding the point, but she wanted the eye roll down for the record, to let him know that he only won because she let him win. I knew all of this about my parents. I’d been watching them for years. Triumphant, Dad took off, following the scent of funnel cake, my mother watching after him. Then, as if she’d just realized I was standing right next to her, she looked at me and smiled. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go try that thing.”

She pointed to the Wild Mouse, a kind of multitiered coaster that reminded me of a human-size Rube Goldberg machine. It was the biggest ride at the fair next to the Ferris wheel. Definitely not the sort of thing we could do with Dad. Mom took my hand as we stepped in line. The woman in front of us had a tattoo of a bleeding heart with a knife sticking out of it covering her shoulder. I wondered what it was supposed to mean. Love hurts? Judging by the size of the knife, it must hurt a lot. The guy with her had a tattoo of Mickey Mouse on his neck. I liked his better.

Beside me, Mom hissed a bad word then immediately apologized. “Sorry. Pretend you didn’t hear that.” She didn’t realize that I already knew at least thirty curse words, including three in Russian that I learned from the school custodian, Mr. Popov. I gave her a what’s-wrong? look and she held up five tickets. The Wild Mouse ride cost three each. “Do you think you could ride it without me?”

I shook my head emphatically. If I rode by myself, there was a chance they would stick me with a stranger. Better to not ride it at all. Of course, Mom knew the answer before she even asked. She spun in place. “Do you notice how your father is always gone when you need him?” The line inched forward. We were still a ways from the loading platform. She pointed to a booth with a bright yellow sign. “See there? I’m just going to run over and get us a few more tickets. You hold our place, ’kay?”

I glanced around, hoping to spot Dad in the crowd. I didn’t like this idea. We could always just jump out of line and jump back in. But the ticket booth was close. Less than fifty feet away. I almost said no. Almost.

“I won’t be gone but a second,” Mom said. “Keep me in your sights.”

She made a pair of pretend binoculars with her hands and put them up to her hazel eyes. I imitated the gesture. It was one of our things, just hers and mine, something we’d done since I was little and she would take me to the playground. Go play with the other kids, she’d say. They won’t bite, I promise. Besides, I’ve got you in my sights. Then she’d put her fingers in circles. Circles to eyes. Always on the lookout.

I watched her hurry over and get in line behind one other couple, fishing her credit card out of her wallet and turning and waving it at me. I still had my binocular hands pressed to my face.

“Hey, kid. . . .”

My hands darted back into my pockets, and I looked at the two teenage boys standing behind me, clearly older, the top of my head barely coming up to their necks. The one who had called out to me had a White Sox ball cap on and an annoyed look on his face. I wondered what I’d done. Maybe I was wearing the wrong brand of shoes. Or maybe it was just because I was suddenly by myself, unprotected. He pointed, and I could see his frustration growing, jabbing his finger at me like he was about to stab me with it. “The line, idiot,” he said.

I spun to see the gap I’d made. The line had moved up while I’d been staring after Mom. “Sorry,” I said, and stumbled forward, glancing back over my shoulder, trying to look past the two boys laughing and shaking their heads at me. The mouse-shaped cars ahead filled quickly, taking on passengers and zipping along the track. I could hear the cachick, cachick, cachick of the chain hefting them up the lift hill, the screams of the riders sliding into each other on the hairpin turns. There were only eight or so people in line ahead of me now. I could feel the two boys start to press closer, and I twisted back around, expecting to see my mother walking toward me, tickets in hand.

My eyes darted to the bright yellow sign, to the window where she’d been standing only seconds ago.

Gone.

There was a man standing at the booth instead. I quickly scanned the crowd, looking for the navy blue coat, the chestnut hair that was already turning gray at forty—Partially your fault, she joked, but mostly your father’s—expecting to see her pushing her way through, apologizing for cutting back in.

Nothing. I froze, staring at a dozen strange faces in line behind me. Two dozen more filling the street between me and the ticket booth. All of them older than me. Bigger than me. Crowding around me. Unbreathably close.

“Next.”

My hands jerked out of my pockets, making circles, binoculars up to my eyes, but I couldn’t spot her anywhere.

“Next,” the voice said again, less patient this time, though I could barely hear it over the rush of blood in my ears. I felt dizzy. I reached out with one hand and grabbed the railing that led into the ride, eyes leapfrogging, face to face to face.

“C’mon, kid, are you riding or not?”

I looked at the teenage boy with the ball cap, pointing again, not at me, but at the empty car. I turned to see the man at the ticket booth, heavy mustache barely hiding a scowl. I shook my head dumbly. The two boys brushed past me, tickets in hand, and I stumbled out of line, spinning with each step, looking everywhere now for the blue coat, for my father’s white shirt and broad smile, listening for my name being called, but there was too much buzzing and clanking and screaming. I clutched my hands to my stomach, suddenly feeling ill.

I reached the ticket booth with the yellow sign and spun around again. She was right here a minute ago, standing right in this spot. Where could she be?

That’s when I heard it. The voice. Coming from somewhere deep inside.

They’re gone, it said.

My throat closed. I struggled for a breath.

They left you.

This voice sounded like me, like my own voice, except with an edge, the words cutting and cruel.

You’re alone.

I started to walk, eyes darting, hands over my ears to block out the noise of the crowd, but I could still hear that voice muttering the same thing over and over.

Alone, it said. Alone. Alone.

Something touched me on the shoulder. A hand, dark skinned, grown-up. Lots of rings. Coat, not blue. Shirt, not white. Face, unknown.

“Hey, sweetie, you all right? You look a little sick.”

Her hand still on my shoulder. Holding me. Trapping me. It was too much.

I bolted. Back into the crowd. Away from the hand. Away from the Wild Mouse ride. Toward the center of the midway with all the games. I called out for Mom and Dad, but my mouth was dry, and it came out as a squeak, impossible to hear over the music. I turned with every other step, trying to look in every direction at once, afraid I would miss them, certain I’d missed them already, that every time I looked left, they’d already passed by on the right.

They’re gone, the voice said again. They left you.

An explosive sound from behind. Bells screeching, like the fire alarm at school. The man who’d just won the Test Your Strength game held the sledgehammer high above his head like Hercules. Everywhere I looked, lights blinked and blazed. I felt dizzy again, the whole world spinning like a teacup car. I took another step and backed into a girl holding a drink, knocking it out of her hands. It splashed across the front of her jeans, down onto her shoes, onto my shoes.

“Jesus! Watch where you’re going!”

The girl glared at me with murder in her eyes. She had rainbow-colored braces crisscrossing her bared teeth. I didn’t stop to apologize, I just ran, pushing back into the crowd, the sticky soda soaking through the tops of my sneakers into my socks. I tried to talk over the voice in my head. “They’re here. They have to be here.”

They left you.

“They would never do that.”

You don’t know that.

“Stop it!” I shouted. “Stop it! Stop it!” I stumbled from the busy center street and pressed my back against the side of the nearest booth. I closed my eyes and wished it all away. The crowds. The music. The rides. The voice. Wished I was back home, back in my living room, curled onto our couch with my parents sitting on either side. Warm and secure. I dropped into a crouch and wrapped my arms over my head, burying my face between my knees, squeezing out hot, stinging tears.

I wanted to go home.

Alone.

Stop.

Alone.

Don’t say that.

Alone. Alone. Alo—

“Malcolm!”

I blinked through the blur. Navy blue coat. Frizzy hair. Purse tucked under her arm. She broke through the crowd and knelt down in front of me, pulling me tight against her. I leaked snot all over her collar. She grabbed my shoulders and held me at arm’s length.

“Malcolm. Malcolm, I’m so sorry. The man at the booth—their credit card machine was down. But he said there was another ticket booth right around the corner. I wasn’t thinking.”

I wiped tears on the back of my sleeve. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say.

“I came back to the ride and couldn’t find you. Why didn’t you wait there for me?”

See? It was your fault.

It was all my fault. My cheeks continued to burn. Before I could answer, I saw Dad appear over Mom’s shoulder, a partially eaten funnel cake in one hand, his phone in the other. “You found him. Where was he?” He turned his eyes on me. “Where were you?”

They were both looking at me, waiting for an answer.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to . . .”

Dad shook his head. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for,” he said, giving my mother a sideways glance, the kind that said, I left him with you, but Mom didn’t even look at him. Instead she helped me stand up and fished in her purse for a tissue.

“It’s all right,” she whispered. “You’re all right now. Calm down.”

I pulled my jacket tight around me. The top of my sock was soaked through with soda. Warm snot smeared across my lip.

“C’mon,” Mom said. “Deep breath.”

I did my best, my breaths long and shuddering. I nodded twice to let her know I was okay. I was safe. They were here. I wasn’t alone. Dad held out the paper plate with oil spots soaking through the bottom.

“I saved you the half with the most sugar,” he said; then he pointed to the booth we were all standing next to. “And look where we are.”

I hadn’t even realized where I’d ended up, where I’d gone to hide. I could see now the picture of the goldfish painted on the side.

“You okay?” Mom asked, but before I could respond, Dad chipped in.

“Of course he’s okay. Aren’t you, sport?”

I nodded. Sniffed. Nodded again.

I wasn’t, though. I could still hear him. Way down, little more than a whisper. That new voice inside of me. The one I hadn’t invented, that didn’t have a name. The one I couldn’t control or ignore like all the others. That sharp, insistent voice, telling me that I was the one responsible. That I was the one to blame.

Dad put his arm around me, strong and heavy. He and Mom exchanged a glance, and I realized the look that I thought was anger before could just be worry. “Let’s go play some games, huh?” he said.

I nodded again. Dad kept his arm around my shoulders, Mom took my hand, and I let them lead me back into the crowd, the whisper in my head now drowned out by the sounds of the fair. I was okay. I wasn’t bleeding. I hadn’t died. I’d just freaked out.

I kept the voice to myself.

That night I came home with two goldfish. My father won the first for me on his first bounce. “See, Malcolm. Now that’s how it’s done.” I won the second, though it took me four tries. I named the first fish Nemo and the second one Jaws. Dad said two fish were good because now they would each have a friend, and friends were important. He was always saying things like that.

Nemo died the next day. I found him floating belly up, Jaws circling underneath him like he was waiting for his mouth to get big enough to swallow his dear friend whole. Mom fished him out with a slotted spoon and flushed him down the toilet.

That was three years ago.

Jaws is still happily swimming in his bowl on my dresser, all by himself, which maybe means I will grow up to be a good father someday. I still feel bad whenever I have to leave my room, though, knowing I’m leaving him all alone, so I always promise him that I’m coming back.

I don’t want him to freak out.

I stand at the tee and eyeball my shot, visually verifying the angle. Miniature golf is all about angles. Angles and slopes and curves. Trajectory and velocity and muscle memory, but not luck. There’s none of that in mini golf, despite the nickel in my pocket. Just physics and geometry and practice. Maybe you could point to bad weather or the conditions of the course, but for the most part it’s just you and the hole. When you miss, you have only yourself to blame. That’s part of what I love about it. And what I don’t like about it, too.

It’s definitely possible to love something and not like it all the time.

My putter already feels hot and sticky in my hands. I can sense a hundred pairs of eyes on me, watching me, waiting for me to go, as if there wasn’t enough pressure already. As if I didn’t have enough on my mind. I stand at the tee and think about everything that’s gone wrong. I can’t help it. I think about Dad’s last words to me before he drove away two nights ago and how I didn’t say anything back. I think about Frank lying there in his ugly green gown, chewing on a Starburst, the box beside him tracing the pattern of his heart.

I think about Michael and how hard it must have been.

I wish they were here. I wish they were all here.

The official, a college-age kid with a T-shirt that says VOLUNTEER on it, says, “Whenever you’re ready.”

I’m so not ready. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.

Then I hear another voice inside my head. It’s not one of the regulars—not Jim and Bill or Aleck or Granny Allison. And it’s not that other one, either, the one I first heard at the fair three years ago.

It’s Lex. Somehow, she’s wiggled her way in, broken through the noise.

You’ve got this, she says.

“I’ve got this,” I whisper, but it doesn’t sound as confident when I say it.

Still, I square up and hit the ball the way I’ve practiced a thousand times, knees slightly bent, arms in tight. Elbows as relaxed as I can make them. It feels right. I trace the ball’s path to the wall, where it glances off with a hollow metal thunk, changing course, losing a little momentum, but not too much, until it disappears behind the stone in the middle of the green and I lose sight of it, only for a second.

A second can seem like forever. In a second you can turn around and find the people who love you are gone. You can feel like the world’s about to swallow you whole.

But then I hear it, the hollow thud of the ball hitting the bottom of the cup. I hear my mother’s voice, her hissed “Yes” coming from the line of parents off to the side, most of them standing in pairs. Two by two.

It’s an ace. A hole in one.

One is the best number you can hope for in miniature golf.

But not in everything.
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Hole #2

Par 2

Three hills provide constant shifts in momentum, with the cup situated in the dip between hills two and three. Golfers must provide just the right amount of force. Too little and they won’t breach the second hill. Too much and they may skip over the hole altogether, cresting the third slope and ending up against the back wall. You want to find a happy medium, but that middle ground can be hard to judge.
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Jaws was the first thing I’d won in a while. And even that took four tries.

You hear about prodigies who started golfing or dancing or running at age four. Who came sprinting out of the womb with a football cradled in their elbow or a tennis racket in hand, destined to be one of the greats.

That’s not me.

Instead, you hear about these other kids who aren’t so talented, but who work hard every day, giving it 110 percent. And because of their passion and determination, they are also destined for greatness.

That’s not me either.

I’m the kid with the participation trophy. The one who is informed at dinner one night that he’s going to do Little League over the summer because it’s good to be part of a team and to go out and get exercise and to learn how to catch a pop fly. Because knowing how to catch stuff is important. For all those times when people decide to throw things at you.

There’s no catching in miniature golf, unless you bounce your ball on the cement, which you shouldn’t, because sometimes it gets away from you and skitters like a frightened rabbit, rolling under the fence and getting lost in the parking lot underneath some stranger’s pickup truck, and then you have to go ask for another one, which is embarrassing.

Miniature golf is also technically not a sport. That’s what Dad says. He says for it to count as a sport you have to sweat when you’re playing. He should know. He was a star athlete growing up: lacrosse, football, baseball. He was even a wrestler for a year in middle school but quit because, as he puts it, there’s such a thing as too much sweat, especially when it’s coming from other people’s armpits.

I’ve seen pictures of my father when he was my age. Tall and lean, with muscles stretching his shirt. Broad smile. Close-cropped blondish hair. Olive eyes; we have those in common. He doesn’t have a lot of that wheat-colored hair left, but he still sweats a lot. He runs two miles every day before work. I come downstairs most mornings to the thwop-thwop-thwop of his feet pounding the treadmill. He likes to run. My mother and I used to go with him, just out through the neighborhood, along the path that circles the pond, Dad pushing me in one of those three-wheeled strollers, sometimes stopping to feed the geese from a stash of stale bread until they waddled too close and made me cry. But then five years ago, Dad turned the office into an exercise room and got a treadmill and we stopped running together as a family.

Running is obviously a sport, but it’s not Dad’s favorite. Not by a long shot. For him, nothing beats baseball.

There’s a desk in the exercise room that used to be an office, and on the desk sits a ball signed by Ryne Sandberg, encased in glass, right next to a picture of me in my Little League uniform. Ryne Sandberg played second base for the Chicago Cubs ages ago and he was good. Really good. I know this because Dad’s told me a million times. Something about golden gloves and silver slugs and being in the Hall of Fame. Supposedly my father wanted to name me Ryne, but Mom wouldn’t have it. That’s at least one argument I’m glad she won.

Ryne Sandberg is one of Dad’s heroes. He has a lot of heroes, and all of them are sports figures. He says it’s important to have role models. People you look up to and aspire to be like.

I always thought that’s what parents were for.

I remember the first time I ever watched a football game with my dad, from start to finish, with all the beer and truck commercials in between.

Most Saturday and Sunday afternoons I could find him planted on the couch, shouting at the TV, bag of chips by his feet. I’d sit in the corner of the family room and build with Legos or play on the iPad or read the funnies from the newspaper that Mom insisted on buying even though Dad complained that she was murdering trees. Sometimes she would sit with me and help me find the right pieces or make domino runs on the hardwood while Dad asked players who couldn’t hear him what-the-heck-they-were-getting-paid-for. Whenever he shouted, I’d look up to see a bunch of grown men jumping around or hanging their heads; then I’d go back to what I was doing.

Until one Sunday, I didn’t look away in time. Dad caught me and suggested we should watch a game together. We could make an afternoon of it. Break out some root beer. Open a jar of queso. Slouch on the couch side by side with our bellies sticking out.

I nodded. I knew almost nothing about football despite sitting in a room where it was being played every autumn weekend for most of my life. But if it came with root beer and a never-ending bowl of corn chips, I would try it.

The following Sunday, Dad microwaved a bowl of cheese and twisted the caps off of two glass bottles of Virgil’s with his bare hands and the two of us settled next to each other on the living room sofa—a big brown monster that took up half the room. Mom was outside raking up a thick carpet of leaves from our unmurdered trees. Normally she’d ask me to help her, but today I had an out. Father-son time.

I scooted closer to him, putting myself right next to the chips. “Who’s playing?”

“Steelers and Titans,” he said.

I puzzled over the names. I knew what a Titan was. I’d started reading the Rick Riordan books and seen Hercules twice. “Stealers? You mean like bank robbers?”

“No. Like steel, dude. Metal. Tough. Like hurrggh.” Dad made a weird gesture, flexing his biceps. My father had big arm muscles for a regional marketing manager, though I hadn’t met enough regional marketing managers to know for sure.

“Pff,” I said. “Steelers are going to lose.”

Dad seemed offended. “And why is that?”

“Titans are giant monsters with superpowers. Steelers are men who work with metal. The Titans can just melt them with their lava breath.” It seemed like sound logic. I was ten.

“Yeah. Pretty sure lava breath is illegal in the NFL,” Dad said.

“Titans are still going to win,” I insisted.

“Wait and see.”

So I waited. And sure enough, the Steelers seemed to be the better team. They scored the first touchdown and then, a minute later, also got something called a safety, which seemed like a terrible name considering some guy got clobbered by three bigger guys and lay on the ground for a while. When it happened, Dad said, “Wow. You don’t see that every day.”

I sure hope not, I thought. If you did see people getting slammed to the ground every day, you’d probably never leave your house. But I didn’t say that. I ate chips and dripped cheese on my shirt, sucking it out of the fabric. Dad explained the rules as the game went on, but no matter how much he explained, I still had questions.

“What’s the throwy guy’s name again?”

“Rothlisburger,” Dad said.

It sounded like a brand of dog food. “Not his name, name. I mean, like, his job.”

“Oh. Quarterback, remember?”

“And the runny guy?”

“Halfback.”

I nodded. I did the math. “So the runny guy’s twice as good as the throwy guy?”

Dad looked at me, confused. “What? No. That’s just what they call them. Everybody has a position, see?” He got up and started pointing at the little men on the TV. “Quarterback. Halfback. Tight end. Guards. Tackles. Linebackers. Safeties.”

“Safety. Like when the throwy guy got smooshed in the goal by the tackly guys?”

“No. That’s a different kind of safety.”

I shook my head. My father was speaking a different language. But the chips were good and salty. I took a sip of root beer and summoned the best burp I could, though it was weak compared to all of his. On the TV one of the Titans started freaking out. “Why’s that guy so angry?”

“He’s not angry. He’s pumped.”

“He looks angry.”

“He’s just excited. He got a sack.”

I didn’t even bother to ask what a sack was.

“You know what?” Dad said. “Maybe we should just sit here and enjoy the game for a little bit.” Which was his way of telling me to stop asking so many questions.

I took another sip and
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